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This book is dedicated to Specialist Four Terry  Clifton, Company F, 58th Infantry (LRP), 101st  Airborne Division, KIA 20 November 1968. You know  why, my friend.
And to all the men who served in the LRRP, LRP,  and Ranger companies of the Vietnam War. You were  and still are America’s finest. Carry yourselves proudly  until the final bugle call.

 
 
Howard knew that he was looking dead ahead at the perfect kill zone. He sensed that there were VC in the ravine looking at him  through the sights of their AK-47s at that very moment. . . . Slowly he dropped to one knee, trying to give the impression that he didn’t suspect anything. But he was desperately trying to buy some time to think of a way to extricate himself from the life-threatening predicament. . . .
His only chance to survive the next few minutes was to somehow make it to that low spot and hope that the Good Lord had made it deep  enough.
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Foreword
I can think of no one better qualified or more aptly  suited to write about LRRP/Ranger operations during  the Vietnam War than Gary Linderer. His credentials  are impressive.
He is a highly decorated combat veteran who in 1968  served with the 101st Airborne Division’s F Company,  58th Infantry Long Range Patrol unit, earning three  awards for valor, including the Silver Star, and two  Purple Hearts.
He has written four excellent, well-received, and successful books on the subject and has authored numerous  articles on U.S. military special warfare operations for a  wide variety of publications. As founder and executive  editor of Behind the Lines magazine, he was instrumental in inspiring many new writers and introduced literally dozens of books on military science into the  marketplace. With the advent of btlworld.com online,  he continues to serve as one of the few notable authorities in the field.
Linderer makes the past come alive, a rare ability  among historical writers, and in Phantom Warriors  Book Two, he deftly demonstrates once again that,  fueled by the pulse and power of memory, time machines do exist.
In the following pages Linderer quickly and carefully   takes us back into the Vietnam War, back into the  steamy jungles, the swampy delta, and the rugged highlands of Southeast Asia on combat patrols with some  of the best of the U.S. Army’s LRRP/Ranger teams.
Linderer succeeds in bridging the gap between then  and now with a host of true-life accounts of daring that  will startle, amaze, and sometimes frighten. His uncanny ability to thrust the reader into the very middle of  the heart-pounding action along with those who were  there is his trademark. Linderer not only makes history  come alive again, he makes it gasp. That’s talent, and  more than that, it is a significant achievement, because  story after story reminds us of the human consequences  of a failed foreign policy that sent courageous young  soldiers in harm’s way in a misbegotten attempt to  achieve it. The cost of history, in particular the  LRRP/Ranger history, is infinitely more than a book’s  cover price, and Gary Linderer knows this. In Phantom  Warriors Book Two, he helps us to better understand  and appreciate their value.
You’re in good hands. So read on. The past is  waiting.
—Kregg P. J. Jorgenson
H Company, 75th Infantry (Ranger),
1st Cavalry Division
 

Introduction
As a matter of historical importance, the 1982  Veterans Day dedication of the Vietnam Memorial was  a time of realization, of opening wounds that had  scabbed over in time, but now were bleeding profusely. It  was also a time intermixed with extreme joy and pride. I  distantly recall now a gathering in Washington, D.C.,  during the dedication of the memorial in November  1982, when a handful of LRRP, LRP, and Rangers,  along with author Lee Lanning and publisher Owen  Lock, gathered in a hotel hospitality suite to comfort  ourselves with men who had common experiences and  to seek refuge from the scores of news reporters lurking  about looking for stories.
In the course of our impromptu meeting we recalled  fallen teammates, both American and Vietnamese, and  courage and moral resolve under tremendously trying  circumstances. We also spoke of the courage and ability  of the North Vietnamese Army, Viet Cong, and Warsaw  Pact counterparts who faced us, serving as the measure  of the danger, daring, and resolve we contested as members of LRRP/Ranger units, lest we be delusional in our  chest beating and paint a fantasy picture of extremes  that would for the most part be untrue to what really  took place. I was grateful for this, for, as a Sicangu   Lakota Kit Fox soldier, it had been a long-standing tradition in the Tokala Society to recognize your enemy  and his courage as a measure of your own ability and  courage. A long-dead Sicangu Tokala elder once said,  “If you cannot respect your enemy as your equal, how  can you respect yourself?” However, over Jack Daniels,  copious rum and Cokes, and sundry drinks, a consensus  was reached among us former LRRPs, LRPs and  Rangers: we needed a formal organization, an organization capable of representing and substantiating our  combined historical experiences. In relation to this organization, a conduit would be needed to give our folks  the opportunity to tell their stories, not in the manner  of the clinical, official, military unit histories and after-action reports, but more in the form of individual and  team oral histories based on accurate recollection of  their missions.
One of the chief drivers behind all of this was 101st  Airborne Division LRRP/Ranger veteran Kenn Miller,  whose influence among us grew out of his LRRP experience and his extremely well-received novel based on it,  Tiger the LRRP Dog. Inspired by Miller’s book and the  advice of Owen Lock, Lee Lanning, and some of the  boys who were lawyers, we were reminded by those  gathered in that hospitality suite that organization and  media are and were important in telling our story.  Armed with this knowledge, the task was then to “operationalize” an organization and to allow a conduit to  develop to debrief our guys and formulate individual  and team experiences into accurate stories.
Most of us felt an urgent need to organize in order to  counter the tales of the wanna-bes, for lack of a better  word, and those who are prone to rewrite fact so as  to build their social standing within and without  the LRRP/Ranger community. We had all watched the  Special Forces and SEAL veterans experience the  “Rambo phenomenon” as the Vietnam Memorial festivities unfolded around us in 1982; it appeared that  every “ragbag” in the world was drawn to the Wall and  to the reunions. All of course were the “only survivors”  of outrageously improbable missions, and in most cases  their descriptions of their exploits outdid the authentic  veterans of real missions. Granted, time and the individual’s perception of combat often affect the description of actual events but, clearly many of those  claiming special warfare experience in Vietnam—as  LRRPs/LRPs/Rangers, SEALs, Force Recon and  Battalion Recon, Special Forces, Air Commandos,  etc.—had penetrated no closer to actual combat than  the local surplus store. That said, we must discuss the  importance of the evolution of the code of honor that  had been passed to us by the early rangers and raiders,  the Indian Scout service, Darby’s Rangers, Merrill’s  Marauders, the Alamo Scouts, and the Korean  Rangers, to name a few similar units. In almost ten  years of combat operations in Vietnam, and by happenstance, we refashioned the code by our resolve and our  courage so well that later that code of honor was summarized by Command Sgt. Maj. Neal Gentry in the  form of the Ranger Creed. This code and creed still  works its magic and influences moral responsibility of  most of us on a daily basis. If one becomes quiet and  mindful enough, the words can still be heard through  time itself:
If one goes, we all go; an LRRP never leaves an  LRRP behind; once an LRRP, always an LRRP;  Rangers lead the way.
Mind you, there are those who are unconscious of  this simple code, but those who are not in such an altered state of consciousness are indeed mindful of it. It  echoes still, in our modern day LRSUs and the Ranger  Regiment, where the Ranger Creed is the moral foundation of the unit.
Besides having the honor of being asked to write this  introduction to Gary Linderer’s Phantom Warriors  Book Two, make no question that this book and the series of books he has produced are the stories of the  courage and resolve of outstanding team leaders and  heroic team members. Often, time shades the events of  the past. In combat, in those brief firefights or prolonged battles, or in the sheer trauma of no-quarter  combat, the truth is often misplaced by the war story.  This results from the many perceptions of individuals  experiencing the trauma of combat and the passage of  time. Gary Linderer has developed not only a conduit  for recording history, but a method of debriefing team  members in a way G-2 and S-2 could never accomplish.  He has in the process of writing these books allowed the  team members to reconstruct and substantiate the  events of the day among themselves, and even though it  has been acknowledged that a story may have forgotten  something or overlooked someone, the interesting thing  is that every effort to provide a clear and accurate account of the patrol’s activities and teammates’ thoughts  has been made. These books are the accounts of the   combined experiences of these teams, and not war stories. There is no chest beating or a “there I was . . .”  tale, only a story of six good and very brave men who  never wavered in duty or in the light of the Ranger  Creed, and that’s as good as it gets.
—Tom Roubideaux
1st Brigade LRRP, 101st Airborne Division;
Brigade LRRP, 173d Airborne Brigade;
74th Inf. (LRP), 173d Airborne Brigade;
Co. N, 75th Inf. (Ranger), 173d Airborne Brigade;
81st Ranger Co., South Vietnamese Army

Prologue
This is the final installment of a project that gradually  came about after I completed my first two books in  1989. Originally, I wrote  The Eyes of the Eagle and Eyes  Behind the Lines with the intention of leaving behind a  written journal of my experiences as an LRP/Ranger  during the Vietnam War that someday my sons might  enjoy reading. Kenn Miller, a fellow F/58th LRP and  L/75th Ranger and a good friend, talked me into submitting that original manuscript to Owen Lock at  Random House. I was completely and totally surprised  when Owen called me a few days later to tell me he  would publish the books. Unfortunately, the next five  years brought more fame than fortune, but with the  recognition I had attained as a military author came a  strange sense of accomplishment, the feeling that maybe  I had achieved something even greater—the gratitude of  my comrades for including them in my story.
How could I have not included them? They were the  reason for my pride in having been one of them. I had  come home from the war extremely proud of my service,  only to run into the same insensitive lack of interest that  most Vietnam veterans had faced upon his or her return. Like most of us, I was quick to hide the pain,  shove the memories back into the furthest recesses of  my mind, and attempt to get on with my life. I even   managed to convince myself that I had succeeded in  achieving the great American dream. A wonderful wife,  a college education, a successful business, and outstanding sons lulled me into a false sense of security that I  had not only survived the Vietnam War, but I had managed to bury it where it could no longer do me any  harm. How wrong I was! Something still seemed missing in my life—something that kept me from being a  whole man. But not once did I associate this sense of  personal insufficiency with my military experience.
Over the years, memories of those days and the deeds  we had done together began to surface more and more  frequently in my daily thoughts. Occasionally, I would  think about those events so long ago, or recall some  special moment that had left an indelible mark on me,  and then I would wonder what the guys were doing.
Then, seventeen long years after my return from the  war, my comrades in the LRRPs and Rangers of the  101st Airborne Division began assembling once again.  There was to be a reunion at Fort Campbell, Kentucky.  I soon realized that “they” had been the missing part of  my psyche that kept me from feeling fulfilled. How can  you live with men like those, sharing their humor, pain,  joy, grief, life, and death, and then turn and walk away  without leaving a part of yourself behind? Well, you  can’t, and neither could I.
Not long after my return from that first “gathering of  Eagles” in 1986, I began to write about my experiences  in Vietnam. It was good for me, and I could almost  sense the healing it brought on. But as I began to tell  my own story, their stories came to life on each sheet of  paper I filled, and when the project was complete I   knew that I had done a good thing. Because of those  books, others would know about the courageous young  men who asked for so little and gave so much.
When those two books were finally published, I was  amazed at the number of “missing” comrades who surfaced after reading “their” story. Many of the soldiers I  had served with during that single year in Vietnam  wrote or called to thank me for giving them “credibility.” I was puzzled at first, but soon realized that they,  like me, had kept their experiences inside for nearly two  decades, a period during which, it seemed, no one really  wanted to hear about what we had done during the war.  And even if we were fortunate enough to find someone  from the outside who did, there was no way to show  them the camaraderie, the loyalty, the dedication, and  especially the trauma of the experiences we had shared  and still make it sound believable. It was so much easier  just to keep our stories to ourselves and let the memories fade.
The books changed everything. For some reason,  when people read something in print, they have a tendency to believe it; tell them the same story face to face,  and they think you’re making it up. Yes, the books  helped to give us credibility that we could never have  achieved on our own.
Over the next few years a large number of my comrades published their own war memoirs, preserving forever segments of the legacy we had left behind. Larry  Chambers, John Burford, Bill Grant, Jim Walker, and  Bill Meacham did their part to preserve our legacy.  Others, like Pathfinder Richie Burns, are still at work.  Each biography ties the individual stories closer together.
In 1994, Kenn Miller, Rey Martinez, and I decided it   was time to write a composite history of the 101st  Airborne Division’s long-range patrol companies, consisting of the 1st Brigade LRRP Detachment  (1965–68); Company F, 58th Inf. (LRP) (1967–69); and  Company L, 75th Inf. (Ranger) (1969–71). Seven years  in Vietnam, fifty-eight of our number killed in action,  and numerous medals for valor and wounds, added up  to a story that needed to be told—a history that had to  be recorded. The subsequent publishing of a three-book series entitled Six Silent Men, Books One, Two,  and Three, completed the legacy of the long-range patrollers of the 101st Airborne Division. It is a work that  honors our company and our comrades.
In 1996, I realized that my mission was not yet complete. Over the years I had made numerous friends  among the men from other LRRP, LRP, and Ranger  units that had served so well during the Vietnam War.  Sharing in their experiences soon led me to understand  that my company was not the only company that had  earned a place in history. I soon convinced Owen Lock  to allow me the opportunity to write one final book. It  was to be a composite work honoring the men of the  other long-range patrol companies who had served during the Vietnam War. With contract in hand, I began a  project that has taken me nearly five years to complete.
Predictably, the stories were too many and too long  to publish in a single book. It required two volumes to  do the job. And yet, our combined histories are so extraordinary that there is still room for a hundred more.
This is the second of two books titled Phantom  Warriors . It is my final work. Every LRRP, LRP, and  Ranger company that served during the Vietnam War  has at least now been recognized, however briefly. I have  offered but a sliver of their legacy. It is now up to each   of them to complete his own history. As for me—well,  I’m just proud to have been one of them.
Mission accomplished.
—Gary A. Linderer 
F/58th (LRP), L/75th (Ranger),
101st Airborne Division 
“Rangers Lead the Way”
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Company E, 75th Infantry (Ranger), 9th Infantry Division
The 9th Infantry Division was the only major U.S.  Army unit to operate in the Mekong Delta during the  Vietnam War. Faced with a hostile environment unlike  anything they had trained for back in the States, the infantrymen of the 9th Division were forced to develop  new techniques to carry on operations within the watery  world of the Delta. Like its parent organization, the  division’s long-range patrol unit, Company E, 75th  Infantry (Ranger), had to adapt to operate inside the  swamps and along the canals and rivers that crisscrossed  the area. The predecessor of the division’s Ranger unit,  E Company, 50th Infantry (LRP), had pioneered a concept that proved especially effective in meeting and defeating the enemy on his own terms. “Parakeet flights”  were aerial combat raids consisting of a Huey slick carrying a six- or seven-man contingent of Army Rangers,  a Cobra gunship, and a LOH (pronounced “loach”)  scout helicopter. The job of the LOH was to fly around  at treetop level until it located enemy troops or emplacements. Then, pinpointing the location by dropping  smoke grenades or directing tracer fire on the target, the  LOH stood back while the Huey slick moved in to  launch its Ranger element as close to the enemy as  possible. The Cobra gunship orbited nearby to support  the ground forces with rockets, miniguns, and 40mm   grenade fire. The entire operation was based on catching the enemy by surprise and hitting them before they  could flee or mount a defense. When it worked, it  worked very well. But when it didn’t, the frequently outnumbered Rangers often found themselves in the middle of an angry hornets’ nest.
On the morning of 12 June 1969, Capt. Al Zapata,  the commanding officer of Company E, based at Tan  An, approached SFC Jimmy Booth and told him that  he needed him to fly C&C (see Glossary for an explanation of abbreviations and other terms) on a parakeet  flight later that morning. Sheepishly, Zapata admitted  that he had been drinking with a Navy SEAL officer the  night before and had gotten a little carried away swapping boasts with the swabby. The Ranger CO smirked  when he said, “Sergeant Booth, let’s get some action for  this guy. Let’s show this SEAL lieutenant what Rangers  can do.”
Booth returned the officer’s smile and said, “Can  do, sir.”
While Sergeant First Class Booth left to make  arrangements with the aviation unit, Captain Zapata  went to look for S.Sgt. Jim Thayer and his boys to fill  out the Ranger team. Zapata had already decided that  he would lead the ground element himself, and he had  invited the SEAL officer along to observe the operation.
He quickly located Thayer and asked the NCO if he  would like to go out on a Ranger raid. When Thayer  said yes, Zapata told him to select three men from his  Ranger Team 1–1. With Zapata, his RTO, and the  SEAL lieutenant already in on the raid, there would be  room for only four others.
Jim Thayer had been back with the company only  two months since spending some time in Japan recovering from wounds received on an earlier patrol. Thayer’s  original team had been broken up and reassigned to  other team leaders while he was away. Sergeant Laurer,  his former ATL, had long since ETS’d back to the  World, and Sergeant O’Day was too short to go out in  the field anymore. Private First Class Boone had been  transferred to another team, and Specialist Fourth  Class Bellwood, his senior radio operator, had been  killed on the mission when Thayer had been hit.  Bellwood’s death on that patrol was something the  Ranger team leader was still trying to deal with.
With the exception of the team leader himself, everyone on Thayer’s new team was relatively new to the  game. All of his teammates had been in the Rangers  only a couple of months. There had been a lot of  switching personnel around between teams since the  company had changed from a long-range patrol unit to  a Ranger company back in February 1969.
Unlike most Ranger companies in Vietnam, it was  not an uncommon practice in Company E for an officer  to lead a team in the field, especially during parakeet  flights. Since parakeet flights were nothing more than  quick, hard-hitting raids, trained infantry officers were  an asset rather than the liability they often proved on  typical LRP/Ranger missions. Therefore, no one on  Thayer’s team questioned him when he announced that  Captain Zapata would be in charge of the patrol during  the raid.
The Rangers quickly changed into cammies and  painted their faces, hands, and necks for the raid.  Camouflage face paint was not a necessity for a parakeet operation, but the 9th Division LRP/Rangers wore  it anyway almost like war paint to let the enemy know  exactly who was after them. Thayer slipped on a sleeveless tiger-stripe shirt and taped his pants legs around his   bare ankles. The veteran Ranger team leader had long  ago stopped wearing boots on patrol, ever since he had  been outrun by a barefoot VC he was attempting to  capture. He had sworn that it would never happen  again.
Zapata, Thayer, and the SEAL officer carried CAR-15s on the raid, while the two radio operators and Sp4.  Sef Galardo, the senior scout, toted M-16s. The other  Ranger from Thayer’s team humped an M-79 grenade  launcher along with nearly forty HE rounds for it. For a  backup the team leader hung a Colt .45 revolver around  his waist. Most Rangers wore a couple of bandoliers of  ammo across their chest. A few wore their full LBEs  (load bearing equipment). The two radio operators carried PRC-25 radios strapped to shortened pack frames  on their backs. The idea on a raid was to travel light and  hit the enemy hard and fast.
Sergeant First Class Booth returned to the team  hootch and announced that everything was a go. The  aviation assets would be available and waiting at the  helipad at 1030 hours. The parakeet flight would then  fly west out of Tan An into Long An Province to search  for the enemy. It was typical Delta country—flat and  soupy, with lots of rice paddies and steamy, single-canopy jungle. It was tough terrain for ground troops to  operate in, but ideal for fast, hard-hitting heliborne  raids.
The parakeet flight was scheduled to lift off at 1045  hours. However, with the Cobra gunship already airborne, the LOH pilot radioed that he was having engine  problems and was unable to take off. Seated at the end  of the fold-down seat in the cabin of the Huey slick,  Captain Zapata turned to Thayer and said, “Jimmy,  let’s take off. They can catch up.” Seconds later the   Huey joined up with the lone gunship, and the two aircraft headed west toward the Cambodian border.
A few minutes into the flight, Thayer was sitting in  his favorite spot, on the floor of the chopper next to the  port-side door gunner. He was smoking a final cigarette  and enjoying the feel of the wind blowing against his  legs as they dangled outside the helicopter. Suddenly he  had a brief, unexplainable premonition that he was going to get hit in the chest sitting in that spot. He stood  up, tossed out the cigarette, and moved to a new position up on the end of the fold-down seat jutting from  the back wall of the cabin. The experience was new to  the veteran Ranger and quite discomforting.
Ten minutes out they were over the target area looking for VC, and it didn’t take long to spot some. Flying  low over an area full of rice paddies and scattered  patches of jungle, they saw two hootches sitting on a  slight rise of high ground backed up to an abandoned  rice paddy. The hootches faced a dense patch of jungle  perhaps twenty meters away. The larger hootch had a  red tile roof, the smaller was covered in thatch.
As the Huey swung around for a closer look, Booth  saw a VC soldier, weapon in hand, run out of the larger  building. When the man saw the slick hovering nearby,  he quickly turned and ran back inside the building.
Aboard the Huey, Booth advised the pilot, “We have  VC down in that hootch. Put us down at treetop level.”
The pilot made a quick circle out over the rice paddies a half mile from the hootches, then came back in  fifty feet off the ground. As the chopper flared over the  rice paddy, the Rangers spotted several VC sitting on  the ground cleaning their weapons under a dilapidated  porch. Thayer, sitting on the floor next to the starboard  door gunner’s hellhole, immediately opened up on the   surprised VC. Seconds later everyone aboard the chopper who could get a clear shot followed suit.  Immediately a large number of VC broke from the  hootches and tried to escape toward the jungle. Some of  them stopped to return fire.
As the helicopter touched down thirty meters away  from the two buildings, the six Rangers and the SEAL  leaped from the skids on both sides of the aircraft and  scattered out into attack formation. Firing from the  waist as they slopped through the muck, Thayer and his  grenadier headed for a spot between the two hootches.  Captain Zapata, the SEAL officer, and Zapata’s RTO  moved to the right approximately thirty meters and  took up covered firing positions just behind the high  ground where the hootches were sitting. Galardo and  the other RTO moved twenty meters to the left and set  up to support the assault.
Aboard the departing Huey, Booth flinched as enemy  bullets from the edge of the jungle suddenly found the  aircraft’s range. Realizing that Zapata and Thayer had  more than they could handle, Booth notified the pilot  to head back toward Tan An for a backup team.
As Thayer and his grenadier neared the two enemy  structures, over a dozen VC broke from the hootches  and sprinted for the trees. Some were unarmed, but others with weapons turned as they ran and fired back over  their shoulders at the Rangers and the departing helicopter.
Thayer opened fire first and immediately saw a VC go  down. The Ranger team leader and his grenadier were  the only ones who could see the VC breaking for the  jungle so they continued putting rounds into the enemy  soldiers as fast as they could load and fire. The two  Rangers on Thayer’s left opened fire into the rear of the  larger hootch and flushed a VC out the front door.
The enemy soldier was carrying an armload of  weapons when he was hit in the back by a burst of fire  from Galardo’s M-16, sending him somersaulting and  scattering the weapons everywhere.
By then several of the VC, some of them unarmed,  had reached the trees. Protected by the cover and concealment of the thick jungle vegetation, a few VC  turned around and opened fire on the Rangers from  only forty meters away. Thayer, realizing that he was exposed, did the only thing he could under the circumstances—he started to assault the two VC structures.
To his right the grenadier shouted, “Where should I  put my rounds?”
Thayer responded, “Fire ahead of the ones still running for the jungle.”
As the two Rangers charged between the two  hootches, Thayer fired from the waist on “rock ’n’ roll”  at the last of the VC still fleeing toward the trees. He hit  the enemy soldier just as the VC turned and opened up.  The VC missed low, but Thayer felt a ricochet slam into  his chest, fragmenting as it hit his sternum.
Screaming “Oh, shit!” Thayer went down backwards  and lay momentarily stunned. The grenadier stopped  and knelt beside his wounded team leader, grabbed a  floppy hat from the head of a VC he had just killed, and  pressed it down over the wound in his team leader’s  chest. Thayer, believing he had a sucking chest wound,  looked up and told the man to find a piece of plastic to  put over the entrance hole.
Unable to find any, the grenadier pulled out a field  dressing and pushed it down hard in an attempt to seal  the wound. There was nothing else he could do for the  moment. Thayer, lying helplessly exposed to the enemy  fire still coming from the jungle, waited for a minute or  two to see if his situation worsened, then coughed and   spit into his left hand to see if there was any blood in  the sputum. When he discovered that the sputum was  clear, he realized that he had probably not been hit as  badly as he first thought. Knowing that he was more  likely to die of “exposure” lying there in the open than  he was from his wound, he asked the grenadier to hand  him his CAR-15 lying nearby. Thayer took the weapon  and slammed a fresh magazine into it, then, holding the  dressing down tight with his left hand, began firing the  CAR-15 with his right.
Thirty meters to Thayer’s right, Captain Zapata had  seen his team leader take a hit in the chest and go down.  Without waiting to ascertain the extent of his injuries,  Zapata radioed the C&C helicopter to request a medevac for “Sergeant Tango,” who had “a sucking chest  wound.” SFC Booth in the insertion aircraft, on its way  back to Tan An to pick up a backup team, immediately  relayed the request for a medevac. Two minutes later he  was told that the dustoff would arrive in fifteen minutes, but would not come in for the pickup if the LZ  was hot.
Booth shook his head and muttered to himself,  “There is no way I’ll let Jim Thayer die,” then told the  pilot of the insertion slick to turn around and go back  to the LZ.
The pilot nodded and said, “Let’s go.”
As the aircraft approached the area of the hootches,  Booth contacted Zapata and told him that he was landing to pick up Thayer. Zapata misunderstood the transmission and, thinking they were about to be extracted,  screamed for his teammates to prepare to board the aircraft when it touched down.
At that point, Thayer had decided that he was going  to stay and fight. He was still firing into the trees when   he heard the Huey slick touch down in the paddy behind them. When Captain Zapata shouted, “Let’s go!  Let’s mount up!” he turned and shuffled back toward  the waiting aircraft.
Exchanging fire with the remaining VC, the six  Rangers and the SEAL executed a fighting withdrawal  toward the Huey, where Sergeant First Class Booth,  hanging out of the chopper, was firing at the VC in the  trees with his 9mm pistol. After everyone had climbed  aboard, the Huey lifted out of the rice paddy, did a  ninety-degree pedal turn, and dropped its nose to pick  up forward airspeed to get out of range of the enemy  fire, which was diminishing.
Aboard the aircraft, Jim Thayer was pissed about  leaving the fight. Weaponless, he was lying flat on the  floor, where he had ended up after climbing aboard. A  sudden, burning pain across his back alerted him to the  location of his CAR-15 and made him painfully aware  that not enough time had elapsed to allow the barrel of  the weapon to cool down. But every time he tried to lift  himself off the searing metal, his comrades, concerned  about his “sucking” chest wound, kept pushing him  back down onto the scalding barrel. But eventually he  was able to get the point across to them that he was lying on his weapon. Someone reached behind him and  removed the offending branding iron.
As the aircraft swiftly departed the area, a rifle platoon from the 9th Infantry Division’s 3d Brigade  combat-assaulted into the rice paddy the Rangers had  just abandoned. They could see the bodies of several  dead VC lying about as they charged past the hootches.  During a search of the immediate area they found  eighteen dead enemy soldiers and recovered a quantity  of enemy weapons. Later, under pressure and not out of   “generosity,” they reluctantly gave the Rangers a couple  of beat-up M-2 (full-auto) carbines they had recovered.
When the aircraft landed at the 3d Brigade aid station at Tan An, Thayer was quickly taken into x-ray to  determine the extent of his wound and the location of  the bullet. The aid station was full at the time with a  large number of casualties from a 9th Division infantry  company that had been hit earlier that morning. But  eventually Thayer was lifted onto a chest-high worktable and given a local anesthetic. Minutes later a doctor climbed up on the table, straddled the wounded  Ranger’s hips, and cut a three-inch vertical slit down the  center of his chest. Cutting through the muscle tissue to  expose the path of the bullet, he reached in with a pair  of forceps and lifted out a piece of metal. Seemingly  satisfied with his work, he calmly told the shocked  Ranger that another piece of metal was lodged in his  sternum, but it wasn’t life threatening and in his opinion  didn’t need to be removed. The doctor added that he  was going to send the wounded Ranger to the division  surgical hospital at Dong Tam to have the wound sewn  up. Thayer was then given a strong sedative to knock  him out during the medevac flight to Dong Tam.
He awoke at 0800 hours the next morning and noticed that he had an IV tube in his arm. Seeing about six  inches of air halfway down the tube, he shouted to a  nearby medic, “Get over here and get this rather large  air bubble out of my IV!”
“Don’t worry about it, Sarge,” the medic said. “See  that VC next to you?” For the first time Thayer saw the  wounded Vietnamese in the bed next to him. The medic  continued, “We’ve pumped two bottles of air into him  and we haven’t killed him yet.”
“Get the damn thing out of my arm now,” Thayer  muttered angrily. When the medic didn’t comply immediately, he raised up to yank it out himself. The medic  quickly urged him to wait and called for a nearby captain, a doctor. Thayer repeated to the medical officer  that he wanted the IV out of his arm, and then demanded a landline to call his company commander. The  doctor reluctantly agreed to remove the IV and, shaking  his head in frustration, finally returned to what he had  been doing.
Free of the dangling IV tube, Thayer got out of bed  and went to the front desk to call Captain Zapata at the  company TOC. When he got his CO on the line, he  asked the officer to send a jeep for him. Zapata said he’d  have one outside the hospital in ten minutes. Thirty  minutes later, S.Sgt. Jim Thayer was back at his unit,  wearing a pair of blue pajamas. He went to his hootch  and quickly changed into a pair of shorts. One of his  comrades walked in while he was changing and noticed  the dressing on his chest and another on his back and  asked him if the bullet had gone all the way through.  Thayer responded, “No, the bandage on my back is  from the barrel of my CAR-15.”
The pilot of the aircraft who returned under fire to  pick up the Ranger team later received the Distinguished Flying Cross. Sergeant First Class Jimmy  Booth was awarded an Air Medal with “V” device, a  most unusual award for an Army Ranger.

Division LRRP Detachment, 4th Infantry Division
It was typical for long-range reconnaissance patrols  to be given a day or two to prepare for a mission after  receiving a “warning order” that a mission had been  scheduled and assigned to the team. There was an excellent reason for this as it usually took that much time to  properly ready a team for a patrol physically, mentally,  and emotionally. However, it was not uncommon for a  team to receive a warning order for a mission scheduled  for that very same day. It was often during such “last  minute” patrols that the term “time is of the essence”  took on real meaning, and LRRPs had the opportunity  to demonstrate their mettle. On nearly every such occasion they set their jaws, clenched their teeth, and carried  on accordingly, successfully preparing themselves and  their equipment in short order for what could easily be  a tough, harrowing, life-threatening experience. One  such mission occurred on 28 June 1967 when a pair of  three-man teams from the Division LRRP Company,  4th Infantry Division, were tasked to perform five-day  patrols with little more than four hours’ advance notice.
Major General William R. Peers, commanding officer  of the 4th Infantry Division, had personally sent the  warning order down to 1st Lt. Louis Garavaglia, operations officer of the Division LRRP Company. It was  only days before the onset of the monsoon season, and   Division had just received word that one of its aero-scouts had spotted a column of two hundred NVA on  the move in the open nineteen klicks (kilometers) southwest of Pleiku City. This message was quickly followed  by SPAR (aerial reconnaissance) reports of forty to sixty  NVA occupying a nearby village, and two full platoons  of NVA troops moving in the direction of Pleiku, one of  them in camouflage uniforms. That information was  enough to get the attention of the division staff. The  NVA were up to something, and there was no time to  lose if countermeasures were to be taken to stop them.
Lieutenant Garavaglia quickly notified Sgt. Bill  Steffens that his three-man team was one of the two  hunter/killer teams selected for the patrol. Staging out  of the 1st of the 10th Cavalry Squadron’s headquarters  at Cateckta Tea Plantation (straddling Highway 19  twenty miles west of Pleiku), the patrol was to insert  into the target area just eight klicks south of the base  camp. Four kilometers apart, the two three-man teams  were to find the enemy units and report their location.  Each team was told to take an ample supply of M-14  antipersonnel mines and white phosphorous (WP)  grenades for booby traps along the enemy’s route of  march. They were also ordered to direct artillery and air  strikes on targets of opportunity.
Steffens, a Division-trained sniper, decided to carry a  scope-mounted XM-21 on the patrol just in case he got  the chance to make a long-range kill. His two teammates, Sp4. James Burke and Sp4. Butch Franzcobiak,  would be carrying CAR-15s. All three LRRPs packed  their own PRC-25 radio in case they became separated  and had to E&E.
At 1630 hours that afternoon, the flight of five Huey  helicopters—two B-model gunships, a C&C slick, a  chase ship, and the insertion aircraft—flew off the   1/10th Cav’s helipad and headed southwest. Ten minutes later they were over the target area, faking a couple  of insertions before approaching the team’s LZ. The  terrain in the patrol’s recon zone consisted of rolling savanna broken occasionally by single-canopy wood lots  and ragged tree lines. There were also a small number of  active Montagnard rice paddies throughout the area,  but for the most part they were in virgin territory—a  good place to look for NVA units trying to avoid contact.
The insertion aircraft soon neared the north end of a  large field. Nearby was an expansive area of single-canopy forest unusual for its size in that part of the  country. As the helicopter slowed to a hover ten to fifteen feet above the ground, the three LRRPs exited the  left side of the aircraft and landed hard in the thick  grass below. While the helicopter climbed steeply out of  the field, Steffens spotted what he thought was a gray  floppy hat partially hidden behind a bush some two  hundred meters south/southeast of the LZ. He quickly  got out his sniper scope and observed a single individual dressed in a gray uniform watching the departing  helicopter. Steffens could not see a weapon in the man’s  possession, but concluded that he was most likely an enemy LZ watcher. Astonishingly, the man didn’t appear  to notice the three LRRPs who had just dropped from  the skids of the helicopter. But he was definitely interested in the aircraft.
While observing the enemy soldier, Steffens realized  that the crosshairs centered in his sight picture had  somehow become detached during the insertion, rendering the scope totally useless. There would be no  long-range kill on the mission.
As the distant insertion ship and its two accompanying gunships faked a couple more insertions, Steffens   cranked up his radio for a brief commo check and to report sighting the probable enemy soldier. When asked if  he thought the team had been compromised and needed  to be extracted, Steffens reported that he felt there was a  good chance the man had missed spotting the three  LRRPs. He said they would remain on the ground and  continue the mission. Satisfied that he had done the  right thing, he released the choppers.
The three LRRPs moved quickly into the nearby  woods where they “lay dog” for another fifteen to  twenty minutes. It was already beginning to grow dark,  but Steffens wanted to put some distance between the  team and the LZ. Earlier he had decided to move the  patrol directly to the southwest, but sighting the LZ  watcher set up in that direction had changed his plans.  Instead he signaled for Burke to head east to avoid a  confrontation with the VC.
Fifteen minutes later, as darkness settled in, the team  set up an NDP under the cover of a large tree to wait  out the night. Steffens divided up the guard shifts  among the three of them then settled back to watch and  listen as the night creatures came awake. Hidden in the  deepening shadows, Steffens couldn’t help wondering if  he had done the right thing in not asking for an extraction.
Early the next morning, the men packed up their gear  and moved out, patrolling slowly through the woods as  the sun rose in the eastern sky. It wasn’t long before the  temperature climbed to the 100-degree-plus mark and  the LRRPs began to suffer from the heat. But they  pressed on, knowing that it had to be just as hot for the  enemy as it was for them.
It was 1000 hours when the patrol encountered a  heavily used trail running north to south that wasn’t  marked on any of their maps. To the east side of the   trail was an area of dense overgrowth and bamboo that  backed up to an old, abandoned deadwood fence. Just  beyond the fence, the ground dropped away sharply to a  rice paddy. However, the patrol was unaware of the nature of the terrain that lay beyond the deadwood fence.
To the west side of the trail was an extended level  area covered with dried grass and thick brush dotted  with a few scattered single-canopy trees. There was not  enough cover on that side of the trail to conceal the  team and protect the men from the blazing sun.
As the three men stood along the side of the trail, deciding what to do, they heard heavy firing to their  north, a mixture of AKs and CAR-15s punctuated by  the steady bark of an M-14. Even before confirming the  engagement on the radio, Steffens knew that the other  hunter/killer team was in heavy contact. That was a  dangerous moment for Steffens’s patrol, because if they  were also hit there would not be enough helicopter assets available to simultaneously support both teams.  And since the other team was already calling for an extraction, Steffens knew that his team would have to wait  until the other team had been safely pulled before any  help would arrive for them.
Steffens quickly decided to go to ground right there  in the heavy cover off the east side of the trail. He set up  the patrol with himself in the center, Burke four feet  away on his left, and Franzcobiak an arm’s length away  on his right. The three were completely hidden back in  the brush four feet off a dogleg in the trail. They were  situated on the outside of the curve, able to see down  the trail a short distance in both directions. It wasn’t  long before they heard over the radio that the other  team had been successfully extracted and was on its way  back to the base camp. However, they never managed to   get the full picture of just what kind of trouble it had  run into.
In spite of the thick vegetation, it was still incredibly  hot in the thick cover away from the trail. Steffens had  just come off his twenty-ninth mission, and he and his  teammates were still physically and emotionally exhausted. The team had not even been given time to  stand down and recover from that last mission, and the  broiling heat had collaborated with the stress of the recent patrol to completely drain them. Since inserting,  Steffens had already downed a couple of the issue dextroamphetamines to help him through the rough spots.
The team was scheduled to make two situation reports—sitreps—per day, one in the morning and one in  the evening. However, they had been in touch with their  TOC at midmorning to get details on the other patrol’s  contact and to report that they were setting up over a  fresh enemy trail. But since then they had had no  commo with anyone.
By 1400 hours the heat was becoming unbearable.  Somehow, Steffens had managed to fight off the dex  high and dozed off into a fitful sleep. He was dreaming  of home when the sudden roar of a nearby CAR-15 on  full automatic jarred him back to reality. When he  jerked his head from side to side to see what was going  on, Franzcobiak was changing magazines in his still-smoking weapon. When Steffens finally caught his eye,  the young LRRP pointed to a bloody body in a khaki  uniform lying on the far side of the trail. The dead man  had a canvas bag strapped over his shoulders. He had  fallen back against the trunk of a tree on the opposite  side of the trail. Steffens rolled up to his knees and was  about to crawl out in the trail to retrieve the bag when  he suddenly heard the drumming of running footsteps   coming down the trail from the north. Whoever it was  was no more than forty meters away and closing fast.
Steffens froze, then sank slowly back to the ground.  Suddenly an NVA officer in OD fatigues and a floppy  hat with two red stars on it arrived at the side of the  dead NVA soldier and looked down at his body.  Seconds later another NVA, perhaps a senior NCO,  joined the officer. The NCO said something to the officer, who nodded then turned and signaled up the trail.  A minute later twenty NVA soldiers jogged around the  bend carrying their weapons at port arms. They continued on until they were strung out down the path thirty  or forty meters. Then they stopped. While they waited  for orders, still more NVA arrived and began setting up  along the section of trail to the north.
While the LRRPs waited breathlessly, ten Montagnards jogged past carrying tubes wrapped in cloth—  five tubes, two men to a tube. Steffens and his  companions could not tell for certain what the tubes  contained, but they knew they were not barber poles.  The ’Yards, wearing only their traditional loincloths,  soon moved out of sight down the trail heading south.  Then everything grew eerily quiet.
The hidden LRRPs were less than twenty-five feet  from the NVA officer, and only fifteen feet from the  nearest enemy soldiers. Suddenly the officer drew his  pistol and started looking around. Never once making  eye contact with the heavily camouflaged LRRPs, he  began walking slowly down the trail to the south.  Abruptly, he stopped and stepped off the path on the  same side of the trail where they lay hidden. The officer  was still looking south, giving Steffens the impression  that the NVA was interested in something his point man  had discovered out of sight somewhere down the trail.
Without turning around, the officer began backing   up slowly toward the team with his pistol raised at a 45-degree angle to his front. He kept backing up, backing  up, until he finally came up against some old dead  brush just off the bend in the trail. Unfortunately,  Burke was lying on his back at the base of the dead  brush.
Steffens swallowed hard and quietly took his weapon  off safe. He sensed at that moment that their cover had  just been blown. The NVA officer took another short  step backward, then suddenly tensed. There was no  longer any doubt—the enemy officer was indeed aware  of their presence. With that, the man turned slowly to  the right and looked directly at Steffens. Steffens didn’t  even see the officer pull the trigger on his pistol. Nor  did he feel the round blast through the left cargo pocket  on his tiger-stripe fatigue pants. He had been too busy  reacting to the burst of Burke’s CAR-15 as it stitched  the enemy officer from his crotch to his chin and blood  from the dead officer splashed all over him. To his  credit, the dying NVA had managed to get off a second  shot that knocked Burke’s hat from his head.
Burke’s full magazine at point-blank range had blown  the NVA officer back across the trail, where he collapsed in a loose heap against the flanking brush.  Before the NVA soldiers standing in the middle of the  footpath could respond, Franzcobiak, Steffens, and  Burke opened fire. Steffens saw eight NVA out in the  trail at that point, and was pleased when most of them  went down hard in the opening barrage. The XM-21  with its duplex ammo was shredding the trees on the  other side of the trail.
But when Steffens heard the dull pounding of a BAR  and the noisy, throaty popping of multiple AK-47s, he  knew that the enemy had recovered from their initial  surprise. However, because debris was falling on them   from the overhead cover, he sensed that the NVA were  firing blind and, for the moment, shooting high.
The close-range firefight went on for a full twenty  minutes before the LRRP team leader realized that they  were beginning to run low on ammunition. Steffens had  already gone through 280 rounds—about fourteen magazines—of ammo, and he knew that his comrades were  in no better shape. He also realized that the NVA were  finally adjusting their fire and getting the range.  However, he couldn’t understand why the enemy soldiers had not yet maneuvered to flank the three LRRPs  and overrun their position. Then it occurred to Steffens  that the troops they were facing were not infantry. It  was the only logical explanation for why he and his men  had not been overrun in the few minutes following the  opening fire.
At that moment, Steffens simply “lost it.” Leaping to  his feet, he jumped out on the trail and began screaming  and firing into the enemy soldiers, scattering them before his onrush. Franzcobiak heard someone up the  trail to the north yelling “Surrender . . . surrender!” in  English and couldn’t tell if it was Steffens or the enemy.  It wasn’t Steffens.
Burke and Franzcobiak momentarily lost sight of their  team leader as they struggled to their feet and started to  pull back toward the deadwood fence behind them.  Almost simultaneously, Steffens recovered his senses and  began falling back through the dense undergrowth, dragging his rucksack behind him with his left hand. In his  right hand he held his radio handset to his ear and was  frantically screaming “Mayday . . . Mayday!” In the heat  of the battle he had forgotten the team’s extraction code.
The retreating LRRPs soon found that the bamboo  behind them was too thick to penetrate. Steffens kept  falling when his rucksack got entangled in the brush.   He fought to jerk it free and continued falling back  toward the fence. The last time it caught in the brush he  was unable to free it at all. Backing away with the handset cord stretched as far as it would go, he shouted one  last time to let the TOC know that they needed help,  then fired several rounds into his ruck to destroy the radio, not thinking about the mines, claymores, and  grenades inside the main storage compartment.
Finally he dropped the handset and continued backing up, firing into the brush around the trail. It was then  that he caught up with his comrades, backing into  Franzcobiak. Burke, on the other side of Franzcobiak,  was caught in the thick bamboo and unable to free himself even though enemy rounds were chopping the tops  of the bamboo overhead. Steffens, still firing toward the  trail, turned around to see what was holding up Burke  and Franzcobiak and spotted the radio on Burke’s  back. He saw that the whip antenna was still folded  double, so he reached over Franzcobiak and broke the  trip wire to deploy the antenna.
At that same instant, Burke and Franzcobiak finally  punched a hole through the bamboo and dived over the  wooden fence. By the time Steffens reached the spot and  started to climb over the fence, it was shot away beneath  him, sending the LRRP team leader rolling head over  heels down the hillside, out of control. It was ten or fifteen feet to the bottom, which turned out to be a  flooded rice paddy. Twenty meters out in the paddy was  a small, brush-covered island with a large, fallen tree lying across it. There was nothing else for cover or concealment for several hundred meters. Just open rice  paddies.
At that moment there was no sign of pursuit from the  enemy soldiers back on the trail, although there was  still a heavy volume of fire coming through the bamboo   above them. As the three LRRPs splashed across the  shallow paddy then dived behind the fallen tree, the firing from above stopped altogether.
The LRRPs pulled out Burke’s claymore and primed  it with a fifteen-second fuse so they could throw it like a  giant grenade. Taking stock of their situation, they realized just how low on ammo they were. If the enemy soldiers broke through the bamboo and came down after  them, they were going to find themselves in an instant  world of hurt.
Finally, Burke raised an unknown station on his  radio. Someone out there had heard the team’s frantic “maydays.” But it wasn’t any of their people.  Lieutenant Garavaglia had been busy inserting another  team at the time, and whoever had picked up Steffens’s  calls for help had managed to reach Garavaglia by radio  and report to him that he had a recon team in trouble  somewhere out there. Garavaglia immediately dropped  off the team he was preparing to insert along a nearby  road, then raced towards Steffens’s AO.
Back in the rice paddy, Steffens spotted choppers flying off to the west, but they were heading due north.  Frustrated that the helicopters he saw were going to  miss his position by several klicks, he grabbed Burke’s  radio and shouted some very nasty things over the  team’s frequency.
At that moment, something up hill from the team  drew his attention. By the time he returned to the radio,  a Huey slick was flaring up over a paddy dike to their  east and preparing to land fifteen meters away from the  team on a yellow smoke grenade tossed out by Burke or  Franzcobiak. Steffens couldn’t understand how the aircraft had managed to cover the distance so quickly.
Burke and Franzcobiak leaped to their feet and  sprinted for the helicopter. When he jumped through   the open door, Burke was so wet he slid damn near all  the way out the other side of the Huey. Franzcobiak  piled on next with Steffens right behind him. The pilot  wasted no time lifting out of the rice paddy, banking  sharply to the southeast to put some distance between  the aircraft and the enemy soldiers on the high ground.  As the helicopter climbed for altitude, a pair of Huey B-MODEL gunships raced in to make their first run against  the NVA soldiers still scattered along the trail.
When the emotionally drained team landed back at  base camp, they could only think of the sleep they  would get after their debriefing. Steffens made the  shocking discovery that he was down to his last magazine. Back at the company area, their fellow LRRPs began teasing the three survivors about why they hadn’t  thrown any of their grenades. It was a question none of  them was able to answer; in the heat of the battle it had  not even occurred to them to use their fragmentation  grenades. On 30 June, during the team’s subsequent  stand-down, someone came down from operations to  get Steffens to attend a briefing over at G-2. On the  way, the soldier told Steffens that an aero-rifle troop  had just gone into the patrol’s AO, but had not been  able to locate the battleground.
At Division, a colonel told Steffens that he wanted  the LRRP team leader to show the Blues where the firefight had occurred. So Steffens grabbed his weapon and  flew out to join the aero-rifle troop. When the captain  commanding the Blues told Steffens that he didn’t believe the action had even taken place, Steffens flew off  the handle. Minutes later the helicopter landed again  and pulled him back out of the field. The aero-rifle  troop had been two klicks northeast of where the battle  had occurred and was moving due west.
Early the next day, 1 July, a Division intelligence   officer accompanied Steffens, Burke, and Franzcobiak  back out to the LRRP’s old AO. They
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