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To every veteran who served but never got a “Thank you.”
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A shout out to my editor and wife, Addie. 
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Charles “Chuck” Mawhinney holds the record for the most confirmed kills by a United States Marine Corps sniper. He recorded 103 confirmed kills and 216 “probable kills” during his 16 month service in the Vietnam War. The 216 are listed as “probables” because it was too risky to search for the bodies to retrieve weapons and documents. 

If you take into account that the 216 may be a low estimate and add it to his 103 confirmed kills, Mawhinney may be the most prolific sniper in the history of combat. 

Mark Limpic, the sergeant of Mawhinney's sniper squad confirms Mawhinney's kills. 

“How do I know how many confirmed kills he had?” Limpic asked. “Because I counted them. Every one went in my book. Generally, we figured at least two and maybe three probables to every confirmed.”

A YOUNG HUNTER 

Mawhinney was born in 1949 in Lakeview, Oregon. The son of a World War II Marine Corps veteran, he was an avid hunter and learned his craft in the rural backwoods of his hometown. 

“When I was a kid, anything that crawled or flew was fair game.”

He was also a self-admitted “hellraiser.”

“I liked to fight a little and race motorcycles, sometimes with cops chasing me,” he said in a Penthouse article. 

Still, the call of duty proved to be too strong for the young hunter and he enlisted on his own. 

“The war was going on and I had friends that had gone over,” Mawhinney recalled. “Older friends that had gone over and told me a little bit about it. I just felt that I just do my part and go over and see if I could make a difference.”

“I was gonna join the Navy, but when I went down to the recruiting office, I got in the Marines line by mistake. When I asked the gunny sergeant if this was the Navy line, he screamed, ‘You fuckin' pussy, get out of my line! Get over there with the girls!' I kinda liked his personality, so I stayed in his line.”

His recruiter allowed him to delay boot camp until after deer season. 

With his hunting background, Mawhinney proved to be an expert marksman in boot camp.

He was assigned to sniper school  at Camp Pendleton. At graduation he received a little red book that was supposed to be the complete sniper's manual. 

Inside was a single sentence. 

“Thou Shalt Kill.” 

“I made it through the scout sniper school. Did fine in that, had a grand time going through it. We were trained by vets that had come back from Vietnam. Which was really good because we knew what we were going to get into.”

After he graduated from sniper school, he was a HOG, Hunter of Gunmen.

But after his graduation, his skills as a sniper were ignored initially. He was assigned to be a grunt in the Arizona Territory. The region was nicknamed as such because of its Wild West style firefights. 

“They told me 'you're not going to be a sniper, we need infantry.'”, Mawhinney recalled. “So I spent the first three months with Lima Three-Five in the first Marine division and we were up in a place called Phu Bai. At the time there wasn't much going on up there. So it was pretty quiet. So we go out on patrols every once in a while and engage just a little bit but I thought this war is not as near as bad as I thought it would be as far as the fighting goes. We were there for a couple of months then all of a sudden the entire Fifth Marine Regiment loaded up and we went to a place called An Hoa.”

“The first operation we did was Operation Alan Brook, that was my introduction to Vietnam and second day out, I believe, second day out, I'm not positive on this but we walked into a huge ambush.”

“Sixteen people were killed that day.  Twenty were wounded and this all happened in like an hour. Alan Brook was the first time I'd ever seen a lot of death and destruction. It was a little hard at first to take and especially friends that you knew. Read the letters from home, that's really hard to deal with.”

BECOMING A SNIPER 

After witnessing the destruction with Alan Brook, Mawhinney decided to take the business of staying alive in his own hands. He found out who the resident sniper was (his name was Alberry) and discovered that he didn't have a replacement. 

Mawhinney pleaded with the powers that be to allow him to become Alberry's replacement. He spent three days working alongside Alberry until he was set loose on his own. 

“The very first time looking through a scope,” Mawhinney recalled. “I pulled a trigger on another human being, was a close shot about three hundred meters. I scoped him, I caught him watching and he had a rifle with him and so I knew he was an enemy soldier and I was in a good position. I took the shot and the enemy soldier went down, I mean instantly. And when it happened, for a moment, I went 'okay, that'll work'. And then I had to think for a moment. What have I just done? You have to remember I was raised by the Ten Commandments and one of them is 'Thou shalt not kill'. And so you have to go 'okay, you have to think and then I thought well, thou shall not kill my Marines either.'”

THE ULTIMATE HUNTING TRIP

“This will sound kinda funny, but I love to hunt. Always have. People can say, ‘Man, we’re going to Africa and hunt lions, hunt cape buffalo, like it was the scariest thing ever. But to me, when you’re hunting another man who has a weapon of his own, now that’s hunting the baddest thing you can ever hunt. For 16 months as a sniper I was on the ultimate hunt.”

"Chuck was extremely aggressive," said retired Master Gunnery Sgt. Mark Limpic, Mawhinney's squad leader. "He could run a half-mile, stand straight up and shoot offhand and drop somebody at 700 yards. I had a lot of guys who did nothing but bellyache, but Chuck never complained."  

“I learned a lot from being in the infantry,” Mawhinney reiterated.  “I learned a lot from previous experience, hunting experience of what to do and what not to do while over there, once in a while you make a bad decision but most of the time there were pretty well calculated areas I was going into.”

Chuck trapped his prey like a good hunter. He adapted to the terrain and like one of his fellow soldiers recalled, “Chuck studied the habits of the Oriental. Understanding their patterns and the way they worked.”

He knew that if he had to defeat the enemy, he had to first understand how they think. 

KILL ONE MAN, TERRORIZE A THOUSAND

Mawhinney liked the fact that the sniper had the capability to not only kill the enemy but to deplete the morale of his fellow soldiers. 

“My rules of engagement were simple: If they had a weapon, they were going down. Except for a NVA paymaster I hit at 900 yards everyone I killed had a weapon.”

He was paired with rookies who were an extra eye on the binoculars and provided cover fire. Mawhinney proved to be a worthy mentor with many a great insight. 

“A sniper, when he’s in position, is apart
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