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			Introduction

			On the face of it, being a sniper seems like a fairly blasé occupation. Superficially, it actually seems safe. Hide and shoot. No strain, no personal sacrifice. It couldn’t be easier, right?

			Wrong.

			This collection of stories should quickly correct that misapprehension. Snipers are among the most highly trained soldiers in any army. The process of becoming a sniper is difficult, and many if not most who try—soldiers who think their superior shooting and cool demeanors are enough to make the grade—don’t come close to making it.

			Here is how one graduate of the rigorous Navy SEAL sniper course describes the  training:

			“The SEAL sniper course is three months of twelve-plus-hour days, seven days a week. Ironically, it is not all that demanding physically. Nevertheless, it is extremely challenging mentally.”

			It is not shooting ability or physical strength, he writes, but intellectual capacity that matters most.

			But remember that the physical challenges are nothing to scoff at. A sniper must be capable of sitting, frozen for hours, in the most uncomfortable positions. Heat, insects, snakes, and the call of nature must be ignored for the sake of the perfect kill shot. A sniper must be capable of stealth, to be able to move so slowly, so invisibly that an unsuspecting target is oblivious to the almost certain death that awaits. 

			Mentally, a sniper must possess laser-like and unimpeachable concentration. He must have a focus so intense that nothing can shift its lethal potential. A sniper must make acrobatic calculations in the microseconds it takes to line up and squeeze off a shot. He must make instantaneous adjustments when the wind shifts or the target moves.

			And a sniper must realize that if he is spotted he is dead, as sure as the sun will set every night. Targets sought out by snipers and their comrades hate snipers.

			Snipers have short lives and make extraordinary sacrifices. And they do so in silence and anonymity. And for the most part, they are not exactly exalted.

			Being a sniper is not for everyone.

			As one now-retired Marine sniper once remarked, “Everybody hates snipers until they go into combat.”

			American sniper Chris Kyle, whose account of his time in Iraq appears in chapter one, put it succinctly in an interview. Talking about the stuff that makes a good sniper, he said, “It’s not just being a monkey on a gun—anyone can pull a trigger. . . . it’s observing the area. Knowing the culture. Knowing exactly what’s going on. Being able to pick out an oddity.”

			This collection will make crystal clear the extraordinary skills needed to be not only a steely-eyed shot, but also a total sniper—an invisible, robotic killing machine whose sacrifices have saved countless times the lives of their comrades.

			Not much about what is required to be a sniper has changed over the years, as you will read about in stories from the Civil War through Afghanistan—from the Vermont sharpshooters chosen for their marksmanship to wreak havoc on the lives of Southern rebels to the trenches of World War I to Marines in Vietnam.

			The men who comprised the Vermont sharpshooters, for example, were chosen only after many others were rejected because they did not meet exacting standards. That’s how all snipers are chosen, and why they are truly elite. Here is what an officer in charge of selecting the sharpshooting regiment from Vermont wrote about the process: 

			To insure this it was ordered that no recruit be enlisted who could not, in a public trial, make a string of ten shots at a distance of two hundred yards, the aggregate measurement of which should not exceed fifty inches. In other words, it was required that the recruit should, in effect, be able to place ten bullets in succession within a ten-inch ring at a distance of two hundred yards. 

			Here is just one snapshot of the rigors and the extraordinary shooting skills of these sharpshooters. At an exhibition in front of President Abraham Lincoln, one colonel in the Vermont regiment “fired three shots at different portions of the six hundred yard target; when having satisfied himself that he had the proper range, and that both himself and rifle could be depended upon, announced that at the next shot he would strike the right eye of the gaily colored target. Taking a long and careful aim, he fired, hitting the exact spot.”

			As these gallant sharpshooters would learn, and as many snipers in other wars from other generations would learn, being a good and stealthy shot does not necessarily mean victory. As you will read, the Vermonters paid a heavy price.

			Nearly sixty years after the Civil War, the mystique of the sniper was still admired, even by adversaries. Snipers played a horrific role in the trenches during World War I. With British and German forces massed sometimes only hundreds of yards from each other, a quick shot from a skilled sniper could and did destroy lives and morale. In the early years of this trench warfare, the Germans held the upper hand.

			As one British observer noted, lamenting the superior Germans: “The hunter spends his life in trying to outwit some difficult quarry, and the step between war and hunting is but a very small one. It is inconceivable that a skilled hunter in a position of command should ever allow his men to suffer as our men sometimes did in France. It was all so simple and so obvious.”

			Major H. Hesketh-Prichard, author of Sniping in France, was an analytical and talented man who was concerned about the heavy loss of life among British troops in the trenches. His thoughtful study of trench sniping not only improved British marksmanship, but, many believed, saved the lives of over 3,500 Allied soldiers.

			He wrote: 

			The officers believed that when warfare became more open, he [the sniper] would be useless. This proved perhaps one of the most short-sighted views of the whole war, for when it became our turn to attack, the sniper’s duties only broadened out. Should a battalion take a trench, it was the duty of snipers to lie out in front and keep down the German heads during the consolidation of their newly-won position by our men, and were we held up by a machine-gun in advance, it was often the duty of a couple of snipers to crawl forward and, if possible, deal with the obstruction. 

			It was also during World War I that concern for marksmanship and shooting prowess became paramount in the US Army. One officer writing in 1918 in the The Plattsburgh Manual, A Handbook for Military Training, an excerpt of which appears here, had this to say:

			There’s no more luck in shooting than there is in solving a problem in geometry, or in a game of billiards. It’s all practice, nerve, and science. Ninety-nine out of every hundred normal, virile men are more or less nervous when they first step up for rapid fire. Practice and will power are the correctives. The most thrilling experience you will have at a training camp will probably come when you step up to the firing line on the target range to fire your first shot. The great majority of new men grow pale, become nervous, lose their calm and poise, while they are on the firing line. This is a fact, not a theory. And this loss of nerve is not confined to the new man. Any shot, however old and experienced, will tell you that he fully understands what we have just described. 

			There was trench warfare during the Korean conflict as well. And again, not much had changed in the ensuing years after World War I, and by further extension the Civil War. Snipers were valuable:

			Gunny Mitchell had killed so many North Korean and Chinese soldiers on the frozen slopes of the Chosin Reservoir, all the way to Hagaru, that he had long ago lost count. Armed with a venerable M1-D sniper rifle, Mitchell and his spotter had terrified the hordes of Chinese troops sweeping up frozen ice ledges to attack the well-bunkered Marines. When an automatic weapons position needed to be neutralized or Commie leaders shot dead during an attack, Mitchell was always lurking beside the grunts’ foxholes, picking his victims with a polished and discriminating eye. 

			You’ll read more about him here.

			Other selections will show that while the technology of death has improved to the point where a good sniper can make a kill shot on a moving target from 1,100 yards away, as Joe LeBleu does in “The Long Shot,” some things have never changed. Targets are not personal, and the enemy must be eliminated to save lives.

			Here is how one sniper recalls a kill shot: 

			“Putting the crosshairs on Mr. RPG’s upper sternum, I squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit him right underneath his nose. People picture that when a guy gets shot, he flies backward, but the opposite is often true. The bullet penetrates at such a high velocity that it actually pulls the man forward as it goes through, causing him to fall on his face.”

			That’s how it works, and that’s how a sniper can walk away with a feeling of contentment for doing his job. Like a man on a time clock: Punch in, punch out. The job is done, the day is over. 

			This collection of sniper stories brings together some of the most amazing, terrifying, and ultimately compelling stories—inside stories recounting the rigors of war. This is a collection, I hope, that will give breath and life and spit to a group of soldiers revered by many as the ultimate warriors.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Down in the Shit

		

		
			Chris Kyle

			On the Street

			The kid looked at me with a mixture of excitement and disbelief. He was a young Marine, eager but tempered by the fight we’d been waging in the past week.

			“Do you want to be a sniper?” I asked him. “Right now?”

			“Hell yeah!” he said finally.

			“Good,” I told him, handing over my MK-11.

			“Give me your M-16. You take my sniper rifle. I’m going in the front door.”

			And with that, I headed over to the squad we’d been working with and told them I was helping them hit the houses.

			[image: ]

			Over the past few days, the insurgents had stopped coming out to fight us. Our kill rate from the overwatches had declined. The bad guys were all staying inside, because they knew if they came outside, we were going to shoot them.

			They didn’t give up. Instead they would take their stands inside the houses, ambushing and battling the Marines in the small rooms and tiny hallways. I was seeing a lot of our guys being carried out and medevac’d.

			I had been turning the idea of going down on the street over in my head for a while, before finally deciding to go ahead with it. I picked out one of the privates who’d been helping the sniper team. He seemed like a good kid, with a lot of potential.

			Part of the reason I went down on the streets was because I was bored. The bigger part was that I felt I could do a better job protecting the Marines if I was with them. They were going in the front door of these buildings and getting whacked. I’d watch as they went in, hear gunshots, and then the next thing I knew, they’d be hauling someone out on a stretcher because he just got shot up. 

			It pissed me off.

			I love the Marines, but the truth is these guys had never been taught to do room clearance like I had. It’s not a Marine specialty. They were tough fighters, but they had a lot to learn about urban warfare. Much was simple stuff: how to hold your rifle as you come into a room so it’s hard for someone to grab; where to move as you enter the room; how to fight 360 degrees in a city—things that SEALs learn so well we can do them in our sleep.

			The squad didn’t have an officer; the highest-ranking NCO was a staff sergeant, an E6 in the Marine Corps. I was an E5, junior to him, but he didn’t have a problem letting me take control of the takedowns. We’d already been working together for a while, and I think I’d won a certain amount of respect. Plus, he didn’t want his guys getting shot up, either.

			“Look, I’m a SEAL, you’re Marines,” I told the boys. “I’m no better than you are. The only difference between you and me is I’ve spent more time specializing and training in this than you did. Let me help you.”

			We trained a little bit during the break. I gave some of my explosives to one of the squad members with experience in explosives. We did a little run-through on how to blow locks off. Until that point, they’d had such a small amount of explosives that they’d mostly been knocking the doors in, which, of course, took time and made them more vulnerable.

			Break time over, we started going in.

			Inside

			I took the lead.

			Waiting outside the first house, I thought about the guys I saw being pulled out.

			I did not want to be one of them.

			I could be, though.

			It was hard to get that idea out of my mind. I also knew that I would be in a shitload of trouble if I did get hurt—going down on the streets was not what I was supposed to be doing, at least from an official point of view. It was definitely right—what I felt I had to do—but it would severely piss the top brass off.

			But that would be the least of my problems if I got shot, wouldn’t it?

			“Let’s do it,” I said.

			We blew the door open. I led the way, training and instincts taking over. I cleared the front room, stepped to the side, and started directing traffic. The pace was quick, automatic. Once things got started and I began to move into the house, something took over inside me. I didn’t worry about casualties anymore. I didn’t think about anything except the door, the house, the room—all of which was plenty enough.
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			Going into a house, you never knew what you were going to find. If you cleared the rooms on the first floor without any trouble, you couldn’t take the rest of the house for granted. Going up the second floor, you might start to get the feeling that the rooms were empty or that you weren’t going to have any problems up there, but that was a dangerous feeling. You never really know what’s anywhere. Each room had to be cleared, and even then, you had to be on your guard. Plenty of times after we secured a house we took rounds and grenades from outside.

			While many of the houses were small and cramped, we also made our way through a well-to-do area of the city as the battle progressed. Here the streets were paved, and the buildings looked like miniature palaces from the outside. But once you got past the façade and looked in the rooms, most were broken messes. Any Iraqi who had that much money had fled or been killed.
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			During our breaks, I would take the Marines out and go through some drills with them. While other units were taking their lunch, I was teaching them everything I’d learned about room clearance.

			“Look, I don’t want to lose a guy!” I yelled at them. I wasn’t about to get an argument there. I ran them around, busting their asses while they were supposed to be resting. But that’s the thing with Marines—you beat them down and they come back for more.

			We broke into one house with a large front room. We’d caught the inhabitants completely by surprise.

			But I was surprised as well—as I burst in, I saw a whole bunch of guys standing there in desert camouflage—the old brown chocolate-chip stuff from Desert Storm, the First Gulf War. They were all wearing gear. They were all Caucasians, including one or two with blond hair, obviously not Iraqis or Arabs.

			What the fuck?

			We looked at each other. Something flicked in my brain, and I flicked the trigger on the M-16, mowing them down.

			A half-second’s more hesitation and I would have been the one bleeding on the floor. They turned out to be Chechens, Muslims apparently recruited for a holy war against the West. (We found their passports after searching the house.)

			Old Man

			I have no idea how many blocks, let alone how many houses, we took down. The Marines were following a carefully laid out plan—we had to be at a certain spot each lunchtime, then reach another objective by nightfall. The entire invasion force moved across the city in choreographed order, making sure there were no holes or weak spots the insurgents could use to get behind us and attack.

			Every once in a while, we’d come across a building still occupied by families, but for the most part, the only people we were seeing were insurgents.

			We would do a full search of each house. In this one house, we heard faint moans and went down into the basement. There were two men hanging from chains on the wall. One was dead; the other barely there. Both had been severely tortured with electric shock and God knows what else. They were both Iraqi, apparently mentally retarded—the insurgents had wanted to make sure they wouldn’t talk to us, but decided to have a little fun with them first.

			The second man died while our corpsman worked on him.

			There was a black banner on the floor, the kind fanatics liked to show on their videos when beheading Westerners. There were amputated limbs, and more blood than you can imagine.

			It was a nasty smelling place.
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			After a couple days, one of the Marine snipers decided to come down with me, and both of us started leading the DAs.

			We would take a house on the right side of the street then cross to the left and take the house across the way. Back and forth, back and forth. All of this took a lot of time. We’d have to go around the gates, get to the doors, blow the doors, rush in. The scum inside had plenty of time to get prepared. Not to mention the fact that even with what I’d contributed, we were running out of explosives.

			A Marine armored vehicle was working with us, moving down the center of the street as we went. It only had a .50-cal for a weapon, but its real asset was its size. No Iraqi wall could stand up to it once it got a head of steam.

			I went over to the commander.

			“Look, here’s what I want you to do,” I told him. “We’re running out of explosives. Run through the wall in front of the house and put about five rounds of .50-cal through the front door. Then back up and we’ll take it from there.”

			So we started doing it that way, saving explosives and moving much faster.

			Pounding up and down the stairs, running to the roof, coming back down, hitting the next house—we got to where we were taking from fifty to one hundred houses a day.

			The Marines were hardly winded, but I lost over twenty pounds in those six or so weeks I was in Fallujah. Most of it I sweated off on the ground. It was exhausting work.

			The Marines were all a lot younger than me—practically teenagers some of them. I guess I still had a bit of a baby face, because when we’d get to talking and for some reason or another I’d tell them how old I was, they’d stare at me and say, “You’re that old?”

			I was thirty. An old man in Fallujah.

			Just Another Day

			As the Marine drive neared the southern edge of the city, the ground action in our section started to peter out. I went back up on the roofs and started doing overwatches again, thinking I would catch more targets from there. The tide of the battle had turned. The U.S. had mostly wrested control of the city from the bad guys, and it was now just a matter of time before resistance collapsed. But being in the middle of the action, I couldn’t tell for sure.

			Knowing that we considered cemeteries sacred, the insurgents typically used them to hide caches of weapons and explosives. At one point, we were in a hide overlooking the walled-in boundaries of a large cemetery that sat in the middle of the city. Roughly three football fields long by two football fields wide, it was a cement city of the dead, filled with tombstones and mausoleums. We set up on a roof near a prayer tower and mosque overlooking the cemetery.

			The roof we were on was fairly elaborate. It was ringed with a brick wall punctuated with iron grates, giving us excellent firing positions; I sat down on my haunches and spotted in my rifle through a gap in the grid work, studying the paths between the stones a few hundred yards out. There was so much dust and grit in the air, I kept my googles on. I’d also learned in Fallujah to keep my helmet cinched tight, wary of the chips and cement frags that flew from the battered masonry during a firefight.

			I picked out some figures moving through the cemetery yard. I zeroed in on one and fired.

			Within seconds, we were fully engaged in a firefight. Insurgents kept popping up from behind the stones—I don’t know if there was a tunnel or where they came from. Brass flew from the 60 nearby.

			I studied my shots as the Marines around me poured out fire. Everything they did faded into the background as I carefully put my scope on a target, steadied the aim on center mass, then squeezed ever so smoothly. When the bullet leapt from the barrel, it was almost a surprise.

			My target fell. I looked for another. And another. And on it went.

			Until, finally, there were no more. I got up and moved a few feet to a spot where the wall completely shielded me from the cemetery. There I took my helmet off and leaned back against the wall. The roof was littered with spent shells—hundreds if not thousands.

			Someone shared a large plastic bottle of water. One of the Marines pulled his ruck over and used it as a pillow, catching some sleep. Another went downstairs, to the store on the first story of the building. It was a smoke shop; he returned with cartons of flavored cigarettes. He lit a few, and a cherry scent mingled with the heavy stench that always hung over Iraq, a smell of sewage and sweat and death.

			Just another day in Fallujah.
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			The streets were covered with splinters and various debris. The city, never exactly a showcase, was a wreck. Squashed water bottles sat in the middle of the road next to piles of wood and twisted metal. We worked on one block of three-story buildings where the bottom level was filled with shops. Each of their awnings was covered with a thick layer of dust and grit, turning the bright colors of the fabric into a hazy blur. Metal shields blocked most of the storefronts; they were pockmarked with shrapnel chips. A few had handbills showing insurgents wanted by the legitimate government.

			I have a few photos from that time. Even in the most ordinary and least dramatic scenes, the effects of war are obvious. Every so often, there’s a sign of normal life before the war, something that has nothing to do with it: a kid’s toy, for example.

			War and peace don’t seem to go together right.

			The Best Sniper Shot Ever

			The Air Force, Marines, and Navy were flying air support missions above us. We had enough confidence in them that we could call in strikes just down the block.

			One of our com guys working a street over from us was with a unit that came under heavy fire from a building packed with insurgents. He got on the radio and called over to the Marines, asking permission to call in a strike. As soon as it was approved, he got on the line with a pilot and gave him the location and details.

			“Danger close!” he warned over the radio. “Take cover.”

			We ducked inside the building. I have no idea how big the bomb he dropped was, but the explosion rattled the walls. My buddy later reported it had taken out over thirty insurgents—as much an indication of how many people were trying to kill us as how important the air support was.

			I have to say that all of the pilots we had overhead were pretty accurate. In a lot of situations, we were asking for bombs and missiles to hit within a few hundred yards. That’s pretty damn close when you’re talking about a thousand or more pounds of destruction. But we didn’t have any incidents, and I was also pretty confident that they could handle the job.
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			One day, a group of Marines near us started getting fire from a minaret in a mosque a few blocks away. We could see where the gunman was shooting from but we couldn’t get a shot on him. He had a perfect position, able to control a good part of the city below him.

			While, ordinarily, anything connected to a mosque would have been out of bounds, the sniper’s presence made it a legitimate target. We called an air strike on the tower, which had a high, windowed dome at the top, with two sets of walkways running around it that made it look like an air traffic control tower. The roof was made of panels of glass, topped by a spiked pole.

			We hunkered down as the aircraft came in. The bomb flew through the sky, hit the top of the minaret, and went straight through one of the large panes at the top. It then continued down into a yard across the alley. There it went low-order—exploding without much visible impact.

			“Shit,” I said. “He missed. Come on—let’s go get the son of a bitch ourselves.”

			We ran down a few blocks and entered the tower, climbing what seemed an endless flight of stairs. At any moment we expected the sniper’s security or the sniper himself to appear above and start firing at us.

			No one did. When we made it to the top, we saw why. The sniper, alone in the building, had been decapitated by the bomb as it flew through the window.

			But that wasn’t all the bomb did. By chance, the alley where it landed had been filled with insurgents; we found their bodies and weapons a short time later.

			I think it was the best sniper shot I ever saw.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Gunny Mitchell Comes to Casey’s Aid

		

		
			John J. Culbertson

			On February 15, 1967, Operation Independence was secured. Sergeant Casey, just out of the hospital, returned to An Hoa on limited duty. He was glad to see Ron Willoughby and the rest of his snipers, but deep inside Tom Casey knew that the Marines had to sharpen their infantry skills to defeat the Viet Cong and the stealthy North Vietnamese. Casey felt that his Marines were often too impatient to make a kill, and that they failed to go with the tide of events, taking what opportunities Charlie gave them. Forcing a quick shot usually meant missing the target and compromising the sniper’s position without thinking out the next movement in advance.

			The Viet Cong snipers, on the other hand, always had a secondary hide or escape tunnel set up to flee any Marine counterfire or artillery support, which would likely find their position after they opened fire. The VC also employed better camouflage techniques, using all natural plants and dyes to blend perfectly into their environment. The Communists were well-trained by older veterans who had done extensive combat sniping and understood the effect of creating diversions with explosive booby traps to confuse their prey and cover up the noise of their weapons. The Americans took an unreasonable pride in making the long shot ending in a kill. The Viet Cong snipers polished themselves on close-quarter surprise tactics when an American patrol was sighted. Only one man would be targeted and killed, walking around a bend in the trail or topping a rise on a hill. The Marine point would often be shot in the head. The Viet Cong marksmen never worried about leaving secondary targets alone while they concentrated their primary fire on the point scouts or the radiomen, who were easily identified in a Marine column.

			As Casey pondered the logistics of getting his snipers further trained, a memorandum from 1st Marine Division came into Headquarters Company of the 2nd Battalion, 5th Marines:

			GUNNERY SERGEANT VERNON D. MITCHELL TRANSFERRED TO 1ST MARINE DIVISION TO HEAD UP DIVISION SCOUT SNIPER SCHOOL AT HAPPY VALLEY RANGE. MITCHELL RETIRED FROM THE MARINE CORPS IN 1964. HE IS A 1955 NATIONAL INDIVIDUAL RIFLE CHAMPION AT CAMP PERRY, OHIO. IN 1958 MITCHELL WON NATIONAL SERVICE RIFLE CHAMPIONSHIP IN THE U.S. COAST GUARD MATCH WHERE HE SHOT RECORD SCORE WITH 15 OF 20 BULL’S-EYES IN THE SMALLER “V” RING. MITCHELL IS A COMBAT VETERAN OF WORLD WAR II AND KOREA. HE HAS REENTERED ACTIVE SERVICE AT REQUEST OF CMC. GYSGT. MITCHELL REPORTS TO 1ST MARINE DIVISION HQ, DA NANG, FEBRUARY 1967, TO BEGIN ACTIVE SERVICE.

			BY DIRECTION

			HQ USMC

			WASHINGTON, D.C.

			It was like the Almighty had answered Casey’s prayers by sending the Marine Corps’ greatest combat sniper to Da Nang to teach his Marines the “real art of sniping.” Gunny Mitchell had killed so many North Korean and Chinese soldiers on the frozen slopes of the Chosin Reservoir, all the way to Hagaru, that he had long ago lost count. Armed with a venerable M1-D sniper rifle, Mitchell and his spotter had terrified the hordes of Chinese troops sweeping up frozen ice ledges to attack the well-bunkered Marines. When an automatic weapons position needed to be neutralized or Commie leaders shot dead during an attack, Mitchell was always lurking beside the grunts’ foxholes, picking his victims with a polished and discriminating eye.

			In a story I related earlier, but which bears repetition, Gunny Mitchell’s most famous encounter called for accurate shooting up a muddy slope when he and his partner were called to aid a confused U.S. Army unit that had bogged down under heavy enemy machine-gun fire. A distraught Army officer had all but given up any attempt to advance his unit due to strafing from an enemy machine-gun crew six hundred meters up a ridge. The North Koreans peppered his troops whenever they got out of their trenches to advance. Mitchell and his buddy took a few minutes to size up the situation, then asked the Army lieutenant to order some of his men to stand up and fire a few rounds at the enemy. The lieutenant took one look at Mitchell and his spotter, realizing they weren’t bullshitting about their request. Mitchell and his partner snugged themselves into their rifle slings and as soon as the enemy machine gunners got their gun aimed and fired a long burst toward the Americans, the two Marine snipers squeezed their triggers one after the other, sending deadly bullets streaking uphill at the North Korean gunner and loader. The gunners’ heads exploding horrified the Communist soldiers, who grabbed their packs and beat a frantic retreat up the hill and out of rifle range. Mitchell and his pal jokingly suggested it was likely safe for the Army to advance, but should they encounter additional enemy resistance, to please call first for assistance. As far as Marines were concerned, nothing compared to helping the United States Army out of the sorry-assed messes they continually stepped into in Korea. As Gunny Mitchell later always said, “Nothing fucks up a good war more than the Army! That’s what Marines are paid to do—unfuck things!”

			At their first meeting, Sergeant Casey knew that Gunnery Sergeant Mitchell had the experience in shooting, coaching, and, most important, in combat to create the kind of sniper school that would become a legend among the 1st Marine Division Snipers from the 1st, 5th, and 7th Marine Regiments. There would later be contingents of U.S. Army, Air Force, Navy, and Korean Marine Corps personnel who would attend the school to learn the principles of combat sniping prior to establishing their own sniper courses. Sergeant Casey had shot on the 2nd Marine Division Rifle Team at Camp LeJeune in 1964, and he knew what proper instruction standards were all about. Gunny Mitchell was still young enough, at forty-two years of age, to demonstrate proper firing positions and conduct live firing demonstrations for his students.

			The first Marines Casey sent to the new Happy Valley school were the group of Fred Sanders, Dennis Toncar, Jim Flynn, Loren Kleppe, Vaughn Nickell, Ron Willoughby, and Tony Spanopoulos. Another team of newly arrived sniper candidates, including George Wilhite, Stanley Watson, Dave Kovolak, and Tom Elbert, would begin preliminary training under Sergeant Casey, going out on regular patrols and night ambushes around Hill 35. Casey was an expert at night ambush tactics, and he worked hard with his men to teach proper cover and concealment during dusk, just before nightfall, when the sniping is often the best. All told, he personally led some forty-eight night ambushes around the Chu Lai and Hill 35 Tactical Areas of Responsibility. His snipers learned instinctively to put themselves in the place of infiltrating Viet Cong sappers to realistically determine the likely avenues of approach, and then construct Marine ambush sites accordingly. As Tom Casey’s father always said, “When the boys in the next pond are catching all the fish and you ain’t, maybe you jus’ picked out the wrong hole! If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em.”

			Casey was a true field Marine with a quick, reasoning mind for warfare. Equating combat sniping in Vietnam with hunting squirrels and rabbits back home in the swamps and meadows of humid South Carolina, he knew the key to successful hunting was to be fully prepared and wait alertly along the trails where the game was moving. Vietnam was no different. However, Thomas Casey and his band of “13 Cent Killers” were the only Marine combat group that hunted the Viet Cong at night just as successfully as during the day. The VC hated the Marine night ambush operations because they denied Charlie the only time when he could move about with impunity.

			When Fred Sanders, Ron Willoughby, and the rest of Casey’s shooters arrived at Da Nang, they were trucked by six-by-six double-axle trucks to the Happy Valley Range next to the Sea Bee’s rock quarry in the far western outskirts of the base. The 5th Marine Regiment snipers were issued the new Marine standard sniper rifle, turning in the old M1-D Garands of World War II and Korean War fame. 

			The new Remington Model 700 was a walnut-stocked, five-shot, bolt-action rifle with a match-grade, medium-heavy Douglas barrel. The trigger was a match Canjar setup with a crisp 2.5-to-three-pound pull. The walnut stock was uncheckered and cut into a modest Monte Carlo cheek piece that lifted the shooter’s face up into the business end of a Redfield 3 x 9 power adjustable scope with an integral range finder that snipers seldom used in combat. Nonetheless, the Remington was a fine shooter, and after breaking in the bore, most sniper candidates could hold inside a one-inch, three-shot grouping at a range of a hundred meters. At three hundred meters, a good shot could cut three-inch-plus groups with Lake City Arsenal 168-grain match ammo. This level of accuracy might not win a match at Camp Perry or the Marine Corps base at Quantico, but the only marksmanship task in Vietnam was killing Charlie. That meant Casey’s dingers had a target about ten inches from armpit to armpit. And maybe twelve inches vertically from the bottom of the throat down to the middle of the abdomen, to score a hit. Any Viet Cong or North Vietnamese who got holed by a 168-grainer doing over two thousand feet per second would have enough internal bleeding to water his garden back home. A chest-wounded VC would still have pools of hot sticky blood spilling out a wound channel big enough to stick a man’s fist into or, to be anatomically correct, through the front of the sternum, bursting the heart before exiting out the back. Well, I think you have the idea. Any unlucky enemy hit by a .308 NATLO bullet in the chest or abdomen would be DRT.

			Sergeant Casey came to the logical conclusion that much of the painstaking rifle range training that many Marines felt was gospel was overly scholastic. Formal training de-emphasized the realities that were life-and-death lessons in combat sniping and were not always encountered or addressed in range practice. Gunnery Sergeant Mitchell agreed. His “Rule number one” concerning engaging the enemy was that a sniper team would never engage any enemy unit that was too numerous for the snipers to quickly kill or to destroy their ability to fight. In other words, Mitchell and Casey preached that if a sniper team scoped out a Viet Cong or NVA unit that was anywhere near platoon size or larger, then the sniper had standard orders (SOP) to call for air or artillery support.

			The Marine Corps had foolishly allowed some legends to continue unchallenged. Fantasies about single snipers who engaged large NVA units and killed them all with a bolt-action rifle and a spotter armed with an M-14. These remarkable Marines were supposed examples of gallantry under fire. However, as Gunnery Sergeant Mitchell often said, “Combat is about the ‘Marine team,’ and not about individual heroism.” Any sniper team that fired on a company of enemy troops would be killed, absolutely, in less than ten minutes. 

			It’s true that examples of storied heroism make for fine boyhood reading, like the myths about Ulysses, Hector, and Achilles in ancient Grecian lore. But in Vietnam the encouragement of tactics like “solo patrols” or sniping large units by a two-man sniper team were the type of idiocy that got Marines killed in real battle. Was it any wonder that the personnel that encouraged these ridiculous acts had never been in combat? Their romanticizing ego drove them to misadvise young Marines who might die because they imitated these fanciful combat actions.

			Gunny Mitchell and Tom Casey, two of the most experienced Marine combat snipers ever to draw a bead on the enemy, both urged their snipers to act aggressively but prudently in the field. Live to fight another day was the order to
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