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For our families and loved ones,  whom we often forgot while we were out adventuring

 
 
Dragons have been long used in Asian myth to symbolize  the primordial fear man has towards the unknown, but it is  not the flames he fears the most in the dark, only the unexpected brush against talons and the sound of a dragon’s whisper . . .
—HENRY KEITH JORGENSON  Poet/Author, 1917–1993

 
 
By late afternoon, time was working against the five   Lurps. There was no way the team could cross the  river and survive, nor could it hold out until a   quick-reaction force arrived. The gunships on station  estimated the enemy numbers to be in the hundreds,  which likely meant a full battalion or possibly a regiment. There was no way for the division to quickly  move in an equivalent-size force to take them on.  The division could hammer the area with gunships,   artillery fire, and tac air, but the Lurps would have to   get themselves out of the trap they were in. Extraction  in place was impossible. Their only chance was to  run, to escape and evade to an alternate site.
McConnell listened as Bitticks told the gunships to   fire at everything outside the smoke grenade he was  preparing to throw out. The team would make a dash  for the nearest pickup zone through the billowing  cloud of smoke. Dropping his heavy rucksacks and  getting his people to their feet, the team leader pulled  the pin on a smoke grenade and threw it in the direction they wanted to go.
“Go!” he yelled, running at the rising cloud, firing   his rifle as he ran. The gunships were already attacking the surrounding jungle as Bitticks, Moline,  McConnell, Geiger, and Fatzinger sprinted right up  the middle, breaking open a hole in the enemy’s   defenses. . . .
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CHAPTER ONE
On October 18, 1968, Capt. George Paccerelli was selected to take over the 1st Air Cavalry Division’s long-range  patrol company. He had been handpicked for the job because  of his impressive military credentials and because an “experienced” captain was sorely needed in the position. George  Paccerelli was experienced, and his personnel file reflected  his skill and ability.
He was well read, spoke several languages, and was working on his first masters degree. He was a husband and father  and, best of all—at least to the decision makers—he was a  professional soldier. Paccerelli had fifteen years of military  experience, ten of which had been as an enlisted man. He was  Airborne, Ranger, Special Forces, and Jungle School qualified, and had already served two difficult combat tours of  duty. He had earned a uniform full of awards, tabs, and  medals in battles in Laos, Cambodia, and the Central Highlands of South Vietnam long before he arrived in country for  his third tour of duty.
So when G-2, the division-level intelligence arm of the  Cav, requested the names of officers qualified to command  Company E, 52d Infantry (LRP), at Camp Evans, Lt. Col.  Addison D. Davis, the battalion commander of the 2d of the  7th Cav, submitted Paccerelli’s name. After all the interviews  had been conducted and the selection made, Davis was the  first to let Paccerelli know of the outcome.
“Congratulations!” Davis announced with a broad grin.  “You’re the lucky bastard!”
Until that moment, George Paccerelli had been the battalion’s acting S-2, intelligence officer, and he was well suited  to run the shop. No one appreciated the intelligence officer’s  slot more than someone who had had to rely on tactical information in combat. The thirty-two-year-old mustang (former enlisted man) officer had been temporarily filling the  slot until a company-command position opened up in one of  the battalion’s infantry line units, which is where he really  wanted to be. Paccerelli was next in line for a combat command and looking forward to it. However, division headquarters had other ideas. Echo Company (LRP) would get  priority, not that it really mattered to Paccerelli. In fact, he  was genuinely pleased with the idea and saw it as a plum. The  concept of small five- to six-man Lurp teams working behind  the lines was one of the best ways he knew to beat the Viet  Cong and their North Vietnamese commanders at their own  game of guerrilla warfare, and with the immense helicopter  gunship support the Cav had to offer, he was looking forward  to taking command of the air mobile long-range patrol company. There wasn’t a veteran Special Forces soldier who  didn’t subscribe to the logic of Sun-tzu, the ancient Chinese  warrior/philosopher, “If you cause opponents to be unaware  of the place and time of battle, you will achieve victory.”
In the war that preceded the U.S. effort in Indochina, the  French had belatedly discovered that commando units working behind the lines could effectively deal with the Viet Minh.  The Groupement des Commandos Mixtes Aeroportes, better  known by their initials, GCMA, were remarkably successful,  but deployed too late in the war to turn the tide of their ultimate defeat. Yet, after Dien Bien Phu had fallen and French  control over the region slipped into the hands of Communist  general Vo Nguyen Giap in 1954, the GCMA commandos  managed to fight on effectively for several more years. The  “little wars” of the guerrilla fighter were very often effective.   
As the S-2, George Paccerelli had often dealt with the division’s Lurp teams and was impressed with what he saw and  heard during their patrol debriefings. The division Lurps, in  his mind, had their act together. Everyone at division knew  what they had accomplished six months earlier on Signal  Hill, and even if they didn’t know the specifics, they sure as  hell knew the basic story. It was Custer’s Last Stand with a  happy ending.
Six months earlier, in Operation Delaware, the Cav had  raided the enemy-held A Shau Valley. While seven of the division’s nine infantry battalions had roared into the valley  and up the surrounding slopes, the Lurps were rappelling  onto the five-thousand-foot peak of A Loui, a dark, brooding  mountain that overlooked the valley floor. The Lurps, along  with volunteers from the 8th Engineers and the 13th Signal  Battalion, had been tasked to establish a radio-relay station to  coordinate the Cav’s operations in the valley below. The  radio-relay station was essential to the success of Operation  Delaware, and the assault force of Lurps, engineers, and signalmen had to take and hold the mountaintop.
On the morning of 19 April 1968, the assault force departed Camp Evans for the A Shau. The flight was an anxious  one for the cavalrymen. Since there was no open space big  enough for the helicopters to land, the Lurps had to rappel  onto the mountaintop. As the lead UH-1 flared for its short  final approach, gusty crosswinds rising over the valley hit the  aircraft, forcing it to veer away. The pilot struggled desperately to hold the aircraft steady, but it was a losing battle.
As the first two men hooked up to the ninety-foot rappelling rope and climbed out on the skids, the helicopter’s engine faltered, then began to fail. The two Lurps on the ropes,  Sergeants Bill Hand and Larry Curtis, had already begun  their descent. Too far below the crippled aircraft to be hauled  back aboard, Hand and Curtis tried to beat the chopper to the  ground, falling the last forty feet into the trees only seconds  before the dying aircraft tumbled down behind them.
Injured and dazed from the hard landing, Hand had just  enough time to bring his hands over his head, tuck into a tight  ball, and roll away before the Huey crashed down through the  trees, its main rotor blade digging a trench into the jungle  floor just inches from his head. The helicopter itself fell directly on Curtis but, miraculously, did nothing more than trap  the injured Lurp beneath its skids.
The second miracle was that there was no fire from the ruptured fuel tank as the helicopter’s fourteen hundred SHP  Savco Lycoming engine died screaming in place. Those  aboard the downed aircraft had also survived, but not without  taking a heavy beating against the airframe as it tumbled  through the trees. The survivors struggled to climb out of the  twisted wreckage, trying to establish some sort of perimeter  and assist those too injured to help themselves. Just below the  crest of A Loui, the NVA had previously mounted antiaircraft  positions to deal with the threat of American helicopters so  enemy soldiers were already beginning to turn their attention,  and their guns, to the mountaintop above them.
The survivors of the downed helicopter, along with the  Lurps who had rappelled in on the second aircraft, laid down  cover for the remainder of the assault force as enemy small-arms fire began to find targets among the Cav troopers. By  the time all four teams were on the ground and the engineers  and signalmen were moving to set up the relay station, the  NVA had seized upon the Americans’ bad luck to mount an  all-out ground assault against them to push them off the  mountain. But the American assault force held its ground. By  the end of the day, eleven dead or seriously wounded cavalrymen had been lifted off the mountain. Three Lurps—Sgt.  Glenn Lambert, Sp4 Richard Turbitt, Jr., and PFC Robert  Noto—had been killed in action, along with several of the radiomen and engineers.
Others, including Hand, Curtis, and the air crew of the  first liftship, had been badly bruised and battered. As the long  day turned into night, the Lurps and other volunteers defended the relay site from repeated enemy assaults and kept  it operational.
During the battle, the Lurp company had also lost the services of Lt. Joe Dillinger, the officer in charge of the assault  group, who had been seriously wounded by a sniper’s bullet.  The assault on A Loui was proving to be a costly operation  for Company E, but it was one that had served the division  well.
Paccerelli knew that Captain Gooding, the Lurp CO at the  time, had later led reinforcements onto the mountaintop and  secured it to safeguard the vital communications network for  the division operations going on five thousand feet below. A  handful of men were decorated for gallantry and heroism,  and Signal Hill became part of the company’s legacy.
Paccerelli had also heard numerous stories of the running  battles the small teams had had against the Viet Cong, and he  had firsthand knowledge of their ambush patrols, which  yielded stacks of VC and NVA unit documents, maps,  weapons, and the best intelligence of all—enemy prisoners.  In fact, his own first personal encounter with the Lurps had  been with S.Sgt. Paul “O. B.” O’Brien, after O’Brien’s six-man team had ambushed a squad of Viet Cong soldiers along  a rural stretch of Highway 1, the coastal macadam road the  French a decade earlier had referred to as “la rue sans  joie”—The Street Without Joy.
Over the decades, the road had earned the name because  of the many thousands who had lost their lives on and along  it in countless ambushes and small battles, and to mines and  booby traps. Not all of the road’s many potholes had been  caused by weather or traffic, nor all of its stains by transmission fluid and leaky oil pans. While gun jeeps and armored  vehicles fought to keep it open during the daylight hours, at  night it quickly fell back into the hands of the enemy.
During the Lurps’ ambush, O’Brien and his people had  managed to capture a Viet Cong political officer, bundle him  up, and bring him back to Camp Evans for interrogation. A   Communist political officer was a special prize. His number-three position in an enemy unit’s command structure made  him an important person and a wielder of considerable  power.
Since the site where the Lurp team had captured the political officer was in the 2d of the 7th Cav’s area of operations  (AO), a line company from that unit was sent out to the area  to conduct a search-and-destroy operation. Paccerelli had  joined the sweep and had come away impressed with the  valuable intelligence provided the battalion by O’Brien and  his teammates. The line “doggies” job had been made considerably easier, thanks to the information supplied by the  Viet Cong political officer.
For the division’s intelligence arm, live prisoners were always better than body counts because of their potential intelligence value, and Captain Paccerelli was pleased that the  Lurp team leader understood that. Snatching prisoners was  always a risky venture because, while the snatch team knew  they wanted to capture an armed enemy alive, the enemy soldier would usually do his best to try to kill or evade those  making the attempt. Capturing and subduing him took time,  and the presence of a prisoner usually slowed the march,  which made the team more vulnerable to pursuit by the  enemy.
Paccerelli had debriefed O’Brien and the team after the  mission and had liked what he had seen and heard from the  Lurps. Sure, they were a little rough around the edges—militarily speaking—but that just meant they needed some spit  and polish and to be reminded every now and then that the  word “fuck” wasn’t a verb, noun, pronoun, or adjective ever  likely to find approval as an expression used in army communication. Still, they were impressive field soldiers by anyone’s standards.
“It is a plum assignment,” he said to himself on the way to  be briefed at division. Anyone could see it just as anyone  could see the spring in his step as he walked.

CHAPTER TWO
But in his appraisal of the unit, the division staff officer  was frank, if not brutal, with Captain Paccerelli. “We’ve had  some problems recently with the Lurp company, which is  why we’re bringing you in,” the senior officer said. The look  on his face and the tone of his voice only added weight to his  words.
“What kind of problems, sir?” asked Paccerelli.
The senior officer launched into a dissertation on “unsoldierly bearing,” moved quickly to “low morale,” and ended  up with what was really the heart of the matter. “There’s a  question about some of their patrols’ faking contact to get out  of the field.”
Paccerelli didn’t view unsoldierly bearing as a particularly  great sin. Occasionally, the same had been said of the best  Special Forces operators. But attitudes could always be adjusted, and even ragtag soldiers could usually be cleaned up  well enough to pass an inspection. Low morale often went  hand in hand with whatever was causing the first problem,  and that was not something that necessarily worried the captain.
However, the third problem was much more formidable.  Paccerelli understood faking it; this was a symptom of something far more serious. Contacts with the enemy compromised the mission and left the team exposed and in danger of  being tracked down and surrounded. The standard operating  procedure for a Lurp patrol in contact was to abort the mission and call for extraction—before the scheduled end of the  mission. Faking contact to end a patrol early was not only  strategically stupid, it was dangerous, if in fact it was happening at all. Because a rescue helicopter didn’t take fire  coming in to extract a team or the pilots hadn’t seen any  enemy soldiers in the landing zone didn’t necessarily mean  the Viet Cong weren’t there. The accompanying Cobra attack  helicopter gunships with their Gatling gun–like machine  guns, grenade launchers, and rockets sometimes made the  enemy remain hidden for obvious reasons. Still, faking it  might happen from time to time. As the new company commander, making certain it didn’t would be one of Paccerelli’s  first priorities.
The staff officer also brought up the desertion of one of the  company’s Kit Carson scouts, who had taken with him a lot  more than one man could carry. The Kit Carson scout was a  former North Vietnamese Army lieutenant who had “rallied”  to the side of the Saigon government, had gone through the  required indoctrination, and had then been retrained and put  to work as a scout with the Cav’s Lurp company. After additional training in Lurp operations and tactics and appropriate  time in the field on patrol, the former NVA lieutenant had apparently “unrallied,” returning to the Communists and taking  with him all the information, operating procedures, and Lurp  intelligence he had recently acquired. He had simply walked  away on the mission after convincing the team leader to let  him dress in khakis and carry an AK-47.
The former NVA officer was adamant that he should walk  point since running into him would confuse the first enemy  soldiers they might encounter. Similar tactics had worked in  the past. However, on that patrol, the former NVA lieutenant  walked farther ahead than normal, and once out of sight of  the rest of the team, kept going. Since the patrol was deep in  enemy territory, the former NVA officer didn’t have to worry  too much about making good his escape.
The scout’s desertion reflected a far more serious threat to   the Lurps themselves as well as to the rest of the division.  The NVA officer, obviously planted in the Kit Carson program to spy on American field units, walked away with an incredible amount of tactical information.
There had even been a rumor that the Lurp team had actually killed the Kit Carson scout while out on patrol and had  dumped the body in the underbrush. But only a week after his  disappearance, enemy gunners targeted the Lurp company  area with rockets, dispelling the rumor of foul play. Whoever  had plotted the targets for the enemy gunners had known exactly who the Lurps were and the precise coordinates of their  tactical operations center, their command post, and their barracks.
While the double agent was viewed as a costly but isolated  incident, the Americans had no way of knowing until long  after the war had ended that enemy agents had infiltrated  most of the South Vietnamese military commands and political offices, and that much more pertinent data than a single  company’s tactical intelligence information had flooded  Hanoi. By 1968, it was no secret to Special Forces, or to the  CIA whose OPLAN-34A special teams, which were infiltrated into North Vietnam, had all been compromised or  turned. There were security leaks at all levels in the South  Vietnamese government, and the magnitude of the infiltration by Communist agents would not be fully understood for  decades to come.
However, down at the NVA grunt level, the new and timely  information about the Lurps would serve the Viet Cong and  NVA who fought against the 1st Cavalry Division.
The Viet Cong and the North Vietnamese Army had suffered much at the hands of the 1st Cav and its Lurp teams, so  this windfall of information would provide them with the  necessary intelligence to counteract their tactics and strategies. Beating the Cav, and in particular the Lurps, would require more than knowledge of their game plan. As the  Communists would soon come to understand, simply knowing how American long-range patrols operated in the field  didn’t necessarily mean the Viet Cong or NVA could find  them. The vast and rugged mountainous jungles that had  hidden the Communists so well also hid the Lurps. So, in  spite of their scruffiness, the Lurps were doing a good job of  gathering intelligence and ambushing enemy units on their  own turf.
Paccerelli knew that a number of the Lurps were graduates  of the 5th Special Forces Recondo School at Nha Trang, and  even the SF “snake eaters” were reasonably impressed with  the skills of the young recon soldiers. No one could deny  they had potential, but living up to it was another matter.
At battalion, nearly everyone believed that Lurps were  elite soldiers who sometimes walked on water, but it was  made very clear to the new company commander during his  briefing that his new command was sinking rather quickly.  Paccerelli’s job would be to keep the company from going  under, not to make division believe the Lurps could perform  miracles.
“You have your work cut out for you, Captain,” explained  the staff officer as he rose and offered his hand along with a  subtle warning. “Good luck. You’ll need it.”
In yet another briefing before he took command, the  squadron commander for the 1st of the 9th Cav made it clear  that it was Paccerelli’s job to restore the discipline and military bearing of the unit in preparation for its becoming E  Troop, 1st of the 9th Cav. That was the first Paccerelli had  heard about the Lurps being assimilated into the cavalry  squadron. The news caught Paccerelli completely by surprise. Dissatisfaction with a unit was one thing, but shutting  it down and taking away its identity was something else entirely.
So the Lurps were to lose their independence and their  function! Paccerelli made up his mind that these were two  things he would do everything within his power to prevent.  He kept the goal to himself as the squadron commander continued with his briefing, explaining how the Lurp company  would be attached immediately to the 1st of the 9th for logistical support, mess, and judicial punishment. It was obvious the lieutenant colonel was proud of his command, and  rightfully so. Since arriving in country, the squadron had  earned several Valorous Unit awards, Presidential Unit Citations, and South Vietnamese Cross of Gallantry with Gold  Palm awards.
The 1st of the 9th Cavalry was made up of four distinct  troops as well as a headquarters section. Alpha, Bravo, and  Charlie troops were comprised of light observation (scout)  helicopters, attack gunships, and Huey liftships (“slicks”)  along with their crews and maintenance sections. In addition,  each troop had a thirty-man air-mobile light infantry platoon,  known as “Blues,” assigned to it. The fourth element, Delta  Troop, was a jeep-mounted unit informally known as “The  Rat Patrol,” which cleared roads and provided convoy escort  along the most dangerous stretches of highway in the Cav’s  area of operation.
The U.S. Army’s 1st Cavalry Division was one of the highprofile units serving in Vietnam, and within the division, the  1st of the 9th had been the spearhead for most, if not all, of  its operations.
The squadron’s legacy began with the near-legendary Buffalo Soldiers, the black cavalry troops who had fought so  valiantly to help tame the American Southwest in the late  1800s. Over the decades that followed, with reorganizational  changes, the 9th Cav’s long and impressive combat history  continued, extending to World War II and Korea. By the time  they arrived in Vietnam in 1965 under the command of Col.  John B. Stockton, the new 9th Cavalry had taken a bold approach to heliborne operations. Stockton, a 1943 West Point  graduate, was a controversial figure who sported a black  Stetson hat and undeniable zeal for his new squadron. He  was instrumental in developing the modern cavalry concept  and, in Vietnam, helped shape its future and success. However, it wasn’t without its cost. Stockton was relieved of command for what amounted to a daring night assault that saved  the lives of over one hundred of his men on a besieged landing zone that was little more than a jungle outpost. Stockton  had not received prior approval to commit a reserve force  from division headquarters, which proved to be his undoing.  After his people on the LZ had received repeated ground  attacks, mortar fire, and barrages of rocket-propelled  grenade fire that weakened the makeshift jungle base over  four hours, Stockton believed he had no choice but to commit additional infantry support. The small base held, and the  bold, decisive act saved his people. But Stockton lost his  command and was reassigned to a desk job in Saigon. He  was called a “Lucky Custer” by his critics. But the enlisted  men and the officers who served under his command, and  those who had survived the ordeal, remained doggedly loyal  to the colonel. His legacy continued because the tactics and  loyalty he set in motion served the squadron well.
The unit motto proclaimed them “The Boldest Cavalry the  World Has Ever Known,” and in Southeast Asia they had  been proving it daily.
As the war progressed and the squadron earned more  credit and honors, commanding the 1st of the 9th became a  major stepping stone to making general.
Paccerelli didn’t think the present squadron commander  would tolerate anyone tarnishing the squadron’s reputation,  and said as much. It was clear what would be expected of  Paccerelli when he took command.
When the squadron commander finally asked Paccerelli if  he thought he could handle the job, the captain nodded once  and gave a resounding, “Yes, sir!” He knew that he had probably sounded like one of the ass-kissing officers he so detested, but he wanted the assignment and would say whatever  the colonel wanted to hear if it came to that. While some officers might fear to take command of a troubled company in  a combat zone, George Paccerelli relished the opportunity.
He was a firm believer that the use of small patrols operating behind the lines was the only way to fight and win a  guerrilla war, especially with the side benefits of having the  1st of the 9th as one’s all-powerful godfather. The multitude  of scout, lift, and gunship helicopters, along with the highly  mobile Blues as a ready-reaction force, would provide the  Lurps with a distinct tactical advantage.
The lieutenant colonel smiled. Paccerelli suspected that  the senior officer was reading his mind, which left him feeling awkward and uncomfortable. But the squadron commander seemed satisfied with the captain’s response.
“Welcome to the 1st of the 9th, Captain,” the colonel said  as he relaxed and offered his hand. Paccerelli took it, wondering if the senior officer could feel his wet palm.
The welcome reminded him of something his father, a career navy officer, had told him when he went off to do his first  combat tour. It was a speech about ancient Spartan warriors.  How they were exhorted to come back from war “with their  shields”—that is as victorious and honorable warriors—or  “on them,” meaning dead.
In a lesser man, the ominous overtone of the briefing  would have clouded enthusiasm for the new assignment, but  Paccerelli was happy to have the job, though maybe a little  concerned. The new command could certainly prove a  double-edged sword. Wielding it would require a certain  amount of caution. He’d begin with the unsoldierly bearing.  That would start with his own appearance. A company commander must always set the standard by example.
Dressed in highly starched jungle fatigues, spit-shined  jungle boots, and the stupid OD baseball cap that some silly  shit somewhere decided would make good informal headgear, Capt. George Paccerelli was dropped off at the Lurp  company compound and left to his own resources.
Under the usual military protocol, Paccerelli should have  been escorted to the new command, formally introduced,   and provided with a company formation and a change-of-command ceremony. But this time, the task had been left up  to Paccerelli himself. That might have been an oversight, but  it could also have been that no one wanted to put the outgoing commander through the stress of conducting a change-of-command ceremony for his replacement.
The Cav’s Lurps were Paccerelli’s, and he’d either turn the  company around or wait until a new commanding officer arrived one day, ax in hand, to replace him.

CHAPTER THREE
In January 1968 the 1st Air Cavalry Division had been  rushed to Camp Evans from An Khe to help support the overworked Marines assigned to secure the Demilitarized Zone  (DMZ). Shifting the three airmobile Cav brigades into the  trouble-plagued region was damage control as well as tactical retribution, and the move, code named Operation Jeb Stuart, paid off.
Camp Evans, a former Marine regimental base camp located just west of Highway 1, lay midway between the Imperial City of Hue in Thua Thien Province, and the always  volatile Quang Tri Province in the north. The heliborne division had little time to get comfortable in its new surroundings because just as it arrived, the 1968 Tet offensive  exploded throughout South Vietnam, and most notably in the  I Corps Tactical Zone. From north to south, the Republic of  South Vietnam had been divided into four corps tactical  zones, and the fallout from the enemy’s Tet offensive was  being felt everywhere. The Cav had been instrumental in securing much of II Corps, and I Corps would become their  newest challenge.
Early on during the Tet offensive, the 1st Cavalry Division  was in the thick of the fighting. Both Hue and Quang Tri were  targeted by the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army. The  enemy had overrun both cities in their New Year’s offensive,  but they had been pushed back out again in the bitterly intense battles that followed. The Cav proved to be a driving  force in the enemy’s defeat.
Quang Tri was also on the edge of the DMZ. This inappropriately named imaginary line was supposed to serve as a  buffer between North and South Vietnam. In fact, it was the  focal point for some of the Tet offensive’s worst fighting. U.S.  Army and Marine infantry manning the base camps and outposts along the DMZ referred to it as the “Dead Man’s  Zone,” and learned early on that any notion of it being “demilitarized” was purely the figment of some politician’s overactive imagination. The DMZ and the Ben Hai River that ran  through it were more staging areas for countless attacks into  South Vietnam. It was also the home of numerous Communist 133mm artillery batteries and rocket launching sites that  were hidden among the rolling hills and dense vegetation of  the zone. The enemy positions hammered the American and  South Vietnamese bases south of the zone daily.
The only east-west highway in the province, Highway 9,  ran from the junction with the north-south Highway 1 in  Quang Tri City, west to Dong Ha, then on to Cam Lo, Con  Thien, Camp Carroll, the Rock Pile, Khe Sanh, and finally to  the fortified Special Forces camp at Lang Vei, which overlooked the Laotian border. The highway was little more than  a hole-filled toll road where the growing body count was the  price of doing business in the war zone, and in that deadly  stretch of frontier during Tet and the months thereafter, business was booming. The Green Beret camp at Lang Vei had  been overrun by the NVA, led by an assault of Soviet PT-76  tanks while the Marines at Khe Sanh were encircled and besieged and refused to come to their aid.
Taking the point during relief operations along Highway 9  had been the Cav’s 1st of the 9th Squadron and Capt. Michael  Gooding’s Echo Company Lurps. While the 1st of the 9th  was the division’s premier aerial reconnaissance and quick-reaction force, E Company was its eyes and ears on the  ground.
Besides providing crucial information on enemy locations  and tactics, Company E had conducted a number of joint patrols with Marine Force Recon and Reconnaissance Battalion teams in mid-March during Operation Pegasus, when the  division fought its way west to relieve the trapped and surrounded Marines at Khe Sanh.
The subsequent operation was successful, as the Cav  roared into Khe Sanh in just thirty days, keeping the border  base from becoming an American Dien Bien Phu. Mobility  had been the key to the division’s success in the relief of Khe  Sanh, and its helicopter air fleet had forced the Viet Cong and  NVA to change their strategy. Now the Americans were able  to quickly shift entire platoons and companies around the  battlefield as aerial rocket artillery (ARA) and heavily armed  gunships provided the punch needed to protect the infantry  and send the enemy retreating.
While some recon elements used large, lumbering Chinooks rigged with rope ladders to make their insertions, the  Cav’s Lurps used the smaller UH-1 Hueys to quickly get in  and out of their recon zones.
The joint operations combined Lurp and Marine Force  Recon teams, producing a first for army and Marine long-range reconnaissance units in the war, and yielded a bonanza  of much-needed ground-level intelligence about the rugged  mountain regions being invaded by both services.
In late April 1968, as the fighting moved farther down the  Annamite Cordillera and into the infamous A Shau Valley,  the six-man Lurp teams continued to serve the division well.  The heavily forested valley, where entire Special Forces SOG  (Special Operations Group) recon teams had been swallowed  up whole, served as an omen to the Lurps of E Company.
Despite the fact that the hotly contested piece of real estate  had been bombed by a myriad of B-52 Arc Light missions,  shelled continually by innumerable artillery barrages, and  strafed and blasted by countless helicopter gunship and tacair sorties, the lush but heavily scarred valley, surrounded by   its dark and foreboding mountains, was still very much in the  control of the NVA.
After Khe Sanh, the A Shau became one of the 1st Cavalry  Division’s primary targets, with the 1st of the 9th spearheading the assault and the division’s Lurps providing the other  edge of the deadly point. However, by early summer, the  Lurp company’s once sharp image had been dulled, leaving  those in power wondering if the long-range patrol unit could  still cut the mustard.
Captain Gooding had long since left the command, and a  number of temporary commanders had rotated in and out of  the job as the division shifted tactical war zones and the platoons and teams were parceled out among the various  brigades. Fragmented, the company’s platoons were left to  their own resources, which was one reason Capt. George  Paccerelli, a Special Forces combat veteran, was brought in  to clean up the command, close out Lurp operations and prepare the unit for its new role as E Troop, 1st of the 9th Cav.
Paccerelli, though, had other ideas. He believed he could  turn the company around. If he could accomplish that, there  would be no reason to shut the company down. But before he  could put his plan into operation, the division was presented  with yet another challenge, and in the 1st Cav “another challenge” usually meant pulling up stakes and moving to another location. And that is exactly what happened.
The new MAC-V commander, Gen. Creighton Abrams,  ordered Maj. Gen. George Forsythe’s division to saddle up at  once and charge south to defend the Republic’s capital of  Saigon which, according to intelligence sources, was very  vulnerable to attack.
The division’s new forward home would be in Phuoc Vinh.  The divisional rear would operate out of Bien Hoa. The division’s three brigades would work primarily out of Tay Ninh,  Quan Loi, and Song Be, with a strategic string of fire support  bases set up across the area of operations (AO). That force   disposition was designed to block the southern and western  approaches to the capital by the estimated four North Vietnamese Army divisions waiting just across the border in  Cambodia and by the Viet Cong “main force” regiments hiding in the Tay Ninh countryside. The division’s new tactical  area of responsibility (TAOR) would take in some of the  most heavily infiltrated and fortified areas of South Vietnam.
The Cav’s tactical shift, labeled Operation Liberty  Canyon, officially began 27 October 1968 and ended two  weeks later as the final elements of the division completed  the 570-mile journey south to III Corps.
With less than three weeks in command, Captain George  Paccerelli received word that all units within the division  were expected to be in place and operational by 15 November. The veteran soldier carefully selected several team leaders to accompany advance elements of the 1st of the 9th to  Phuoc Vinh and secure a site for the unit’s new home.
Like any enterprising company commander, Paccerelli  gave the advance party of NCOs a wish list for what he  wanted and expected in a new company home, then left them  in charge. S.Sgt. Charles Windham and the others were to  carry out the new assignment. Paccerelli was hopeful of their  success, but hardly naive enough to expect perfection. However, he had to count on Windham’s judgment to do the best  he could for the unit. Paccerelli’s mind was on other matters.
The rest of the company personnel, along with nearly  twelve thousand division troopers, was slated to follow the  advance elements to Phuoc Vinh by C-130 cargo plane.  Moves of that size were always logistical nightmares.
Paccerelli knew that the unit’s housing needs were secondary to the move itself, a move that took up the bulk of his  waking hours. Remaining behind at Camp Evans, the new  company commander concentrated on his part of the task.  Nothing could be taken for granted or left to chance, so he  planned the move carefully, explained everything he expected of his people, then let his junior officers and senior   NCOs carry it out. Leadership involved delegating authority  and then getting out of the way so that people could do their  jobs. That was why there were different levels of command.
The company’s trucks, jeeps, tents, supplies, generators,  and other heavy equipment would make the trip south by  sea, embarking from Tan My on the coast and utilizing LST-532, a former U.S. Navy vessel named the Chase County and  manned by a South Korean crew. It would be the first interservice move of its kind in country, and the voyage down the  South China Sea to the New Port docks in Saigon would take  three days, which was all well and good. By that time, the advance party would have a better idea where everything was  going to go.
The real challenge would be in having everything packed  and ready to load at Tan My for the voyage south. The transportation phase of the problem was still the unknown factor.  The entire division was deploying south, and every available  jeep, truck, and helicopter would be utilized in ferrying tons  of supplies and equipment to the Cav’s new home in III  Corps. The convoy of naval vessels would sail down the  coast, then up the Saigon River past the infamous Rung Sat  swamps and into New Port.
The Lurp company’s table of organization and equipment  (TO&E), the chart that defined its organization and authorized equipment, allowed several vehicles for the company,  but as the men were packing up and preparing the move, a  host of jeeps, trucks, and small “mule” transports suddenly  appeared in the area of the Lurp compound. Paccerelli decided that there were times when it was best not to look a  herd of gift horses in the mouth. He also avoided looking too  closely at the fresh paint on the bumpers or the modified vehicle identification numbers and unit designators. Instead, he  turned his attention back to the move itself and to the war that  kept getting in the way.
By October 25, Company E was ready. Two days ahead of  schedule! Morale was high, and the new Lurp company commander was a little surprised to discover his troops were actually properly dressed for the journey. But then, maybe the  icebreaking speech he had given at the informal company  formation he had called three weeks before had done some  good after all. He had ignored the cold reception from the  Lurps and had made known his feelings and expectations in  no uncertain terms. He had made up his mind before the formation that if he was going to break the ice, then he might as  well shatter it.
As the Lurps had fallen out of their hootches, and the TOC  and commo shack were left with skeleton crews, the company’s assembly area had turned into a small mass of confused and mingling bodies as the NCOs screamed for the  Lurps to fall in.
The impromptu formation had been made up of less than  two platoons of field Lurps, a platoon of rear-area personnel  and a dozen or so new recruits.
“Is that everybody?” a confused Paccerelli asked a senior  NCO who was standing to one side.
“Yes, sir!” the NCO shot back as Paccerelli suddenly remembered that the company had teams parceled out to the  various Cav brigades operating throughout the division’s AO.  Of the more than one hundred soldiers on the company roster, fewer than forty were standing in formation before him  at the time. He had just discovered one of the underlying  problems with the unit. With no centralized command, there  was no real company integrity, which accounted for the commander’s lack of control over his personnel. No centralized  command and no control also meant no continuing training,  let alone feel for morale.
He had noticed that some of the Lurps moved quickly into  formation while others took their time or moved cautiously.  Their faces were a study in confusion and curiosity.
When the unit had finally been assembled, Paccerelli had  taken the first few moments to size up the young soldiers in  his command to see what he had to work with. Most were   white, slender, and in their late teens and early twenties. A  scattering of minorities gave the unit some color, but for the  most part Company E looked a lot like a rural high-school  football team from a small midwestern town that had just  been through a very bad season.
Back when he had arrived to take command of Company  E, the outgoing company commander had given him a brief  tour of the unit area. It had been easy to spot a few of the  more obvious problems in the command. A quick glance at  the personnel had told Paccerelli that the shabby, ragtag soldiers loitering around the company area not only needed  haircuts and shaves, they also needed focus. A number of the  soldiers had long, drooping bandito-style mustaches, while  several others had beards growing.
Paccerelli smiled, but the result was anything but humorous, and more than one man standing in formation thought  he looked like a cobra ready to strike.
When they had fallen out for the company formation, the  men wore a variety of uniforms, or parts of uniforms; some  had shown up in shorts and rubber shower shoes.
The motley formation reminded Paccerelli of the scruffy  line of transients he had seen standing in the soup-kitchen  lines
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