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As Bell led the way, followed by Quan with the radio, and Smith, McDonald dropped back behind the rest of the team to cover them.

After four hundred meters, the LRRPs began to have a difficult time keeping up the pace. Just ahead lay a large, dense tract of woods, and gasping and panting for air, the four men loped into the trees. By then rounds were splitting the vegetation above them as the slowly recovering VC fired blindly in their direction. A few rounds began to zero in on the running team, and bark began to fly from the trunks of the large trees around them. As the accuracy of the enemy fire improved, McDonald, still at the rear, began zigzagging from right to left to keep large trees between himself and the incoming enemy fire. He knew the tactic would slow him down, but not as much as an AK-47 round in the back.

Suddenly, up ahead of the rest of the team, Bell’s rucksack exploded on his back. The force of the blow sent him flying forward, stumbling to maintain his footing. . . .
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Foreword

The Vietnam War had a profound effect on all who participated. For most, the war was simply the discharge of a patriotic duty. For many it was just a temporary interruption in the normal cycle of life. Others viewed it as an evil, unwanted conscription that bordered on indentured servitude. A few used it to promote or launch successful military careers. There were even a few callous individuals who saw it as an opportunity to obtain financial reward. But for many of those who fought and suffered it was the beginning of a lifelong nightmare of terrible magnitude that consumed everything and everyone it touched. And for all of us, whether we are willing to admit it or not, it was a time in our youth when our values were tested our moral convictions were challenged and our love and hatred for our fellowman were stretched to the extreme.

Most of us who participated in combat will always carry the emotional and physical baggage of that experience as a constant reminder of those terrible days so long, long ago. Like our fathers and our grandfathers before us, we, too, had to face our “war”—that shaper and breaker of mankind. And like our fathers and our grandfathers before us, we, too, are now obligated to pass on to our children some sort of legacy of our experiences. But in doing so, we must be very wise and very cautious. We must avoid justifying the righteousness of war, for war is not a righteous thing. Nor must we expound upon the glory of combat, for there is no glory in combat. Nor must we teach our children to believe that it is their sacred duty to serve a cause that is unworthy of their sacrifice and the sacrifice of their comrades because such a cause is no cause at all.

However, we must teach our children that in the terrible crucible of battle, ordinary men will sometimes rise far above the ordinary, far above the commonplace, indeed reaching the lofty heights of true heroism. And that heroism, that unselfish sacrifice, is the one thing that gives us all hope in the goodness of our fellowman. This is why those of us who have been there still honor our fallen heroes and why we still value so deeply those bonds of brotherhood forged in the flames of the combat we shared together.

Reflecting upon the previous paragraphs, I am suddenly overcome by this feeling that you, the readers, will think this is nothing more than the corny ruminations of an aging veteran. I find myself constantly fighting an impulse to tear it to pieces and start all over again, as I’ve already done a dozen times before. It’s easy to write a story when you’ve lived it and have the facts at your fingertips. But to create something profound and meaningful without sounding glib and hokey well, that’s beyond my capabilities. Yet, I have to be honest with my own feelings and convictions, so I will allow these words to stand for posterity, be they good or bad.

I am a very fortunate man. For a single year in my life, I was part of the best that America had to offer. Every moral, ethical, physical, and emotional fiber in my being was put through the toughest final exam you could imagine. Did I pass the test? Probably! I’m still here. Did I ace the damn thing? Definitely not. But I was there when some of my buddies did and I will never forget their heroic deeds.

I am truly privileged to have witnessed real heroism in the making. Honest-to-God ail-American, pure, ball-busting heroism! It is something so rare that I have always found it difficult to describe to my friends and relatives who were not there. How do you describe a hero? How do you make people understand that you knew so many? How do you convince them they’re unfortunate not being in your shoes so they can know them, too? Well, you can’t. I have never been able to do it verbally, nor did showing them photos of real heroes help matters because, unfortunately, heroes never look like heroes. So, I got lucky and published a couple of books that enabled me to tell my story. Now, I’m not a hero. But at least it afforded me an opportunity to describe the actions of those heroes I have known. Thanks to a very understanding publisher, who has since become convinced that LRRPs do sell, I got another opportunity to tell of the exploits of heroes from my own unit, some whom I served with and some who served later, but still men who added to the legend.

Now, in this two-part Phantom Warriors series, I have finally completed my mission. I want you all to know the kind of men it took to do what these young men did to accomplish what they accomplished. Their stories deserve to be told. This book is my tribute to each one of them, heroes all. We walked the same trails, lived the same experiences, and shared the same heart. I love you guys. Phantom Warriors is their story.

Gary A. Linderer

Company F, 58th Infantry (LRP)

Company L, 75th Infantry (Ranger)

101st Airborne Division





Introduction

When Gary Linderer sent me his manuscript for Phantom Warriors, I thought I knew what to expect. I was aware that he had been working on it for a long time, and I knew that it wasn’t going to be just another book about the LRP/Ranger unit we served in together during the Vietnam War. Phantom Warriors was going to deal with every U.S. Army LRRP/ LRP/Ranger unit that fought in Vietnam, including the very first unit of this type that established the standards and operating procedures for all such units that followed—5th Special Forces Group’s Project Delta. I really thought I knew what to expect, but when I began reading the manuscript I was surprised at the amount of raw combat it contained.

Most LRRP missions did not result in combat simply because most were reconnaissance missions, where the original intent was to get in, sneak and peek around in the enemy’s backyard then get out without being discovered. Many of the missions related in Phantom Warriors did in fact, begin as reconnaissance missions, but too often something went wrong and combat became unavoidable. Sometimes this was due to misfortune or to the skill of the enemy. On occasion it was due to mistakes made by the men on the teams. Sometimes, too, it was due to the fact that the LRRPs chanced upon an opportunity for direct action that was simply too good to pass up. However, the most frequent reason reconnaissance missions ended in combat was that mistakes were made by those deploying the LRRP teams or those supporting them—not by the LRRPs themselves.

When it came to their place in the command structure, the LRRP/Ranger units in Vietnam were the proverbial “red-haired stepchildren” of their parent organizations. With few exceptions, LRRP units were commanded by company-grade officers, and the individual recon teams were led by enlisted men in pay grades E-4 to E-7. The missions themselves, however, were always on behalf of some “higher” command.

In theory, the LRRPs were given a great deal of discretion when it came to planning and carrying out the missions assigned to them, with the final operational authority resting on either the team leader or his immediate commanding officer. In practice, however, staff officers and field-grade commanders, who understood neither the capabilities nor the limitations of long-range reconnaissance patrols, often took it upon themselves to interfere with the mission and disaster—or at best, near disaster—was often the outcome.

When a small and lightly armed reconnaissance team of five to twelve men, operating deep in the enemy territory, suddenly finds itself under attack, its survival depends on the courage, the tenacity, the professionalism, and the fighting skills of the individual LRRPs on the team, along with those same characteristics among the reaction forces, artillery, and air assets that the team has on call.

Unfortunately, sometimes when long-range recon patrols found themselves in desperate situations and needed the support they had been assigned, they discovered, much to their dismay, that it was unavailable. All too often, senior officers up the chain of command, who knew next to nothing about the deployment and support of long-range patrols, overrode the judgment of those directly in charge of “handling” the LRRP teams and “pre-empted” the team’s support assets for “more important” activities.

Phantom Warriors is full of examples of this sort of command arrogance, ignorance, irresponsibility, malfeasance, and disregard for the established operational chain of command. That’s why this book is so heavy on desperate and intense combat, and perhaps, that’s why the names of the majority of the LRRPs, LRPs, and Rangers that adorn the ebony granite wall in Washington, D.C., are there.

The problem continues today. The lineage of the Vietnam War LRP/Ranger units has been passed down to the present-day battalions of the 75th Ranger Regiment, the various Long Range Surveillance detachments, and—in the case of the single Special Forces long-range patrol unit in this book, Project Delta—the current Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta. The Long Range Surveillance detachments are the current “red-haired stepsons” of the U.S. Army’s special-operations forces. They do not belong to the Special Operations Command but rather are under the control of the conventional units for whom they work. This leaves them extremely vulnerable to the foibles of commanders who do not understand the intrinsic value of effective long-range reconnaissance or the principles of their deployment and support.

When it comes to matters of command and control, the Ranger battalions and “Delta Force” would seem to be in a much stronger position, at least in theory and on paper, than the Long Range Surveillance detachments. Unfortunately, Rangers and Delta operators do not serve our nation in theory or on paper. No, they serve in places like Mogadishu, where the command structure employing them failed horribly.

It might be said that the entire Vietnam experience was a terrible misuse of America’s military and an unqualified failure of our command structure—beginning at the highest level. It hardly needs to be said that the command structure certainly looks no better today.

As you read Gary Linderer’s Phantom Warriors, read it as the tribute he intended it to be; a tribute to brave men who volunteered for extreme duty, who did their best, and who all too often gave their final measure of duty and devotion on behalf of a higher command authority that was all too often unknowledgeable, unappreciative, and unworthy of their efforts and their sacrifices.

I think I’ve read every book about Vietnam-era U.S. Army LRRPs ever published but I’ve never read one with more combat and more heroism, or one that covers so many units as well as Phantom Warriors does.

Kenn Miller

Author of Tiger the LRRP Dog
 and Six Silent Men: Book Two




B-52 (Project Delta), 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne)

Many of the standard operating procedures employed by long-range reconnaissance patrols during the Vietnam War were established by the men of Project Delta. The program started in May 1964 as an outgrowth of an earlier, covert operation known as Project Leaping Lena. Project Delta grew quickly from a single twelve-man A detachment to a battalion-size command containing nearly one hundred Special Forces personnel and more than twelve hundred indigenous soldiers.

B-52 was organized into twelve recon teams, twelve CIDG “roadrunner” teams, a Chinese Nung camp security company, and a South Vietnamese Airborne Ranger battalion as a reaction force. Their primary mission was to infiltrate hostile territories inaccessible to conventional units. Project Delta teams went into these areas to locate enemy units, gather intelligence, ambush small enemy elements, coordinate air and artillery strikes, perform bomb-damage assessments, harass and confuse the enemy, and sometimes to conduct special-purpose raids. It was because of the success of Project Delta that Gen. William Westmoreland decided to authorize the formation and utilization of special reconnaissance elements for the conventional army forces deploying to Vietnam. So he sent a directive to 5th Special Forces Group to establish a permanent three-week-long school based on the concepts developed by Project Delta. He named the school “Recondo” after three well-known terms associated with soldiering— reconnaissance, commando, and doughboy. It was the beginning of a rich history of long-range patrolling carried out during the Vietnam War.

By November 1965, the guerrilla war in South Vietnam had taken on a new face. Gen. Vo Nguyen Giap’s regular North Vietnamese Army divisions had surreptitiously infiltrated into the country and were openly challenging the American and South Vietnamese divisions on numerous battlefields from the DMZ in the north to the Delta in the south. Conventional unit commanders who had been used to dealing with local VC guerrillas and the more organized VC Main Force units began to meet conventional NVA forces that demonstrated a growing propensity to stand toe-to-toe and duke it out. To be able to anticipate such confrontations, major unit commanders were begging for battlefield intelligence from beyond the range of their artillery fans. It was the assembly call for covert U.S. long-range reconnaissance patrols.

B-52 (Project Delta), 5th Special Forces Group (Airborne), based at Nha Trang, fielded small recon teams, usually two Americans and two indigenous personnel, which worked wherever they were needed in South Vietnam and sometimes, across the border into Laos. In 1965, they were commanded by the legendary Lt. Col. Charles Beckwith.

Just before Christmas, 1965, S.Sgt. Brook Bell’s patrol, consisting of Sgt. Charles McDonald at point, Quan, a Chinese Nung, and 1st Lt. Guy H. Holland II, received a warning order for a patrol into a mountainous area along the coast north of Vung Tau. The team was told to prepare for a two-day patrol, but little additional information was provided by the infantry division assigned responsibility for that area.

After the team went through all the usual preparations for the mission, the men loaded aboard a waiting helicopter late that afternoon. As the Huey approached the LZ, the pilot, flying at treetop height, inadvertently passed too close to a village along a nearby coastal road then faked an insertion into a large clearing not far away. He immediately compounded the error by flying a little farther north before inserting the team. The sun was just setting behind the rugged mountains to the west, and deep shadows darkened the LZ. The large, grassy clearing was well situated on level ground that dropped on one side into a low, heavily timbered thicket at the bottom of the slope. On the far side of the timbered thicket, the ground rose slightly before leveling off again at a somewhat higher elevation than the LZ. Then it ran back away from the LZ until it crossed the road near the village.

The chopper flared to a hover over the clearing, far from the nearest tree line, leaving the men a long sprint across the open before they reached cover. As the Huey lifted back into the evening sky, McDonald the point man, headed for the closest tree line. At the edge of the woods, outside the trees, McDonald discovered a well-worn trail. Stepping back into the grass, he motioned for the team to go down, in column. There they lay dog, listening and watching. Ten minutes after the last sounds of the Huey faded in the distance, Bell signaled for McDonald to move on, and the four men were up running again, crossing the trail in single file.

It wasn’t long before McDonald happened across a large thicket in the forest. They were only three hundred meters from their insertion point, but it was getting too dark to move about in the jungle. Taking a quick look around he dropped down on all fours and crawled into the dense cover, his three teammates right behind him. Inside, the brush opened up into a small, circular clearing perfect for the team’s first “remain overnight” (RON). The surface was covered with a thick layer of dry leaves that protected the patrol from the damp floor of the jungle.

Once safely inside the thicket, Bell called the command-and-control (C & C) aircraft, circling a few miles away, and reported that they had gotten in safely. Bell then released the aircraft to return to base. The team was on its own, without commo or a link to the outside until 0730 the next morning, the time of the team’s next regularly scheduled contact— unless something out of the ordinary happened during the night. The four recon men silently cleared their RON of sticks and debris, anything that might make an out-of-place sound and give their location away. Then they sat back quietly in the dark, waiting, watching, and listening over their back trail. If trouble came, it would be from that direction.

At 2130 hours, McDonald was on watch when he sensed that something was wrong; the sounds of the night insects had stopped and in the distance, he could hear the faint barking of an animal. He was not alarmed at first, because the Asian barking deer was common to the jungles of that region. However, a few minutes later the barking was closer to their position. Then McDonald realized that the barking was not that of the diminutive deer of Indochina but that of dogs— several dogs.

Ever so quietly, McDonald reached over and gently grabbed Bell’s shoulder. When he was certain that his team leader was awake, he leaned to his right and whispered that company was coming. Bell sat up and listened for a minute or two, then whispered to his point man, “I don’t like the sounds of that either, but I hope you’re wrong.”

A large number of dogs barking had to mean that something was going on back at the village. Maybe the local VC had heard the helicopter drop off the team. If they had it would take them a little while to organize a search party. The activity of doing so would have surely upset the dogs in the village. If that was the case, McDonald and Bell knew that it would be only a matter of time before the enemy came looking for whomever had gotten off that helicopter.

It was 2200 hours, nearly twenty minutes since the two Delta men had heard the dogs. They were both tense and alert, neither willing to go back to sleep. They had decided to forgo much-needed sleep for the sake of caution.

An hour before midnight, something rustled leaves along the trail. The sound was coming from the west, from the direction of the village and the barking dogs, and it was growing louder. Suddenly, through the thick vegetation, they spotted a tiny beam of light sweeping back and forth over the ground. The enemy was definitely looking for them.

The next few minutes passed slowly, and then they clearly heard the sounds of metal clanging together and of men talking in hushed tones.

Bell carefully reached out to touch Quan and Holland who by then were wide awake. He wanted to assure them that he was aware of the threat. Bell knew that since no one on the team had gone on patrol together before, performance doubts were building inside each one of them. Staying cool was critical to their survival. Fortunately, the enemy soldiers moved past their position and disappeared in the night.

It was midnight, and the moon was up high overhead casting a faint illumination through the trees. Out on the trail, it was bright enough to make out forms and shapes. No one seemed to be there, but it wasn’t long before the recon team again heard the unmistakable sounds of a number of people on the trail. They could even make out the shadows of men standing between them and the clearing. Without warning, the enemy soldiers began firing their weapons on semiautomatic into the jungle to scare the team into returning fire and giving away their positions.

During the remainder of the night, at least a platoon of enemy soldiers working in small groups passed by every thirty to sixty minutes. It was certain that they had no clear idea where the American patrol was hidden, and to stomp through the jungle at night in hopes of stumbling over them was a dangerous gambit they were unwilling to take. But come morning—and light—the odds of locating the patrol would improve.

Bell decided to keep his team hidden in the thicket. To move out of their cover at night during a full moon would only give away their position. And getting hit at night would result in a long and dangerous escape and evasion (E & E) or a battle against insurmountable odds. And there was no chance for help until daylight and the return of the C & C aircraft.

The moon set in the last full hour before dawn. But soon the false dawn (BMNT, “before morning nautical twilight”) began faintly illuminating the jungle around the patrol’s position. This was the time that the recon men had fearfully anticipated during the long, dark night. The enemy had not given up and returned to their base camp but were probably waiting in a number of locations for the team to move. If the Americans failed to expose themselves by some predetermined time, the enemy would regroup and sweep the area.

The team members would have to break out of the trap, for to stay where they were was to risk discovery, and to be discovered was to die. They had to get free and escape.

As the sky continued to brighten in the east, the four men took salt tablets and drank lukewarm water from their canteens. There would be scant opportunity to do so later. Trying to make their RON look as natural as possible, they silently took turns brushing back into place the leaves they had raked up the night before.

The team’s scheduled morning situation report (sitrep) was due at 073 0 hours, but they would not be making it from their RON. They were going to have to break out before the enemy collected his forces and came after them.

A light breeze arrived with the coming dawn. It was time to go. Bell signaled for McDonald to take the point and move out east, crosswind on an eighty-degree heading. After the first one hundred meters, he was to cut due north into the wind and maintain that general direction no matter what happened.

The four Special Forces LRRPs rose as one, slipped into file, and eased out of their RON site. Four sets of slitted eyes scanned a continuous 3 60-degree security circle around them. Five meters apart, weapons at the ready, the men faced their inevitable destiny. McDonald dropped to the ground then moved forward on his hands and knees; McDonald was counting on the enemy’s watching for men moving upright through the jungle. They would never expect a man to crawl on his hands and knees. It would give him an edge until the team cleared the immediate vicinity. It would also keep him down on the ground under the brush where he would be able to spot trip wires and men waiting in ambush. Behind him, five meters back, came Bell, moving in a crouch, then Quan and Holland.

Moving steadily through the thick jungle, McDonald stopped every few meters to watch and listen. There were none of the normal morning sounds of the jungle. Even the wind lay dog. Bell grimaced as his heart thumped in his chest. Surely every enemy soldier within a hundred miles could hear it.

McDonald stayed true to his heading and made good progress to the east. At one hundred meters, he broke left eighty degrees and headed north. So far, so good. A short time later, Bell signaled for his point man to stop. It was 0730 and time to make their early morning sitrep to the forward-air-controller (FAC) aircraft that would be passing high overhead.

As the four men set up in a security square, they couldn’t help but notice how silent the jungle was. It wasn’t normal; the enemy was out there. Bell raised the FAC quickly and reported their situation. He knew that Delta operations would be monitoring the transmission and would soon be cranking up the choppers.

Bell completed his sitrep, switched antennas, then tapped his rifle stock to signal McDonald to resume his march. But before McDonald could take a step, he spotted a slight movement up ahead near the ground. He froze instantly, causing the same response in his teammates. Ahead a dozen birds suddenly flushed from the trees and flew directly over the patrol squawking and chirping. It had not been the American recon patrol that had alarmed them.

The LRRPs remained frozen in place while McDonald dropped down below the vegetation and flattened himself on the ground. Looking just ahead through the thick ground cover, the point man eyeballed the area for the danger he knew had to be lurking there. But he saw nothing.

After a wait of five to ten minutes, Bell leaned over to McDonald and whispered in his ear, “What do you think?”

McDonald looked slowly back over his shoulder and in hushed tones said “I think we’d better change direction … right now.”

Bell nodded then indicated a new direction. McDonald took a minute to adjust the night setting on his compass, then led out again on a different azimuth. This was the “danger” time. If they were hit, they would have to try to break contact and run. If they got boxed in and cornered they would fight to the death. They knew what capture meant.

Suddenly, McDonald held up again. He smelled stale, sour sweat, clothes permeated with incense, and unwashed people who reeked offish sauce. They were there!

Clustered around the bases of three large anthills, the VC were just ahead of the patrol. Their claymores were well hidden off to one side. When McDonald had slammed to a halt just outside their kill zone, the VC leader panicked and gave a silent signal to initiate the ambush.

By then the team was already facedown in the dirt, praying for deliverance. It came in spades. By some miracle, the claymores missed the team. The roar of the blast deafened the four men, but failed to knock them out of action. The enemy soldiers followed up their premature ambush with a heavy volume of small-arms fire. Over the popping sounds of enemy small-arms fire, Bell bellowed “Grenades!” Once each of his men had one in hand he shouted for them to pull the pins on his signal, then on his second command to lob them into the enemy positions.

Seconds later, the mud-packed anthills disintegrated in a series of blinding flashes. The four deadly bombs were right on target. In the deafening silence that followed the explosions, the four men were up and running for their lives; silence and caution were no longer important. Behind them, the confused and pained voices of the enemy soldiers shouted in Vietnamese.

As Bell led the way, followed by Quan with the radio, and Holland McDonald dropped back behind the rest of the team to cover them. After four hundred meters, they began having a difficult time keeping up the pace. They had already put good distance between themselves and the ambush site, and they had not detected any signs of pursuit.

Just ahead lay a large, dense tract of woods. Bell picked up speed and made directly for it. Thirty meters behind the team, McDonald realized that he was losing ground. At times he could no longer see his teammates. Putting his head down and pumping his legs like pistons, he dug deep into his nearly depleted energy reserves and charged after the rest of his patrol.

The four men loped into the trees, gasping and panting for air. By that time, rounds were splitting the vegetation above them, as the VC fired blindly in their direction from the ambush site. A few rounds began to focus in on the running team, and bark began to fly from the trunks of large trees around them. As the accuracy of the enemy fire improved the LRRPs realized that the grace period was over; the enemy was in hot pursuit. Still at the rear, McDonald began zigzagging to keep large trees between himself and the incoming enemy fire. He knew the tactic would slow him down, but not as much as an AK-47 round in the back.

Suddenly, up ahead of the rest of the team, Bell’s rucksack exploded on his back. The force of the blow sent him flying forward stumbling to maintain his footing. A single enemy round had hit him in the center of his back, but had been stopped by his rucksack.

Not knowing what lay ahead the team continued to penetrate the dense forest. They could tell from the sounds of firing behind them that they had attracted a large number of followers. And every step they took, they expected to be their last.

Still out in front of everyone else, Bell cast a quick glance back over his shoulder to see if his teammates were keeping up. At that moment, he collided with a large, mature teak tree, slamming into it and then falling backward. Before his teammates could come to his aid the Special Forces NCO was back on his feet, recovering the distance he had just lost. The head-on collision seemed to have been rougher on the tree than on Bell; the tree was still unable to move.

As more rounds zipped around the fleeing recon team, they ran, putting more distance between themselves and their pursuers. Striving to remain together, lest they lose one another in the thick jungle, they settled into a fast pace geared to the slowest member of the team. But soon it became apparent that they were slowing down, as their exhausted bodies, now out of reserves, began to shut down. Fortunately for them, by that time the enemy had fallen so far behind that his fire had dissipated to an occasional desultory shot.

Finally, Bell halted. Quickly setting up security, he tried to make radio contact with the FAC to let him know that they were in contact and on an E & E route. When the short antenna failed to get a response, Bell quickly changed to the long pole antenna.

McDonald breathing hard as he watched the team’s back trail, soon spotted movement in the trees. The VC were still trailing them. Unable to reach the FAC, Bell pulled down the long antenna and took off once again.

The patrol had been running hard for an hour, with only a five-minute break, but the men were still hanging close together, running smoothly, settling into a comfortable pace. Ten minutes later, Bell stopped the team again and tried once more to contact the FAC. This time he was successful, and the FAC pilot was quickly informed of the team’s crisis. He moved over the area to provide better commo and try to locate a pickup zone (PZ).

A short time later, the FAC pilot radioed with the bad news that there were no suitable extraction sites in their immediate vicinity. However, the Bird Dog pilot did give Bell an azimuth that he promised would eventually lead the team to a PZ. A short time later, the FAC radioed back with a bit of good news; he had a flight of A-1 Es orbiting nearby, and he was going to use the propeller-driven Spads to keep the enemy off their backs.

The patrol was still a long way from being out of danger. The FAC pilot instructed them to continue their evasion plan through the woods on a zigzag pattern, marking each spot where they changed direction with a smoke grenade, and making sure that the direction of each change was exactly sixty degrees from the previous path they had followed. The FAC was going to direct air strikes on the imaginary line established between each of the last two smoke grenades on the team’s back-trail.

McDonald was still back at drag, covering the patrol’s rear as it fled. His job was to make sure that their pursuers didn’t close in or cut off the angle of pursuit during their direction changes. Suddenly, he spotted movement in the deep shadows of the forest behind them. He slowed to make sure it hadn’t just been his imagination. When he spotted the lead pursuer, it looked like the same enemy soldier who had been in the lead each time the VC had closed on them. The man had to be the tracker.

McDonald knew he had to kill the man, but when he tried to train his sights on him, he was breathing so hard that he knew he would miss. Instead he turned and signaled the rest of the team to let them know that they had company. There was nothing left to do but continue their flight.

They ran on through the trees, still heading on the general azimuth to the PZ. It was later in the morning, and the heat of the day was taking its toll on the four men. They would not be able to continue the pace for much longer. If they didn’t reach the clearing soon, they would have no choice but to turn and fight—and the odds were not in their favor.

After covering another three hundred meters, they paused again, this time sucking air and trying to recover some strength.

They took a minute to swallow a little water, and by then the enemy soldiers were already visible moving through the trees. McDonald saw one … two … three, then he knew for certain that there were many more behind them.

They ran again, but the next break came sooner; they were at the end of their energy. Suddenly, enemy rounds began snapping through the trees above them. The VC had closed again while the LRRPs were trying to regain some strength for a final sprint.

They ran once more, and that time they seemed to pick up speed. There were still untapped reserves left after all, and they had found them just in time. The team began to pull away from its pursuers, and the men suddenly began to believe that they just might survive. But it wasn’t over yet.

Four hundred meters away, they pulled up once again. Bell got on the radio and the FAC told him the clearing lay only a short distance ahead. The extraction aircraft and the helicopter gunships were already on station and waiting for the team to move out of the jungle.

From the rear of the formation, McDonald reported that he could no longer see anyone on their back trail. For the final time, Bell popped a smoke and tossed it to the side, then with a quick look back over his shoulder at his teammates, he set out once again.

As the team picked up speed anxious to reach the clearing, the A-l Es roared in over their heads and began strafing the jungle behind them with 20mm guns.

Suddenly, the jungle began to lighten up just ahead of the team. The clearing was near. It became an all-out footrace to reach the opening far enough ahead of their pursuers to allow them to get out before the VC opened fire.

McDonald caught up with his teammates just as they reached the edge of the clearing. The four men dropped to the ground just inside the tree line while Bell contacted the circling helicopters. When he was finished he looked at McDonald and said “McDonald get out there a hundred meters in the open and get your panel ready.” At that moment, McDonald felt that Bell had just signed his death warrant.

Seconds later and nearly a hundred meters out in the field McDonald lay on his back and began flashing his signal panel skyward. Soon the welcome sounds of approaching helicopters coming in fast broke the silence over the clearing. As McDonald held out the panel with his arms extended the extraction ship flew directly over his position and continued on. The Special Forces NCO fought back panic and wondered why they had not spotted him. He would later learn that they had seen McDonald and had verified his position.

Suddenly the staccato sounds of machine guns tore across the clearing; gunships had arrived and were hovering over the trees out across the open area, covering the extraction.

As the extraction Huey touched down, the rest of the team broke out of the trees and sprinted for the waiting helicopter. McDonald leaped to his feet and joined up with his teammates as they ran past him. Seconds later, they were secure aboard the aircraft and whisked to safety.

As the Huey departed the area, the four recon men looked down and saw the rapidly blinking lights of NVA muzzle flashes scattered through the woods. The enemy soldiers who had been pursuing them and had lost the race were firing into the sky in frustration. Their quarry had escaped and they had failed.


LRRP Detachment, 1st Infantry Division

Delta Troop, 1/4 Cav had been the “eyes and ears” of the 1st Infantry Division since early 1966. Barely thirty men strong, the tiny outfit did its best to fulfill the division’s reconnaissance tasks, but it was woefully small and without adequate support to accomplish its mission. In mid-1967 the unit was deactivated and nearly half its members were transferred into a new company-size unit designated Headquarters/Headquarters Company (LRRP).

Composed mainly of volunteers from other Big Red One units, the newly formed unit had a great lack of long-range-patrolling experience. Captain London, recently transferred into the company after commanding an A team in 5th Special Forces Group, became the unit’s first CO. He had been in Vietnam since 1962 and was well qualified to provide his men with the necessary training to enable them to successfully conduct long-range reconnaissance missions against the enemy.

The first thing that London did was to arrange for as many of his people as possible to attend the MACV Recondo School in Nha Trang, the quickest way to prepare troops for the grim rigors of long-range reconnaissance patrolling while minimizing their losses at the hands of the enemy.

Not long after the first of his teams had returned from Nha Trang, London received a warning order for a patrol into the fron Triangle, a heavily fortified enemy sanctuary near the Cambodian border. For a week, division G-2 had received numerous reports that several enemy units had been conducting night attacks against U.S. units set up in their night defense perimeters and against other elements providing security at forward fire-support bases. Scout helicopters and helicopter gunships sent to locate the enemy had encountered intense small-arms fire and had reported numerous sightings of large enemy columns on the move.

G-3 operations wanted desperately to intercept the enemy units before they could reach the well-hidden sanctuaries inside the Iron Triangle. Despite the desire for speed the mission was scheduled to go in five days later so the newly formed long-range patrol team could have the chance to become fully operational after its return from Recondo School. It was not a warm-up mission; it was to be the real thing. And there were risks in sending out a newly trained team lacking field experience. However, since most of the unit’s soldiers had yet to go through the Recondo course, the entire company was as green as the team that had been selected for the mission, the first operational long-range patrol assigned to the company.

Captain London decided to give the mission to Wildcat Three, a seven-man team led by Sp5. George Knowlton, a young NCO* who had been in Vietnam nearly eight months. He had served most of that time in a signal company before transferring to D Troop, 1/4 Cav, which at the time was on deactivation stand-down. He then volunteered for division LRRPs when that unit was first formed and he and his teammates had recently rejoined the company after completing the Recondo course at Nha Trang. It would be Knowlton’s first shot at leading a LRRP patrol in the field. He would carry a CAR-15 and walk the third slot on the patrol.

His ATL was Sp4. Bob Eisner. Eisner was not new to combat, having served nearly nine months as a grunt before extending six months to attend Recondo School and serve with the LRRPs. The most experienced man on the team, Eisner was the obvious choice to walk point, and made it easy by volunteering for the role. He had decided to carry an M-2 carbine, a fully automatic .30-caliber weapon, on the patrol.

Walking Eisner’s slack was one of the team’s two Kit Carson scouts. Rather than refer to him by his Vietnamese name, the members of Wildcat Three decided to call their slack man “Tom.” It was a familiarity that Tom seemed to enjoy immensely. The plucky little Kit Carson scout had been a soldier for most of his forty-two years, and he seemed almost to enjoy the rigors of patrolling and the trials of combat. With the hard-to-find CAR- 15s reserved for the Americans in the company, Tom was issued an M-16.

Wildcat Three’s RTO was a private first class named Charles Pool. Pool also carried a CAR-15 to lighten the load added by the PRC-25 radio. He would walk the fourth position on the patrol directly behind the team leader.

Next came PFC Michael Randall, the patrol’s grenadier. Armed with an M-79 grenade launcher and a .45 automatic pistol, Randall was the team’s light artillery. The 40mm grenades of his “blooper” were the one weapon on the team that could make a real difference for the good guys in a lopsided firefight.

The sixth slot on the patrol was filled by the team’s other Kit Carson scout. To avoid the appearance of favoritism, the LRRPs called this foe-turned-friend “Ken.” Although he didn’t look anything like a Ken, he wore his new name with pride. Like Tom, Ken also carried an M-16.

The rear-security position or drag was very ably covered by PFC Steve Sorick. Sorick’s weapon of choice was the heavy, but very reliable, World War II-vintage .45-caliber Thompson submachine gun. And Sorick was good with the weapon.

The patrol’s premission briefing was conducted by an officer from division intelligence (G-2). The team would be going in at last light on the evening of November 13. The primary mission was to locate the VC base camps that were harboring the enemy soldiers who had been hitting the U.S. military installations around the Iron Triangle. Once the patrol had pinpointed the sites, it was to drop back and call in air strikes and artillery to destroy them. The mission was scheduled to last five days.

To the surprise of everyone on Wildcat Three, there would be no premission overflight. Instead the team leader would select the insertion and extraction points from recent aerial photos of the recon zone. This was not a good sign that G-2 fully understood the value of properly planning for a LRRP recon patrol.

The terrain around the LZ that Knowlton selected for the insertion was flat to rolling, with grass, scrub brush, and some single canopy. Within two thousand meters of the LZ, the terrain flattened out, changing from single- to double-canopy jungle. The weather during the mission promised to be clear, warm, and dry.

The single Huey slick moved in over the team’s LZ, a small field covered with knee-high grass, and hovered three feet off the ground as the five LRRPs and two Kit Carson scouts jumped from the skids and sprinted for the scant cover of the brushy hills a hundred meters away.

When they reached the thin, single-canopy vegetation, they dropped to the ground in a tight wagon-wheel defensive perimeter and remained alert as their RTO called in a sitrep and got a commo check from the company TOC. Satisfied that they had good communication, the team lay dog for another five minutes before starting their patrol.

After moving almost a full klick to the east, the team reached an area of dense, double-canopy jungle and discovered a freshly used high-speed trail just inside the trees. The trail was two meters wide, well camouflaged and ran east and west. The surrounding jungle was very dense, so taking a chance, Knowlton signaled for Eisner to continue east on the trail. Eisner nodded stepped out about twenty-five meters in front of the team, then cautiously began to move ahead.

The patrol had covered nearly five hundred meters by the time the last rays of the sun disappeared over the trees. For the last 150 meters, the vegetation had changed from double canopy to single canopy. Suddenly, Eisner held up his hand and pointed to a spot just ahead where the jungle thinned out somewhat into an overgrown clearing. Just ahead another highspeed trail intersected the one they were following. However, the new one ran north and south. At the point of intersection, a third trail snaked northeast.

The team was in the middle of an obvious trail network, and it was beginning to grow dark, so Eisner scouted out a suitable spot for an OP/LP (observation point/listening post). It was fifteen meters off the trail and forty meters back from the intersection.

While the team set up a circular perimeter in the thick brush, Eisner and Sorick made a 360-degree recon around the clearing. The two LRRPs located a suitable E & E (escape and evasion) route and marked the likely points of enemy approach. When they returned to the perimeter, Knowlton instructed them to put out four claymores, two pointing toward the intersection, one on their escape-and-evasion route, and the fourth facing down the trail they had come in on.

Just after the last of the claymores had been put out, small-arms fire erupted from the north, only 150 to 200 meters away. A pair of American M-60 machine guns was exchanging fire with a number of enemy AK-47s. Then the team made out the distinct whup . . . whup .. . whup of an incoming Huey helicopter. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that they were hearing a running gun battle between an American helicopter and an enemy ground force.

Suddenly, the sounds of battle seemed to be drawing nearer. The LRRPs knew then that the Huey gunship was chasing an enemy unit right into their laps. That posed a double danger. The team ran the risk of being forced into a firefight with an enemy unit of unknown size and of being fired upon by one of their own helicopters.

Immediately Eisner got on the radio and called the TOC to identify the helicopter. While he waited for an answer, everyone on the team went low to the ground to stay out of sight of the helicopter and to avoid stray rounds. As Eisner was talking with his commanding officer, nearly a dozen VC suddenly appeared on the trail to their north and ran directly toward the team. A Huey slick, firing both M-60s, was coming right behind them. The enemy soldiers were less than forty meters away. Some of the VC ran in short sprints, trying to make use of the overhead cover, while others stopped to return fire at the chopper. Then, just as quickly as they had come, the VC moved past the team and disappeared into the jungle on the far side of the intersection.

At that moment, Captain London managed to reach the aviation unit and ordered it to cease fire. He told them that he had a recon team in the immediate area of the contact and requested that they pull their Huey out of the team’s recon zone. After the helicopter had complied London gave Eisner an intel update that G-2 felt that the trail running north/south was most likely the one that led directly into the suspected enemy base area. Suddenly, with the helicopter gone and the VC out of sight, everything got quiet.

Around 2100 hours, the team heard movement coming from two different directions—directly across the trail they had come in on, and south of their position on the opposite side of the intersection. The movement sounded like a lot of people trying hard to move quietly through heavy brush. It was not really close, maybe forty meters or so, but it was close enough to cause the LRRPs some major concerns. There was no talking or banging going on, just the subtle sounds of slow, deliberate movement. Knowlton put the team on 100 percent alert to see what would develop.

A short time later, Eisner decided to crawl over to Knowlton to discuss the situation. After sharing their concerns, Knowlton motioned for Tom to come over, then asked his opinion of the situation. Without giving an answer, Tom crawled down to the trail and put his ear to the ground. When he came back a few minutes later, he reported that the patrol had been compromised. He said the enemy definitely knew the team was in the area. It was his guess that the VC were setting up blockades along the trail to keep them from escaping, and then would try to surround them.

No sooner had the scout given his opinion than the team began to hear machetes hacking at trees fifty meters down the east-west trail the team had come in on. Minutes later more chopping sounded from down the main trail sixty meters to the south of the intersection.

Eisner quickly got on the radio and called in a new sitrep. After listening to the ATL’s report and recommendations, Captain London authorized Eisner to call in a fire mission on the suspected enemy positions.

Eisner quickly switched frequencies to the artillery net and gave the fire-direction officer (FDO) at a distant firebase the team’s coordinates. Then, using his compass, he shot an azimuth toward the sounds of the chopping out across the trail to the team’s southwest. He called for a single round of HE (high explosive), and told the FDO to adjust fire on his command.

The round impacted minutes later four hundred meters from the team. Eisner then ordered the FDO to drop two hundred meters and fire a single round. While they waited for the second round to impact, the team heard heavy movement across the trail and only thirty meters away. Seconds later, more movement came from the far side of the intersection, less than forty meters from their perimeter. When Eisner reported that to the TOC, Captain London recommended putting additional artillery batteries on call.

Then as the second round landed about two hundred meters from the team’s perimeter, Captain London succeeded in connecting Eisner with another FDO, this time at division level. When Eisner reported his current situation and requested a battery on each trail, the voice on the other end quickly authorized four additional batteries. Two of the batteries were giant 8-inch guns, and Eisner quickly set up preplots five hundred meters away for each of the two 8-inch batteries, one on the north/south trail south of the intersection, and the other on the east/west trail east of the intersection.

He then established another preplot five hundred meters up the north trail for a 155mm howitzer battery from another firebase. When that was confirmed Eisner set up a fourth preplot for a second 105mm battery at a spot directly across the trail but a few meters back in the jungle between the first 105 battery preplot and the 8-inch battery preplot on the trail to their south.

When this was done, one by one, he ordered each battery to fire a spotter round. As each round impacted in the distance, he shot an azimuth toward the sound of the explosion. That done he requested the first 105 battery to drop one hundred and fire for effect, then told each of the other four batteries to drop two hundred and fire for effect.

As the rounds began impacting far outside the patrol’s perimeter, the enemy suddenly opened fire. From directly across the trail from the team’s position, all the way down to a spot back in the jungle from across the southern trail, forming a 180-degree arc, a large number of enemy soldiers were re-conning by fire. It was soon apparent that they did not know the team’s exact location. It was also apparent that the encroaching artillery rounds had forced their hand much earlier than they had wanted.

The enemy fire lasted no more than a minute. Eisner couldn’t understand how they had been discovered; then he realized that the VC had probably spotted the team when the Huey had chased them past the patrol’s OP.

Knowlton had little combat experience, even though he had been in country for nearly eight months; therefore he was more than willing to defer leadership to Eisner during this situation. Eisner discussed the appropriate actions he wanted to take, and Knowlton quickly agreed with him. Eisner then crawled around the perimeter to instruct everyone not to open up unless they actually saw the enemy and were sure the enemy had spotted them. He told them to fire short bursts only and to save their claymores for the main assault. Then he got back on the radio and ordered the first 105 battery to drop another one hundred meters and fire for effect. At the same time, he instructed the other four batteries to drop two hundred meters and fire for effect. This move effectively had all five batteries impacting within one hundred meters of the team’s perimeter at almost the same time.

After the last of the salvos had impacted the enemy once again took advantage of the lull and opened fire. They were much nearer than before, and their fire was coming closer to the team’s location.

Suddenly, four or five VC charged out of the brush just across the trail from their perimeter. The enemy soldiers were on line and running, firing and shooting as they came. Sorick and Tom were directly in their path. Calmly and deliberately, the two men took out each of the enemy soldiers with short, well-aimed bursts.

Eisner quickly got back on the radio and ordered all batteries to drop another fifty meters and fire for effect. Without waiting for the rounds to hit, he told them to drop another fifty and fire again. While this was going on the team began receiving heavy small-arms fire. Eisner was certain the enemy now knew exactly where the team was hidden. It wouldn’t be long before they moved in for the kill.

Between the last two volleys, Knowlton spotted a single VC running toward the team. The team leader suddenly sat up where he could see better, took aim and fired killing the VC instantly. But before he could drop back to the ground the next 105 salvo landed close by. Knowlton was spun around by the blast and fell across Eisner, shouting, “I’m hit!”

Eisner screamed into the radio handset, “Cease fire, cease fire. Cancel all batteries except for gun number two. Drop fifteen meters and fire for effect, then cancel the fire mission.”

Eisner then shouted for his teammates to be ready to blow their claymores when the rounds landed except for the single claymore covering their E & E route.

While waiting for the final fire mission, the young ATL attempted to give first aid to the critically wounded team leader. Eisner quickly located the wound in Knowlton’s chest by feeling around with his hands. To his dismay, he realized that Knowlton had a sucking chest wound. Eisner tore open Knowlton’s camouflage shirt and tried to find the exit wound. There was none. He broke open the large bandage he carried in a pouch on his web gear. Turning the plastic wrapper inside out, he covered the wound with it, then secured the wrapper with a couple of pieces of high-speed tape. Feeling around in the dark, he applied the large dressing over the wound tied it off with the gauze wraps, and pressed down on it for a moment or two to make sure the plastic had sealed.

Knowlton was unconscious by then, but Eisner quickly found a pulse and affirmed that the LRRP team leader was still alive and breathing. Realizing that the wounded man had probably lost a lot of blood Eisner grabbed the team medical bag from Pool and started a serum albumin IV into one of the veins in Knowlton’s arm. He hoped the blood-volume expander would help to prevent Knowlton from going into shock.

Tom and Sorick were still firing at a number of VC moving through the brush on the far side of the trail and more down by the intersection. When Eisner got word that the last fire mission was on the way, he told everyone to get down on the ground as low as possible. Soon, they heard the rounds come with a terrifying rushing noise; then there was almost a pause before the last two heavy shells smashed into the ground less than thirty meters away. The resulting blast tossed everyone into the air, then slammed them back to earth as debris and dirt began raining down upon them.

Eisner quickly got back on the radio to let Captain London know that they had just taken a casualty. He advised his company commander that the wounded man had been treated but that he needed to be medevacked immediately. This done, he once again radioed the FDO and told him to have the first 8-inch battery add fifty and fire for effect, then add one hundred and fire for effect, then continue adding a hundred and firing for effect in order to catch the enemy soldiers fleeing the area.

Eisner believed that that last volley had finally done the job. No additional enemy fire had come their way after those final rounds had impacted thirty meters from team’s perimeter. The artillery had apparently broken up the enemy’s attack. But the price had been great.

Eisner rolled over and told Tom and Ken to do a quick recon around the intersection. The two Kit Carson scouts nodded then quietly slipped out of the perimeter. In the meantime, Eisner called the FDO and requested artillery flares over the intersection while the two-man recon element was out in the bush.

By that time, Gen. John H. Hay, the commanding officer of the 1st Infantry Division, had arrived on the scene in his personal helicopter, escorted by a pair of Dark Horse Huey gun-ships. Captain London in the C & C ship, and a medevac aircraft piloted by W02 Bob Dillon, were also in the air orbiting high over the patrol’s location. It appeared that help had finally arrived.

Tom and Ken soon returned to report that they had found numerous VC dead strewn around the area. They had detected no movement, and found no sign that any live VC were still in the vicinity. All of the trails had been interdicted by artillery fire, making passage over the trails virtually impossible.

Eisner radioed a request for the medevac to land in the center of the trail intersection, which was large enough and open enough to handle two ships at once. The medevac pilot told Eisner that he would do a quick flyby before attempting a landing. When he had done so, he agreed with Eisner’s assessment of the situation. Captain London also decided to do a last-minute flyby before releasing the medevac. He, too, was soon back on the net saying that he had seen no sign of enemy troops in the vicinity of the intersection. As Mr. Dillon was lining up for the medical extraction, General Hay then decided to do his own flyby When his aircraft had returned to its holding pattern, the general came back up on the net and said that he totally disagreed with their assumption that the LZ was secure.

Eisner then got on the “horn” with General Hay and requested further instructions. Hay calmly said, “Listen, son, I want you to pick up your wounded and navigate down the east trail. A klick away you will find an open area that will be more secure than your present location.”

Eisner immediately realized that the division’s senior officer was ordering him to lead the team over their own back trail back toward their original LZ. This violated every tenet they had learned at MACV Recondo School. Hoping to make the general realize his mistake, Eisner asked him why he disagreed with the C & C and the Dustoff.

General Hay hesitated, then calmly reiterated that in his assumption the area was not secure.

Eisner quickly told him that after the artillery had been called off, he had sent out a recon element to check out the area, and it had returned a short time later to report that there were no live enemy soldiers anywhere in the vicinity of the intersection.

General Hay was still unconvinced by the young LRRP’s statement. Once again, he instructed Eisner to lead his team back down the trail toward the east. Reluctantly, Eisner agreed.

Eisner then turned to his teammates to share the good news with them. Predictably, no one was very happy with their prospects of surviving the move.

Because Knowlton was six foot three and weighed nearly 220 pounds, it took all four of the remaining Americans to carry the unconscious man. That meant that Tom had to pull point while Ken brought up the rear.

For the next fifteen minutes the team tried unsuccessfully to climb through the shell-blasted vegetation. At the end of that period of time, they had covered only fifteen to twenty meters. Calling off the effort, Eisner got back on the radio and explained to General Hay that his team had just spent the past fifteen minutes going absolutely nowhere.

General Hay said he understood then told Eisner to try going south on the main trail about twelve hundred meters. There, he promised they would find a large rice paddy waiting for them, large enough to handle a number of helicopters.

Eisner once again agreed to try, but when he informed his teammates what they were expected to do, he got the same reaction as before.

The team moved out cautiously toward the trail intersection less than forty meters away. When they reached the clearing, they put Knowlton down on the ground so that Eisner could check his vital signs, pulse and respiration. He was relieved to find that Knowlton was still hanging on, but he also noticed that the team leader’s pulse was dropping. He kept the information to himself.

After getting their second wind the patrol once again began moving, this time down the southern trail, but they got only twenty meters or so before hitting a major roadblock made up of roots and blasted trees.

Eisner called for a halt and got General Hay back on the radio. He told him in no uncertain terms that they had just run into the same problem as before. Eisner informed the general that it would take at least until morning to reach the rice paddy at the rate they were going. He then went on to explain that it took all four LRRPs to carry the wounded team leader, while the two Chieu Hois were walking point and drag. He stated that he was worried that if something happened he could not really trust the Kit Carson scouts, since they had once been enemy soldiers. Eisner also reassured the general that they had just spent the last thirty minutes trying to go up both trails without hearing any noise or being fired upon by the VC. Once again, he asked the officer to reconsider allowing the medevac to land in the trail intersection. Captain London and Mr. Dillon broke in on the conversation to agree with Eisner’s assessment.

The three officers then changed frequencies to hold a private discussion that the general did not want Eisner privy to. When General Hay came back on the air he immediately proved that generals always got the last word even if it was wrong. He calmly told Eisner that they had discussed the matter and that he still wanted the team to move along the south trail to the rice paddy—even if it took until morning. “Now go ahead and move out,” he said.

By this time Eisner had had enough. He refused saying, “No, sir, I’m not going to do that and jeopardize the lives of my men.”

General Hay paused for a moment, then said “Son, I’m giving you a direct order as your commander in chief. Move out.”

Eisner only repeated his first statement. “No, sir, I’m sorry, but I’m not going to do that.”

The general said “Let me speak to the assistant team leader.”

Eisner replied “Sir, I am the assistant team leader. The team leader is the man who is wounded.”

General Hay growled “Give me the next man in charge.”

Eisner went off the air for a moment and told his teammates the crux of the conversation he had just had with the division commanding officer. He looked around at his fellow LRRPs and said “Who wants to talk to the general?”

Sorick shrugged his shoulders and reached for the radio handset. After listening to the general’s diatribe for a full two minutes, he suddenly said into the handset, “Fuck you, asshole,” then calmly handed the receiver back to Eisner.

Reluctantly, Eisner got back on the air and muttered into the mouthpiece, “Sorry about that, sir, we’re just a little bit upset down here.”

General Hay, now fully outraged barked “Well, I’m giving you a direct order to pick up the wounded man and move tothe LZ.”

Eisner calmly reiterated his previous position. “No, sir, I won’t risk the lives of my men. We don’t have enough security, and you can land two helicopters right here.”

General Hay, still trying to recover some of his dignity, stated flatly, “You have a choice. Either follow my orders and move to the LZ, or wait until morning, and we’ll send in an infantry company for you.”

Eisner said in a softer tone, “Well, you’re not giving me any choice. If I travel twelve hundred meters down this trail toward the rice paddy, that’s the direction of the enemy base camp.”

General Hay didn’t seem to understand his logic, and added “Well, you’re making the decision, son.”

Eisner was now thoroughly disgusted. “No, you’re making the decision, and Knowlton will either live or die because of it.”

General Hay had now finished with the rebellious LRRP. “Well, that’s your choice,” he said and signed off the net.

Captain London then broke in over the air and told Eisner to set up a perimeter and try to keep Knowlton alive. He promised that he would be up in the air all night over the team’s position.

Eisner thanked him and signed off.

It was around midnight when the patrol finally set up in a tight perimeter in the middle of the jungle, thirty meters southeast of the intersection. The LRRPs set out their one remaining claymore facing the intersection; then Eisner calmly informed everyone of the situation and told them to break out their grenades and ammo. “No one is to sleep,” he said “and everyone is to remain alert and ready.”

Eisner kept checking on Knowlton every ten to fifteen minutes, but somewhere around 0130 hours Knowlton died. When Eisner checked him at 0200, he had no pulse. The young ATL performed emergency CPR and tried mouth-to-mouth resuscitation, but Knowlton was already cold.

The patrol remained in position and on full alert until the next morning. To their relief, there was no movement or any sounds in the jungle around them during the remainder of the night.

At first light, two line companies from the 1st Battalion, 16th Infantry combat assaulted into separate LZs, twelve hundred meters and fifteen hundred meters away. As soon as they got organized they moved out in the direction of the patrol’s last reported location. Delta Company reached the team first. The LRRPs had heard them approaching while they were still a hundred meters out and popped smoke to mark their position.

When the infantrymen reached the team, they secured the area before sending out patrols. One of D Company’s platoon sergeants walked over to Eisner and said “You guys have had a bad night. We counted over fifty VC bodies on the way in.”

Minutes later, Captain London’s C & C ship and a single medevac helicopter landed in the middle of the trail intersection. The LRRPs’ CO walked up to the team and told them to put Knowlton on the medevac; then he instructed the rest of them to climb aboard the C & C for the trip back to base camp.

Twenty minutes later, they landed at Lai Khe. A vehicle was there waiting to return them to the company area. When they climbed down from the back of the truck, Captain London told the rest of the team to drop their gear at their hootch and head for the showers. He looked at Eisner and told him to report to his quarters.

When Eisner arrived at the officer’s hootch and entered the commanding officer told him to have a seat. As soon as the young LRRP had complied, Captain London said “You did a really fine job out there. I want you to know that if it had been my decision I would have sent the medevac in.”

Eisner nodded but didn’t say anything, and the officer continued. “I’m afraid I
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