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This book is dedicated to my friend and fellow Marine combat photographer, Corporal John C. Pennington, who was killed in action on June 9, 1968.
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PREFACE

Providing my family, especially my children, with a narrative of my service in the US Marines and experiences in Vietnam has been weighing on me for some time. I was recently asked to participate in an oral history project, bringing to mind the realization that when I’m gone, the story of my time in Vietnam dies with me. Like my father’s World War II experiences in the Pacific, or my grandfather’s World War I service in France, or my great-grandfather’s Civil War service, mine too would be lost in the sands of time. How I wish they had committed their stories to paper, or at least in my father’s case, told me more about them. This narrative is my attempt to break the chain of silence so that my family will never have to wonder what I experienced in Vietnam. In a broader sense, this is a tribute to all the Marines who fought in Vietnam, memorialized with images of their bravery, captured and preserved for all eternity.

Drawing on a number of sources—including a folio of letters I sent to my parents; journal entries, photographs, and audio recordings; copies of orders, medical records, after-action reports, and unit command chronologies; along with photo captions and news accounts—I’ve endeavored to reconstruct as accurately as possible my tour of duty in Vietnam as a combat photographer. The narrative follows in chronological order and is given in the first person. Any thought of doing otherwise seemed to detract from what is, after all, a personal account. These are my recollections, and no attempt has been made to mold them into an academic treatise on the Vietnam War. They are the thoughts and experiences of a twenty-year-old, told with the authenticity of one who was there, dimmed but little by the passage of time.

Marines speak in a language of jargon, abbreviations, and acronyms that to the uninitiated seems like some sort of code. This “milspeak” is meant to convey both complex and ordinary military thoughts and actions as quickly as possible. Reading the transcript of my oral history session, too much time was spent trying to explain the terms and acronyms, which only served to break the continuity of the narrative. Terms evolved during the war, and those used here were in vogue during my time in country. All the definitions and explanations of the jargon have been placed in a glossary at the end.

Many of the books I’ve read on Vietnam are illustrated with photographs that were sourced from the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA), or from stock photo companies. While there is nothing wrong with that, these photos are generally captioned with brief, one-line descriptions, lacking the full backstory or context that only the photographer could provide. Some were only representative of what was being discussed and were actually from other events.

The photos I present in this book are woven into a narrative to provide a complete picture of my personal experiences. With few exceptions, the photos were taken by me during my eighteen months of service as an infantry rifleman and as a combat photographer in Vietnam with the 1st Marine Division. A number of the original negatives and slides contained in this narrative are on file at NARA. The majority come from my personal collection, until now, unpublished.

So saddle up—we’re ready to move out on a mission to a place and time that exist only in my mind. My own mental time machine, powered by the aforementioned materials, stands ready to bring forth the events of my youth, transporting the reader back to the 1960s and the Vietnam War as seen through the lens of a newly minted Marine combat photographer.




INTRODUCTION

Every veteran will eventually be asked about their war experiences by their children, friends, or relatives, especially if they were known to have participated in combat operations. This is true for all armed conflicts, and answering should be a straightforward declaration of the facts. But for those who slugged it out with the enemy in the rice paddies, jungles, rivers, and mountaintops of Vietnam, it’s not quite that simple. Attempts to answer even simple questions about service in combat frequently devolve into a struggle for words. Sometimes it’s easier to just say nothing, or gloss over the truth with feel-good stories. In this narrative, however, I present an unvarnished account of my war experiences in both words and photographs, from a “boots on the ground” view of the action.

This is my story—Marine sergeant Dennis Irwin Fisher—from my transfer out of the infantry to the 1st Marine Division Combat Photo Section; my participation in combat operations, hospitalization after being wounded, return to Vietnam, and my eventual return to the States. Over the course of my three-year enlistment, I would rise from a buck private right out of boot camp to a battle-hardened sergeant. The accounts are true, and the people mentioned are real, not fictional creations. The story of each Marine who served in this conflict is unique, and this one is true to form. The simple transposition of four digits on my orders would send me down a path that no Marine rifleman could have ever anticipated. This mistake would ultimately affect not only my service in the Marine Corps, but the rest of my life.

Once in Vietnam, the day-to-day routine would soon give way to steady participation in combat operations during 1967 and 1968. These years saw the most intense fighting of the war for Marines. Battles like Hue and Khe Sanh in I Corps headlined the news and proved deadly for the Marines during the Tet Offensive. This would soon be followed by Mini-Tet, or Tet II, as the North Vietnamese tried to sweep across South Vietnam for a second time. Back in the States, big battles garnered most of TV airtime, along with magazine and newspaper headlines, but small unit actions interspersed with multi-battalion “named” operations were the norm for most of the Marine rifle companies.

After ten months in country, on September 29, 1967, I’d find that my luck had finally run out when I was taken down with shrapnel from a 60mm mortar near Dai Loc. So began a fifty-nine-day hospitalization at the US naval hospital on Guam before returning to duty. (The irony of this was that twenty-one years earlier, my father had served in the army on Guam during World War II.) I would return to Vietnam on January 18, 1968, just in time for the Tet Offensive, where I would spend the next seven months covering Marine combat operations in I Corps.

In the middle of August, 1968, my extended tour in Vietnam would finally come to an end, and I returned to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, to finish my enlistment. I was released from active duty a few months early, and returned to civilian life, where I began a career as a professional photographer. My time as a Marine may have ended, but I would never stop being a Marine. The lessons learned so hard in combat never go away. The men you served with are never forgotten, the things you saw never leave you, and certain sounds and smells still trigger memories of those events from long ago.

To fully understand my story, it’s necessary to begin with a brief look into my early life, and a series of events that led me down the path to the US Marine Corps recruiting office. Let’s step back to 1965, the year before my enlistment, and pick up the narrative as I prepared for college.

I graduated from Ligonier Valley High School in 1965, in the small town of Ligonier, Pennsylvania. The town was named after Fort Ligonier, a French and Indian War fortification built by the British in 1758 during the Forbes Campaign to capture Fort Duquesne from the French, at what is now Pittsburgh. It was, and still is, a small town of under 1,500 people, nestled in a beautiful valley between Chestnut Ridge and Laurel Mountain in western Pennsylvania. It is officially called the Borough of Ligonier, which is larger than a village and smaller than a town in the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

Glancing around the town square—or the Diamond, as it is called—transports one back to the late 1800s, with its prominent bandstand in the center, large shade trees, park benches, and monuments to fallen soldiers from conflicts past. Surrounding the Diamond is the Methodist church with its clock tower, and retail businesses to supply the necessities of small-town life.

Growing up in this town, I was surrounded by veterans who were living testaments to the spirit of patriotism and love of the country for which they had sacrificed so much. Bear in mind that this was only twenty years after the end of World War II, and the activities of local veterans’ organizations and parades kept that spirit alive. To serve in the military, either in the reserves or on active duty, was not only considered honorable, but almost a rite of passage for young men at that time.

The values of the veterans of World War II and the Korean War were my values, and they would certainly influence my later decision to join the Marines, but that was still a year off in the future. Their exploits, especially as portrayed in numerous films, further cemented in my mind the notion that military service was a noble and patriotic pursuit. Images of the infantry slugging it out with the enemy in hard-fought battles were utmost in my mind. No one who volunteered for military service was seeking glory as a cook, supply clerk, or typist; they wanted to take the fight to the enemy as machine-gunners, riflemen, mortarmen, automatic riflemen, tankers, or artillerymen. Of course, I can’t speak for the draftees, who may have viewed military service in another light.

We didn’t have a Pearl Harbor or Twin Towers to rally behind, but the Cold War was heating up, and fighting communism in Vietnam was the current flashpoint. Had the local vets or my dad been more forthcoming about the reality of combat, they may have steered my decision to serve in the military service in another direction, but at eighteen years old, probably not.

They say that you make your own luck by being prepared with the right skill set when opportunity comes knocking. The following illustrates how I gradually acquired the knowledge, skills, and abilities that prepared me for a career as a Marine Corps combat photographer when the opportunity came along.

After high school graduation, I converted the job I had at Fort Ligonier from parttime to full-time, assisting in the archaeological excavation of the site. I wanted to build up my savings before heading off to the University of Miami in Coral Gables, Florida, to study chemistry. My ultimate goal was to combine my love of scuba diving and chemistry into a degree in chemical oceanography. I had enrolled in advanced placement classes in chemistry to get a head start on college. My family was of modest means, and attending any university would put a strain on the family finances, even with what I could make at various jobs.

My parents, Paul and Bettie Fisher, grew up within twenty-five miles of Ligonier and had six children, of which I was the oldest. Both of my parents had a big influence on my life. They raised all of us to have a good work ethic, to be frugal with our money, and to have faith in God. They were from the Great Depression generation, and knew how to make do under the worst of circumstances. My dad, who served in the army during the Pacific Campaign in World War II, could fix or repair anything, and I will be forever grateful for the hands-on training he gave me in that respect. He was also an avid photographer, and when I showed a similar interest, he helped me to equip and set up a darkroom at home.

My mom was more the academic of the house, and a lifelong learner. She had her hands full raising us, as my dad’s work would keep him on the road a lot. I don’t know how she did it. I will never forget coming home on a cold winter day to the smell of fresh-baked cinnamon rolls and hot cocoa. During World War II, she served as a civilian rifle instructor, and with my dad being an army infantry vet, there was no lack of marksmanship training in my life. This served me well when hunting small game and deer and competing on the high school rifle team. I had no idea how much these skills would serve me in years to come.

Funding college for all six of us was not in the cards, but being the oldest child and showing promise in the sciences, my parents did their best to support my education. With high hopes and our Ford station wagon packed full of everything I needed for my first year of college, my mom and I headed for sunny south Florida and the University of Miami. Our departure was delayed by a few days, as television and radio news reported that Hurricane Betsy was poised to come ashore around Fort Lauderdale, or Miami. The storm was estimated to be over 600 miles across, so there was bound to be a lot of damage. But once the storm had moved on, we began our 1,200-mile drive down the East Coast, arriving amid a massive cleanup following the hurricane. My mom stayed for a couple of days before driving back to Ligonier, and I settled in to college and life in the dorm at Eaton Hall.

You may be wondering what this has to do with a decision to join the Marines. Well, a lot. Three people I met and worked with at the university would influence my decision to join the Marines, and to pursue my passion for photography. I’ve always subscribed to the idea of giving credit where credit is due, so to that end, I would like to recognize the following people.

The first was Ron Sarron, who served as our floor advisor in the Eaton Hall dorm. Ron was small in stature but a muscular powerhouse. I can still see him outside our dorm doing pull-ups with an ease that made me envious. I could barely knock out ten while he seemed able to go on indefinitely. He was enrolled in the Marine Corps Platoon Leaders Class (PLC), which was the Corps version of the Army’s ROTC (Reserve Officers’ Training Corps). In essence, it was a commissioning program for Marine Corps officers.

Ron and I had many talks about the Marines and met with Major St. Clair and others in the program; soon, he encouraged me to sign up, too. I assured him that I was interested and would give it some serious thought over the summer break. I was a bit torn between the army and the Marines, as both my father and grandfather were army veterans. My grandfather, Paul C. Fisher, served with the American Volunteer Ambulance Corps during World War I in France, and my father served with the army in the Panama Canal Zone before the war, and in the Pacific during World War II.

At this point I still had hopes of earning enough money during the summer to return to the U of M for my sophomore year. While that would never happen, the impression that Ron made on me about the Marine Corps would overcome my adherence to family tradition of army service, and was a deciding factor in joining the Marines.

Ron would later serve as a helicopter pilot in Vietnam and attain the rank of captain before being struck down by multiple sclerosis and medically discharged from the Corps. I kept in touch with him until his death, years later. Having survived his tour in Vietnam, Ron was soon engaged in a much tougher battle against the effects of MS at his home in Miami. His battle would end on a warm Wednesday afternoon, May 10, 1989, when he slipped beneath the water while exercising in his pool at home. The crippling effects of MS had robbed this once-powerful man of his strength and the ability to keep his head above water.

The next influencer was Mr. Wilson Hicks, the former executive editor of Life magazine. After his retirement from that publication, he was hired at the U of M, where his photojournalism and editorial talents were brought to bear in a number of different visual communications disciplines. I met him in his role as advisor to student publications, primarily the Ibis yearbook, Tempo magazine, and Hurricane newspaper. The Miami Conference on Communication Arts was also his baby, drawing professionals from all over the country.

After reviewing some of my work, Mr. Hicks was very complimentary of my action news photography and urged me to pursue a career in photojournalism. Encouragement from such a respected professional gave me the confidence to do just that when the time was right. However, at that time I looked on photography more as a hobby than a career choice, and more importantly, as a way to earn some extra money while at college, shooting for the school newspaper and yearbook.

There was more to it than just the money, however. Mr. Hicks presented me with two press passes: one for the U of M Hurricane newspaper, and another for the Ibis yearbook. These gave me access to everything going on at the U of M, from backstage meetings with big-time performers to prominent speakers to sporting events. I was hooked. Little did I know then that I would spend the rest of my life recording history through the viewfinder of a camera.

I had planned on returning to the U of M after I got out of the Marines, but events would send me down another path. Returning from Vietnam, I wanted to take a portfolio of my work to show Mr. Hicks, thanking him for where his advice had led me, but he’d passed away before I had a chance to get down there.

This brings me to the last influencer from the U of M, Mr. William “Bill” Retskin. Bill was a zoology major with a passion for photography. When I met him he was serving as the photo editor for the school newspaper, yearbook, and student magazine. I had approached him about shooting for the Hurricane, the school paper, with zero appreciation for what was considered the proper way to apply for a photo job. I had no portfolio, no references, no nothing. Still, we hit it off with our mutual love of the sciences and photography. He engaged me in a discussion about photography as an informal interview and sent me out on an assignment to see what I came back with. This was a big incentive for me to not only shoot the assignment, but to get back, process the film, and make prints to meet the publication deadline.

Bill liked my work, became a mentor to me, and helped to refine my shooting techniques and darkroom procedures, to learn the jargon of news photographers, and to gain an understanding for how the news business works. He soon enlisted me as his assistant for off-campus jobs, shooting weddings and social events, giving me entrée to the local Jewish community in Miami, Coconut Grove, and Coral Gables. After these jobs we would retire to his parents’ home in Coral Gables where he had a full darkroom setup to process and print the film. His mom, Mimi, would always ask me to stay for dinner, where she lavished us with good home-cooked meals and advice on dating Jewish girls.

At the time I was dating Donna Sellinger, a Jewish girl from Long Island, New York. Her advice was not to get serious with her, because I was a gentile, and her parents would never let her marry outside the faith. I had read about gentiles in the Bible, of course, but never really thought of myself that way. Living in a big city was a new experience for me, but I fully embraced campus life and all the activities with enthusiasm, and my camera.

I lost track of Bill within a few years, but I’ve always wondered how his life unfolded. In 2021 I finally tracked him down when a Google search turned up his obituary from 2016, noting his passing at age seventy-four. It turns out that he had indeed had a full life as a professional photographer, musician, and herpetologist, and a number of business ventures. The irony of this discovery was that he lived in Asheville, North Carolina, a place I had visited many times over the years to meet with “Del” Del Vecchio, my Marine combat photographer buddy and best friend from Vietnam who resided there.

All three of these friends and mentors have passed on without ever knowing the influence they had on my life. When I decided to enlist in the Marines, Ron’s advice was there in the back of my mind. When I decided to try and get transferred out of the infantry in Vietnam and into the Photo Lab, Mr. Hicks was there, encouraging me to pursue photojournalism. When my transfer to Photo was finally approved, Bill was there as I applied many of the skills he’d taught me about photo craft.

Back in those days, while the ranks of the army were filled primarily with draftees, the Marines depended on volunteers, although some draftees were pulled in when recruiting goals fell short. Those of us who volunteered for military service did so for various reasons. The first would be the loss of their draft deferment, as happened to me when I left college. Next would be that they had received their draft notice and wanted to enlist in something other than the army. A third reason would be that they didn’t have any good job prospects and looked to the military for job training, regular pay, and perhaps some world travel. One more factor that I weighed was the GI Bill’s educational benefits. I still had three years of college to finish, and by enlisting in the Marines with their three-year active-duty program, I would be entitled to three years of educational benefits. That sealed the deal.

Of course, this was all happening against the backdrop of the Vietnam War. There was always the possibility that I would never live to collect on the college assistance program, but I was young and didn’t give that outcome the serious thought it deserved.

The writing was already on the wall with regard to funding my sophomore year at the U of M, so I decided to start making plans early. My actual enlistment in the Marines has all but faded from my memory. As best I can recall, I signed up during the Christmas break when I was home for the holidays in 1965. I joined under a six-month-delayed enlistment program that put off my reporting date until the end of June, 1966. This gave me time to finish my freshman year and work for a month or so before shipping off to boot camp.

I remember talking with the recruiters in Pennsylvania and going over various options at their office. The sergeant said that my test results at boot camp would determine what career fields would be open to me, and that having a year of college would definitely be an advantage in that respect. What he failed to mention was that the Marine Corps’ needs outweighed my wants and qualifications. We also talked about the GI Bill’s educational benefits, which were foremost in my mind. I had little appreciation for the vast number of job skills that were needed in addition to the infantry, to keep planes flying or tanks running or supplies flowing, or keeping all the personnel records up to date. He explained that there were nine basic career fields and each one was divided into many subcategories, for 1,182 different jobs. There was even an MOS (military occupational specialty) for band members, which had 29 subcategories. But like Forrest Gump’s box of chocolates, you never knew what MOS you would get until graduation from boot camp.

My return to campus after the Christmas break was anticlimactic. I continued with my studies and photo assignments, but my mind was now focused on my upcoming induction into the Marines. My relationship with my girlfriend Donna was sort of on again, off again, and I began dating Tammy Newbold. Trying to pursue any sort of meaningful relationship with her when both she and I knew I’d be shipping out in a few months was tough. Long-distance relationships among young people are hard to maintain under the best of circumstances, and I knew that the chances of Tammy putting her dating life on hold and awaiting my return were pretty slim. Had we been engaged I might have been more optimistic, but as boyfriend and girlfriend, not so much. Still, we continued to date and enjoy the time we had left. Thoughts of those last few months together certainly helped keep my morale up through the training and early portion of my tour in Vietnam, but her letters came less and less often, until I too had one to post on our “Dear John” bulletin board.

I returned home after the school year ended and went to work for A. H. Sweeney Construction Company in Ligonier. The company was owned by Archie Sweeney, the father of Darcy Sweeney, one of my classmates in high school. The construction work paid much better than the job at Fort Ligonier, and with only a little over a month before I left for boot camp, I had to “make hay while the sun shines.” Time passed quickly, and before long I was on a bus to Pittsburgh for my induction physical.

So that was how I came to enlist in the Marine Corps. Little did I know at the time that the photography skill set I had developed would be the catalyst that enabled me to transfer from the infantry to the Combat Photo Section in Vietnam. Some would say I was just lucky, but luck will pass you by if you’re not prepared to exploit it. I was prepared.




Chapter 1 Security Platoon

“If your pictures aren’t good enough, you aren’t close enough,” said Robert Capa, a famous civilian combat photographer who covered five different wars. He died following his own advice during the First Indochina War when he stepped on a land mine while trying to get closer to the action. As a Marine Corps combat photographer in Vietnam, his words still rang true as I ran to the sound of the guns to capture photos of our men in action.

Looking at those photos today, they take me back to a time and place that no longer exists but is forever etched in my mind. This drive to get the best possible photos frequently led me into the heart of the action in I Corps from June 1967 until August 1968, a time period that encompassed the heaviest fighting of the Vietnam War. But before I ever picked up a camera at 1st Division Photo, destiny led me down a most unconventional path of administrative errors, happenstance, and good luck that ended up at the door of the 1st Marine Division Photo Lab.

The USNS Hugh J. Gaffey dropped anchor at 1430 hours on December 27, 1966, under an overcast sky in the harbor at Da Nang, Vietnam. Making my way topside with anxious anticipation to get a look at the country I had heard so much about ended in disappointment as the Marine haze blocked the view beyond the immediate harbor area.

There were ten or more ships resting at anchor in the harbor, three of which were tankers from Shell and Esso. The word was passed to pack our sea bags in preparation for being taken ashore the next morning. Orders were handed out and we headed belowdecks to our berthing area for the last night aboard ship. There would be no amphibious landing for us, no storming the beaches under withering enemy fire, just a short ride in a vintage LCM “Mike Boat” as they took us ashore, seventy or eighty at a time.


[image: chap1_fig_001]
Map of central I Corps depicting the key areas of combat operations that the author photographed.
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Marines line the rail of the USNS Hugh J. Gaffey to get their first look at Vietnam while approaching the harbor at Da Nang, RVN, on December 27, 1966. PHOTO BY PFC DENNIS FISHER


Everyone began comparing their orders to see which units they were destined to serve with. Most of us had an infantry MOS and expected to be assigned directly to line companies. However, a snafu in the MOS on my orders resulted in me being listed as unassigned. The admin clerk had mistakenly transposed the 3026 unit number of my training company at Camp Pendleton for my actual 0311 infantry rifleman MOS. Bringing this to the attention of our sergeant proved fruitless, and he said it was too late to do anything about it now. It would have to be resolved at the 1st Division Headquarters personnel office after we disembarked.


[image: chap1_fig_003]
Marines from the 1st Division disembarking from the troop transport ship USNS Hugh J. Gaffey to an LCM for transport to shore on December 28, 1966, at Da Nang harbor, RVN. PHOTO BY PFC DENNIS FISHER


That night I lay in my bunk reflecting back on my time in the Marine Corps thus far. The next day, December 28, 1966, would mark six months since I’d enlisted. That time had been a never-ending series of training exercises that began with boot camp at Parris Island, South Carolina, then continued with advanced infantry training at Camp Geiger in North Carolina, and concluded with more pre-deployment infantry training at Camp Pendleton in California. I pondered how this mix-up in my orders would play out. Mistakes happen, but little did I know the one that happened that day would end up changing not only my service in Vietnam, but the rest of my life. The simple transposition of those four digits by an admin clerk sent me down an uncharted course and changed everything.

The next morning, we disembarked from the Gaffey and were deposited dockside on the quay, awaiting transportation to our various units as local street vendors besieged us with all types of things for sale. A number of us who were bound for 1st Division Headquarters were picked up by a deuce and a half and driven to the personnel office. The ride took us through part of Da Nang, past the airstrip, and through “Dog Patch,” a rather shabby-looking collection of bamboo and corrugated-steel huts that catered to the various needs of the
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