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Human beings differ very little from one another;
but the ones who come out on top
are those who have trained in the hardest school.

—THUCYDIDES



To be a successful soldier you must know history … 
weapons change, but men who use them change little at all.

—GENERAL GEORGE S. PATTON, JR.



The role of a leader
is to keep hope alive.

—MAJOR GENERAL BERNARD LOEFFKE
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INTRODUCTION
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This is the story of a small group of courageous and determined people. Against all odds, they helped to turn around a broken institution—the United States military, and to reinstill confidence among their ranks and in the eyes of the American people. These veterans recall, in their own words, how in the aftermath of bitter defeat, they overcame self-doubt as well as prejudice from their civilian peers. And above all else, how they developed qualities of leadership that were believed lacking in overall American society.

I am not a general or a professional soldier. However, I have been a young soldier covered in my own blood, lying in half-shock on a foreign battlefield. I have known the crushing feeling of being among those asked to put their lives on the line without having the support of our superiors, or the benefit of a coherent policy. That experience created a bond that unites most survivors of the Vietnam War. It motivated me to become a chronicler of men and women who have faced combat. And it inspired a core group of young officers and sergeants not to abandon a military community in shambles in the aftermath of Vietnam.

I started work on this project in the late spring of 1991, while the last large groups of U.S. ground troops, sailors, and airmen were returning from combat duty in the Persian Gulf after Desert Storm. For the next two years, as I conducted numerous interviews with men and women of all branches of service, U.S. forces were sent into Somalia, and a naval blockade and aerial patrols over Iraq continued, while the “drug war” in Latin America sputtered. And a debate raged over how to stop ethnic violence in the Balkans as the former Soviet Union was edging toward instability.

This dizzying turn of world events altered my original focus. I had intended to document a closure to the historical cycle that began with the introduction of U.S. ground forces to Vietnam in 1965, that reached its low point in the ill-fated 1980 hostage rescue attempt in Iran, and that ended triumphantly with the 1991 liberation of Kuwait.

But while the American public was celebrating joyous post–Desert Storm “Welcome Home” parades, a quiet sobriety was expressed by most senior military people I spoke with. And today, as the euphoria of victory fades, the greatest challenge that senior leaders face is to prevent their troops and young officers from resting on their laurels.

Domestic needs require that our military budget and manpower be scaled down. But instead of a “peace dividend,” the post–Cold War has rekindled age-old ethnic violence and regional instability. International economic competition has intensified. The scourge of drugs has spread. State-of-the-art weapons technologies are available on the open market. In many ways, the world has become a more unpredictable and explosive environment.

After the Gulf War, American forces immediately needed to continue training for whatever emergencies might occur next. However, the “draw down” of military budget and manpower is likely to require cutbacks in vital training time and resources, and may eventually curtail a Desert Storm–type ability to respond. Leadership, both in senior Pentagon management and in small field units, remains the intangible key to holding together a quality institution and saving lives in precarious situations.

My concern remains with the young American troops, who, unlike blocks on a war game board or characters in bloodless computer exercises, die easily. To be sure, there are important positive lessons to be learned from Desert Storm. However, there remains a chance that young soldiers or marines—overconfident from the ease of the victory over Iraq—may be sent into politically complex situations where battle lines are not clearly defined. Unlike in the desert of Kuwait, they may have to serve as peacekeepers in populated areas, perhaps under harsh conditions with harassment from violent forces and a questioning public at home. The use of overwhelming force may not be politically or morally feasible. Instead, leadership and discipline are critical. And lessons learned from Vietnam—which many people would like to “put behind us”—have renewed significance.

During Desert Shield/Desert Storm, only around three percent of the active duty forces were Vietnam veterans. But they played the premier role in planning the operations and leading the forces into battle in the air, on land, and at sea. During the current RIF (reduction in force) a substantial number of them will leave active duty. Within five to ten years, practically all those who experienced the pain of Vietnam and the rebuilding years will be retired.

As we rush toward the future, there are lessons from those difficult days that should not be overlooked or cast aside. At stake are not only the lives of our young men and women who may be sent into harm’s way. In this increasingly volatile world, the security of our nation may be jeopardized.

The fifty-six people you will meet in these pages—ranging from Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Colin Powell, Marine Corps Commandant Al Gray, Air Force Space Command General Chuck Horner to Navy SEAL Captain Timothy Holden, Army nurse Colonel Barbara Smith and Marine tank Master Sergeant James Graham—are all combat veterans. This should not be seen as a slight to the important role of those who work in the logistics and combat support branches. Any fighter will be the first to say that they could not succeed without those who provide the transport, maintenance, bullets, and beans. But as a former combat soldier, I best relate to those who do the fighting and bleeding, and who sometimes make split-second decisions that affect the lives of our sons and daughters under their command.

Besides the arduous trials of Vietnam and the intense planning for Desert Storm, the leaders in this book have collectively played a role in all major involvements of American military forces during the past five decades: These include the Pacific and European campaigns of World War II; the Korean War; the Cold War in Europe; the Cuban Missile Crisis; the fall of Iran and hostage rescue attempt; Lebanon; Grenada; Operation Just Cause in Panama, and Operation Provide Hope in Somalia. The through line that links all of these events and diverse leadership styles is that in all wars the combat experience has similar human traits.

Included as well are many valuable insights on the growing role of technology. Many new computerized weapons systems contributed to a quick resolution of the Gulf War. But technology by itself cannot guarantee success. Although Desert Storm was not a prolonged ground conflict, among the commanders I interviewed are a unique group who fought the Iraqis at close quarters. You will find that courage has many faces.

The book’s five sections are organized in a chronological flow of events. Through personal stories, reflections and insights, you will get a glimpse into the minds and souls of individuals who have played key roles on the battlefield. Between Vietnam and the Gulf, each officer or sergeant had to struggle, not only to rebuild the system; he or she also had the very personal struggle to define his or her own goals and sense of purpose.

We veterans believe that our learning experiences from Vietnam and the rebuilding period must be remembered. These lessons can be critical in helping a new generation deal with difficult geopolitical challenges. They can provide guidance to successfully protect our national security and to fulfill international obligations. And more important, they can prevent our political and military policymakers from sliding into “another Vietnam” while dealing with complex political and military crises during this unpredictable period of history.

—AL SANTOLI
   Falls Church, Virginia
   April 1993


[image: ]
PROLOGUE

[image: ]


APACHE MISSION
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CHIEF WARRANT OFFICER 4
LOU HALL


IRAQ 1991
FLIGHT LEAD
1ST BATTALION, 101ST AVIATION REGIMENT
101ST AIRBORNE DIVISION



At 2:38 A.M. on January 17, 1991, a task force of eight American Apache attack helicopters fired the first shots of Desert Storm. Their objective, to destroy two early-warning radar sites, would open a radar-free corridor in the vast desert of southwest Iraq.

The pressure on the Apaches’ two-man crews went far beyond their personal safety. Riding on the mission were the lives of the hundreds of allied air crews who were preparing to follow right behind the Apaches to bomb Scud missile sites and targets in the Baghdad area.

Chief Warrant Officer Lou Hall was the Flight Lead for Red Team, tasked with destroying one of the sites. Deceptively youthful at thirty-seven years old, except for his graying black hair, he was a veteran of heavy combat as a door gunner and helicopter crew chief in the closing stages of the Vietnam War.

I was the flight lead of Red Team on the first combat mission of the air war. Our objective was to open a hole in Iraq’s forward defense radar. It was explained to us that we needed to have 100 percent success. If we missed even part of the Iraqi radar and communications equipment, it would tip off Iraq’s entire air defense system and jet fighter bases that the air war was about to begin. Consequently a lot of allied pilots would be killed.

The plans and training for the strike had been tightly guarded and compartmentalized. Until twenty-four hours before the mission, my team had no idea where we were going. Our destination—a 720-mile flight from our base in Saudi Arabia—was farther than anyone had ever gone before in a helicopter. We mounted an extra fuel tank on our aircraft because we needed “long legs.” Setting up refueling areas in the desert was too risky.

We were chosen for the mission, in large part, because of the capabilities of our aircraft. The AH-64 Apache is the Ferrari of helicopter gunships. It weighs almost nine tons but can outmaneuver almost any aircraft. It can spin on a dime because of computer-enhanced flight controls. The crew is two people. The pilot usually flies from the back seat. The front seat is for the weapons system operator, who we call the “copilot gunner.”

The Apache is capable of flying low-level at high speeds deep into enemy areas, under the cover of darkness. We can also hover at a stand-off distance and observe a target area while not being seen or heard. We are able to fly at night because of our night vision systems:

First, there is a FLIR [Forward Looking Infrared] television screen in both front and back seats, that gives amplified thermal pictures of the ground. Second, the pilot and copilot each have a see-through one-inch TV screen attached to their flight helmet, and placed over their right eye. That gives the pilot a “heads up” display of speed, altitude and direction. So he never has to look down into the cockpit. The display includes a thermal television image at night. We also had the copilot use night-vision goggles that are 2,000 to 3,500 more sensitive than the human eye.

Our amplified vision system gives us a phenomenal weapons range [up to eight kilometers, or five miles] day or night. We use pinpoint laser targeting for our Hellfire missiles that can beat any known armor. We also have 30mm cannons and rocket systems. If you go at night against people who don’t have night vision optics, you can operate at a distance where they can’t see or hear you when you open fire. All they can do is get blown away.

In training, our commander, Lt. Colonel Dick Cody, used sand tables to diagram the two radar sites that our task force would have to hit simultaneously. He said, “This is what we’re going to do if we see this or that type of target.” He instructed each of us on what specific building or vehicle to hit.

Even though he wouldn’t tell us where we were going, everything was briefed to the minutest detail. Our “Task Force Normandy” was divided into two teams of four Apaches: White Team and Red Team. Each team was to be guided by two Air Force special operations Pave Low helicopters, which have satellite navigation capability. I was the only combat veteran in my group.

The mission was scheduled to begin around midnight on January 16. We flew to our staging area in the Saudi desert and waited for the “Go” signal. A jeep drove by and said the code word to Colonel Cody.

We took off just before one A.M. I flew the lead gunship of Red Team, following the Air Force Pave Lows. Crossing into Iraq, with all of our lights off, it was pitch-dark. There was a muzzle flash from the ground as we flew past an Iraqi outpost, as somebody tried shooting at us. But I wasn’t worried about it. They couldn’t see us.

Flying in pitch-darkness over the desert at low level, the greatest danger in maneuvering is the optical illusion of not being able to tell up from down. The desert horizon is indistinguishable from the sky. So we rely on our forward-looking-infrared system, that gives us imagery based on the heat differentials of any object. It can distinguish the difference between two small leaves. In the desert, rocks or vehicles have different temperatures than the sand.

As we flew, I kept my focus on navigating the aircraft, coordinating my left eye between scanning outside the aircraft and my TV screen, and my right eye reading the symbology on the “combiner” monocle and the FLIR.

In the front seat, my copilot was reading the target acquisitions and weapons system data on his FLIR screen. Scanning for potential threats, he was wearing night vision goggles that magnify ambient light outside of the aircraft. If his goggles picked up any reflections in the distance, he could magnify the object with the FLIR system. A person lighting a cigarette a mile away looks like he is shining a flashlight at you.

Flying to the target, I did feel nervous the whole time. It wasn’t so much because I was going into combat. I’d been through that before. It was mostly because I knew how bad it would be for everyone that would follow us if we didn’t accomplish the mission. I didn’t want to mess up.

The day before, I went over the mission plans hundreds of times in my mind. I kept thinking back to a hillside in Vietnam. I was eighteen years old, flying in a medevac helicopter to rescue a bunch of wounded Korean allies. A Cobra gunship was shot down just prior to us going in. We flew onto that hillside with mortars exploding around us. Shrapnel was bouncing off the aircraft.

I jumped out and ran to get the Koreans. One by one, I carried them to the aircraft and threw them in. After the last one, the aircraft was pulling off … shrapnel and bullets pounding us. I was later told that we took eighty-seven hits. I remember the aircraft spinning, seeing people being hit. I ended up spending three or four weeks in a hospital. And was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.

After that, I knew that I’d already been tested. I didn’t worry as much as some other guys who had never seen combat. But I was a teenager and single in Vietnam. Now I’m married with kids. I hate to say this, because my wife will probably kill me. But that night in Iraq, I was totally concentrated on my mission. My kids are all taken care of. I had more insurance than I’ll ever need. And the 101st’s home base, Fort Campbell, Kentucky, is big on family support groups. If anything happened to me, my wife and kids would be well taken care of.

I had one single purpose. That was to take out the enemy radar site. Every fire support mission we fly has American lives at stake. But the opening air mission had a hell of a lot of lives depending on us.

The only other Vietnam veteran on the mission was an Air Force Pave Low guy named Tim Zarnowski. We talked with the other guys beforehand. And Colonel Cody warned about how nervous we would get and how important the mission was. We had to have everything clear in our minds.

Our target, the Iraqi radar site, was two groups of small buildings. They were not easy to find in the vast desert. We had been shown many satellite photos of the equipment. But we had never seen them on an FLIR screen. So we looked for silhouettes at different angles. We couldn’t risk hitting a village or military outpost by mistake. If we engaged the wrong target, our mission would be blown. If Iraq’s radar network was alerted, there would be no second chances. Within minutes, the Air Force was to open the air campaign.

We kept extreme radio silence. The Pave Lows led us to a staging area nine miles from the radar site. From there, our two Apache teams took off by ourselves toward our respective targets, around thirty miles apart. As we approached our battle station, we had to fly low and slow—down to 60 knots [69 mph]—to avoid radar detection. Because the faster you go, the more of a radar signal you create.

Each radar site’s buildings and antennas were spread out and defended by missiles and antiaircraft cannons. Both teams had to coordinate our fire so that our aircrafts’ munitions would destroy all targets at the exact same time. If we hit the sites at staggered sequence, some Iraqi would radio a warning to Baghdad.

In the pilot’s seat, I can watch everything my weapons man does on my FLIR screen. Every Apache has the ability to paint a target with lasers. And we can assist each other. If another aircraft can’t find a target, they can lock their weapons system onto another aircraft’s beam.

At our predesignated battle stations, four kilometers from the radar sites, we hovered on line. On our screens we could see soldiers moving in the target areas. But they couldn’t see or hear us. Our lasers locked on their radar and communication buildings.

At 2:37:50, both team leaders broke radio silence to signal his team, “Party at ten [seconds].” Each crew responded, “Tally.” Everybody locked on their targets. We watched our clocks tick down ten seconds. At precisely 2:38 A.M. all eight Apaches released our missiles simultaneously.

My aircraft’s Hellfires took down a power generator and two other primary targets. Then we fired rockets that fly a certain distance before the warhead opens up to drop bomblets. They explode, saturating the area with razor-sharp metal shards—what we call a “wall of steel.”

As I came in, we had to quickly vary the rockets’ computerized aiming systems. Because that particular rocket configuration had never been used before. After the first rockets were fired, I adjusted the aircraft toward our aiming points. And we hit everything that was targeted.

As we kept moving toward the radar site, we switched to our 30mm cannon, hosing the area with 650 grenades per minute. I heard over the radio that a few Iraqi surface-to-air missiles were being fired. I didn’t pay attention. I was busy watching my weapons gunner on my video screen. Our total concentration was on taking out that site. Anything else was peripheral.

My copilot, Jerry Orsburn, was like a machine. We had practiced our firing sequence so many times that he worked from one target to the next, using one weapons system then another, with complete precision.

As we arrived at the pre-planned break-off point, we came within range of Iraqi antiaircraft weapons.

I said, “Hey, Jerry, do you want to go or do you want to shoot some more?” He just kept shooting and and coolly answered, “Yes, let’s shoot some more.” He wanted to make sure that there wasn’t anything or anyone who could radio back to Baghdad. We felt that we’d rather die than fail the mission. There were too many American lives riding on our performance.

Within two or three minutes it was all over. Time to egress [return home]. We turned around and headed south toward Saudi. All of a sudden we saw waves of Air Force planes heading right over us. It was a good feeling.

I remembered Saddam Hussein ridiculing American resolve. I kept thinking, “Vietnam … This time we’re going to prove that we really can win.”

And we knew that we had the support of the American people. That gave us 100 percent confidence, “This time we’re going to win.” We were determined not to mess up.
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BLOOD RIVER
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REAR ADMIRAL
DAVID BILL


MEKONG DELTA, VIETNAM 1968–69
RIVERINE PATROL OFFICER
U.S. NAVY RIVER DIVISIONS 554 & 514



The son of a career naval officer, David Bill grew up dreaming of one day having his own ship command. That dream was realized in the Gulf War when he commanded the battleship USS Wisconsin. Scholarly, in dark-rimmed glasses, he has the appearance of a high school principal or an executive of a Fortune 500 company. In fact, commanding a 1,500 member crew aboard a massive battleship requires a masterful fusion of leadership and managerial skills. However, his most dangerous and stressful mission may have been as a young lieutenant on a riverboat in Vietnam, where he received the Bronze Star for valor.

After I came home from Desert Storm, I heard from a cousin who lives in Sikeston, Missouri. He told a man who was organizing a Memorial Day observance, “I have a cousin who is commander of a battleship.” The guy said, “Wouldn’t that be wonderful if he could come.” So I went.

As part of the ceremonies and parade, I gave a speech. We went out to the graveyard and put a wreath on the grave of a young Marine lance corporal who was killed in the desert. His parents were there. That brought back memories of when I was a young lieutenant on a riverboat in Vietnam.

I grew up in a Navy family. My Dad was a captain who had eight ship commands. He was a dynamic guy who enjoyed being completely immersed in his work. I went to visit him on at least three of his ships. At a very young age I made up my mind that I wanted to go to the U.S. Naval Academy and pursue that life.

I graduated from the Academy in 1966. Going to Vietnam wasn’t on my mind. My first assignment after graduation was shipboard on a destroyer, the USS John King. When the war heated up during the 1968 Tet Offensive, I asked for the Riverine Force in Vietnam. It only took two weeks to get orders.

It seemed that a lot of people went into the Navy during the war to get out of being drafted and put in a ground combat unit. But in the “brown water navy” we saw our share of close combat. We were especially vulnerable. In a thirty-three-foot fiberglass boat, we didn’t have much protection.

The crews of four included: a forward .50-caliber machine gunner, an after gunner, an engineman/.30-caliber machine gunner, and a coxswain/boat petty officer. Most were volunteers. Every two to four boats had one Riverine Patrol Officer, who rotated among the boats. Usually a senior NCO [noncommissioned officer] like a 1st class petty officer or chief petty officer, was in charge of each riverboat. One of the lessons I quickly learned is that there are various reactions under pressure.

We operated from the area surrounding Saigon to the Cambodian border, in a place called the Grand Canal. Ironically, in our stateside training we were always told, “You should never go into a canal. You’re a sitting duck.”

Our mission was to stop the infiltration of Cambodia-based North Vietnamese forces into the Mekong Delta. Which they often did in riverboats called sampans. At first, we caught the NVA and Viet Cong by surprise.

Advanced scouts of an NVA [North Vietnamese Army] battalion infiltrated down the canal in small sampans, several miles ahead of the main group. An ambush was set up on the bank of the canal by a U.S. Army lieutenant and sergeant who were advising a South Vietnamese Popular Force unit. We came up the canal to support them.

When the shooting started, we fired flares to illuminate the canal while airplanes provided fire support. The next day, the airplanes found the NVA battalion hiding in the Plain of Reeds, just a few kilometers north. Allied reinforcements were called. In the subsequent battle, the whole NVA battalion was wiped out.

That incident, and other operations we were involved in, got the NVA’s attention. All hell broke loose. They studied our movements and set ambushes for us. Our orders were to move up and down the canal, day and night—a dangerously predictable pattern. My patrol group was the first to be ambushed.

It was an absolutely pitch-black night. The section of the canal was not more than twenty feet wide. My boat was first in the column.

I walked up to the front of the boat with a starlight [night vision] scope to try to see where we were going. It was so dark, I couldn’t see the banks. I walked back to the coxswain’s [boat pilot’s] flat. We hit a command-detonated mine … exploding right where I had been standing. Our forward gunner, a young Marine from California, was seriously wounded.

The power of the blast knocked me out. Ambushers opened fire from the riverbank. The coxswain, standing next to me, had a bullet penetrate his steel helmet and come out the other side, just grazing his head. The kid standing next to me got a bullet in the gut.

When I regained consciousness, I tried standing up. Water was up to my knees. The boat was sinking. The Communists kept firing on me. The only thing that saved us was that the fourth boat in our group was outside of the kill zone. They were able to maintain a steady volume of fire that broke up the ambush.

After the ambushers fled, the fourth boat came alongside mine. I was desperately tending to the wounded. The young Marine died in my arms. We tied our boats together and rammed mine into the bank to keep it from sinking. Medevac helicopters began arriving to evacuate the dead and wounded.

That incident started a series of attacks. The next night we lost another boat, and two patrol officers were killed. One of them has a ship named after him today. Gradually we learned to adapt our tactics. We set counterambushes along the trails the Communists used from the Cambodian border. Or along the streams that they traveled by sampan at night.

The immediate challenge I faced was to establish trust with the crews who worked for me. I needed to prove that I knew what the hell I was doing. As a young kid—twenty-three years old—I was making life and death decisions about when to shoot and when not to shoot. And how to carry out various combat missions. I adapted to my Riverine post with the spirit, “The other guys are trying to kill us. We’d better find a way to beat them.”


ONE YEAR ROTATION
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GENERAL ALFRED GRAY


DANANG/KHE SANH, VIETNAM 1964–65
COMMUNICATIONS ADVISOR
U.S. MARINES



General Al Gray revolutionized the Marine Corps as Commandant from 1987 to 1991. In a distinguished forty-one-year career, the barrel-chested, tobacco-chewing populist rose from a private to four-star general. He grew up in a town on the New Jersey shore during World War II. Gray was a college student and ball player when he enlisted for three years at the outset of the Korean War in 1950. His first combat experience was in a recon unit, and in 1952 he was given a commission from sergeant to lieutenant. “I never decided to stay in the Corps,” he says, “I just never decided to get out.”

I came home from Korea in 1954, a 1st lieutenant. I had commanded a mortar company in the 8th Marines. I was assigned to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, where all we did was train. We had an occasional parade, like when General “Chesty” Puller became division commander.

In 1955, all regular lieutenants had to go to supply school or communications school because the Corps was shorthanded. I had orders for Com School. I was brokenhearted because I wanted to be an infantry officer.

I was going to the Personnel Office to register my protest. As I walked past the commandant’s office, a colonel came out. He asked, “What are you doing here?” He had been my battalion commander in the Korean War. I told him. He said, “We can probably get that canceled if you don’t want to go. My advice is, don’t ever turn down a school.”

So I said, “Okay.”

Around the time I graduated, 1,000 Marines were assigned to Signal Intelligence for Europe. I packed my bags and made plans for Germany. In our final briefing, we were told, “By the way, the Commandant wants one unit to go to the Far East, as soon as possible. Lieutenant Gray, since you’re single, you’re going.”

I spent two and a half years in Japan, and then went to Hawaii to form a radio battalion. I worked, in part, for the National Security Agency and Naval Security Group.

My first tour in Vietnam was in 1964, before the American buildup. I was doing signal intel with a mixed Vietnamese force. I had a South Vietnamese master sergeant who was an amazing guy. He had been commander of a machine-gun company in the Viet Minh [post-WWII anti-French resistance, dominated by Ho Chi Minh’s Communists]. He was fed up with communism, so he brought his company and weapons over to the South Vietnamese Republic side.

I had a young Vietnamese lieutenant, about twenty-four years old, who had been to the French officers’ school in Saigon. There was an old guy who was a combat engineer. And a 2nd lieutenant forward observer who was very different—dark-skinned, never talked much. He was an ethnic Cambodian from the Mekong Delta. For security, I had Nungs, a tribe who considered themselves Chinese. They hated all Vietnamese, North or South. And everybody hated the Montagnard hill-tribe people.

In the town of Khe Sanh, we had some Montagnard people who were dying of intestinal worms. We had supply helicopters going back and forth to Dong Ha and Quang Tri. I damn near got shot by Vietnamese soldiers because I ordered these Montagnards to be transported for medical treatment.

Khe Sanh was near Laos, where most of the North Vietnamese infiltration came down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. In that northwest frontier we had a very active Viet Cong network, and a lot of North Vietnamese army activity.

We first went to Khe Sanh on a reconnaissance mission in a remote mountainous area. The Special Forces said that there wasn’t any enemy activity up there. So I had a large Marine unit that was assigned to me stay back near the town. I went with local troops to recon the mountain-tops and to set up our radio equipment.

We got trapped up there because the heavy monsoon cloud cover was too thick for helicopters to get in. We couldn’t get resupplied. After eighteen days we were eating half-cups of rice a day, and a little bit of that goddamned paste in French cans.

Our little motley crew—I was the only American—walked out of those mountains to an ARVN [South Vietnamese Army] outpost on the Lao border. About halfway down, we stumbled into a Viet Cong command post. They heard us coming and set an ambush from the other side of a river.

We came upon a Viet Cong in the water, taking a bath. He grabbed for his carbine. I shot him before he could shoot me. The VC opened fire from across the river. I told my guys, “Let’s get the hell out of here. Call for artillery support.” Before we left, some of my troops stopped to fingerprint the dead VC, using litmus paper. Because that’s how they got paid.

With help from artillery, we busted up the ambush. In the process we killed the Viet Cong company commander and captured all his papers and plans. That enabled us to destroy the local VC infrastructure for a long time to come.

After that, I remember going to Da Nang. I saw row after row of U.S. dump trucks and construction stuff. We were building a South Vietnamese army patterned after the American army. I said, “Why the hell don’t we give these guys some light weapons and let them get out and protect the people?”

The real American buildup in Vietnam began in February to April 1965. I came back to Vietnam in October of that year, during the heyday of General William Westmoreland [Commander of U.S. forces in Vietnam]. An impressive guy. He would visit Da Nang and talk with everybody. But he was of the “big army” conceptual thought process.

One thing that some Pentagon people never understood is when you’re a soldier—mainline or guerrilla—you get awfully good with what little you have. Our Marines got better and better when they were operating in the jungle every day, even if they didn’t have the best equipment and logistic support. But what hurt us was the “one year rotation” policy. Just as a trooper was getting real smart, it was time for him to go home. Somebody brand new replaced him, disrupting unit cohesion and effectiveness. And in the last weeks before rotation, people made tragic mistakes by being overly careful.


A NEW LIFE
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COMMAND SERGEANT MAJOR
WILLIAM EARL MCCUNE


CENTRAL HIGHLANDS, VIETNAM 1966–67
RIFLEMAN
1ST CAVALRY DIVISION



I was born in Mississippi. My family was part of the big migration [of blacks] north to Chicago for freedom and all that. I was drafted in 1966, as I was about to turn twenty-five. I never intended to make the Army a career.

I was sent to Vietnam as a private in 1967. I didn’t know what to expect. I was assigned to the 1st Cavalry Division at An Khe, in the Central Highlands.

For the first week I burned shit from the latrines with kerosene for the 1st sergeant. All of a sudden, they put me on a bird [helicopter] heading to the field. The company was in a firefight as I flew in. I was kicked out of the helicopter, landing in some kind of foxhole. The guy I landed next to seemed to know what he was doing. So I stuck with him. He said, “Follow what I do.” That’s all the training I got.

The company commander didn’t know I was there for a week. We were in the midst of fighting, trying to evacuate dead bodies. Things didn’t settle down for about seven days. I ended up walking point for the next six months with the guy I fell in the hole with. He took care of me and showed me the ropes.

My company commander was only a 1st lieutenant. He selected the best PFC or E4 [corporal or Spec. 4] to alert the company to anything that was in front of our position. The entire company depended on those one or two guys. An awful lot of responsibility was put on young soldiers. There wasn’t any leadership training. My buddy learned how to walk point, how to identify booby traps and signs of enemy activity. That’s what he taught me: How not to walk the company into an ambush.

I came out of my year in Vietnam a buck sergeant. Many guys like myself were dropped into stateside units without leadership training to prepare us for garrison duty. Fortunately, in the 2nd Armored Division I had an old platoon sergeant who taught me what the Army was all about. Six months later, my draft commitment was over. It was time for me to be discharged from military service. I walked out the front gate of Fort Hood, suitcase in hand.

I stopped at the east gate and turned around. I went back inside the base, across from the NCO Club, into the Reenlistment Office. I told the sergeant, “I don’t want to go home. I want to reenlist in the Army.” He said, “You’ll have to stay right here.” I said, “Fine.”

I went home and told my wife about it. She was shocked. In Chicago, just two years earlier, I had been a street person. I didn’t really work. But in the Army I enjoyed doing jobs well, and being in charge. It was a new life for me. I didn’t want to go back to the streets.


ROLLING THUNDER
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GENERAL CHARLES HORNER


KORAT, THAILAND 1965
FIGHTER PILOT
388TH TACTICAL FIGHTER WING



The early air campaign over North Vietnam, code-named “Rolling Thunder,” was flown by some of the Air Force’s most skilled but untested fighter pilots. Among those “volunteered” was a young captain from Iowa, Chuck Horner, who later gained prominence as a skilled tactician and Commanding General of the Central Command Air Forces during Operation Desert Storm.

I was one of the early Air Force people to fly combat missions over north Vietnam under a program called “Top Dog.” I was flying F-105 fighters at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in North Carolina in 1965, when people were needed for a new air wing being formed in Korat, Thailand.

I had been in the Air Force since 1958. When I came in, the only previous flying experience I had was in my senior year at the University of Iowa. I got fourteen rides in a 65-horsepower Aeronca Champ through the Air Force. It was a screening program where they gave students a chance to get a private flying license.

That was the final year of the Aviation Cadets. Like today, in the post–Cold War period, the entire U.S. military was cutting back after the Korean War. After I was commissioned, I went through Air Force flight school. They disqualified about half the class in primary training, and then about half the class in basic. If you made the least mistake, you washed out. I guess the system had bias against the cadets, who suffered over seventy-five percent attrition.

Flight training was excruciating. As I look back, what got me through is that I never doubted that I could do it. I seemed to have a natural flair for flying.

There were a lot of accidents in training back then. By the time I finished flying school and gunnery school, a two-year program, I saw four people killed. I remember sitting on a runway in an old T-33 propeller aircraft, waiting to take off. The airplane ahead of me takes off and crashes. Minutes later, the rescue helicopter flies by, with the legs of the dead pilot dangling out the door. Then the Tower says, “Okay, you’re cleared for takeoff.”

In the spring of 1965, I was on temporary duty in Orlando, Florida, and having dinner one evening. I get a telephone call, telling me, “You have to come home tonight.” So I get in my F-105 and fly back to North Carolina. I got home and put my bags inside the front door. The next morning I was joined by another pilot. I didn’t even have time to unpack my suitcase. We got on commercial air to San Francisco, where I was handed a duffel bag and sent down a supply line. They put in a helmet, a flak jacket, a rifle, a pistol … I said, “What’s this for?” We had no idea where we were going.

We were flown to Korat Royal Air Force Base in Thailand. We stood on the dusty runway with our huge bags in the searing heat. We just stared at beautiful rolling hills and farmland. Some engineers with plywood and screen wire were literally building a place for us to stay.

The “Top Dog” air wing we created was two squadrons of F-105s, flying missions each day over North Vietnam. A colonel named Bill Ritchie was brought in from the Pacific to be commander. He was an aviation pioneer. But we didn’t know that.

We checked him out in an F-105, and guided him on a couple laps on the flight pattern. Then he took off on his first mission. I led the mission, with two ships behind him. He couldn’t get hooked up on an airborne fuel tanker. So instead of doing reconnaissance, we went directly to our targets and back home, so he wouldn’t run out of fuel.

That night at the bar we really gave Colonel Ritchie the red ass. Ironically, we found out later that he and a guy named Dave Schillings were the first pilots ever to cross an ocean by doing midair refueling. He never said a word about that while we razzed him. When we found that out, he became a real hero in our eyes.

The first bombing mission I went on was a big oil refinery at Vinh in North Vietnam. I was impressed that my experience was just like what the old guys said about World War II and Korea. When I came into the Air Force, my first squadron commander was a World War II veteran. And I always talked around bars with older guys. Even though the speed of aircraft change, combat is the same: the other guy is trying to kill you and you’re trying to get the job done.

I flew forty-one combat missions as a Top Dog. In that early stage of the war, the air campaign over North Vietnam was called Rolling Thunder. We had strict Rules of Engagement created by Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. Our route packages and targets were selected in Washington. And on the other hand, we did “road rec’y” [reconnaissance] where we’d fly over a segment of road and hit any military targets. It was an archaic way to do interdiction. Strategy was fragmented, objectives weren’t clear.

For example, when our base ran out of bombs, we were told to go up and use our 20mm cannons to “intimidate” the North Vietnamese. We found that kind of ludicrous. Because we’d fly over Triple-A [antiaircraft artillery] sites, and they would open up at us. They were not intimidated.

It became more apparent that the air war planning was being done by people far away from the theater of operations who had no appreciation for the realities. I got the impression that a bunch of amateurs were running things.

For example, on July 26 and 27, 1965, was the first raids against North Vietnamese SAM [surface to air missile] sites. This was after an RF-4 had been shot down by a SAM. Before that, SAM sites were off-limits. We watched them being built and become operational, but were not permitted by Washington to take them out. If you think about that, it was ludicrous. But U.S. policymakers were trying to play a game with the Communists: “If we don’t bomb your SAM site, then you don’t shoot your SAMs at us.” Well, give me a break … That game didn’t last very long.

So our orders were changed to bomb the SAM sites. They lined us up in flights of four airplanes … I will never forget this … First, we rolled into a valley in Laos. Then we continued low level up a river, like we were going to sneak up on them.

I heard on my radio, “Buick One is in the river.” Meaning that one of the fighters from our Takli air base was shot down. So we get to the SAM site and it’s like a North Vietnamese firepower display. We were flying right into a barrage of antiaircraft fire. I watched a friend, Bob Purcell, drop his bombs, and pull up out of the clouds on fire, then crash.

The mission was just stupid. I couldn’t believe it. We lost six airplanes that day. The tactics were being driven from Saigon, and I suspect they were coming from Washington. All they should’ve done was say, “Send a couple of jets to bomb the SAM sites.” We could’ve done the job right.

It turned out, our photo reconnaissance showed that the target site was nothing but telephone poles on trucks. It was a trap.

Incidents like that caused troops in the field to lose confidence in their military leadership. If tactics don’t make sense to a fighting guy, he’ll still try to follow it because he’s a military person. He wants to do what’s right. But if you continue to give him things that don’t make sense, he’ll eventually say, “I’ve got to take the mission over.” Especially when a lot of lives are at risk. For reasons like this, integrity was one of the first casualties of the Vietnam War.


PUSH ROD & BRUTE FORCE

[image: ]
MAJOR GENERAL
ROYAL MOORE, JR.


KANEOHE BAY, HAWAII 1958–62
AVIATOR
MARINE CORPS AIR STATION



I’m a product of the “Push Rod and Brute Force” period of Aviation. Over the years, I developed an unconventional style of leadership in that I came from the enlisted ranks. That gave me a leg up on other officers, because I knew about every trick that my Marines could pull. I’d tell them, “Oh yeah, I’ve tried that one too. Guess what? It didn’t work.”

I joined the Marine Corps reserves in southern California in 1953 when I was seventeen, in the eleventh grade. I went through boot camp and joined a reserve unit in Los Alamitos. I began flying in 1956 in the old propeller-driven Corsair airplane.

My instructors began flying when pilots were still holding their airplanes together with chewing gum and Band-Aids. We still had fabric aircraft in some cases, and other aircraft right out of World War II.

We lost a lot of aircraft in those days. The first Marine Aircraft Group I was in lost thirteen or fourteen airplanes in six months: running off the end of runways, ploughing into the ground, flying into the jet stream and not being able to regain control … that’s the way aviation technology was.

Those perilous conditions gave us a cavalier attitude. And we were allowed to get away with a lot of things. If any of my pilots today did half of the stunts that I pulled when I was a young aviator, I’d pull their wings. We rode motorcycles into Officers Clubs, threw guys into the pool, drove steamrollers into the pool, had live tigers in the club … You name it, we did it.

But kids don’t do those kinds of things anymore. Thank goodness. If we did that stuff today, the media would kill us. If our wives didn’t kill us first.

A lot of my old retired buddies say, “Dammit, Royal, you flew under bridges, you flew flatheaded and hovered off the fantail of ships.” They razz me, “You’re just a hard-ass, Moore. Why don’t you let your young guys do that?” I tell them, “The world has changed. My young people understand that.”


THE GRADUATE
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GENERAL RONALD YATES


CLARK AIR BASE, PHILIPPINES 1964–66
FIGHTER PILOT
509TH FIGHTER-INTERCEPTOR SQUADRON



In 1957 the Soviet Union shocked the world by successfully putting the first man-made satellite into earth orbit. Some U.S. military officials called it the “Pearl Harbor of the Technology War.” In 1958 the U.S. government followed with the launching of American satellites and creating the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). In May 1961 the first Soviet and American astronauts were launched into space. On May 25, President John F. Kennedy made a historic commitment before a joint session of Congress: to make space exploration among the highest national priorities. A generation of the most skilled and adventurous Navy, Marine, and Air Force test and fighter pilots began volunteering for the dangers and potential euphoria of space travel.

I graduated in the second-ever graduation class of the U.S. Air Force Academy in 1960. We thought we were laying the bedrock for a 200-year tradition. Because one could look at West Point and say, “This bedrock was laid two hundred years ago.”

When I received my wings in 1961 at Webb Air Force Base in Texas, most of our instructors were Korean War fighter pilots. Fantastic role models. I can remember coming home one evening from a day at flight school. I had only been training for a few months. But I was overwhelmed with the feeling that I had found something that I could do really well. I had always been a good academic student, but not a great student. I was pretty good in almost all athletics, but not great in any one sport. But I knew that I could fly airplanes.

When I was about to graduate, I told my wife that I wanted to fly fighters. I can remember her saying, “Well, okay. But promise me one thing: that you will never be a test pilot.” I replied, “That I can promise.” Famous last words …

I chose to fly F-102 fighters because I thought that would help me to become an astronaut. I shared honors as a distinguished graduate of my flying class. In those days, the top graduates chose the F-100 “Supersabre” fighter bomber. I chose the F-102 “Delta Dagger” fighter-interceptor. I thought, “Why be a good pilot among a whole bunch of good guys?” I wanted to be a bigger fish in a smaller pond. That might get me noticed enough to be considered for astronaut training.

It worked. After about a year in my first squadron at Itazuke, Japan, people started saying, “Go to test pilot school. That’s the first step to becoming an astronaut.”

At the time, my squadron was starting to deploy on missions to a growing conflict in Indochina. I wasn’t able to volunteer because I was one of only four junior lieutenants. But in 1964, I was offered the chance to transfer to the 509th Fighter-Interceptor Squadron in the Philippines. I knew the guys in that unit were flying to Vietnam. I thought, “That’s incredible. I could get an Air Medal. That will put me ahead of my peers for astronaut selection.”

I got to the 509th at Clark Air Base in June 1964. The Gulf of Tonkin incident happened in August. The war officially started. And, of course, everybody started coming over.

While at Clark, I was asked to get involved in developing some experimental war-fighting technology. This was a result of my technical Air Force Academy education. Ironically, engineering was not my first love or aptitude. In school, I had to work very hard at it. I made the academy Dean’s List my junior and senior years. But while most subjects came easy to me, I spent almost 100 percent of my time studying for engineering classes.

At Clark, the first question my higher-ups asked was, “Can we use the F-102 for low level tactical strikes?” I went to the base library and found a book on trigometric functions. I calculated the slight depression for a thirty-degree rocket pass.

The next thing I was asked, “Will you test the F-102’s infrared air-to-air system for low level air-to-ground strikes against enemy, camps?” To even attempt this in training was revolutionary.

On July 15, 1962, I led the first low-level tactical strike ever attempted by an F-102. We hunted for Viet Cong base-camp fires with our infrared devices. It was a very dangerous thing to do. Not only because we were vulnerable to ground fire. But because our only navigation aid in the airplane was not accurate enough for calculating our exact ground position.

Those airplanes didn’t have computers. At night, flying low-level over forest and mountains, you had to know the terrain elevation at all times. I carried maps with terrain elevations written in each grid square. And I had to continuously check my range and bearing. When we reached the target area, we used our infrared to search for Viet Cong campfires to shoot at. Then we’d come in low and fast to shoot antipersonnel rockets.

We weren’t very effective. The first thing you had to do was get the nose of the airplane down at least twenty degrees to direct the rockets on target. I had barely enough time to calculate my minimum altitude, to avoid a crash.

On one occasion, I shot my rockets and pulled up to come off target. I had miscalculated … All I could see was mountains around me. I thought, “Thank God,” as I barely cleared the peaks.

After fifteen or twenty of these missions, I made another big mistake. We thought the Viet Cong were a lot less sophisticated than us. We had the feeling that they were some sort of savages wearing breechcloths. But they caught on to our new night tactics very quick.

I rolled in on a campfire and shot my rockets. All of a sudden, I thought the world had come to an end. The VC had set up an ambush. As soon as I released my rockets, everybody and his brother began shooting straight up in








To Colonel James “Nick” Rowe:
His courage inspired all who knew him. A
warrior, writer and up-front leader. He
sacrificed his life so that others might
have freedom.
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ARVN: South Vietnamese army

ATO: air tasking order

AWACS: the Airborne Warning and Control System aircraft

BDA: bomb damage assessment

CINCLANT: Commander in Chief, Atlantic

CINCEUR: Commander in Chief, Europe

CINCPAC: Commander in Chief, Pacific

CENTCOM: Central Command; area of authority, Southwest Asia, Horn of Africa, Persian Gulf

CORPS, THE: Marine Corps

CP: Command Post

CSAR: combat search and rescue

DELTA FORCE: top-secret, antiterrorist unit

DEPMEDS: deployable medical systems

D.I.: drill instructor

DOCTRINE: military battle-fighting philosophy

ECM: electronic countermeasure

EOD: explosive ordnance disposal

FAC: forward air controller

FID: foreign internal defense

FLIR: forward-looking infrared

FMLN: Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front; a coalition of Communist and revolutionary organizations in El Salvador

GPS: Global positioning satellite navigation system

G3: Division Operations & Planning officer

GUNNY: gunnery sergeant

HARM: high-speed antiradiation missile

HUEY: transport helicopter

HUMVEE: or Hmmwv; High-mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicle

J3: Operations & Planning officer on a Joint Command Staff

KIA: killed in action

KHMER ROUGE (KR): quasi-Maoist Cambodian Communist movement

LANTIRN: Low-Altitude Navigation and Targeting Infrared System Night

LAW: light antitank weapon; shoulder-fired

LIC: low-intensity conflict

LZ: landing zone

MEDEVAC: medical evacuation

MEU: Marine Expeditionary Unit

MIA: missing in action

MLRS: Multiple Launch Rocket System

MP: military police

M113: armored personnel carrier

MTT: military training team

NCO: noncommissioned officer

NVA: North Vietnamese army

OCS: Officer Candidate School

PAVE LOW: Air Force MH-53J electronic warfare helicopter

PDF: Popular Defense Forces; in Noriega’s Panama

PSYOPS: Psychological Operations

RPG: rocket-propelled grenade

RPV: remotely powered vehicle

RULES OF ENGAGEMENT:: military rules for conducting hostilities

SAM: surface-to-air missile

SOCCENT: Special Operations, Central Command

SOCOM: Special Operations Command

SOG: Studies & Observation Group

SOUTHCOM: Southern Command; area of authority, Latin America

SPECIAL FORCES (SF): U.S. Army special operations forces

S2: Intelligence officer

TAC AIR: jet fighter bombers

TACC: Tactical Air Control Center

THEATER: area of war operations

TLAM: Tomahawk land attack missile

TOC: Tactical Operations Center

TOT: time on target

TOW MISSILES: Targeted on wire antitank missiles

TRIPLE-A: antiaircraft artillery

USSOCOM: U.S. Special Operations Command

VC: Viet Cong

WIA: wounded in action
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