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This excerpt is from a detailed account of the assault on U.S. 101st 
Airborne Division's Firebase Ripcord overlooking the A Shau Valley 
from July 1-23, 1970. The North Vietnamese Army had built up a major 
concentration of troops surrounding the firebase during the rainy season 
without being detected by the U.S. and began a heavy artillery barrage to 
prepare for a land attack. Attempts by the U.S. soldiers to counterattack 
were largely unsuccessful, despite a number of NVA casualties. 
Command eventually decided that it was cost-prohibitive either to 
commit more resources or to maintain the firebase, and it was evacuated 
under heavy fire. It was the last large infantry battle of the Vietnam War. 

Author Keith Nolan interviewed dozens of the actual participants in 
writing this book; although it reads sort of like a novel, it is not fiction: it 
is all based on these interviews and other documentary evidence. 

This excerpt is taken from the first day or two of the battle. The 
firebase (which was an artillery installation, but more like a sand-bag 
bunker than a larger "fort") was taking heavy shelling, and several 
companies of infantry were moving through the nearby jungle, 
attempting to pinpoint the Vietnamese firing positions. This excerpt 
concerns Company C, camped on Hill 902. about 2 km from Firebase 
Ripcord. It is divided into companies: Charlie One and Charlie Two. 
Company C had around 90 men at the beginning of the attack (p. 42) 

Note that there is a map and glossary at the end of the excerpt.Also: 
Claymore: a directional mine that could be set up on a stand and 

aimed to explode in a given direction. It could be detonated by hand or 
set as a booby-trap. 

Satchel charge: a block of explosive with a timed fuse, sometimes 
packed with shrapnel.  

 
 



t 
< 

46 RIPCORD A Bad Beginning 47 

The wounded being brought down the trail at that time m,:.,,._ a couple guys s itting and wa~hing the western half," recalled 
eluded new guy Mike Womack, with four steel pellets and !!"- Campbell, -but it wasn't the way it ought to have been." 
chunk of the claymore fuse in his legs. I 1 was a torturous trip, · It got worse. Though .it was already getting dark. a man in 
Tiie poncho Utter into which Womack had been loaded quickly_ the center of the perimetc;:r \"\-as boiling a cup of coffee field 
came apart, dumping him on the ground. The litter was p _ · style: Cuc h<>les i? a C-ration tW, light a heat lab inside it., and 
back together, but as they~ntinued. one of the guys carrying-it .. place a larger fruit can full of water and instant coffee over the 
bumped a nest of red ants; which showered upon Womack in a- - ~- · intense flame. _ . . . . · 
biting and stinging frenzy. "They set the litter down and brok '. · " Lieutenant Campbell .kiclred lhe ciins over in ao incredulous 
out the GI insect repellent and gave me a good dousin~ . ;;'.'·~e. "You stupid shit.," h e growled at the star1Jed troqpei'. 
Womack later wrote. "The next thing T knew, [was on fu:e._- :: ''-~ -y?u know better than to Ught a fire after dark in a goddamn 
had wounds in the back of both thighs that no one was aware·tj( · ~~ penmctcr." · . . · 
and the repellent was bwning like hell ." Mercifully, the pla;i .

0 

• "L. T., I was just cookilig a cup of coffee forthe captain:" 
toon medic administered morphine. Moving on, the litter t Campbel I realized that Captain Hewitt was sitting right next 
encountered a tree that had fallen across the trail with U .. S. to the man he was berating. ""Captain, come here a minute " 
Air Force cluster bombs banging from iL Unable to bypass the~ 01111Pbell said. leading He-..,itt away from the CP. Campbell:s 
obstacle because of the thick jungle, the litter team bad to Jiff six m_oo~c; of combat time were actually over, but Lucas had 
Womack over it, which they did without disturbing any of the left him m the fie ld an extra month to ease the tra.nsitioo from 
bombs. at which point the litter gave way for a second pain.fut: . Vazquez to Hewitt. :Look, I don' t want to act like I' m trying 
crash. Womack thanked God when they finally reached the LZ to run the company, the veteran platoon leader said to Hewitt 
and he was loaded aboard a medevac Huey. The crew chi~ when they were out of earshot of the command group, "but 
stuck a business card in his· pocket: "Congratulations. You we've got to get some things straight out here. first thing is 
have been successfully dusted off by Captain John Doe, 326tli nobo~y lights fires out here at night. Nobody lights' a cigarette'. 
Medical Baltalion, lOlst Airborne Division." You JOSI don 't do that. We're out in the mountains and the 

The day after lhe ambush, Charlie One, wilh which Hewitt'.s 
command group was then moving, bumped to lhc top of Hin 
902. Lieutenant Campbell was supposed to link up with Hewitt 
that evening, so as dusk approached Charlie Two jwnped oua 
trail cutting up the mountain from the southwesL Campbell and 
his point man, Sp4 Thomas C . Manbeck, were extremely cau
tious as they approached the crest; they were concerned ahoot 
getting fired on by Charlie One. "As we approached the 
pe.rimetcr, we kept asking for radio acknowledgment that the 
security covering the trail knew we were coming in." wrote 
Campbell. Acknowledgment was received, but the~ was, in 
fact, no security to worry about. Hewitt had deployed Charlie 
One in a half circle on the eastern side of the bald mountainlop 
but had left lhe western side open, knowing that Charlie Two 
would shortly take up positions there. "'Tbere might have beeil 

gooks can sec that fire from anywhere." 
Hewitt nodded. and Campbell went on, questioning the new 

commander about why lhere was no security on the west s ide of 
lhe peri!°eter. Explained Hewitt, " J knew you were coming in." 

·•1 thmk we got to be a little tightcr lhan that, Captain." 
Campbell next asked Hewitt if he'd deployed a three-man 

LP to cover the trail where it can into the NDP from the south
east. Hewitt rcs~nded in the negative. " You gotta get LPs out 
to cover the t_ra•ls .. unless you~re working in small groups," 
Campbell rcplJcd. Men don 't like to go on LP or ambush, but 
they under..1and the need for it., and they' ll do it if you make 
'cm."· 

Hewitt thanked Campbell for his advice. "lt wasn' t an ad
versarial conversation, wbjch l was worried about," Campbell 
recalled. ~I lewitt :-vas a real nice fella.·· Perhaps to justify him
self, Hew111 described how bis AR VN unit had oper.ited in the 
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lowlands of Ill Corps, and Campbell got the impression that ~·~: ~c had fitly NVA in the open, moving up the slope of a par-
Hewitt had been fighting VC, not NVA, and that he' d picked ··.;. llally denuded mountain thirteen hundred meters to the south 
up some bad habits from the South Vietnamese: "The ARVN .:, 1:f1c result was a feeding fu:nzy- mortars, any, gunships, ta~ 
went out in battali~n s~e, totinf? chickens and ducks wit~ them, i.~ atr- but when the company swept the mountainside, there was 
alid they had cook mg fires at rugbt. They thought secunty was;;;-~· · · not_ a smglc body, weapon, or piece of equipment to be found 
a matter of numbers." "..;ff~, annd the crnters. 

Ormpbell, scheduled to leave in a day or two for R&R. after 'ffi' On June 27, Charlie_ One opened fire on. two enemy soldiers 
which he was to be reassigned to the rear, sat down that night -~~; . whose lme of retreat. madvertently led them directly toward 
with his platoon sergeant, Sgt. Thomas H. Hemdon-·-good sol- ,~~.. Ch.ache Two. Herndon pop~ a claymore on them at twenty
dier, good frierid-who would be laicing over Charlie Two uri~;\?~: 1. five meters, and the platoon oj)etied fire, killing both NYA. As 
ti! .a new lieutenant arrived. "Sarge, this is . something;~}.; ' part of~ new program to help morale, Charlie One was lifted 
different,~ Campbell said of the increasing enemy activity. ;~'_ u~ to Ripcord the next day for an overnight v_acatioi;i, complete 
"This thing is changing. You've got to keep everyone's shit lo-' '.;~ · with a barbecue over sawed-off oil drums. Hewitt and Charlie 
.gether out her:e. .... " . · . 'i~i' ~' Two werit in th~ da)'. a~cr that ."It was pay day, and we b(!d a 

As the sappers were lo prove, the company ~1d not k~p 1t-X{,. poker ~~e. gomg msrde a bunker," recalled St,>t. Jerry D. 
self togethe~. " In a firefigh~ they wete ~ellac1~ soldiers,",~ : . Moyer,~ squad leader b~mped '.fP to ~e as platoon sergeant 
Campbell said of the draftee mfantrymen m Charhe Company, [:;=-' . of Cbad1e Two: "Captam Hewitt was in the game. J wasn 't 

. 'Thcy'·d do whatever you told 'em to do, every damn one of~1.,~ •. They were P!aymg for .. forty and fifty dollar potS. high stakes 
'em. But there's no sorrier bastard in the .world, soldieringf*t~ ' for me. Hewitt wa~ d?rng real good, talking about ' this is my . 
wi·se, than a V. S. soldier who's not scared, and that's ·fhe1:W". ;. ~ar payment · .. t~s is ~Y house payment . .. . • It's kind of 
never-ending problem of 0eing a commander-trying to keep::'3:. iromc that he g~t k:ille~ nght after raking in all that cash.~ 
the men combat ready when they decide there's nothing to~.?' Before Hewitt he licoptered back out witp Charlie Two, 
worry about an~ get ~placent." . \~%? ·. ~ucas attache~ to h1.s command group ~~pany o·s FO, an ar-

What Captain Hewitt needed w~re some old pro Regular~jf: h~lery lieu~nant with ht1le .t~ do while his company secured 
Army NCOs. He had none. There simply weren't enough left''?~...;_: · Rii:x:ord. Prior to th~t, ':fewitt s forward observer ha.d been an 
at that stage in the war. Absent Campbell, two of Hewitt' s pla~"« - artJJJe!Y sergeant Linking up 'A-i.th Charl ie One, Hewitt and 
ioon leaders and almost all his platoon sergeants and squad}, .. ~-.: Charl~e Two returned I ale that afternoon to the top of Hill 902. 
leaders were products of the No11commissioned Officet;;,f~ .~ C!tarl.te Three, meanwhile, was lifted up for its · tum on 
Candidate School (NCOCS) at Fort Benning, which made:~f::' Ripcord. When the ~elling began the next momiug, Hewitt 
sergeants of those who showed leadership potential in basic':" ~ : and the FO helped direct the counterbattery fire while a hand
and advanced individual training (AlT). Honor grads were pro- -~-:, ful of troops opened up with M60s and LA Ws. In response, the 
moted to staff sergeant. The whole process, from recruit 10 :i;~ · NV A plan~ed a sapper att~ck on Hrn 902. Radio conversations 
NCO, took eight months. Tbough ·bright and motivated, th~ej,~ ,. , to that efle_ct were monitored by a special signal-intercept 
mstant sergeants, known as shake ' n bakes, lacked the expen-_ ;~ (~S r) team m an underground, sandbag-covered conex only a 
ence that nonnally went with so many stripes. Given that they .·, huod~ feet from the TOC on FSB Ripcord. It should have 
were the same age as their troops and were often draftees them-/ f./' ' been simple cno~gh to pass that infonnation to Lucas. 
selves, they tended to be more buddies than taskmasters. , ;:: : However, for secu~ty reasons, SSJ. teams were under strict or-

The contacts continued. On June 24. Company C was at th'C::,,i::: ·' ders to bypass their host units and forward their raw data di
southeastem end of the ridge again when Hewitt reported that i:,:_' rectly to division headquarters, which would decide what to 
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send back down the chain of command10 the line battalions. m would have come from the rear and kicked me in the ass if he . • 
this case, division prepared an intelJigence warning, .but for· had found us setting up in old foxholes." ~~"-~t 
reasons never explained the alert hit a snag and did not reacµ .,,,, fnstead of dig.,oing in, Se~eants Hemd,eo and Moyer, and 
Lucas until afttt the attack on Hill 902: At that point, it onfy~ . Gary Steele, Jhe J>?tQon radioman, had ·made .a little poncho 
added insult to injury.2 .. '. • h~tch. Two feet hJgh, the shelcer provide4 relief frorn the sun I 

With an overconfidence born of inexperience, Hewitt de,i; · · dunng the day and.som~ warmth during tb_e·coot of the night. ]~ 
ployed no listening pcists that second night on Hill 902. Nor di~ . ' .. A grenade tossed f!!op 1t, however, woii!d take· out the entire '!!~ 
he insist that everyone dig in and camouflage their positio~ : platooto-. n commandt ~~ohup, anhd it was a bad e.umple. Other i~' 
The company-commander himself slung a hammock between"' . · easy- spo . poncuu ootc es dotted the mountaintop. "I . 
two naked trees to one side of an LZ that had been cleared n ~.rf thought puttmg up a pup-teot was really stupid. - said Sp4 
the top of the motintain before air .strikes removed most or~ ~ · Steph~ L. Manthei, a survivor of ten months io the bush with ~ 
rest of the vegetation around the upper slopes. "Everybody w~. · Charhe <?ne. ~r spoke to ·em about it, but they outranked me 
too casual, too relaxed," recalled Cafferty, th.e senior medi~;._ '-.. af!d ~othmg ~as done. You looked up the bill and the CP w~ 
who, along with Sgt. Jack H: Dreher, senior radioman. had dQg""""'. x s.ucking out bke a sore .thumb, too. It was ridiculous to set up 
in near Hewitt. Another m~mber of the .command group, SJ!4~ bke that after ~e '!;td licked off the enemy by ~ring down at :! '\ 
Robert C. Smoker, an ex-rifleman now m charge of resupply;.,~· them that mommg. . 1 ~ 
was supposed to share their hole, but "we were kind <ff . According to Manthei, neither he nor Bob Tarbuck and Don i~ 
clumped t0gether, which didn ' t make sense to me, so I wound Holth~usen, who were in position with him on !he south s ide of .;f 
up digging a hole off by myself.~ . the hill, shared the general no-sweat attitude. "We dug our • 

As before, Charlie One, down to about fifteen men, was on h~les deep ~ we were ex.peeling totally to get messed with." 
the eastern side of the hill and Charlie Two on the western side said MantheL One man was supposed to be awake at all times 
with twenty-five troops. The pcrimet~ was a ring of three-man at eac~ position, ~ when Manthei took his first watch after 
positions, thirteen in all. "Some guys did dig foxholes, but ~k, "11 was a beautiful night, starlit, with some mortar aod ar-
most d idn't," said Sergeant Moyer. "We weren't very far apart. tillcry sh.ows ~ou could see off in the distance. We pulled our 
We had about ten yards between positions, and the whole guard shills with a httJe more intensity than usual that night-
perimcter was about the s ize of a softball diamond with the at least _at our position.~ 
captain at the pitcher' s mound.~ Hav.mg ~robed the firebase and another company that night, 

Actually, most of those troops who dug foxholes simply good d~vers1ons both. _the enemy didn "t strike their primary tar-
scoopcd out the shallow, hair-eroded ones left over from what- get untJI almost four m the morning. It was the textbook hour 
ever unit had established the first NOP atop Hill 902 years be- ~or a night assault, a time when bleary-eyed guards, coovinc-
fore. ''There was no fresh dirt on that hill,~ contended Sergeant mg themse~v~ that nothing was going to happen in the two 
Burkey, whose platoon, Charlie Three, flew in the next mom- hours rcmammg before dawn, were most likely to nod off. " It 
ing as the relief force. Burkey was appalled that the company was really qu_iet on the hill, almost an eerie quiet," rcmem-
had used the original foxholes "just like every other bunch of bcred Manthei, awakened for another tum on watch shortly be-
idiots that ever went up there. They should have moved off the for<; the attack started. The first indication of trouble wa~ the 
hilltop a bit and dug a new perimeter. Vaz.quez made sure you wb1.spercd report of ao alen guard who had seen movement in 
understood that you never go near a foxhole that's already been front of his position. Manthei put a hand on Tarbuck and 
dog because the enemy knows righc where it's at Vaz.quez Hollhausen and silently indicated that they shouJd get in their 
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holes. The perimeter guard on the radio was instructed to opi"ij..~· . 
.fire, and that's when "all hell broke loose," said Manthei.1\1 """ . 
saw an RPG flash across the bill into the command post, and ·"' 
the radio went dead from that position. The explosion knoc · · 
me backwards against the inside of my foxhole, and then in .~ · 
next instant numerous grenades and satchel charges s;taned g~ :~· 
ing on: gunfire erupted from everywhere, and there was·a lb 

CHAPTER 4 

of hollering and screaming in the dark, both by us and ar 
. n ~· V 1etnamesc. . . . .>'<\'> 

Hell .Night 

,...~· ' . 
~':·.· Sergeant Herndon nudged J_epy Moyer awake for his tum 
J -0.n guard shortly before the-attapk began. "Wbat in the hell. 
. bow come you' re waking me op oow?" Moyer whispered 

· :,_')larsbly after checking !he ll(Dlinesccnt face of his watch. "It'5 
·. fifteen minutes early." . . . 
· · "1 don't know,"' Herndon whispered back. "All 1 know is 
· . Steele woke me up, and I did my hour and twenty minutes.~ 

,~ . • :. "Okay, we ' ll straighten ibis out come daylight. We 'll find 
.{'" t;ffi ><~ out what went wrong,'' Moyer • ..aid angrily. Ei ther the pla
. ;¥,~Hoon leader or the radioman bad not pulled au c lltire guard 

"" h 'f"l · ~(,,-s 1 • . ·• _. . 

-~r .Moyer scooted down ~o a fullen tree about ten feet in front 
~ci.·of their poncho hootch. No liQODer had the acting platoon 

sergeant gotten into position behind the tree- witb weapon, 
ammunition, grenades, and the detonators to t11ei r claymores 
within easy reach-than he heard sometbing moving on the 
.side of the hill. You don't cry wolf with. the firm brush snap, he 
thought. It was most likely a m<>nkcy or a wild p ig, but the 
noise de.finitely put his ears on alert. 

The rustling continued, and Moyer finally contacted 
Sergeant Dreher, who was on radio watch up at the company 
CP. "We' ve got serious movement out here . Wake the captain 

.• . 'Up, and see what he wants to do. I think we need to go to 6fty 
, ' · ·''. percent alert Lill daylight " 
c.. • , ~ . ~J... ' 'ii ,·;I• 

\\°J- ~ • 
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"Roger. wait one," Dreher repiied. He returned to the racli~-.¥ - . he was obviously dead because be never got in the foxhole. 
a moment later: "Y eab, start waking people up .... " ; ~. ··. Total confusion. There were explosions going off everywhere. 

Moyer bad not been the only one reporting movement;: ~ lt was like waking up on the Fourth of July." 
Private First Class Michael K. Mueller, an assistant mac~- · · Dreher whispered frantically into his radio handset, calling 
gunner, was on guard two holes down to Moyer·s left-t4~..,: "' for illumination and gunships ... , was j ust hidiug in the comer," 
gunner himself and the team's ammo bearer were sleep:i,n.$"~ - reco.unted Cafferty, "aud all ofa sudden something fell against 
against a log just behind MueUer-wheo he heard soaielhing,= : · my back- and it was a fuck:in ' satcbel charge." Tue sappers 
about twenty-five meters down from his foxhole where th _ · · were using one-pound blocks of C4 plastic explosives, which 
scrubby brush below the denuded top of the mountain me~ - - , produced terrific, head-ringing blasts and, if packed ~ith eoough 
back into chick jungle. Next-and at this Mueuer·s c~ scrap metal, could tear an ann or a leg into bloody nl>oons. The 
squeezed tight-he saw an enemy soldier. a black silhoue_tte'~ . satchel charge thrown into the command group foxhole wedged 
against a dark gray background, crouch down for a moment, - :~ · between Cafferty's rear eod aod the wall of the foxhole as be 
then slip off into the shadows. Mueijer got Dreher on the ho -~ _ ' knelt there. Said Cafferty, " [ said to myself, this is it, I'm gone. 
and was told, "The next time you sec that guy- fire ' im up." ..;; "" - -~ l'm going to blow all over Dreher-be won 't get hurt because 

Mueller dropped the handset and began spraying the b~ .- it's behind my back- but the thing never went off. The blasting 
with his M 16. It was too late: the enemy was already in posF-; cap didn't work. which was very common, thank God." 
tion. As soon as Mueller cut loose, a rocket-propelled grenade; 
shrieked out of the dark and slammed into the company CP · 
Satchel charges began exploding. Hearing someone blow <l : 
claymore, Muelle r snatched up the detonator to his own, but_; 
when lie squeezed down on it, noth ing happened. The sappers 
had apparently cut the wire snaking downhill from the detona.- _ 
tor to the mine itself. 

It was 3:46 A.M. on July 2, 1970. Captain Hewitt, foun,~ 
sprawled in the tangle of his shredded hammock after the bat-_ 
tie. missing one ann and both legs, was killed by that first 
RPG. The newly attached FO lieutenant was temporarily shelt
shocked by the same blast 

Jn the command group foxhole, only about s ix feel do~ 
from the captain's hammock, Dreher was wounded by lbe 
rocket that took out Hewitt, as was Doc Cafferty, who'd been 
s leeping on his air mattress just above the hole. Peppered all 
over with little fragments, his left arm sliced open from elboW 
to wrist, Cafferty slid down into the foxhole, grabbing his Ml6 
and an ammo bandolier along the way. "I was so fucking 
scared I didn' t even know I was injured,~ be recalled. ''My 
medical bag was gone. My rucksack was gone. Everything W1llf 
.gone. We didn't know what bad happened to the Old Man, but . 

When the.first rocket crdShed in, Moyer was crawl ing back 
to wake up Sergeant Herndon and Gary Steele. They rolled out 
from under their poncho hootch at the sound of the bl~i, and 
Herndon stood up on one s ide and Steele got to bis knees on 
the other, reaching for his Ml 6. Steele immediately spotted 
someone with a floppy bush hat standing al tlie t.op of the hill, 
aiming down at them with a rocket launcher over his shoulder. 
Steele was stunned that a sapper could appear behind them so 
suddenly. The apparition convinced him that the sappers must 
have already been inside the perimeter when the s~ooting 
start.ed. Steele threw his rifle to his shoulder. He thought he had 
the man atop the hill dead to rights, bul as groggy as be was he 
had forgouen to flip off the safety, and when be pulled the trig
ger nothing happened. An instant later, he saw the quick jet of 
flame that was the back blast of the RPG. 

The rocket exploded just behind the poncho hootch. Steele, 
sent flying by the bias~ lay where he landed, stunned., hoping 
the enemy would thfo.k him dead. He could feel wann blood 
leaking from his ears aod mouth and rectum, such was the con
~ive force of the explosion, and he was having trouble 
breathing. He would later learn that a big chunk of shrapnel 

I . 
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had. punched through his back, cracking several ribs, one o~.. ing platoon leader was dead. for having tJ'ied lo get to 
which punctured his left lung. ·· Herndon, Conrardy was posthumously awarded the Silver Star. 

Sergeant Herndon was in even worse shape. The sappets _ Sergeant Lee N. Lenz was dug in with a machine-gun t.eam 
atop the bjll heaved a satchel charge down at where they could between Herndon and Mueller to cover the trail that entered 
hear him screa,ming. It wounded n.ot only Herndon but splat~ the perimeter from the southwest. The position was taken out 
tered Steele in bis legs and rear end with :"lore shrapnel -~ with -a satchel charge in the first moments o f the attack. 
painfully flipping him over. · · ;. Though it is likely that some sappers had already infiltrated 

The first illumination round, fired by the monar platoon °!1 - the perimeter, most probably darted in behind the satchel 
the firebase, PQp,P!;Jd oveihead, trailing thick white smoke as iC; charge that elimi.nated that key M60. Lenz scrambJed upbill 
descended under itS parachute. The enemy took cover, bu~ for cover. His -machine gunner, Sp4 Roger D. SliQll:all o.f 
Wben. the nru-e bw:ned out and the hilltop was ag~ swallowed~ Hattiesburg, Mississippi, had bCen killed by the satchef charge 
in darlclless, ·another satchel charge came sadmg towanf~~ and would be affectionately remembered by Campbell as a 
Herndon. It landed on the left side of Steele-boom!-ruptur. : - "tough, stocky bastard and a :good soldier,., 
ing. his eardrllro. ,AnoJhedlare, anotl)er paJ!se in the "~~Y 6f<'. All that was later found .of ~umrall ' s: a.<;sistant gunner, Pfc, 
'(he -l}are blirtked Qut. More satchel charges exploded. Boom: ' Stephen · J. Harber- he was -another good soldier, a quiet, 
Boom! Boom! · ' · · · . --- . blond-headed draftee with a '\\>ife back home in Miniiesota-

.Hemdon's sobs were drawing most of the satchel charg~~ - · ' was a jungle boot with a foot inside and one.of his dog.tags se-
and Moyer hissed loudly to his buddy, "Shut up, To~. Shut up. '''I:· "'.. ~ured to the , laces: Harber apparen.tly sUJ:vived the .e.:q51osion 

Sergeant Moyer was. back at his log,0 helme~ hastily slaJ?~ I, , · that killed Sumrall, only to be blown to bits moments. later by 
on. Holding his tire so as not to giv_e away hts own pos1t1om·-1f. ' · an RPG. After the itlumination rounds started, Steve Manthei 
with a mw..zle flash . he instead chucked frag ~rnides do~, saw someone who looked like _Harber try to dash up the hill. 
the slope, not comprehending that the eiicmy sol,d1ers throwmg: · "There was a hell of an explO$ion at that moment," recounted 
th.e satchel charges were actµally inside '!he perimeter. ~\: Manthei, "and he was gone. He was blown away, There were 

Each time Herndon sci:eame?, Pfc, Richard J, C?nrardy, ~· . pieces of human: everywhere.- It was terrible. Harner had a 
new platoon medic who bad dived behind Moyer s log, mut~~··:· lucky dollar bill that he carried with him all the time, and right 
tered that he should try to go get the sergeant: "No, no, ,holli - after the explosion a ripped half of that dollar bjll floated down 
up," Moyer barked at him, "just bold up a mmure-wait till next to my foxhole. l still have it. , , ." 
this dies down." . ,-'t:' · Gary Steele crawled back to their blasted poncho hootch for 

Finally, Conrardy. a tall, skinny, nineteen-ycar-<>ld const~,.,.~, bis M16, only to find that the weapon had been damaged be-
entious objector from Wright, Kansas, blurted, 'Tve got to ~ "' yond use. Luckily, the grcnailes he had laid out were sttll there, 
get him." . . . but he was so rattled that after pulling the pins he threw the first 

Rising to his knees, Doc Coorardy was sb~t before he coul~ · two up where he had seen the RPG gunner without thinking to 
make bis move. J:~ e pitched bac~ard aga~nst Mo~er, .w~~'" . ·rc:move the safety clips ·on the spoons. Oh, you dun:ib son of a 
knew that the medic was dead as soon as he hi t him'. the Id~: , bitch, he thougbt; now they're gonna take tbem chps off and 
was just a lifeless weight Moyer, ~owever, couldn t ~ _ throw 'em back. 
sense of the fact that the shot that killed Conrardy had co~ There were intense moments of automatic fire and explo-
fcom the top of the hill. Another satchel charge exploded m ·, ; sions in the intervals between illumination row1ds. lli:lls when 
ments later. abruptly snulfmg out Herodon's screams. The ;icj ~ hew Oare,s popped. " You just can' t imagine how many satchel 
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charges went off. I w-.int to say hundreds,» noted Moyer; 
"There was a little AK fire, but not much. Not as much as w~< 
were firing OUT MI 6s." . ; 

The enemy infantry supportmg the sapper attack could ~ 
beard down on the slope, and Moyer, like many oth _ ._ 
thought they were the on~s throwing . th~ satchel charges 
C'mon, give me a target, give me somettru;ig to ~o. here, . 
thought during one lulJ as the flares cast wemi, shifting sh?d~ 
ows through the naked irees. At that moment he ~ .~ 
satchel charge l;md behind him. lt rolled down against !iii 
booL He crawled over bis log like a shot and braced for the ex-,, 
plosion. "It neyer did go off," he recalled. "I scooted back ~ 
my position, but it still hadn't registered that w_c had ~ 
overrun. I couldn' t comprehend that they were behind me. Yo . 
know they do~' t get behind you. Tbatjust didn 't bappcn." :};c ,, . .~· ·' --

~ 

When Mike Mueller opened fire, bis team leader. ~rg~ -
Mendez. snapped awake and jumped into the foxhole with hinl~ _ 
as did their ammo bearer. a kid nicknamed Shaky. Mendez got 
behind the M60, ready to open fire and expose .the po~tion ~ 
this key weapon only when the enemy rushed m behmd their, 
satchel charges. Mueller fired s ingle shots down the slope, n~f: 
realiz ing until be happened 10 glance back ai;td saw figures .lht
ting against the night sky at the crest of the hill that sappers~<!~· 
already breached the perimeter. Before Muc.Uer could sw~g 
his M 16 around, be saw a satchel charge rolling down_ the hill 
at them. He pulled his head down. The lin;t explosion was 
quickly followed by more-boom. boom: boom!-then the 
fourth or fifth satchel charge bounced into the hole, and 
Mendez. Mueller, and Shaky scrambled out in a heartbeat, go
ing face first in.to the dirt below their .position. f!oom! 

They piled back in. Mueller, h_avmg lost h!s w~b ~ear ajld 
ammo bandoliers, had only the s ingle magazine LO his Ml 6, 
There was no time to fire, because another satchel charge fel.1 
in with them. They dove out of the foxhole again-boom!
thcn j umped back in. The first ~ burst ov:rhead at that mo
ment, exposing two sappers m black p3JarD;3S who_ w~ 
crouched behind a log above them, method1cal~y flippq 
satchel charges at the ir foxhole. Another one roll~ m. MuellC!' 
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dove uphill , lost bis footing. and slid back down the steep slope 
so that his left leg was across the lop of the foxhole when the 
satchel charge at the bottom detonated. Mueller skidded into 
the hole, h is knee a bloody mess, then popped up aud franti
cally cut foosc on the sappers with what was left of the maga

- zine in bis Ml6. 

Many things were happening at the same time. Dreher and 
. Doc Cafferty were siill in their foxhole when a close friend of 

the medic's. Sp4 Robert P. Radcliffe, and a ·man Cafferty 
didn·t recognize in the dark- it was Sergeant Lenz--clam
bcred in with them, desperate for cover. The foxhole was no 
re fuge. "There's too many people in here," Cafferty said. 
'They kJ10w ·this i~ the goddamn CP. We're all going to get 
killed with one grenade. I'm ouua here." 

With that, Cafferty started crawling away, unaware IJ1at al
most as soon as be exited the foxhole an RPG exploded at its 
edge. Dreher survived the blast. Lenz and Radcliffe were de
capi tated. 

Doc Cafferty shimmied over a fallen tree to rus right, 
numbly noticing that his left forcann w-.is s liced open. " I didn 't 
care:· he recalled. " l could still function, and that's a ll that 
matte red." 

Seeing the artillery rccon sergeant in a fox hole, Doc 
C11Terty "just fell in on top of him because I didn' t know where 
else to go. I was scared shitless." It was tight quarters in the lit
tle hole, and Cafferty was in an awkward c rouch. half in and 
half OUI, when ul got bjt in the helmet with a goddamn grenade. 
It bounced off and was laying rherc in front of my face. It was a 
U. S. baseball grenade. I might have been able to reach it. but 1. 
just fro1.e. I said to myself, tha t' s it, r m gone. I thought of my 
mother and my fianc6e . ... " 

The grenade never exploded. Cafferty made a point to ex
amine it afier the banlc and saw that, though the pin was miss
ing, the spoon was still held down by a safety clip. He assumed 
a sapper had scooped up the U. S. grenade and thrown it wirh
out knowing he needed to do more than just pulJ the pin. 
Actually. the grenade was probably one of the two that Gary 
Steele had heaved uphill in such baste that be forgot to remove 
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the safeties .. If Steele had removed them, he would have killed ·- shooting. I figured I got 'em. I was scared to death. I had no idea 
Cafferty and ne.ver known about it. . . why I was there in that country, but somebody had to do some-

Cafferty suddenly realized that the arttllel)'. heutenant w~ . thing. Everybody else on that side of the hill was dead or fucked 
buddied at the bottom of the foxhole under the r~n sergeant·: , _ · up. There wercn ' ta lot of other guys .tiring, and I :figured J was 
"I swore J was ,going to kill that guy s?meday ," said. Caffe~r,1?- ··\ · already dead I should .have bee1r killed by that satchel charge. I 
The FO was the ranking man on that hill_ after C~pta~n Hew1~jt,·: . ·· ,., should have been killed by that ~nade. T had already sliid my 
but instead of taking command, "~II he <ild was hide 10.his fo~~- · :· prayers and said good-bye to my g:irlfrien.d and my mother and 
hole all night," noted Cafferty. ' T guess I really can t bl~- ·. father. I was gone. I didn 't have anything to lose .. . . " 
him for being ~ed because we all were, but, Jesus, he should'~~-
have did something."J · . . .f~;,-;~ Bob Smoker was in tUs foxh~le wlien he heard somelhing 

Furious with the lieutenant, Doc Cafferty Jumped from ti}~~ and, turning, saw the- silhouette of someone standing about: ten 
foxhole. He swtt.ed a sapper and shoulder~ his M l6. ''.l fit :_ •· feet uphill from him. The man didn't notice Smoker. By bis 
nally got my· shit together and ~tarted· s'1ootmg. I finally ~" · · · .· size, he was obviously Vietnamese, and ~l)lO~~(s first thought 
soine·balls. ,:-'.'. '. .. ·· 1 

" •--· : "' • . ·2"J) "'.'::wasthathe was one.oftheNVA dcfectors·attacl)edtothecom-
The sapper was standing about thirty feet awa~ • r~ady;-,, ·} p,an~ as a Kit Carson scout; but then it hif him that Hewitt, not 

throw anothet: sa!Chel charge dow:n at them_. Bullsb~l, Caffe · ~· ~ trusting the scouts, .had left all of them on:Ripcprd. The sapper 
thought as he squeezed off his entire magazme, putting most?. . · was so close that Sm.oker didn' t have to -sight in but merely 
eighteen rounds j_nto the North Vietn~- Fuck.you. -~ raise his Ml 6 quietly and slowly in the silhouette's direction. 

The sapper_ went down like a sp~c manonette. J~ lie squeezed the trigger once. The sapper dropped bxc a stone, 
Cafferty-a .wi;secracking, extremely de4icated dra~-medic, • ·. · shot in the forehead. Other unseen sappers began whispering 
from an Irish neighoorhood in West Haven, Connecticut~ · · ; urgently to one another. Smoker lobbed two !,'Tenadcs in their 
only then that,an0ther sappcr_was beside the first, ~nd. he~ . · direction. ~e didn 't.know if the frags killed·the sappers or sent 
cally grabbed a f{esh _magazm? fr~ro the ban.doher acro~s ; ; . ; ,them scllUlmg for cover, but there was no more· chatter. 
ch.est. The magazine Jammed m hLS weaP.<Jn. ~afferty had 'L . 
way of knowing until he !nspected the magazu~e m th~ mo~: , , . Mike Mueller saw Shaky_ scra~ble down the bill after the 
iog that it had already stopped a bullet for him. He d "ti " <. Ihm! satchel charge landed m their hole. Mendez also disap-
pumping adrenaline so furiously as he shot the first ~pper~ · peaced in the chaos. Mueller might have been aJone, but at that 
he hadn •t realized that the second one bad ~n blasnng back~, po!nt he found bis two missing ammunition bandoJiers, which 
him with his AK. Cafferty hadn' t felt a thing when a round h]t~ gave him a total of fourteen magazines. He also grabbed his 
the magazine in question, which w~ over the ~nte~ of ~ web gear, to which. several grenades were attached. Finally 
chest, mangling the magazine so that 1twas useless 111 his ~l:~., _able to fight back. he began spraying the log shielding the 1wo 

Feeling insanely exposed as be s~1?-gled to c~ear. the J~.~ ;_, ~·sappers who'd been throwing the satchel charges down at his 
Cafferty finally.popped the malfunct10mng magazine back ti~. · · foxhole. He crouched to change magazines, then popped back 
thumped another one in, and resumed fire. He c!-lt _down the S@:i •· ,up to ·fire another burst- and realized that one of the sappers 
ond sapper, along with. scvcrnl. mo~ who matenahzed ~at ofilif, had popped up himself with his AK. 
light and shadows. " ! e<Ul still picture those . guys hoed up! . Mueller could hear shots cracking past bis head, then what 
Cafferty, awarded the Silver Star, wo~ld balbn_gly ~l, still felt like a baseball bat caught him in his left shoulder. and he 
rattled, stiJJ haunted. " l just shot I put 1t on sennautomattc. and dropped back in his hole, stunned and numb. Tb.e two sappers, 
just started fuing 'cm up as fast as l could. lf they st~ thinking him badly wounded, started down the hlll to finish 
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him off. Suddenly enraged as be realized that this was for~ '. something moving in the undergrowth below them, be blew 
lb.at these bastard.~ meant to kill him, Mueller was about to pu11t · !heir claymore. The movement stopped. Most of tl~ NV A 
the trigger of bis M 16 when Mendez sprang up directly~ fro.lit": ':- ~ere OD ~lie Two's side of the hill, but they did rut the posi
of him from a bole in which he'd been hiding, screamm~: , bon occupied by Sgt. Daniel. Smith. Charlie One's platoon 
Moeller as he tried to get away from the sappers, "Don't shoot;: · ~'- 'Selgeant, on the left flank of Charlie Two. Specialist F.ourtb 
dQn't shoot." ; Class Robert W. Zoller was killed, and Smith and1he tbird man 
· Mendez dove to the left, leaving the enemy in full ~. _ in the position were wounded. 
again, but after almoSt shooting his team leada: iµ the ha~~ ~ . Smi~ teui6ed, keptscreaming to .Manthei for help.No way, 
Mtieller was too rattled to do anything but dock back down;;. - Manthei thought., hoping that Smith didn't think him a chicken
Luckily, the sappers bad also been unnerved by the comm<>;,,. _ Shit for not rushing headlong to his aid. There wasno way to get 
tion. and they scrambled back behind their log. They hea~ = over tbere without getting killed, though. If the sappei:s didn' t 
satchel charge toward Mendez, then charged down the bili:. - blow you away, your own guys would in the confusion. 
again, one of them slang with bags of satchel charges, theotbef~ · Instead, Manthei, Tarbuck. and Holthausen lobbed grenades 
armed with a folding-stock AK-50. ~~ ~ out in front of Smith's position to keep the enemy at bay. 

Mike Mueller, a 11aivc, dependable, BilJy Budd type wit.I!~~~ Meanwhile, things were starting to quiet down, most of the 
stammer that would put a smile on your face. had grown up op sappers having been killed during the first thii:ty intense min-
his siepfatber's homestead in Alaska. To win the Silver Stat, utes of battle, when the Cobras tinalJy ma'de it to Hill 902. To 
Mueller had leveled his M 16 at the onrushing sappers and, ~ mark the NV A infantrymen supporting the attack, Manthei 
membering bis training, raised bfa left index finger at the ~d: threw one hand flare directly down the hjll to the south and an-
ofthe barrel to give him something to guide on, because it~. other a.~ far as he could to the southwest, then got on the radio 
too dark to use the front s ights. Mueller dropped the sa~ to the gunships: uDump everything you got in a straight line 
wiJh the AK-50, then nailed lhc one with the satchel charges Ill from one flare to the other ... 
turn. The second sapper fell out of sight, screaming homl>I)'., · As the gunships made their passes, the fight on the bill drib-
and Mueller burned off a couple more magazines, trying I(!. bl.cd away to an occasional explosion, an occasional shout. 
shut him up. Able to talce the keening no more, Mueller finalij Sergeant Moyer, who hadn 't actually seen a single enemy sol-
exited his foxhole to finish the man off. He was shot almost im- dier, was still prone behind his log. He didn 't bear the satchel 
mediately in bis left leg- again, it felt like a bard-swung base- charge that landed next to him. As he discovered in the mom-
ball bat-by an enemy soldier who spotted him in the 6ate lng, his rucksack had absorbed most of the blast, but he ~'ti ll 
tight. Mueller re treated back to his hole, and Mendez crawled caught a lot of shrapnel in bis buttocks, and the explosion sent 
in with him. The bullet hole in Muelle r's upper thigh was the him tumbling down the hill. He instinctively kept a grip on his 
size of a quaner; when the shock wore ofT. his entire leg ~J 6. After he C?uld th.ink l>1raight ~gain through the roaring in 
throbbed so badly be could barely ID?ve. ~lie row:id ~d s~- his ears, ~ realized that be was lying on his stomach among 
tercd the compass in his ~et, sconog his leg with httle bill some ~.tunbs a~ut fifteen feet from the cover of his tog. His 
of metal, then ricocheted like a hot poker through the muscle legs d1dn t feel nght, and as he reached back to slap them 
from the ball joint of his hip to a point about six inches above awake he saw that the seat of his trousers was on fire. He fran-
his knee. He was bleeding badly. 6catly swan.xi out the little nickering flames, thinking not of 

The private battles continued. When Steve Manthei Qf 
Charlie One, in position with Tarbuck and Holthausen, heard 

being burned but being spoiled by the sappers. 
Moyer's heart was pounding. He bad lost rus helmet, be 

dido ' t have his ammo bandolicrs, he didn't have any grenades. 
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He remembered, though, that he had thumped a fresh magazi~: · Steele l~y lo"'. again ~til twilight, when he spotted three 
in his rifle j ust before the explosion. He tried to decide if~· ~·. felJow SuI'V!Vors Ill a position do ... wn the line to his right as the 
should crawl back to his Tog. The problem was that La)'n.es . sky beg3!1 to tum a neon gray. No fire had come from that fox-
Hammons 's gun team occupied the next position to the right ef-~ hole dunng the night, and Steele had assumed the three men 
the log. Moyer became convinced that if he moved, Harnmo ··~, '! ~ere to be casualties. They w.eie not. They were simply cher-
would shoot him full of holes in a case of mistaken identifi ·· _. pes- !eplaoements too scared. and confused to sbrt blasting 
tion. The hell with it, Moyer thought, feeling secure enoii" .. ,.away m the dark ,.· 
where he was. I'm just gonna wait here till daylight and · · £y When Steele sa"'. !hem in t.Jis:-·jlrst hazy light of the morning, 
\vhat happens. . ': ~Jie called to them, "I' m w9unded. Em._comin' over." 

· What happened wa5 that another tlare popped over4~' J:'; N'ot sure which ~idc 4el~· the hill but expecting the worst, 
catching an NV A in green fatigues as he moved up the slo~: "'J teele pulled the pm on .hi~, last _grenade and kept his haf!d 
a half, crouclr-his · AK-47 at the (eady-directly in front (i s~ppcd around the spoon as he. s!arted crawling toward the 
Moyer. The man was about-twenty feet away. M'oyer ins · · ., < foxhole. He was determined-:fhat if any sappers j umped hiru. 
cut loose on -semiautomatici.pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-pop-fJO. ' :~~ong the way, they' d be in fot ~big surprise wllen they rolled 
and the enemy soldier jerked backward four times as at I ' ~- his body over. · 
four rounds hit him·. You've got to stop shoolin', you foo -· To get to the foxhole, Steele had to get past a fit.lien tree. 
Moyer suddenly thought, -you ain' t got no more bullets. f1l t .There w~-n 't enough room to crawl under it, so he backed up, 
ceased firing. Everything was.quiet The NV A was nowhere - · got on his haunches, and dove over it As he did so a shot 
be seen, Moyer desperately wondered how many rounds· ,. ,'cracked out f!'Om behind. Instead.of hitting the meat of Steele's 
had left. He touched the dust cover of his weapon, ft w "· 1{ b~ttoc_ks, which would have been, a bad but not permanently 
closed, meaning there was ·a round in tbe chamber. G '.. - ~?Jsab~mg wound, the round went straight up his anus, destroy-
enough. He wasn't about to remove the magazine and ch~ ;:\ mg hts whole rectum, 
how many more rounds· it contained, afraid that the no.: . °W-' lt ~elt to ~tccle as though someone with a pointy-toed boot 
would reveal him to any other enemy so l~iers slinking alojr · b liacl k1c~ed him for all he ~as worth right in his anus. The pam 
the s lope. He stayed low. ft would b:e mommg soon enough-. :: \'fas so mtensc for one temblc sec-0nd that be was surprised he 

· ;111~n·t drop his grenade and blow himself up, but then every-
. In the bushed stillness that had fallen over the hill, ~ d tbmg went numb and be crawled on, furious that the cherries 

Steele could hear Vietnamese voices about twenty feet up from · weren' t layiog down some cover fire. Another round cracked 
where he lay next to his smashed poncho hootch. The sapper$ out. grazing his right knee. 
were talking loudly, as if they owned the hill. I gue5s they thin.le:" Steele finally reached the fox.bole, but it wasn't m uch of a 
they won the war and we're all dead, Steele mused bitterly. " hole, and for Steele to pul l himself in, one of the cherries bad to 
Though in considerable pain from his wounds, he pulled 1be '-' · get behind some other piece of cover. The petrified kid d id 50 
pin on a grenade, re!11oved tlie safety c lip, and crawled towar:ct.~- · ~nly reluctantly. _Steele held up his frag, meaning to ge t rid of 
the sappers, afraid that if he didn 't take care of them, they:' ~ ~ rt, but he was fadmg at that point and instead s lipped and let the 
would eventually take care of him. They were squatting !o- ' .,-spoon fl_y off. One of the new guys snatched the grenade and 
gether, apparently planning their next move. Steele quietly;·; : , . heaved 1t down the hill. Steele asked for a c igarette, then lay 
pulled the spoon off the fr.ig, let the grenade cook oll'..-one~- '· back m the hole, foe ltng relieved, almost safe. Tlui fast thing lie 
two, three-then tossed it into the group and scrambled bac remembered before passing out was turning to lbe cherries and 
down the hill as fast as he could manage. /'.> saying, " f quit." 
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* • • 
lt is impossible to know if any sappers ~pcd _th<!:~ 

ter before dawn. Four of them were definnely still ms1de !if 
daybreak. They tried to slip out the way the>: bad corm: ? i;:•. _ 
having waited too long, were silhouetted against the_ twil1 _ 
skyline as they started down from the top of the htll. ~ . · 
Mueller, rising up from his foxhole, squared . the sights of~ -
M 16 on the head of the first sapper, then emptied the rest o{~ 
magazine on the next one in line, leaving the'!1 both sprawl;. 

CHAPTER5 

Picking Up~:the Pieces 
dead on the hillside. The other two darted behind some deb. 
and Mueller' Jobbed two frags in that direction. The enemy SQ 
diers did not reappear. They were found later where : . 
grenades had gotten them, one of them SJ:!rawl~_atop an~ . 
launcher that was pointed toward Mueller s pos1t1ou. "" 

- . 

Th.e silence just before t\\<;light was so total that Sergeant 
i,{Oyer wondered whether be was the only man le ft alrve on the 
bill, although he knew that ·was impossible. When it got light 
enough, he made eye contact wrth Layne Hammons. Moyer 
held up two fingers and pointed to bis front Hammons·s assis
wit gunner. Chuck Damron, pulled the pins on two frdgs and, 
moving down to Moyer, scanned the jungle with hard eyes as 
he asked in a hard whisper, "Whatcha got?" 

"The last dink r seen was right there," Moyer answered, 
gesturing to the spot where be had. b lasted the now-missing 
NVA. 

Damron threw his grenades, then stayed with Moyer until 
the relief force began landing. Moyer checked how many 
rounds he had left- he had to know- and discovered that in 
addition to the one in the chamber he had only one more io the 
magazine. He turned loose of his M 16 as Damron helped him 
up the hill. They passed the bodies of numerous half-naked, 
charcoal-strealccd sappers along the way, and a dumbfounded 
Moyer realized for the first time that the enemy had been inside 
the perimeter with them. 

The top of the mountain had been secured shortly before the 
arrival of the relief force by Doc Cafferty, who, hearing shouts 
and screams from wounded men on Charlie Two's side of the 
hill. did what had to be done to get to them. The senior medic 
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rouoded up two guys from a nearby fox.hot they loolcej ~ the ~in mirncuJously ebbed away-and slapped the biggest 
scared to death, and he had the impression they'd played tur#:.C: · dressing he had over Steele's split-open anus. then told a new 
duriog the whole fight- and. barking at one to get on his rigij;_ fii. ~y .~0 stay with Steele and keep him talking, to make sure be 
the other his left to cover him, he nervously started up the qil · ~ didn t go mto shock . 
not trusting that his wide-eyed companions wouldn't freez~ · · . . " Where you from?" the cherry babbled encouragingly. 
th<:-y ran into trouble. ~ne of the wounded men screeching~- ·: '"Hang 111 .tf1.ere. · · ·You're doing gre-at. .. . You' re going 
pam was the sapper with the bags of satchel charges who .iillii13 . home, man. · 
been cut down earlier by Mike Mueller. There was a sihgt~ ·. Steele knew what the ch~ny was doing . .He had done it him
shot in the morning stillness that abruptly si lenced the enenli'.· : self for other wounded men m other firefiglits. He wasn' t lis
soldier , then Muel.Jer heard Cafferty sh.out, "Currabee .. " ~;-.w ~ tem.n~. Instead, he asked about the guys who had been at his 

The old regimental motto served as a catchall password.-· _position. . 
situations where friend could not be distinguished from fc ·'Sergeant Moyer's· doin' good," the cherry said. 
Mueller gave the obscene counterresponse with his distinc{ ) " Where's Toin'!" ~teelc k1,ew that Tom Herndon was dead 
stutter: "C-c-eilfl'ahee, m-m-mother-f-f-fuckcr." . . • ~I ·~~~ut wanted to see him one last time before he was medc-

"Alaska; is·that you'?" Cafferty shouted, hearing the st · ~ · ::,;vacked. . . ·' 
Mueller called back that it was, and Cafferty shouted,"' i"' ''Tor~{s fme,''. the new guy lied. "'He's o:ver there, he's 

up here and help me clear this hill." • okay- . 
'Tm w-w-wo~ded." "Bullshit How many pieces is be in?" · 
"We all are, man. Get up here." ,, Nearby, o~er troops "."ere stacking up lhe dead sappers. 
Cafferty and Mueller walked the entire hilltop at that po' · - "How m~y did we getJ' Steele asked angrily. " A lot." the 

methodicaUy shooting each sprawled-out NV A in the back~ef' ,· cherry said. The body cou~t was fifteen, not including the'nu-
his head. "To this day I regret having to do that,•• Caffi " .' mcrous blood trails leading down the hill. Against that 
wou.ld recali sadly, "but what was l going to do? I. didn't-«'.~' ' po'.11paoy C had one man, ~teve Jiarber, who was missing u; 
to walk by one who wasn't really dead and have him shoot ;_,, . l:~chon (M_JA), ~even killed m action (k lA), and six of;licially 
in the back.;' ' ·,~· .. _;wounded m achon (WIA). 

Bob Smoker threw unexploded satchel charges off the hiit ': Ca!Terty fom1d Dreher, the. senior radioman, sitting deaf, 
There were dozens of the one-pound blocks, and it didn 't~ wou.nded, and d~ aft~ having coordinated illwn and sup
ter with Smoker in the heat of the moment that any one of th~ port.mg fire~ while dodging satchel charges. Captain Hewitt 
could have exploded in his bands. Meanwhile, in the absenci:' ~ ~ ~carby L~ ~ mangled clump, both legs and one ann blown 
of anyone else able or willing to rake over. Doc Cafferty ~ off, h!s rcmammg l~b hanging on by a few strands of muscle. 
ized that he was the de facto commander of Charlie Com:pap.)', ."' , Seething at the stup1d1ty of the captain's death, sickened and 
Fra.ntic to get to the wounded, he first had to reestablish I"'·.' ·" ·" sad.dcn.cd by the waste, the se.uior medic wrapped Hewitt' s re-
perimeter. He spr~ad out th~ survivors to ~11 the empty r?: ,. 

0 
i,;-'lnams u~ a poncho. . , 

holes, then, grabbmg what few battle drcssmgs he saw lyw~ Movmg on, C:afferty also policed up Lenz and his good 
around in the de~ris, he started doing what be couJd fo~ ~ · buddy ~l~ Radchffe, wh.om he was stunned to find in the fox-
woundcd, ba.ndagmg those he had bandages for and orgaruztt1if h?le he had vacat~ dunng the light They had no heads- a 
litter teams to get them up to the LZ. P•~ of skull the s1z~ of a cupped hand was flopped down on 

Gary Steele dimly realized that six troopers were carrying one s ~ack-and their upper bodies were red and black mush, 
him up the hill in a poncho. Cafferty hit him with morphine-;;.::. cautcn1..ed by the heat of the RPG that ki lled them. Serg~-ant jH 
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Lenz was identified by the cutoffs he had worn during the i~ Charlie One and Two was shuttled to Ripcord. Lieb and 
cent battalion stand-down when the company was trucke;ii,""" Charlie Three were lifted out shortly before noon. Rodney 
down for an afternoon at Eagle Beach. the division' s R&j _ _- - Moore was the last man on the last Huey. The enemy mortar 
center on the South China Sea. He was still wearing the c~~,., was thumping again. The slick came to a hover several feet off 
under his fatigue trousers. . . -:ll'1£ the ground, and the four guys with Moore immediately hauled 

"It was the worst thing we'd ever seen,~ said Manthei oftOO:~·" themselves aboard. knowing that the pi lot bad no time to 
scene on the hilltop. "I remember this one black kid, be I~{ linger. Moore, terrified that be might be left behind, jumped to
He grabbed a machine gun and poured about ihree b~ ~-"· ward the skid with a surge of adrenaline and hit the metal with 
rounds into some dead gooks that were piled up on the~-~ -1:. one foot just as the pilot Started to Ii.ft off. Having turned as he 
side of th~ hill. We all consoled him, and told him it dob'.~. '-";: p~ himself up. be ~ed on his rear in the center of the 
mean nothin', you gotta move on, that we were gonna get aIL- _ cabm so that be was lookmg out the door as a mortar round ex
our boys and get the bell ouua there.~ . : ~ . ploded an instant later off 10 one side of the landing zone. 

Captain Lieb and Sergeant Burlcey's platoon, Charlie~ Ni Several more rounds landed on top of the smoky hill as the he
had departed Ripcord under mortar fire and were insened~ · licopter banked away. 
the LZ on 902 under ground fire. Burkey's people urgenjJf = 
farmed out across the hilltop. securing it, shocked at the de~ 
talion that had been wrought upon their buddies from the o_lhcr
platoons. "Some of the survivors had that thousand-yard~ 
said Si,>t. Fr.ink Bort, a squad leader in Charlie Three. "~ 
were devastated." · 

For all that, when Burkey t.ricd to mcdevac bis bu4c!y 
Cafferty, whose left arm hung limp and bloody, the medicsbal 
back, "No way, I'm not leavin' this hill till all my men are ~ti 
of here." 

Cafferty placed Hewitt 's remains inside one of the Huey§. 
When Steve l·larber's foot-filled j ungle boot was found, paq of 
Charlie Three pushed down the mountain, trying to find Jh.c 
rest of his body. There was no sign of the missing man. During 
the search, Sgt. Rodney G. Moore saw someone's brains splai-
tered against a tree. " I didn't know if it was from an American 
or a Vietnamese," he recaJled, adding that ··everyone was lip' 
tight because we knew the North Vietnamese had the hill ze.. 
rocd in, and the longer we stayed there the more likely it wa 
we were going to get mortared." 

Captain Lieb called in tac air when the mortaring begat\ 
Red smoke was popped, a warning to the pilots, as the Hueys 
landed for the Kl As and WI As. The wounded included sev~ 
guys who claimed to be deaf, so desperate were they to gettll 
the rear. After the casualties were evacuated, what was left iif 
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Glossary 

AA antiaircraft fire 
AOC assistant division commander 
AIT advanced individual training 
A.K-47 srandard communist 7.62mm automatic ri&; a ver-

sion with a folding metal stock wa.~ known as an AK-50 
AO area of operations 
ARA aerial rocket artillery 
Arc Light bombing mission by 13-52 Stratofortresses 
arfy artillery 
ARVN Army of the Rc..11ublic of Vietnam 
ASP ammunition supply point 

· · blivet rubberiud bag used for transporting ai1d storing fuel 
and water 

CA combat assault 
C&C command-and-control helicopter 
CARIS shortened, all-metal version of the Ml6 5.56mm au-

tomatic rifle 
C4 pla51ic explosives 
<:G commanding general 
Chinook nickname for the CH-47 trnnsport heltcopw 
CO commanding officer 
COOni nickname for the Al 1-1 G helicopter gunship 
CP command post 
CS tear gas 

'. 



xii Glossary 

DE R OS date eligible for return from overseas 
DISCOl\f Division Support Command 
div arty division artillery 
DMZ demilitarized zone 
00\V died of wounds 
EOD explosive ordnance disposal 
El pay grade for recruit private 
El pay grade for private 
EJ pay grade for p rivate 6rst class 
E4 pay grade for corpo ral or specialist fourth class 
E5 pay grade for sergeant or specialist fifth class 
}:6 pay grade for staff sergeant or specialist sixth class 
E7 pay grade for sergeant first class 
E8 pay grade for first sergeant or master sergeant 
E9 pay grade for sergeant major or command sergeant major 
FA field artillery 
FAC forward air contro ller 
FDC fire d irection center 
FO forward observer 
FSB fire-support ba~e 
Gl personnel officer at division or corps level 
G2 intelligence officer al division or corps level 
G3 operdtions o fficer at divis ion or corps level 
G4 logistics officer at division or corps level 
HE high explosive 
HBC Headquarters & Headquarters Company 
Huey nickname for the UH-I he licopter 
Intruder nickname for the A-4 all-weather jet 6ghter-

bomber 
JP4 aviation fuel 
KJA killed in action 
klick kilomct<.'f 
LAW light antitank weapon 
LNO liaison officer 
WR light observation he licopter 
LP listening post 
LRRP long-range reconnaissance patro l 
LZ landing zone 
MA mechanical ambush 

Glossary 

MAC V Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
MG macliinc gun · 
MlA missing in action 
M16 standard U.S. 5.56mm automatic rifle 
M60 standard U.S. 7.62mm light machine gun 
M79 standard U.S. 40mm grenade launcher 
M203 Ml6 rifle modified with 40mm grenade launcher 

under bartel 
NCO noncommissioned officer (pay grades E4 to E9) 
NDP l)ight defensive position 
NVA Nonh Vietnamese Army 
OCS Officer Candidate School at Fort Benning, Georgia 
OP observation post · · 
ops operations 
Phantom nickname for the F-4 j et 6ghter-bombcr 
PJO public information office 
POL petroleum-oil-lubricant 
PRC25 standard infantry radio 
PSP pierced steel planking 
R&R rest-and-recreation leave 
REMF rear-echelon motherfucker 
RIF reconnaissance in force 
ROTC Reserve Officer T raining Corps 
RPG rocket-propelled grenade 
RPO standard communist 7.62rnm machine gun 
RTO radiote lephone operator 
shake ' n bake nickname for gradua tes of the Noncommis-

sioned Officer Candida te School at Fort Benning, Georgia 
S I personnel officer at battalion or brigade level 
S2 inte lligence officer at battalion or brigade level 
S3 oper.itions officer at battalion or brigade level 
S4 logistics officer at banalion or brigade level 
SOI signal operating instructions 
SSI special s ignal intercept 
TOC tactical operations center 
USAF United States Air Force 
USARV United States Army Vietnam 
USMA United States Military Academy at West Po int, New 

York 
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xiv Glossary 

vc Vietcong 
WIA wounded in action 
WP white phosphorus 
XO executive officer · 
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