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MEMORIES

By Tom Waterbury

1t was August 13. 1994. We were
attending my son's graduation from Army
Infantry boot camp at Ft. Benning, Georgia.
Twenty-five years earlier, after completing
OCS and Airborne training, [ had been
stationed there at the Infantry School on main
post. As a young second licutenant, I was
waiting for the inevitable orders for Vietnam.
My wife Anita and I both knew Vietnam
would be my next assignment. Little did [
know that twenty-five years later I would be
back at Fort Benning as a civilian with
memories as fresh as yesterday. Secing the
young soldiers sparked many memories, but
my concerns then were for my son and not
myself. I hoped his training would go
untested. However, | was sure he was better
trained than the soldiers from my period, and |
knew if the time came, he would do his duty as
I did mine and my father did his.

On August 13, 1969, Anita and | left Ft.
Benning and headed to Ashland, Kentucky,
for a thirty-day leave. My orders for Vietnam
had come through. My report date was the
12th of September, but I wasn't to go directly
to Vietnam. My orders had me TDY
(temporary duty) to Panama to attend Jungle
Expert School for two weeks. After Panama I
headed to Travis Air Force Base in California
for a chartered flight to Vietnam on the Flying
Tigers airline.

1t was a long flight but many of my OCS
classmates were there with me. There were
over two hundred second lieutenants on that
plane and fifty or so enlisted men. None of us
knew what to expect. I am sure we all
wondered who would live and who would die
during the next vear. For many that would be
a one-way ride. The only question was which
ones.

Personally, I had never questioned the
legality of the war. To fight for one’s country
was something you did with pride and without
question. Smarter men than I had made the
decision to go to Vietnam. Being an
American, it was my responsibility to do what
my country asked me to do. The biggest fear I
had was being responsible for so many young
men. There I was, a second lieutenant with no
combat experience, going to Vietnam to take
charge of a light infantry rifle platoon.

The plane landed at the Ben Hoa Air Force
Base just outside Saigon. When I walked off
the plane, a wall of heat engulfed me. It was
awful. As we approached the metal hangers,
we could see a large group of soldiers. They
were waiting to go home. The men standing
on the runway were laughing and yelling
“Short!” “Going home!” and ~“Welcome to
‘Nam.” One thing was for sure - | could tell
that they were anxious to get on the plane.

Another thing 1 noticed was that they looked
aged bevond their vears, much older than the
nineteen and twenty Vears that most of them
were.

We were all assigned to the 90th
Replacement Center to await our permanent
assignments. There we filled out our “dream
sheet,” a list of the units that we preferred. |
listed the 173rd Airborne first because they
were on jump status which would have meant
$110 extra a month. My second choice was
the 1st Air Cav because they didn't have to
walk very much. My third choice was the
101st Airborne for no particular reason. Of
course, the Army assigned me to the Americal
Division and several of us were flown by C-
130's to Chu Lai where we were given a
week s training and again asked to fill out a
dream sheet for which of the three brigades we
wanted. My first choice was the 198th
Brigade because they were stationed around
Chu Lai and appeared to have the lightest
fighting. Next I put the 196th Brigade
because the other brigade, the 11th, always
had the most casualties. I was assigned to the
[ 1th Brigade.

LT Stephens, LT Hardy, five other
lieutenants and I caught a C-130 to Duc Pho
where the 11th Brigade headquarters was
located. Brigade personnel asked which
battalion | wanted to be assigned to. At that
point I said, "Put me wherever you want to.
I'm not filling out anymore dream sheets!"
Stephens and I were assigned to Delta
Company 1/20 and Hardy to Alpha Company.
We were all driven in a jeep to the battalion
area. Because of his four deuce (4.2) mortar
training, Hardy was reassigned within a week
to Echo Company as the 4.2 mortar platoon
leader.

After being dropped off in the battalion
area, Stephens and I located the company
building and went inside. The only people
there were the XO and the company clerk who
immediately started telling us war stories.
They must have felt some perverse pleasure in
trying to scare the new guys.

[ was leaning against the First Sergeant’s
desk when a big black man walked in the door
and bellowed, "Licutenant, don't sit on my
desk!" That was my first encounter with First
Sergeant Erskin Wade. He told me the
company was on stand down and would be
back in the morning. After filling out all the
company forms, First Sergeant Wade took me
to supply to get my equipment (M-16,
rucksack, ammo, etc.). Ihad been in country
over a week and had finally gotten a weapon.
I had been expecting to be issued a weapon
ever since landing at Ben Hoa, and the lack of
one had weighed heavily on my mind for the
past week. Ididn’t mind being in Vietnam so
much, but I did want to be able to protect
myself.

The next day the company returned in
duce-and-a-half’s from Chu Lai. It was
organized chaos. Boxes, C-rations, and ammo
were everywhere. Evervone was packing his
rucksack. The company commander, Captain
Holmes, came over and introduced himself.
He was surprised to have two new licutenants.
He told me to go with LT Duke and the 3rd
platoon, while Stephens was assigned to the
Ist platoon. It was short and sweet. We
didn't even get a “Wclcome to Vietnam.”
Duke showed me where to get C-rations and
where to fill my canteens. Within the hour we
were sitting beside Highway One waiting for
choppers. LT Duke explained that our
mission was to look for an NVA hospital that
was supposed to be underground somewhere
in the foothills.

That was my first mission but [ wasn't in
charge. My job was just to tag along and sec
how things were done. Third platoon was so
disorganized and undisciplined that I was
really concerned about their combat readiness.
I knew right away that several things would
have to change, but I also knew | couldn't
change them overnight.

The choppers finally picked us up. I had
no idea where we were headed, but it was a
big thrill to finally be in combat after two
years of training, [ was anxious. On this
mission I was just another soldier. I had no
command responsibility. I would rather have
been in command. That was what [ had been
trained for. I could tell that Duke’s ROTC
training hadn’t prepared him very well to be a
small unit commander. Another factor
working against him was that he had only
been there about a month and hadn’t had
enough time to turn this platoon around.

Our choppers headed down and hovered
over the tall elephant grass. We stepped out
onto the skids and jumped to the ground. I
couldn’t belicve how tall that grass was. Even
though the top of the grass was touching the
body of the chopper, when we jumped we fell
several feet to the ground. It was a free fire
zone which meant anyone there who wasn’t
one of us was a bad guy and we could shoot
without question. The only living things we
saw were a couple of small deer and lots of
birds. It didn’t feel like a combat zone but [
knew the VC were there. All day long [
expected to be ambushed.

We searched the area for the hospital to no
avail. That night we set up in an NDP (night
defensive position). The other men were
relaxed but I don’t think I slept at all that
night. It was my first night in the field, and
my adrenaline was pumping. | didn’t feel
safe; I didn’t know what was going on or what
to expect. All the training in the world can
prepare you for combat, but no one can teach
vou to deal with the emotions you feel once
you are really there.
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couldn’t send anyone up as they were taking small arms fire from
that direction.

02:51 LNO 1/46 (RTO) reported that his location (1/46 BTOC)
was on fire and they were abandoning the structure. Contact lost
with LNO 1/46.

02:54  FDO 3/82 called FDC 3/16: reference delay in firing from
C 3/16. 3/16 FDO stated that data had been passed to the battery
and the delay was from that location (Pleasantville).

03:00  Radio contact reestablished with LZ Mary Ann through
relay at LZ Mildred (Method 46).

03:10  The 155°s at LZ Pleasantville fired their first round of
illumination for LZ Mary Ann.

03:15  Aircraft requested checkfire so that they could go into the
LZ. Checkfire denied by FDO 3/82 (AES). Aircraft were given air
data. Aircraft then stated that they could not locate Mary Ann and
requested the illumination be continued to guide them in.

03:20  MAJ Godwin, S-3 3/82 was briefed on the situation by the
FDO 3/82.

03:25  Checkfired HE for gunships and dustoff.

03:53  Received a report that mortar fire was coming from
vicinity 9698 grid square, processed fire mission (AES) on grids
965985 and 962982. 04:00 LNO 1/46 (RTO) reestablished
communications with LZ Mildred.

04:10  Checkfire for dustofls.

04:15 LNO 1/46 (RTO) reported attack had ended at 04:05, 1/46
BTOC destroyed, 155 howitzer positions destroyed and burning,.
estimated 10 KIA and 40 WIA, requested as many dustoffs as
available.

05:00  Checkfire lifted, grids processed for FM’s on suspected
evasion routes by 105, 155, 8inch and 175s.

06:30  Briefed LT Hary about the night’s actions. Estimated 33 -
Killed and 77 wounded of the approximately 250 American men on
LZ Mary Ann. All officers killed or wounded. Relieved as FDO by
LT Hary

Glossary:

AES- The initials of the Fire Direction Officer. They accompanied
authorization and orders to fire. All consequences of the order
whether good or bad were the were the responsibility of the FDO.
In the extract, only those instances where the calls were subject to
controversy or were otherwise near the limits of authority under the
rules of engagement are noted. All authorities and orders issued by
the FDO- were also noted in mission logs.

Battery- An artillery unit, usually with six howitzers with the
mission of direct artillery fire support of an infantry battalion. Led
by the battery Commander.

BN- Battalion, a military unit that consists of several (3-5)
companies batteries.

Company- An infantry unit consisting of several platoons, about 144
men. Led by the company commander.

CPT- Captain

CS- Tear Gas.

Direct- Wire line (like a telephone) as opposed to radio.

Dustoff- Helicopter used to evacuate the wounded.

FA- Field Artillery.

FM- Fire Mission, a request to attack a target with artillery.

FDC- Fire Direction Center, the command center of an artillery
unit. It is where all fire missions are processed, coordinated and
cleared for execution.

FDO- Fire Direction Officer, artillery officer in charge of FDC.
FDO 1/16- FDO 1/16 artillery was the fire direction officer in
charge of a 155mm howitzer battalion whose mission was to
reinforce 3/82 artillery. 1/16 had artillery batteries on [.Z Mary Ann
and LZ Pleasantville.
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FDO 3/82- FDO 3/82 was the fire direction officer in charge of all
artillery fires between the South China Sea and Laos in an area of
Southern | Corps that was the Area of Operations (AO) of the 196th
Infantry Brigade of the Americal (23rd Infantry Division). Combat
operations in this AO were usually conducted against the North
Vietnamese Army’s 2nd Division and its 324B Division. The 3/82
artillery was made up of four batteries of 105Smm howitzers. The
FDO could also call on other artillery battalions with 155mm. 8inch
and 175mm guns for reinforcement.

FD net- Radio frequency where artillery fire direction was
coordinated.

B/1/14- Bravo one one four ( B battery, 1st Battalion, 14th
Regiment) had been located on Mary Ann but had been removed to
LZ Mildred a few days earlier at the reccommendation of CPT States
who felt the fire base was not defensible. This action not only
removed B/1/14 from a position of great risk but put it in a position
to defend Mary Ann.

FSE- Fire Support Element. the operations center at Division
Atrtillery Headquarters.

Fire Base- Where the artillery is located. Usually co-located with
an infantry battalion headquarters and surrounded by barbed wire
and mines.

Gunship- Helicopter armed with mini-guns and rockets. Airborne
Artillery.

Illumination- Artillery rounds that eject parachute flares used to
light up an area. After the flares are ejected the artillery round
continues on to impact. Its impact location (grid) must be plotted to
avoid impact in a friendly area.

LNO- Liaison Officer. In this case. the artillery officer located at the
infantry battalion tactical operations center (BTOC) that coordinates
the actions of the infantry and the artillery.

LNO 1/46- The artillery liaison officer with first of the forty sixth
infantry battalion.

Method 46- Radio call-sign of the battery commander of B/1/14
artillery, the 105 mm battery on LZ Mildred.

Oncalls- Preplanned fire missions. usually defensive targets around
the perimeter of a friendly unit.

LZ- Landing Zone. LZ Mary Ann was a fire base located on a ridge
line deep in the jungle and mountains southwest of DaNang, It was
the field headquarters (Battalion Tactical Operations Center or
BTOC) of the First Battalion of the Forty-sixth Infantry Regiment or
1/46 infantry ( pronounced one four six infantry or first of the forty
sixth infantry). - Mary Ann also the location of C battery 1/16 Field
Artillery, a 155mm howitzer battery and an South Vietnamese
artillery battery.

LT- Lieutenant

S-3-  Operations Officer

RTO- Radio Telephone Operator. The soldier that actually carries
the radio. With his antenna, he makes a good target.

Americal Division News Sheet February 5, 1969

The AK-47 assault rifle was the basic individual weapon of the
Soviet Army until the introduction of the 7.62mm assault rifle
around 1958. Copies of the AK-47 are in use by most of the
Communist countries and by the North Vietnamese Army and Viet
Cong units in South Vietnam. The AK-47 assault rifle was adopted
by the U.S.S.R. for it forces in 1947,

The rear sight is adjustable from 100 to 800 meters in 100-meter
increments, and has a battle sight setting for 250 meters. 7.62mm.
air-cooled, gas-operated, magazine-fed, automatic or semi-auto-
matic shoulder or hip weapon. 30 round capacity magazine. Over-
all length 34.2 inches. Weight: (loaded) 10.6pounds. 400 meters
maximum effective firing range. Rate of fire: (semiautomatic) 40
rds/min. (automatic) 100 rds/min. Muzzle velocity - 710 meters/sec.
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