
Rapid Fire I: Activity in 
AO Due? 

By David C. Spencer 

P 
roject Rapid Fire (Detach­
ment B-36) had been run­
ning Operation RAPID 
FIRE I full blast since 5 
September 1967. We had 

been conducting recon and prisoner 
snatch missions using six-man recon 
teams, twenty-man hatchet teams, and 
various combinations of both. The 
team members were Special Forces 
soldiers from A-361 and A-362, 
Recondo qualified LRRPs from the 
U.S. Army's 1st, 9th, and 25th Divi­
sions, 11th Armored Cavalry Regi­
ment, 199th Light Infantry Brigade, 
and Cambodian Khmer Serai merce­
naries hired by Special Forces. 

In spite of our diversified make 
up, the unit was strictly U.S. Army 
and fell under the direct command of 
II Field Force. Our assigned mission 
was to provide intelligence on enemy 
activities in III Corps area directly to 
II Field Force and to those American 
units operating within III Corps mili­
tary region. 

One of those American units, the 
25th Division, sent down a request to 
B-36 for a special reconnaissance in 
RZ (recon zone) I-99 to search the 
high ground overlooking the Saigon 
River. The VChadrecently launched 
a number of 140mm rocket attacks 
against the 25th's base camp at Tay 
Ninh, and the division's G2 was al­
most certain that the rockets were 
being launched from this specific 
area. They needed a recon team to go 
in on the ground to confirm this. 

It was a "hurry up" operation, the 
kind that always makes you wonder 
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L to A: Sgt. David Spencer, Sp/4 John Coppenger, PFC Patrick Wesson. 
(Bill Miller collection) 

if you've touched all the bases. When 
the mission was assigned to SSgt. 
Dallas Pridemore, he went shopping 
for the best recon team he could put 
together. 

He called me into the TOC for a 
conference on 14 September. As 
usual the place was a beehive of 
activity. 

"I need an assistant team leader 
for a recon mission, and I was told 
you're a good man," he said getting 
right down to cases. 

I didn't bother to ask who had told 
him that because I knew that he was 
just trying to put me at ease. I had 
been going out as an assistant team 
leader on hatchet missions under 
Special Forces sergeant Frank Polk, 

and some of those mission had got­
ten a little "hairy" when the VC we 
were attempting to ambush decided 
to counterattack. Once we managed 
to get pinned down in a crossfire in 
an enemy base camp. I was no 
stranger to combat, and Pridemore 
knew it. But Frank Polk had been 
medevaced a few days earlier and I 
was looking for a change of pace. A 
nice quiet recon might be just the 
thing. 

Seeing that I was more than inter­
ested, Pridemore went on, "Wesson, 
Miller, and two Cambodes, Song and 
the one they call Old Man are already 
on the team." 

Polk and I had served with all of 
them on hatchet team operations. 

SEPTEMBER/OCTOBER 1996 



Wesson was a nineteen year old kid 
going on thirty; Miller, a year younger 
than Wesson, was still a teenager in 
spirit. The two Cam bodes were older 
than average for the type of unit we 
ran. The Old Man and the other one, 
who I had dubbed "Big Cowboy", 
were loyal and totally dependable. I 
felt a lot better knowing that I had 
worked with everyone on the team 
with the exception of Pridemore. 

"All right," I announced. 

It was a "hurry up" 
operation, the kind that 
always makes you wonder 
if you've touched all the 
bases. 

"Good! Now help me plot some 
artillery points," he asked, and turned 
to retrieve his map. An artillery point 
is a map reference in an area of opera­
tion that can be pre-plotted as an 
immediate target for an artillery mis­
sion which can be fired accurately 
and without delay or adjustment. 
After studying the map we decided 
on a trail junction, a loop in a creek, 
and the intersection of two grid lines. 

"Meet me at the helipad at 1400 
for an overflight," he said as he turned 
and walked out of the TOC. 
Pridemore was all business, prefer­
ring to save the chit chat for after the 
mission. 

The overflight high above War 
Zone C was routine, but it showed 
that our RZ was heavily wooded with 
a single LZ (landing zone) in the area 
where we wanted to insert. This 
meant that we would likely have a 
VC LZ watcher picking us up on the 
infil, who would, in turn, have some­
one dogging our every move as we 
began our patrol. 

When we returned from the over­
flight I stopped by the club and found 
Wesson and Miller already swilling a 
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little beer. 
"Don't get too happy tonight, since 

we're going out before dawn," I 
warned, hoping to cause a little an­
guish on their grinning faces. 

"We know," Wesson announced, 
beaming. "We volunteered as soon 
as we found out you were on the 
team." 

I nodded and told Wesson once 
more to go light on the happy juice, 
then left to find Pridemore and go 
over the mission withhirn. The Viet­
namese called the area we were go­
ing into, "AO Due". The 25th Divi­
sion had already been in there several 
times looking for the rocket sites 
themselves, but had found nothing. 
Now they wanted us to have a go at it. 

After the two of us had finished 
laying out the details of the mission, 
I left to check my equipment and that 
of our two Cambodes. Satisfied that 
the three of us were ready, I tracked 
down Wesson and Miller and found 
them eating dinner at the Air Force 
mess hall. When they were done we 
returned to their hootch where I 
checked their gear, then told them to 
turn in early. Wonder of wonders, 
they listened! 

It was chilly on the helipad the 
next morning. Pridemore gave us a 
last minute check for ammo, gre­
nades, compasses, marker panels, and 
maps. Satisfied that we had all of our 
gear, he made us take the "bounce" 
test to determine if anything rattled. 
Then with our flop hats stuffed in our 
pockets, we boarded the helicopter 
and flew north. 

The pilot signaled Pridemore that 
we were nearing the LZ. Leaning 
out, I could see it just ahead, appear­
ing rather ominous in the early morn­
ing light. 

Glancing over my shoulder, I no- . 
ticed the gloved thumbs of the door 
gunner nervously tapping a rhythm 
on the spade grips of his M-60 as he 
scanned the jungle below and out­
board. I scanned the rest of my team 
and saw that none of them were smil-

ing. No one did going in. 
The helicopter banked sharply and 

lost altitude until it was hovering 
over the clearing. We spilled out in 
seconds and sprinted into the nearby 
treeline. The Huey was gone by the 
time we reached the cover of the 
trees, and we were alone-we hoped. 
Watching and listening, we crouched 
at the jungle's edge. I kept my eyes 
as much on the Old Man as I did on 
the jungle, knowing that he was a 
barometer of the enemy's presence. 

I need an assistant team 
leader for a recon mission, 
and I was told you 're a good 
man. 

Finally, Pridemore grew satisfied 
that we had gotten in undetected and 
he reported to the TOC that we were 
down, healthy and not in contact. 
After the sitrep we moved out quickly. 
Big Cowboy was on point with Miller 
walking his slack. Pridemore was 
next, followed by Old Man with the 
PRC-25 radio, Wesson, and me in 
the tail gunner position. We pa­
trolled silently through the morning 
chill, alert for any sign of the enemy. 

We moved about seventy meters 
when Big Cowboy and Old Man be­
gan hissing and motioning for us to 
drop into a crouch. We went down 
facing out around the clock and 
waited, listening and watching. 
Something had alerted the Cambodes, 
and it was enough to make book on 
that there were enemy soldiers in the 
area. 

Withinsecondstwomenappeared 
from the direction of the LZ, crossing 
our backtrail while moving diago­
nally from our right rear toward our 
left front. They were about fifty 
meters away and moving fast, almost 
as if they had a purpose. We watched 
as they passed through the jungle, 
sometimes passing from view only 
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L to R: Unknown Cambodian, Unknown Cambodian, PFC Bill Miller, Song 
(Big Cowboy) (Bill Miller collection) 

to reappear again seconds later. Fi­
nally, they disappeared altogether. 

As we silently rose to continue our 
patrol, Old Man looked back at me 
and mouthed 'VC', as he pointed in 
the direction the two men had gone. 
Then he repeated this as he pointed 
back towards the LZ. The message 
was clear-VC in front of us and 
behind us, too. Just great! 

We moved slowly and cautiously 
for nearly two hours when Old Man 
informed us by sign language that we 
were still being followed by a single 
man. I got the impression that the 
VC was close, but staying out of 
sight. We paused, taking a hurried 
conference to determine our next 
course of action. It was decided that 
I would hang back to see if our trailer 
would walk into me. 

I lay down in the brush next to the 
slight trail we had made moving 
through the jungle and waited. Fif­
teen minutes later, with nothing to 
show for my time but a few insect 
bites, I gave up and eased silently 
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back along the team's trail until I 
found myself looking down the bar­
rels of five M-16s and ten squinting 
eyes, that relaxed when they saw it 
was me. 

Old Man was certain that the LZ 
watcher was still back there, and I 
believed him. Even though I was 
sure that he hadn't spotted me, he 
must have known that I was there 
somewhere and played it safe, hold­
ing back. We waited together for 
awhile, hoping that he would move 
up, but both Big Cowboy and Old 
Man soon told us with signs and 
pidgin English that the enemy soldier 
was not closing in on us. 

We gave up and began mdving 
again, traversing ground that was not 
crisscrossed with trails like other ar­
eas of War Zone C. Our recon zone 
seemed totally devoid of any sign of 
enemy activity, even though we knew 
we were not alone. 

Just before noon we came to a 
good-sized stream. It was about fifty 
feet wide with high, steep mud banks. 

The near bank and part of the far one 
were covered with dense bamboo 
thickets. Much of the bamboo had 
toppled into the stream. 

Something had alerted the 
Cambodes, and it was 
enough to make book on 
that there were enemy 
soldiers in the area. 

We had been ordered to patrol 
through the area on a one hundred 
thirty degree azimuth. The stream 
lay across our patrol route, and would 
have to be crossed. As the rest of the 
team covered them, Big Cowboy and 
Miller waded through the sluggish . 
current to the opposite shore, strug­
gling to get through the fallen bam­
boo. 

Pridemore and Old Man followed 
them across while I guarded our 
backtrail and Wesson watched the 
flanks. After the first four safely 
reached the far side, Pridemore mo­
tioned for Wesson and me to come 
across. When I looked at Wesson he 
nodded for me to go first. 

The water was surprisingly cold. I 
could feel myself shrivel as I probed 
through the fallen bamboo with my 
feet. The water gradually deepened 
until it was nearly up to my chest. 
Behind me Wesson had also begun 
to cross. Suddenly, he began to have 
difficulty maneuvering through the 
fallen bamboo, and soon he was stuck. 
When I turned back to help him he 
whispered for me to go on. 

"That's not the way it works," I 
muttered as I slowly worked my way 
back to him. 

Maybe he didn't want me coming 
to his rescue, but it didn't keep him 
from taking my hand when I ex -
tended it. That was all the help he 
needed to extricate himself, some­
one to help him stay balanced while 
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he pulled himself loose. We made it 
safely to the far shore without any 
more complications. 

With the team together again, 
Pridemore signaled for Wesson to 
watch our right flank where the stream 
formed a bend and disappeared from 
sight. Big Cowboy faced to our front 
while Miller pulled security on the 
left flank. While Pridemore radioed 
a sitrep in to the TOC, I turned to 
watch the far side of the stream with 
Old Man watching over my shoul­
der. 

Slugs slamming loudly into 
my tree brought an instant 
response as I brought my 
M-16 into play, only to 

· discover that the selector 
switch was jammed. 

A short while later, Pridemore fin­
ished his commo and turned and whis­
pered for us to eat. I pulled a freeze 
dried LRRP ration from my pack and 
added enough water to the main course 
to rehydrate it. Waiting for the meal to 
become palatable I continued to ob­
serve the far side of the stream with one 
eye while the other scanned the re­
maining contents of the meal. Observ­
ing my lack of total concentration, Old 
Man hissed at me. He poked his temple 
with a finger, muttering something 
about "VC" and motioning for me to 
slide over until a large tree was be­
tween me and our backtrail. That 
seemed to satisfy him, but I couldn't 
see anything without rolling around 
and poking my head out from behind 
the tree. I couldn't help but notice Old 
Man staring down our back trail with a 
perplexed expression on his face. 

"What ya got there, Davey?" 
Wesson whispered. Sliding over be­
hind the tree had put me within his 
view, and he soon spotted the ration 
candy bar I was holding. 
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"Vanilla cream bar," I answered, 
grinning at him. I was just beginning to 
unwrap it to offer him half, when his 
expression suddenly changed. 

"If you 're not going to share it, then 
screw you," he mumbled and turned 
back to watch his area of responsibil­
ity. 

'Okay,guy. Yousnooze,youlose!' 
I finished off the candy bar myself, 
then picked up my main course bag. 
Everyone seemed to be dividing their 
attention between eating and observ­
ing, except Old Man who continued to 
stare silently across the river. I held out 
my LRRP ration to him, but he only 
smiled that tight smile of his, squinted 
his dark eyes, and shook his head 'no' . 

Undaunted by his actions, I joyfully 
ate what turned out to be a chicken and 
rice meal. At the same time, between 
bites, I stuck my head out from behind 
the tree to observe the far side of the 
river. Old Man was soon nibbling on 
some kind of cigar-shaped sausage he 
had dug up from his indigenous ra­
tions, but his full concentration was 
still in keeping our backtrail under 
close observation. 

Just about everyone had finished 
eating when I spotted Old Man's eyes 
widen a little. He jumped to his feet 
and thrust past me firing a long burst 
across the river, the entire time cursing 
in Cambodian. Slugs slamming loudly 
into my tree brought an instant re­
sponse as I broughtmy M-16intoplay, 
only to discover that the selector switch 
was jammed. 

I was busy using a spare magazine 
to bang the selector switch to the "fire" 
position when we began taking rounds 
from our front, too. Big Cowboy and 
Pridemore beganhosing down the bam­
boo with automatic fire as Pridemore 
yelled for Old Man to bring up the 
radio. 

Rolling on his side and reaching 
back toward the team leader, Old Man 
held out the handset. Pridemore, lay­
ing flat on the ground, called in the 
contact. Big Cowboy and Miller con­
tinued to chop up the bamboo in front 

of the team as Wesson began to fire 
across the creek to my right. 

Rolling around to where I could 
better view the backtrail, I attempted to 
give Old Man and Pridemore a little 
covering fire. Crack whack. .. crack 
whack, someone put a couple of rounds 
into the tree just above my head. Old 
Man blasted back at them yacking at 
me in Cambodian at the ~ame time. 

TheMaguirerigdroppedinto 
our position with the sudden 
impact of a fat lady crashing 
through a skylight. 

I rolled completely over and came 
up with my head poking out from the 
opposite side of the tree. Seeing shad­
owy figures on the far bank, I opened 
up again firing as the figures fled west 
along the stream. Old Man was still 
probing our back trail with searching 
fire. 

"We're going to Maguire rig out," 
Pridemore shouted after smacking my 
leg to get my attention. "You go first." 

"WessonandMillershouldgofirst," 
I argued. 

Shaking his head 'no', Pridemore 
stated, "You and Wesson go first." 

I knew it wouldn't do any good to 
argue, so I nodded. 

"Pop smoke!" he yelled at me. I 
pulled the pin and pitched a yellow 
smoke along our backtrail. Soon, an 
ocher cloud was billowing around us 
in a dense fog, held in close to the 
ground by the dense bamboo. 

The extraction pilot identified yel­
low smoke, then moved in to hover 
directly over us. The Maguire rig 
dropped into our position with the sud­
den impact of a fat lady crashing 
through a skylight. With a thud it hit 
the ground right next to us. 

"Wesson," I screamed over the 
sounds of battle and the roar of the 
Huey's engine. He crawled over and 
sat in one of the looped cargo straps 
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The Cambodian mercenary known to 
author as Old Man or Papa San. (Bill 
Miller collection) 

that served as makeshift seats, as I tried 
to untangle the ropes. They were 
snarled in a knot just above the loops. 

Pridemore, Miller and the two 
Cambodes were trying to hold back 
the VC as I worked quickly to free the 
ropes. I was forced to stand erect to 
untie the knot, ignoring the bullets that 
werecrackingpastmyears. Partofme 
waited for the one that wasn't going to 
go by. 

Above us, our bellyman, Wal 
Handwerk, was screaming for us to 
stand back while he cut the ropes free, 
but we couldn't hear him. The heli­
copter was under intense ground fire. 
Suddenly, the Huey began taking hits, 
forcing Handwerk to cut the ropes. 
They dropped to the ground, tangling 
me like a kitten with a ball of yarn. 

"What happened?" I shouted after 
I struggled free. 

"We have to get to an LZ," 
Pridemore said pointing roughly to­
ward thesouthwest. "You'reonpoint," 
he added, looking directly at me. He 
had one of those ' ... and don't let me 
down' looks on his face. 

I suppressed a sudden urge to tell 
him that my insurance was no better 
than his, realizing that it was part of the 
job. 

I flipped open my compass to check 
the azimuth. It led right across the 
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bendin the stream. Yelling for Wesson 
to follow me I slid down the steep bank 
into the water. 

As I waded away from the shore I 
sensed that Wesson was still on the 
bank. Old Man and Pridemore were 
behind him. Miller and Big Cowboy 
were still hosing down the bamboo as 
they guarded what had now become 
our rear. 

I was forced to stand erect to 
untie the knot, ignoring the 
bullets that were cracking past 
my ears. 

Suddenly, I was slammed back into 
the bank of the stream I had just slid 
down. Water was raining down on me. 
There was a heavy pressure against my 
ear drums like I was submerged deep 
under water. It must have been a 
grenade that had gone off to my front. 
I must have waded right into it. 

I guess I went on auto pilot after that. 
I was soon wading back out into the 
stream. I noticed the small waterspouts 
that erupted on my right, but failed to 
realize their significance. Then I spot­
ted the muzzle flash on the far bank like 
a candle flickering in the jungle. In­
stinctively, I fired back. 

Old Man and Wesson were also 
blasting into the bamboo on the far side 
of the stream. A crumpled form de­
tached itself from the cover of the 
opposite shore and slid into the water. 
It must have been the body of a dead 
VC, butl failed to identify it at the time. 

I continued to wade across the stream 
untillreachedthefarbankandcrawled 
up on the shore. I was still taking fire, 
and began to give it back as I climbed 
the slope and fought my way through 
the thick bamboo. At the top I broke 
out into a large clearing. I turned to 
cover the area to the southeast as the 
others began to climb the bank. I 
caught a glimpse of tiger stripe camou­
flage, thenBig Cowboy began blasting 

and it was gone. 
We retreated to the center of the 

clearing, firing into the treeline all 
around us. Guiding on the yellow 
smoke from our grenade, helicopter 
gunships began to chew the area sur­
rounding the clearing to a pulp. Under 
coverofthegunshipsourslickdropped 
in and we were aboard heading for 
home and our TOC. 

Our debriefing was short lived since 
we hadn't located the rocket launching 
site. Afterwards, I limped off to get my 
leg looked at. Somehow or another I 
had put a deep gash in it during our 
fight in AO Due. 

As the Cambodian medic probed, 
cleaned and bandaged the wound, he 
mentioned something about splinters. 
I didn' t understand what he meant for 
almost a year. By then I had been out 
of the service for nearly eight months. 
I had developed a boil-like lump on my 
left shin too sensitive to touch. One 
morning I woke to discover that during 
the night the lump had given birth to a 
tiny pieceof ironaboutthesizeof a nail 
clipping. I kept it for years as a souve­
nir until it became misplaced some­
where. 

I know that it was a strange souve­
nir, but Vietnam was a strange place 
and a strange time. It developed un­
usual attitudes in most of us, and, to a 
greater or lesser extent, it made those 
of us who served there unusual men. 
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