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l 1TRO BLE 
Two Special Forces recon teams were 

pinned down by the Viet Cong, but only 
one could be extracted. A terrible 

decision had to be made. 

By David C. Sj)encer 

Minh Thanh was a village surrounded by rows and rnws of 
rubber trees. A U.S. Army Special Forces A-team camp 
had been built nearby in the shadLJw of the trees. Beyond 
the endless acres of nabber trees to the north and cast was 

forest. To the west and south the forest gave way to open, grassy 
areas interspersed with small clumps of brush. 

Those grassy areas were dangerously deceptive. Although they 
lcx1ked flat, they were rippled with holes and gullies, and the grass 
varied from knee high to head high. On closer impcction, the clumps 
of brush tumcd out to be dense groves of stunted trees and brush. 

TI1osc fields could hide an army. In the summer and fall of 1967, 
rumors and intelligence reports placed the 27 lst Viet Cong (VC) 
Regiment in the area around Minh TI1anh. In mid-October 1967, 
the 2nd Battalion, 28th Infantry, of the U.S. 1st Infantry Division 
began sweeping the area. It did not take the infantrymen long to 
confirm the reports. Very soon the American forces were in pur­
suit of a number of retreating VC. But then, in a vicious hard<.> that 
might have been an ambush or just a chance encounter, several 
rifle companies as well as the battalion command group of rhe 2nd 
battali1111, including the headquarters comp;iny, were badly mauled. 

Among the dead were Lt. Col. Terry de la Mesa Allen, rht• son 
of the 1st Division's commander during Wurld War 11, and Mainr . 
Donald W. Hcllcder, a West Point graduate who had been an All­
Amcrican football hero. Also killed were a lot of young men who 
had never played college frxxball and would never have the chance 
(sec "TI1c Battle of Ong Thanh," by Brig. Gen. James E. Shelton, 
in the August 1994 Vietnam) . 

The roar of battle had barely died away when the soldiers 1)( 
the 27 lst cased back into their hiding places in the woods and 
grass. Patrols from the Special Forces camp and the 1st Infantry 
Division Wl're unable to find them. TI1ey S<.'emcd to haw vanishl·,I. 

A special reconnaissance unit was called in ro check out the 
area. Designated B-36 (provisional) Project Rapid Fire, the unit 
was composed of·two Special Forces A-teams, A-361 and A-362, 
each with a company of Cambodian mercenaries and 20Rcc11ndn­
qualificd Army long-range reconnaissance patrol {LRRP) soldiers. 
B-36 operated only in areas of heavy l'nemy activity like Minh 
TI1:mh. Project Rapid Fire had been organized in August 1967 and 
conduc1·ed a series of operations beginning wi1h Rapid Fire I, in 
September 1967. Project opemtinns would continue through IZapid 
Fire IX, in May 1968. 

Formed early in Project Rapid Fire, my six-man rccon team om­
sisll'll nf Ille, l'fr l':it rick Wl'S.'i( m, Pfc Willia Ill "Billy" Milk-ran.I tlm·l· 

A reconnaissance team emerges from a tree line and makes it~ way 
across a11 o/JCn area. Such le(()m oftm comhincd Arrwricam with Sowh 
Vico1rm1csc, M1J1tWJ..'lllll0ds or rncrccnarics frrn11 Ca111/xidia rrr /..nus . 
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Bell Ul-I-1 "Hueys" can-ya /)(ltrol to a drop zone, where tlie troo/>s will sec ow on fool. Picking u/> reconnaissance teams wru usually more 
diffiatlc than sending them 0111, sometimes requiring tl1e use of a McGuire rig wlien a landing zone wm l<x> "hoc" fcrr a clui/>/X.'T to /and. 

GmboJi:m mercen:iries known as Dai Minh, Song ("l1ig Cowlll iy") 
;md "O ld Man." In Ocrobcr we were orderL'f.I into acrion at Minh 
Thanh, in what was tu become Rapid Fire IL Two patrols would 
go out the day WC landed ne:ir the village. Staff Sergeant Wallace 
"Walt" HanJwerk and l were to take back-to-back patrols in the 
next day to check a se ries of"sniffer" reports. A sniffer was :111 air­
crafr that collected :m d analyzed methane emissions from organic 
sources-men, :mimal s and plants, either live or decaying. Even 
though it was Space Age rechnology, someone on the ground had 
to confi rm the repo rt . 

Since we knew our :issignment, the only thing lefr to do before 
heading out to Minh T h:mh w:1s to check and replace our equip­
ment. I had lost my strobe light during Rapid Fire land hml so far 

hccn unahlc to get :1 repl:icemem. Wcs.'il.m and Miller had never had 
a light. We had maps, compasses, signal mirrors, the works-hur 
no strobe light. l hoped we would not need one on this mis.~ion. 

We arrived at Minh Thanh the next morning on a Fairchild 
C-123 Provider cargo plane. \V'hile most of us were putting up 
tents, stringing concertina wire and digging foxholes and latrines, 
teams from A -362 and A-361 went into their patrol areas. 

The team from A-361 under Pac "Hulk" Martin discovered a 
way station in use by the VC and was pursued hy the enemy. The 
team had to he pulled out from a shell crater hy McGuire rig (a 
device used hy Special Forces for inserting or extracting men hy 
helicopter), since the VC were too close (or rhcm to rerrear to a 
proper landing zone (LZ). Damien Kovaleski's team from A-362 

n~:maged to gl't into the woods wirhour in­
cident. 11ll'n lw discovered a very large, re­
Cl'1ntly usl'd hase camp with dozens of tniils 
crisscrossing the area around Ir. The tr:iils 
were so numerous and close together rh:ir 
the team could not set up to watch one 
without being close to three or four other 
trnils. Kovaleski called fnr extrnction. 

l spent the next morning trying co 
horrow a srroht'. Finally, Erine Snyder gave 
me a PX tlashlighr. It was made of pl:isric 
and cnlored mint green with a whire srripe 
around the lens end. It had probably cost $1 
with batteries. 

My team from A-362, code-named 
"Alice," wcnr on patrol at I p.m. thl' nexr 
day to search north of an agreed-upon 
phase line. Handwerk's team from A-361 
was scheduled ro land an hour latl'r and 
patrol south o( that line. 

Left: Private Firn Clas.1 Patrick Wesson with one of chc team's Crimlx>dirm ml'TCCT1arie.1. 
Ri}.!ht : >cr.(!ennc Dm ·id S/x•nct•r, /1/wcogrnphccl rrlxna r1111011rh r1ftt1· rllc /~11/iid f.ire /I o/ l<.1"11tio11 . 

I expectl'd to move slowly, liirring the 
area of the sniffer reporrs the next day. 
Within five minutes of landing :rnd giving 
the air rel:1y :rn OK sign: ii, Wt' c1111t· "I'' in 
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;1 1r;1il. It w;1s huge, 3 feet widl· in thl' grass. Thl' s;q1 fn1111 till' 
crushed grass was st ill drying, telling me I h;tt 1n;iny 1x:oph.: had usl'd 
it within the last (cw hours. l cilkd in, giving the position whcrl' 
I thought I was. Unfortunately, because of bad in(ormation I had 
received from my pilot during an ovcdlight the day heforc, that 
report was not accurate. 

The area was di(ficult to patrol. The grass and hrush were too 
thin to hide us very well, but too thick (or us to spot someone until 
they were almost stepping on us. We set up to watch the trail, hut 
everyone got jumpy, starting at every sound, and we moved 1m 
be(ore someo ne let off a round. . 

Within SO yards we came to another rcccnrly used trail, again 
3 feet wide in the grass and brush. We jiauscd only long enough 
to ensure that we were not under observation and moved 011 . We 
then discovered a third tr.iii, crossed it and (ound another and an­
other-seven tra ils in all. 

We finall y entered an area of heavy cover, and since it would he 
dark soo n, we set up where we could ohscrvc the rrails during the 
night. By the t ime we had contacted "Smokey," our airhornc fi1r­
ward air controller (FAC), Air Force Captain Ga11111Hms, and 
gotten a fix on our position, I could sec the sun low in the west. I 
could also sec that we were far north o( where I had thought, almn~t 
to the north edge o( the sniffer reports. 

I was unwi nding my homemade long-range antenna to call the 
radio relay station on Nui Ba Dinh Mountain and establish my 
night radio link when two VC came strolling casually hy. They 
were so close that I could have touched either one o( them by lean­
ing forward and stretching out my arm. 

I can st ill see them, one following the other, wispy growths of 
beard on their faces. The one in the lead was shorter, dressed in 
dark shorts and shirt and a floppy shapeless hat, with a dreamy h)k 
on his face . An AK-47 rifle was balnnced in his right hand. 111c 
other was taller, drcs..'ied in dark shorts, a tan shirt and a white plas­
tic imitation pith helmet. He carried a battered 98K Mauser in a 
loo.'il', one-hamled grip. 

They came from the southwest, shu(fling along :11· a lazy half­
stcp, not a t a ll alert (or trouble. As they passed us, the k:1lkr 
dreamed on. l11c one in the pith helmet stared straight ahead, hut 
he swallowed when he was opposite me, and his Adam's apple went 
up, then down. He had seen us. 

My first ins tinct was to spray them with my M- 16. !(this had 
been a fi gh ti ng patrol, I would have. Instead, we watcheJ them 
dis;1ppear into the brush as I called Smokey. "We've been spotted 
by two VC," I breathed into the handset. 

"You sure?" Smokey asked. 
"l11cy were close enough to spit on," I murmured. 

· "All righ t, you're coming out," Smokey said. He was making a 
pas.~ over us as he spo ke. 

·He was gi ving us distance and azimuth to the nearest LZ when 
suddenly a hal( dozen voices started shouting ahout SO yards from 
our position, fo llowed hy a series o( thudJing sounds, which I later 
realized was the VC dropping their heavy backpacks in anticipa­
tion o( a fi ght. 

"Lots of voices SO yards to our north!" I yelled into the handset. 
Smokey fin ished giving us distance alKl azimuth as i( I had not 

interrupted h im and then said, "Run, don't walk." 
I crammed the antenna in my shirt front, shouldered my p:tck 

and pointed southwest to the LZ. "Let's r,o!" 
I led the way, moving at a trot. Evidently that was not fast 

enough, because we heard rustling in the hrush behind us. We were 
soon moving on line, with rhe rustling getting closer. I dropped 
hack to se t a tripwire Claymore mine to slow them down. I had 
the Claymore se t and was stretching the wire when Dai Minh 
leaned over my shoulder and fired . Someone hcgan thrashing in 
the hrush. l never s;iw the guy, hut I was willing to hct he was not 
c 1rrying a Mauser any longer. 

I grabbed the C laymore, and Dai Minh and l rnn the few last 
y;uds to the LZ. l11c rest o( the team was kneeling at the edge o( 
the tree line (ac ing nur rear :1s we came into the clearing. Old Man 

" '.'l • 

yl·lkd a ( ::1111'111\lian n 1r~e ;111,l lirnl a h11r~t. l u1ul,l lw;1r what 
sounded like a turkl'y gohhlc, or a 111;111 dyi ng, in the trl'L'~ . I then 
suw a wai~t- high mound about 30 yards out from the tree line. 
"There!" I ycllc .I, and we r.111 for it. 13ullct~ were cracking around 
qur cars as we dived behind the mound. -

Billy Miller and Old Man were blazing on full-auto from the east 
end o( the LZ. Pat Wes.son :mJ 13ig Cowboy were shooting over 
the top. L<x1king around the west end, I saw movement and fired 
on semi-auto at ' two men as they ran west along the edge of the 
clearing. l hit every tree trunk, branch and hanging vine they 
passed behind until my weapon was empty. Rolling hehind the 
mound, I dropped 1·hc empty magazine, inserted a full one and 
looked ;iround the end o( the mrnmd again. By then the rwo men 
were out of sight, probably behind a large (alien tree tru nk. 

Scoot·ing hack hchind the mound, I called Smokey: "We're on 
the LZ," I said. "Bring us guns [a helicopter gunship] and a Slick 
[;1 cargo helicopter] ." 

"I see you have something to shoot at," he observed. 
"We're gctring shot at, and we're returning fire," I corrected him. 
"Do you have any casualties?" 
"Negative," he replied. "They Inst a couple." 
"Let's sec if we can cost them a few more," Smokey sn iJ . "I'm 

bringing in the gunships." 
"You want smoke [to mark the friendly location]!" I asked. 

~ F'· 
3 ,1~. •· 
~a·\ ., ! , .. 
~ ~ -' ~.A 

To/1: The Camlxxlian mercenary known only as "Old Man" to 

S/icncer and /1i$ fellow S/iccial Force.~ truo/>s . Ab01Je: Members of 
S/icncer\ S/iccial Forces team . Third from left is l'fc William Mi/b, 
mul tlic Ca111/xxlian at far r(i.:lu is SonJ!, aho /mown m "Bil! C11wlx1y. " 
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"Negative," he repl ied. "Th:·1r mound stands out just fine. I'm 
go ing to rut :i m:irker round on the tree line." His engine revved 
ur :is he dived in. T hen whoosh, boom, hL· fired a white phos­
phorus rocker that exploded among the trees. 

"Ninl'ty degrL'l'S is your 12 o'clock," Smokey rold rl1e gunships. 
"Make your run along the tree line from west ro east, machinl' guns 
onl y, :incl w:n ch (or 1iur people behind rhat mound." 

"Roger," c:irnl' rhc reply. Then rwo hdicoprers c::1m1• whump­
whumping along th l' rn:es from rhl' wesr at 100 mill's per hour. 
They began firing just short o( rhe smoke from rhe marker round . 
The gunships were the new Bell AH-JG Cobras, which were 
equ ipped with a rapid- fi re, Garling-type m:ichine gun called a mini. 
They m:ide :i "brak-br:ik" sound like someone revving up a chain 

closing when one of rhc VC behind the fallen tree trunk dusted a 
couple of rracL·rs past his nose. When char happened, rhc pilor 
hmked away from us so sharply rhar he almost dug the main rotor 
hbdc 1 l rlw lwlicoprl'r into rhe ground. Pat, Dai Minh and I each 
emptied a mag:1zinc into the area amund rhc tree trunk, hut I chink 
we only succeeded in making rhc VC mad. 

When I gmhhed rhc radio handset to find out what was going 
on, I could hc:tr rhe Slick pilot yelling about heavy groumlfirc, ron 
small a landing zonc-ir was actually hig L~nough to play polo in­
and a tree smack in the middle. He was right nl1l iut the tree. I could 
see one ahour 80 yards from rhc mound. 

11diirt· I could say :myrhing to Smokey, the VC started hlasring 
our mound from rhe rrce line again. 

"Go now, Spcn," Dai Minh said, rugging at my sleeve. 
"Soon," I answered. Then we started trading shots 

again with rhc two VC behind the fallen log. 
"Let me around there where I can fight!" Pat Wes..<;0n 

snarled, and rhen he crawled past us to the west end of 
rhc mound. 

"Be my guest," I said, picking up the radio handset 
again. "Smokey, Smokey, this is Alice, Alice," I yelled 
into the handset "Over." 

"Go ahead Alice," Smokey answered. 
"What happened to our ride? Over." 
"He gor ~rxioked hy all that groumlfire. He's coming 

around again ro pick you up after we dust the tree line 
again. Over." 

That neyer happened. The gunships hammered the 
tree line, hlit rhe nervous Slick pilot banked ofT again 
wirh some excuse. The sun was going down, and ir was 
going to get dark soon. And we all knew that a night 
extraction wnuld he a lor trickier. 

Ml':tnwhilc, l·l:tndwl'rk's ream was also in a di({inilr 
siru:tt ion. I-le had hccn rl'porring VC activity on his 
flank . Then he re11l1rted noisy activity to his'fnmt. TI1e 
ream was not yet under fire, hue his group seemed to 
be in almost as much trouble as my ream. He needed 
extraction, too, since the VC seemed to be trying ro 
maneuver him into an ambush in a third direction. 
While rhe gunships were pounding the tree line near 
us :md our Slick pilot was veering ofT for the third or 
fourth rime, Handwerk broke contact with the VC and 
rcquesred extraction as he moved toward an LZ. 

Some decisions had ro he made fast. Instead of cool­
ing off, the VC activity was getting hotter around my 
J1llsirion. TI1& gunships were flying in relays to keep rhc 
VC from swamping us. If some of those gunships were 
pulled away from our position to attempt a second ex­
traction, we might not make it. 

They told 1-hmdwerk rhe situation, and he made a 
decision rhat I do not know that I could have made. I 
can still hear his voice as he said into the radio: "[ de­
cline extraction. We will evade am! escape. Do you un­
derstand! Over." 

"Understt1l1d," another voice answered back. "Good 
luck. Our." 

Top: One of the A-team's U.S .' Air Force fcm.uard air cm1rrollers (FA Cs) and l1is 
Cessna 0-1 E Bird Dog. According to SJiencer, FACs were rnrdy seen on tl1e 
ground. Above: Ttuo A ir Force 0-1 Es set out on a mi.~sion . FAC Ca/>tain 
"Smol<cy" Gammons was one of the lteroes in tlte extraction of S/>enn·r's team . 

I rememher thinking that Handwerk was raking a 
tcrrihle chance, that he should gn ahead with the ex­
tr:iction . I did not say it our loud because my ream 
needed rhc gunships or Wl' would be cooked. 1-land­
werk's team was sale for the moment, hut if he blun­

saw, :md rrncers (ell li ke a heavy red rain . TI1e tree line became a 
bo iler o(hor li:ad, dust clouds and flying chunks of tTL'l' trunk . Sud­
denly we did not h:wl' anyone to sll<Xlt m. TI1c whipcr:ick of' hullers 

- had stopped. 
"Your Slick is on the way," Smokey s:1id. 
\'<le could hear a hl' licoprcr whump-whumping toward us from 

the south. TI1en we niuld see him coming in f:1irly low, right 1'n us. 
Evl'r\'hndy ll':ts sm il i: 1g. T hl' Slick w:is :1hou r 2'i0 y:mls <n11 :111d 

dered into the VC later on, or they blundered into him, there 
mighr nor he :my w:1y ro get him out. I was t11l1 husy ro dwl'll 1m 
rhar f(ir very long, however. We were srill und1•r fire, and our Slick 
was huzzing around somewhere ahove us but staying well away from 
rhe LZ. Ir was dark hy rhcn, and Smokey was calling for me to mark 
my position with a srrohe light. 

I pulled the l'X flashlight our n( my pack and g:we ir ro P:1r. Lying 
1111 his h:1l-k :1g: 1i11s1 dw side of' dw m11111lll , lw shinl'd ir upward 
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into rl1L' nigh!. Fi mlly, S11111kL'y s;1id he saw us, hur 1ha1 he w;1s 
having trouble te lling our light from all the olht·r lights dnwn there. 
It was getting to be a regular YC convention in that tree line. 

Smokey asked us to blink our light so that the gunships could 
tell us from the VC. Since it haJ no flasher button, Pat had to lie 
there turning it on and off. The beacon really drew VC fire . If we 
were not pulled out of there soon, rhcy were going to chew the 
mound down Lo nothing. 

The Slick pilot w;1s still complaining about the tiny LZ when a 
single slug hi t P;1t's foot and Dai Minh's head, making Dai Minh 
jump. It had come from the south, where we had no cover. "Air­
plane!" Dai Minh yelled, tugging at my sleeve. Now I had t·o warch 
for a muzzle flash from behind us, t110, and thL' helicopter still was 
not coming. 

Smokey was gu iding the gunships on another run OVl' r the I rec 
line. "Guide on the single flashing lighr," he told rhem. "KeL'p that 
off your right sk id. Fire on the grouping of steady lights lo your 
front. Over." 

"Roger, Smokey. Fire on the stt·ady lighrs." Suddl'nly the pilnr 
s;1id excitedly: "Will you loo k at t·hose lights. It's like New York 
C ity down then.:! " 

!(he was not exaggerating, we werL' in rc;1I tn 1uhle. The VC were 
no toriously sho rt of equipment, and (m 1·hcm to have a large 
number of flash lights in one place, there had to be a very large 
numher of them close to us--enough to overrun us soon. 

While the gunships were hammering the VC, Captain Swain, 
the acting commander of 13-36, was airhome in another plane and 
asking for a situation report from Smokey. 

"It's the Lit t le Bighorn!" Smokey snapped. 
"Say again," Swain demanded. I 
"ll1e VC arc swanning around that clearing like Indians at Custer's 

last stand. You haven't got much time to get them out of there." 
"Rllger," Swai n ;mswercd. 
He immed iately called on the radio to ~ajnr Hatfield, the hcli-

..... .. ,, :·.i . 
". -------'!'--

cllptcr o 111111;111y con1111andcr: "Big Daddy, this is MaraudL'r. U n ·r." 
"This is 13ig Dad~ly," Hatfield replied. "Over." 
"Order your pilot in," said Swain. "We're nmning out of time." . 
"Negative. I won't send my man in. Over." 
"Then I'm taking the C & C [command-and-control) ship in," : 

Captain Swain snapped. He meant what he said. 
"N11! This has to be done right," Major Hatfield nrgued. 
"We're not going to lose those men," Captain Swain said qui- . 

etly. Thar was followed by a shurt silence. . 
I c1 mid sel' our last chance of gctring ou r of that mess fading ' 

away. Ir must have shmvn in my face, because everyone was giving · 
mt• sc ll"L'd looks. 

"Whar's rhe story!" Pa t asked. 
"They're taking us our ufhcrc," I lied. 
The nervuus pilot h:1d heen begging us to move to another LZ. · 

He seemed lu I hink that t·hc VC who had been trying so hard to 
kill us would just let us go away. "Keep rhat light flashing," I said. 

"Gutcha," Pat answered and smiled. He was the steady, de­
pemlahlc une uf uur gn iup. 

Billy Miller, the wurrier, was not so easy to satisfy. "Am I going 
t·t 1 gcr killed !" he ;1skcd puint-hlank. I almosr told him we did not 
have lung. Then I thuught about Handwerk :md his five men who 
had declined cxtr.ictiun and were even then evading the YC some­
where south nf us. ll1cy had done that so that we would have a 
hetrcr chance to live. We had to make it our. of there. 

"You're going to make it, Billy," I saiJ. "We all arc." 
I 1111L~t have S< iundcd pretty confident liccausc Billy relaxed n little, 

and the three Cambodians who only half understood me did, too. 
"Airplane," Dai Minh said and grinned, showing his gold tooth. 

Then he turned back toward the tree line and blazed away at the 
VC once ;1gain. 

About that time, two Special Forces sergeants were making de­
cisions showed their feelings about our situation. Sergeant Paul 
Grilli 1, a medic and n tough, E.1st Coast lrali :m, was riding as rnm-

A Slick (an wwnned Ul-1-11-f used w carry lrm/is allll e1f11ifnne11l) hover.~ afiove a /iiclw/1 zone marked fry red smoke. The 1-fucy .mu to rccoVLT 
S/ienrer\ rernn team wm intimicfmcd lry heavy J..rr'lllmilfire and fry a lwulin~ '-one thm the hdirnfiter />ifot jud~cd to fx: wo small , m well m t!x1 hot. 
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I . 
m:1ml-and-cnnrrol ma n in rhe 
nen·ous pilor's ship. Drawing 
his .45 aurnm:1ric, he prep:1red 
rn give thl' pilm :1 choice-land 
or cr:1sh, hut go inru nur LZ. 

B:ic~ at rhe T:1c t ic:1 I Opera­
rinns Cenrer (TO C ). Sgt. I st . 
C l:1s.; Ernie Snyder had thrown 
together n re:1crion f( ' rcl' heavily 
:1rmed with rwo M-60 machine 
guns and sever.ii M- 79 grenade 
l:1unchers in :1dditi t 1n ro M-16 
rifles. He w:is in the TOC rent 
:1rguing ahout send ing rhem in 
ro reinforce my t ..:-am when 
Hat fi eld finished h is transmis­
sion to Swain. Hm field said: 
"I'm going in mysel f. Over." 

"l\oger," Sw:1in answered. 

M-16 wns lying across my 
knees, poinring in his direction. 
Slipping off the safety, 1 fired 
wirhour raising the rifle. The 
VC flipped backward out of 
sight-I had probably missl·d 
him hy a meter. 

111e truce was suddenly over. 
Green rracers filled the air 
.around us, and the door gunner 
hegan spraying m .I tracers hack . 

"Go!" I yelled again. Majnr 
Hadield pulled pirch, and the 
helicopter jerked away from the 
mound and hanked over rhe 

~ tree line. Bdow, I could see fla.~h-
.! lights, fires and muzzle flashes as 
! the VC tried to shoot us down. 
'i 
~ 111en they were heh ind us. 
~ "T:1ke care of Walt and his 
~ team, God," I prayed silenrly. 
~ "111ey put it on the line for us. 
Q Don't let them die." 

"Gm Kl luck. Our." I bre:uhed a 
silent prayer of th:m ks. It only 
lasred a moment, however, he­
c:1use Major Hatfie ld was calling 
me on the radio. W hen I :m­
S\\'l.'red, he asked if I had moni­
tored the l:t~t mdio transmission. 

Swff SerRe<mt \'V'(ll/ace "\'V'(l/c" /-/(lndwerk's team was (lho 111uler 
mrack, /mt he declined (lir exrmcrion so chm the m1(1i/a/Jle hdirn/Jlns 
could concenrrnre 011 rescuing S/><.'11Cl'l·'s hde<1~1i'l·eJ te(lm . 

The next morning Hand­
werk's team was exrracred. Ac­
cording to rhe after-action re­
port, the extr.iction of his team "Roger," I answerl'd. 

''I'm south of the LZ," Hatfield said . "! think I see your he:1con . 
I will tum my n:1vig: 1t ion. lights on :md off. Yuu idenrify and t:1lk 
llll' in. Ovl'r." 

"Ruger, Big D:1dlk," I replied. I s:nv his navigation lights flick on 
and llff. "You ;1re fr t1 m my position one eight zero degrel's, nhuut 
fr lUr five Zl'rn ml'ter~. Azimuth three six zero will hring you to ml'. 
[\, vou SeL' my he:1n 'n I Ovl'r." 

"Rt1gt•r. I Sl'l' ynur bl·:1~lll1 vaguely. There is a lot of grou nd mist. 
KL'ep rnlking rn me. O wr." 

"You :ire :lt four : n o zero and closing. Over." 
"VC crawling up on us!" Billy squeaked. 
I re:1ched nver :md gr.1hhed his b .it. "Wait 'ti! he's clnse enough 

to s1•it on," I ordered. Then I said into the h:mdset, "Big Daddy, 
you :1 re thrt'e zern zern and closing. Over." 

"\V:1it fnr it," I ordered Billy. "Y11u are rwn zero zem and closing, 
Big D:1ddy," I told I'i lnr. 

"He's tlltl clnsl' ," ll illy hissl'd. 
"\Vai r," I s;1id ag:1 in. "You :trl' one zero zero and clnsing, Big 

[);1ddy." I w:1ited :1 couple of seconds. "All right, Billy, hurn him!" 
Billv tired, and Old :vtan :md Big Cmvlxiy blastL·d aw;1y as well for 
good measurl' . 

"What's the exc irement?" Big D.1ddy wanted to know. He was 
50 meters OUt. 

"VC got too clnsL·," I answered. "\Ve put him to slel'p. Over." 
"G et your hl':1d down-I'm putting on the lights," Big Daddy 

s;1id . "Over." 
"Roger," I answe red, expecting him to flick nn his navigating 

ligh ts. Instead, thl' LZ was suddenly washl'd in glaring white from 
a huge spotlighr 111uunted under the helicoprer's nose. We werl' 
alrrnist blinded, and the VC must have lll.·en, roo, lll.·cause rhe firing 
t:1pered off. 

llw hclicnprer skimmed the ground misr and stn111x'll wirh its skids 
touching the 11111untl. We did nnt lose any rime rlimhing :1ho:ml. 

"Cu!" I yelll'd to Jenkins-Ross, rhe cu111m:md-:1ml-n1nrrol 111:111 
in 1-l:irfidd's lwlico1' rer, :tfrL· r counring nosl'S and finding l'Vl'ry ­
onl' present. 

"Is eVl'ryone ;1ho:1rd?" he ycllt·d hack. 
"Yeah," I yelled afrer counting noses again. 
"T hen who's th:irl" he asked, pointing out the door. Wl~en I 

looked, there was ;1 VC standing on the mound near the heli­
copter's skid. Shirrkss, he had a white plastic pith helmet hang­
in)..! ''" :1 st ring :m 1111 1d his neck :111d :111 /\K-47 in his h:111ds. My 
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was with nil incidl·nr. Since the VC were right on their tail and the 
gunships had to lire ar the trl'e line, I rhink that "without incident" 
llll': ms no 1 lt1l' on rn tr side gur shor. 

\Vhen Handwerk's tl'am c1me in, I was getting ready ro go our 
as rail gunner on another ream. We mnved fast in chose days and 
did nor gl't 11111ch rime tiff. I nt'Vl'f gor rlw ch:1t1CL' ro thank Hand­
Wl'rk fur what he h:1d dune that day. 

I )uring my lifi..· I haVl' heen privileged to walk :nnlliig heroes as 
ft•w men have.111ey have heen of horh sexes and all ages, and from 
many dilfr·rent hack grounds. I nduded in th:it heroic group are 
"Smokey" C:umnons and Captain Swain, swooping through 
enl'my gunfire in fr:1il :1irpl:111es to direct helicopters and stay in 
radio contact with my ream; the helicopter gunship crews, blazing 
rhe trt'e line to kel'p ti 'e VC off our necks; Major Hatfield and his 
crl'w, gn 1ping their way into :1 dark LZ to pick us up; Pat Wesson, 
stl'adily clicking that cheap flashlight on and off while AK slugs 
chL'\Vl'd up the L'arrh around his lw:id; Billy Miller, waiting to fire; 
:md tlw rhn•t• C:1111hod;i:111s, who trusted their livl's ro our kt'eping 
l'Vl'n though thl'y could not speak enough English ro 1mderstand 
what we were saying.· 

It was a pretty impfl'ssive group that night at Minh 111nnh, hut 
even in that group, Walt Handwerk stands out. If he had not de­
clined exrracrion, my team would not have made it. 

1 n 1988 Sl 1ml' 1 i( rl1l'\nwmhers of 1\-36gt1t ti 1gerlwr ft 1r a reuninn . 
I w:1s :1hle ro talk ro I andwerk and rell him how it had hotlll'red 
me that my ream had been exrracted that night, leaving him on 
the ground. 

"l);1vl'," hl' said. "We were in rmuhle, hut your team was going 
tu gl't kilkd. Ir was our d10ice, and it turned out to he the right 
t me." Afrer 11)(1king ar mL' ftir tlw longest rime, he smiled. "Anyway," 
Ill' mlded, "you would havl' dont' rhe same for mL•." 

Would I havl'? I d11n'r know, and I never will knnw. We talkl'd 
t>n the tell-phone oftl'n over the fi1llmving months and pl:mned ro 
get· rogl'tlll'r at till' nl'xt Spl'L"ial rorces conVl'ntion. That nevl'r 
h:1ppt·m·d hec:1usl' \Vair I l:mdwl'rk was murdl'rl·d whl'n his husi -
1wss was hurgl:1rizl·d, two d:1ys lwliire Morher's D:1y 1989. Cl 

Viern(lm 11eft'lYm David S/>encer reconstructed rlie events of Project 
Ua/>id Fire JI from after-acti<m re/>orts, interviews with ocher team 
rnem!x'f.~. and his own ex/x'fienccs. S11!!.~esrions for f11r1her readin~: 
Creen BL·n·rs at War (Presidio) (IJld Rangers at War: LRRPs in 
Vil't nam ( 11')'). liot/1 lry Shcllry L. .Srrmr1111. 


