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FORTY FOUR

A Walk Into Hdl

When the airdtrike wes over, a couple of squads were sent into that tredline to look for dead and
wounded. They found the bodies of seven NVA Regulars, but no survivors. The rest of the force had
|eft the area shortly after initid contact was made.

That was the usud procedure for an enemy ambush. They’d make their hit and then move out as
soon as they could, knowing that it wouldn't be long before the Americans had the area saturated with
ar support and artillery.

One of ther biggest fears, other than their own superdtitions, were the Cobras. Many of these
gunships had shark’s teeth painted on the lower front end for psychologica affect and, due to the
narrow fusdage, looked every hit the monster they were meant to portray. It was easy enough to
understand that fear. 1’d seen Cobras gpproaching from head on and, though | knew they were on our
Sde, never falled to fed adight chill at the back of my neck.

Add that psychological edge to the firepower of its mini-gun, rocket pods, and automeatic grenade
launcher, and you definitely had a greet ded to fear.

Fortunatdly only two of our men had received minor wounds from the engagement. As soon as
they were medevaced out, the company continued aong the same bearing we'd been following

origindly. Now, however, the going seemed more difficult than it had before. Every enemy engagement



GYPSIES Hutton— 210

was physicaly and psychologicdly draining on the entire company, especidly when someone was
wounded,....or worse.

It might seem easy to understand the psychologica aspect of that drain, with someone having been
hit,....out it went deeper than that. Everyone knows how it feds when someone close to them dies,
whether it's a friend in a car accident, a reative in a house fire, or a loved one who passes away of
natural causes. It hurtsinside for along time.

We fdt that heavy hurt with two important differences. Firgt of al, whereas the average person
goes through it only on occasion, thank God,...we had to live with it every singleday. It wasthe norm.

And secondly, there were no naturd causes here. Every casudty was a violent one, no exceptions.
One minute you might be kidding around with a buddy, and the next he was lying face up on the ground,
covered with blood from automatic weapons fire, or blown into a bloody pulp by a booby trap, the life
gone from his eyes. The effect was made even worse because you were aways right there when it
happened,...a terrible burden to bear.

The physcd dran was due to the extreme adrendine flow that occurred during a firefight.
Suddenly the heart besat faster, breathing increased dramaticdly, and the senses became extraordinarily
sharp. Like ahigh performance race car running at top speed, for any length of time, this caused arapid
drain of energy aong with a great ded of wear and tear on the body. Even though the entire episode
we' d just gone through had taken place in less than haf-an-hour, counting the time it took for the Cobra
to get out here, | felt as bone weary asif I’d gone for twenty four hours without deep.

The top of the hill we were crossing, when we were hit, turned out to be the easiest part of our

walk. Shortly we reached the far end of it and made our way down the dope to the bottom abouit fifty
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feet below. It was unbearably hot and sticky down there because the lowland proved not to be land at
al, but afull-blown, seamy swamp!

Unfortunately, we had no aternative but to go directly through that svamp. As we made our way
dowly, one behind the other, in waist-deep water with a murky white color, dmost like that of milk, |
fdt that this must have been how the primordia earth looked millions of years ago. The air was o hat,
heavy and ill that it was dmost suffocating. Occasiondly we'd see long water leaches bregk the
surface, but we had our pants bloused inside our boots so that these hideous creatures couldn’t get to
our skin.

Not only were the leaches on the prowl down here, but the mosquitoes and horse flies were like
kamikazes zeroing in on any exposed skin and awary eye had to be kept for poisonous snakes hanging
from the limbs and vines of the plants growing out of the murky water.

But leaches, flies, mosquitoes and snakes were the least of our problemsright now. Each man was
gingerly feding his way dong while holding onto hanging vines, leaves, or anything ese he could grab for
support. The reason for that was that there was absolutely no solid bottom beneath our feet. We were
literdly walking on the dippery roots of these swamp treed

Using my feet, | could fed that the roots were gpproximately five or six inchesin diameter and that
there was nothing over or under them but water. If a man dipped off into one of the wide spaces
between them, he' d disappear into the depths and probably never be found. That was especidly true
with the weight each of us was carrying.

| found this experience dmog as nerve-racking as coming under enemy fire.  The thought of

disgppearing into that murk seemed like something out of a nightmare!



GYPSIES Hutton— 212

Suddenly, when | was about hafway across to where the base d the next hill rose out of the
swamp, what sounded like a hundred automatic wegpons began firing up aheed, asif dl hell had broken
loose! | could see the line of men, to my front, stretching up the side of the hill and over the top, but
couldn’t see what was going on beyond the crest where the shooting was taking place.

There were two designated radiomen in each platoon, so that they could take turns carrying the
lieutenant’s radio. One would carry it one day, and the other the next. That way one man wasn't
congtantly stuck with the extra weight. This particular day | happened to be off and there were
goproximately seventy or eighty men in front of me.

Wheress the line had been moving a a snail’ s pace before the shooting broke out, we guys ill in
the water now managed to dip and dide our way quickly to the shore at the base of the hill. When
contact with the enemy was made, standing out in the open, in waist deep water, wasn't exactly what
you wanted to be doing.

Since the continuous firing was yp beyond the crest of the hill, we at the bottom weren’t taking any
incoming rounds at this point, but we heard a sound that literally sent chills up our spines and caused the
roots of our teeth to ache.

From the amount of fire up there it was pretty clear that the front of the column had walked into
another ambush, amgor one. Moments after the initia outburst, piercing screams, like nothing I'd ever
heard before, filled the air. As many times as the company had had men killed or wounded, this was the
firg time | actualy heard someone screaming in pain, at the top of his lungs, and it was an incredibly

horrible sound.
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| looked over at Swede, who was squatting next to me on the shore where we' d stopped, and he
gared back with aglazed look in his eyes. Those screams were having the same affect on dl of us.

Word came back for everyone to move up. Much as the screaming made us want to cringe, we
knew that the guys up there needed us. Without saying a word we scrambled up the side of the hill, to
the edge of the crest, where we could see what the dtuation looked like. From where we were now,
the land leveled out somewhat, but <till continued up with avery gentleindine. The men furthest up had
pulled back from the area of contact and were lying, pretty much out in the open, on their ssomachs.
They were about twenty yards away from us, in aline across our front. A few yards behind them, the
medics kndlt, working feverishly on the wounded.

A couple of huge trees, off to each Side, cast shade over the area, but there was basically very little
cover. The ground had virtudly no growth, other than some sparse, two-inch high scrub grass, and the
sulfurous-smelling gray gunamoke, from the massiveinitiad outburst, hung heavy over the entire scene.

Since it was quiet for the moment, we got up and began making our way, rifles at the ready and
squetting low, toward the men at the front of the makeshift perimeter.

The man who' d been screaming was a young black guy who had taken severa rounds in both of
hislegs. He was lying on his back with the medics working feverishly over him, and a couple of others,
when we moved pagt, on our way up. At the moment he was quiet because he' d been given a heavy
dose of morphine, but | redly fdt for the poor guy. It was obvious from the tears running down his
cheeks and the spasmodic shivering of his arms, crossed in front of his chest, that he was in a great ded

of pan.
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Since most of my platoon had been below the crest of the hill, and unaffected by the initid ambush,
we were moved up to the front of the line about forty yards below the dense tredline where the enemy
were located. As soon as the column pulled back, the firing had ceased so that now there was an eerie,
uneasy quiet.

From the amount of fire that came out of that tredine, it was obvious that this was more than a
gmdl enemy squad in a hit-and-run ambush.  As this engagement continued, it would become dl too
clear that a company of one-hundred-and-ten American infantrymen was pitted againg a battaion, and
possibly two, of wel seasoned North Viethamese Regulars. They were the cream of the enemy’s
forces!

In fact, the ambush we ran into earlier was a small contingent of this same force which was sent out
to try and divert us away from discovering their main base a the top of this hill. When they broke off
that contact, they must have moved back up here to the main unit. Soon enough we'd discover that
they were dug in at the top in what could only be described as an impenetrable fortress!

When we reached the front line, we laid on the ground, on our somachs, with the men who were
up there when the initid shooting broke out. We were immediately filled in on the Stuation.

The man lying two men over from me pointed afinger up the hill.

“Y ou see that tredine up there on the other side of the clearing?’

He spoke in quick, heated burdts, the stress unmistakable in his voice.

“When we got to those trees a mass of rounds came out of there and cut down the guys at the
front of the column. We had three killed outright and seven wounded. Robinson back there was one of

them who took the opening barrage.”
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He was referring to the guy we' d heard screaming.

“Doc Bovie was able to pull him back behind us. It was a bitch with him screamin’ like that al the
way.”

About fifteen yards away, looking up the hill, | could see severd thin, young trees, no more than
three or four inches in diameter and five feet apart, across our front. Another ten yards beyond those
was a smdl dearing which went up another fifteen yards to a dense tredline where the enemy fire had
come out of. That further tredine was 0 thick with foliage that it looked amost like a solid wall, very
much like a hedgerow back home. Stare as | might at it, though it was clearly within our view, there
waan't the least Sgn of movement. Still, | knew there were a lot of people concedled just indde it's
shadows. Thiswas another testimony to the skill of the enemy with camouflage.

“What's going on right now?’, one of us asked.

“We managed to drag the wounded with us when we pulled back, but the three bodies are ill up
there in the clearing. The captain says we ve got to get them out and | guess they’ re having a mesting to
decide who' s going up there to get them.”

The captain had set up his CP just down from the front line of the perimeter, behind us, where we
could see dl the platoon lieutenants gathered for the meeting.

While this was going on, the sound of a helicopter’s engine became noticeable gpproaching from
the distance.

“Here comes a Cobral”, one of the men said as we all looked to the sky.

This was the firg time, Shce we'd been hit, that we had any reason to fed relief and it was more

than welcomed. The Cobra was given the coordinates of the enemy’s location and then proceeded to
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empty it's entire load of rockets, mini-gun, and grenades into the top of the hill. When it wasfinished, a
second ship arrived and did exactly the same thing. A short while later our platoon leader came up to
the line and passed the word.

“First and gcond squads, get ready to move up the hill. You'll be traveling light. The other
squads will cover the gap in this part of the perimeter.”

Traveling light meant that we'd leave our heavy packs behind, taking only our weapons, grenades,
and ammunition.

Rarely had the company run into an enemy force that chose to stay and fight, rather than hit-and-
run, so there was redlly no reason, a this point, to suspect that this time would be any different. Still,
moving very dowly, one behind the other, up toward that tredline, we couldn’t help fedling a sense of
heavy foreboding.

We made our way past the firgt thin line of trees out into the small clearing where we began to fan
out to the left and right. The depth of the clearing, from the thin line of treeswe' d just come through, to
the dense tredine in front of us, didn’t give us alot of room to maneuver. There were two large trees
about hdfway into the clearing, but spaced fairly far apart, with roots that projected out like the fins of a
rocket before they disappeared into the ground. There were aso the bodies of the three men we'd
cometo retrieve lying close up againg the enemy tredine.

Rick had moved out in front of me when we Ieft the perimeter. Now the two of us took cover
behind aroot on each side of one of those trees, | facing right and he left. We and two others, who had
done the same over at the other tree, would provide cover fire for the line of guys who attempted

moving forward toward the dense trees.
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For what seemed an eternity, there was no motion in that clearing as the row of men stood side by
dde, an arm’s length gpart, some ten feet back from the tredine. We dl stared up at it like some kind
of impenetrable wdl. The growth indgde there was so thick that no light could be seen coming through it.
Rick and | were only about fifteen or twenty feet back from it ourselves, but, again, as hard as | looked,
| couldn’t see any movement in there.

No one said a word so that, with the exception of an occasiona caw-cawing of a distant tropical
bird, a gloomy slence hung over the clearing. The sun beat down mercilesdy, without the dightest hint
of a breeze, the hot air shimmering just above the ground and, because of our heightened senses, the
amdl of thick jungle vegetation dmost overwhelming. Everyone of us had beads of sweat diding down
his face, not just from the unbearable heat, but from the tension of the situation as well.

Finaly, one of the men a the center of the row facing the trees took a dow, caculated step
forward.

Then, as if the devil himsdf was in there, a hall of shots from thirty or forty automatic wegpons
blasted out of that wall and sprayed dl over the dlearing! The men standing out in front squatted where
they were and emptied magazine after magazine of M- 16 rounds back into the treesin al directiond

I, Rick, and the others behind the roots, fired higher up into the trees on semi-autométic, trying to
hit individua targets, but, as close as we were to that tredine, we couldn’t pinpoint asingleone. It was
asif the trees themselves were spitting out bullets!

The contrast, between the dead quiet only a moment ago and the intense firing of hundreds of

rounds now, was a shock to the system. Immediately, the acrid smell of burnt gunpowder filled the haot,
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humid air and the dry dust of the ground, kicked up by scores of rounds burying themsdves al over the
dearing, mingled with the blue-gray smoke from dl the wegpons!

During a firefight time seemed to dow down to dmost nothing.  After what fdt like forever, but
could only have been amatter of seconds, the men in the front line began pulling back as best they could
while trying to cover each other’sbacks. | was dready on my fifth magazine with bullets ripping holesin
the tree inches from my face and popping up little dust clouds in the ground near my legs. | could tell,
without turning around, that they were just missing Rick too.

Because of the extreme and varied angles of the rounds coming out of the tredline, we were forced
further behind our own tree until we were literally back to back. Each time a bullet zipped into the trunk
next to Rick, tearing out splinters of wood, | could fed his body jerk in reaction, and it was a sure bet
he could fed the same from me.

Since heand | had some semblance of cover, little as it was, we continued to fire, trying to give the
others, out in the open, a chance to pull back.

It was a this point that we witnessed an incredible sight. While everyone else was ducking low,
trying not to get hit, our M-60 machine gunner, one of the men who was out front, stood up in the
center of the clearing, with his weapon on his hip, and began spraying bullets back and forth. For an
incredibly long time he stood there firing, rounds zipping al around him, as the rest of us scrambled to
pull back down the hill.

When we were dl safely away, he took off running and made it back down himsdf. It was nothing
less than amiracle that he could have stood out there for o long without being shot to pieces!

By the sheerest stroke of luck no one had been hit,....thistime.
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No one had been hit, but, at the same time, we hadn’t been able to get the bodies out either. Also,
it was now cdlear that this was no smdl hit-and-run force, ready to back off in the usud manner. It

looked as if we were going to be here for quite some time.



