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By R. R. Keene

j runts talk of Vietnam’s battles in

the red clay laterite craters pock-

marking Leatherneck Square, or the
dusty dunes that scorched Chu Lai and
Phu Bai. But when someone talks of the
Que Son Mountains, moving from a half
to a kilometer a day through steamy, triple-
canopy jungle in the A Shau Valley or
Tiger Mountain, they’ve probably humped
with recon.

For Marine reconnaissance in Viet-
nam, traveling light meant packing all
the water and ammo possible for a man’s
back to safely support and then adding a
little more before dropping into the jun-
gle. It meant moving as slowly as a sioth,
quietly avoiding the trails, leaving no sign,
being keen to the scent of tiger spray and
the telltale pungency of the fish sauce
called nuoc-mam. | = _

Like so many memories of the Viet- |
nam War, it all depended on when you |
were sent there, where you were sent and |
what you did. A change in any of those
variables made it an entirely different
war to those who fought it, even if they
served in recon. Maybe, especially if they
served in recon.

Take Roger LaRue, Bob Gwinn, Ron
Huegel, Bob Buehl and Ed Henry Jr.,

Sgt Bob Gwinn, somewhere in Elephant Valley, Republic of Vietnam, 1969: "an moment you would blunder lnto,;hger terror

and overwhelming things.” (Photo courtesy of Bob Gwinn)
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former members of Marine reconnais-
sance who returned to Vietnam with Mil-
itary Historical Tours in June 2001. With
the exception of Ron Huegel, all are men
whose bodies, when they were 18 to 20
years of age, were stronger than pack
wiules es. They had to be. Huegel, a small,

size with a heart two sizes too big
pays for it with a pamful, gait étt

is still as m;mung as it was then. The
sweat polirs-off as it did then, and their-
hearts pound a lot harder, making them
remember when they were exceptionally
“‘young and uncommonly rugged men to
be reckoned with.
Roger LaRue, who was'a 19-year-old
--j cqrporal in 1969 and *70 with Company
- D, Ist Recon, Battalion, is  a huige, impos-

Ry ,ng sight, whe-ort ttnsf}une feturn-trip Jo
4 =)  Vietriafii discovered Bier LaRue, a bev-

erage whose name and taste wete-to his

ofasaméspfrmgmasg :
hnes they once wm-ked,

\wiry ‘Marine, made up for his lack of ;s

training was a “shake and bake” three
weeks of map and compass, rappelling,
rubber-boat training, patrolling tech-
niques, tracking, anti-tracking and booby
traps.

LaRue smiled, saying he had aiready
beéen on'two longrrange,-in-country pa-
trols before attending RIP. He beamed at
Bob Gwinn sitting across from him. “Bob
and I were in the same team.”

Gwinn was all of 19 and already a ser-

~ geant in 1969. Still crew cut and rugged-

“handsome; “he- remembered” “thak: no

tter what the military book c called for, - ~need

ere were never enough people to go

b ‘amund “‘fhem wgre supposed to be 12

can’t say they lookéd for
more particular skills other
manship. It cértainly. wasn

on size, because we had-

lzrec?n wére.sent to RIP Q{eco

Legion has Captain Jean |
1863 died valiantly at

E© exica, Recon has First Licu- &3
1, 3d Recon Bn.,w Cpl Ron Huegel age 19 at Thuong Duc,
Speﬂal Forces Camp in 1970: "Everyohe
“had to count on gt else

_“fenant Prank S. Ren
0 ““who in 1963, on Hill 10; won he Medal
j w«szvt;flgmn»r and died i 5he.§rocess) RIP
{, (h_ , :
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OOking Da Nang. (The,

' best number most of the time. A team
, _gmisggped\eipomt man, deuce point, pri-

Cpl Roger LaRuer(foreground) on patrol in 1969: “If we made a klick a déy, we were
either makmg tremendous time or asking for trouble.”

wing.”

JURTESY OF RON HUEGEL

; mary radio operator, team leader sec-

ondary radio operator, tall-end Charley
and a corpsman, if we.could get our
hands on one. He would go, in the center
position between the two radiomen.”
Gwinn expiamed ‘why they had two
radios: “You ¢couldn’t count on one and
sometimes, when it got really bad, you
needed to be talkmg to your radio relay
on one and-using the second'to talk to
your AO s rigl*t)bss: er] doing the tac
[tactical} air.
Gwinn pausecT as he remembe;red “You

sance. The airwing provided us protec-
tion' wt;en we were out-of artillery range.

‘T*hsy W(ere fast, accurate and their heli-
. copter Crews saved u§~ 'i‘here would be ;

“There wouldn’t be many of us ahve,
ad@cd LaRue.

" ¥ there was such a thing as what La-v
~Rue called Just a snoop, poop, straight |
__reconnaissance” mission, it went down
afte teﬁm was assigned gnd squares

on a map for-an, area of- -operation. Ma-

on every contact and sighting in

‘base eamps, watch ‘trails | or

U, Air Force B-52 Stra fortress mas-

sive carpet-bombing. At 21 years of age,
~ Buehl was-considered an old man when

he and Ed Hen;y jemed CoE, 1st Recon

1

I3

COURTESY OF ROGER LARUE g

to understand, at some point, the
: iti}k between the air wing and reconnais-

nnes assigned to §-2 (Intelligence) briefed '

“Most missions were 10 search ~




~ In 1969 théy Ieft for their missions clambering aboard CH-46 Sea Knight helicopters out of Camp Reasoner at Hill 327 near Da

Nang. (Photo courtesy of Bob Gwinn)

ceived no special treatment and were sent
on patrols. “We went in to the area of an
arc light to assess what the results were.”

LaRue agreed: “You'd see a lot of peo-
ple walking around with blood coming
out of their noses and ears. Occasionally,
they’d be shooting at you.”

Most combatants did not fear the pro-
verbial bullet with their name on it. They
feared more the round that said “To
whom it may concern,” especially in re-
con where getting into a firefight was not
on the list of what makes a successful
mission. Nonetheless they went prepared.

The standard weapons were the M16A 1
service rifle, M79 grenade launcher and
.45-caliber pistol. LaRue rattled off the
list of ordnance like it was printed in
front of him. “I carried 36 magazines
with 18 rounds each. (Two rounds were
removed to preserve the magazine spring
and thus keep the rounds from jamming.)
I also carried a bandolier of 5.56 [M16
ammo] in my pack.”

Bob Gwinn interrupted, “It was good
to do that, because once I got down to 21
bullets.”

LaRue said, “I carried 10 grenades,
two of which were smoke, a white phos-
phorus, a gas and six frags.”

40

Gwinn added two thermite grenades
for the radios. :

Everyone remembered carrying a gas
mask. Buehl said, “Even had occasion to
use it once.” He added that on his pa-
trols, the back-up radio operator also
served as grenadier. .

aRue continued: “We split up the
l M79 rounds among the team. I car-

ried 25 rounds per M79: HE [high
explosive], white phosphorus, shotgun,
you know, buckshot. I never got flechette
[dart rounds] for the M79. They say they
had it, but I' just didn’t get any. I carried
a pistol with 10 magazines and a Ka-Bar
[knife] and a minimum of eight canteens
of water.” ‘

Figuring in rations, extra batteries for
the radiomen, clothing items and other
items needed in the field, the average
load per Marine was “85 pounds,” said
LaRue. Add approximately 20 Ibs. if you
were carrying a radio.

“We had a Force Recon and battalion

“requirement that you had to take an M14
" rifle as your squad automatic weapon

and to mark targets with white phospho-
rus rifle grenades,” said Gwinn.

Ron Huegel, who served with 1st Force
Recon and Co B, Ist Recon Bn in 1970

and 1971, said that when he arrived in
Vietnam, “There were few M14s. Most
of the teams carried M16s or CAR15s
bartered from the Air Force.”

There seems to have been an assort-
ment of other weapons. Ed Henry re-
called patrols carrying an M60 machine
gun all the time. Others carried them
occasionally.

“We never took an M60 unless we
were going on a Stingray mission,” La-
Rue explained. Unlike reconnaissance
missions, Stingray missions were de-
signed “to go out and deliberately make
contact and make kills.”

“We'd start a fight and then call all our
supporting ‘assets (such as air and ar-
tillery) on them,” said Gwinn. He added
the all-important caveat, “But in the mean-
time, we had to hold our own.”

Other weapons included everything
from Swedish K to Thompson submachine
guns.

Henry recalls his point man always
carried a 12-gauge shotgun with stan-
dard 00 buckshot rounds. Huegel said, “I
seem to recall sometimes a team mem-
ber carrying a shotgun. The M79 also
had shotgun and flechette rounds.”

“I know a corpsman who carried a
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shotgun,” said Buehl. “We used to split
the M79 rounds between us. I carried an
M16, 20 magazines, three or four frags.
For a noncombatant, I thought that was
probably enough.” The rest of the corps-
man’s load was medical supplies, as
much as he could carry, and when he
was overloaded, the corpsman spread it
around.

Like all wars, fighting was a young
man’s burden. The responsibility of be-
ing a patrol leader fell to young corporals
or “lance corporals!” they all responded
from around the table in unison.

Gwinn elaborated: “You worked your- N

self through sort of an experience curve,
and it was sort of by consensus that you
were considered expen‘enced enough to
be assigned a team.”

“But [ also made patrols with lieu-
tenants, staff sergeants and sergeants.

The ones made with the officers were -

much less [often] than with the noncom-
missioned officers,” recalted Ed Henry.

“Everybody else who came along,

whether it was the platoon commander
or platoon sergeant, was a straphang
said LaRue.

Henry said, “The patrols were sup-

posed to last five or six days, but it
seems they always got extended a day or
tWo b2l

“Unless things went absolutely awry;” ..

said LaRue. According to Gwinn, that
could happen “30 seconds into a mission.”

They left for their missions clamber-
ing aboard CH-46 Sea Knight helicop-
ters out of Camp Reasoner and sometimes
An Hoa southwest of Da Nang near the
Que Son Mountains.

Mast of the missions started out sim-
ple enough. A team would receive an
order telling it where it was going and
then it was handed a map. “We'd get a
three or four klick [kilometer] by five or
six klick, free fire zone,” said-Gwinn.

“Once inserted, we’d move through the
zone and find out what was there. We ™

were there to observe and report. Period.

“That’s how most of them started out.
Sometimes we would go through incred-

We went back into areas such as Charlie
Ridge to see if the NVA [North Vietna-
mese Army] had come back. We would
look for new bunkers, for signs that they
had rebuilt stuff that had been destroyed.
We looked for signs. Old signs were
booby traps where water had washed
away all the cover. The traps were still
hot, but they were obvious. Punji stakes
with their cover gone were just lying
there. We marked a lot of that stuff.
“When we found a bunch of unex-
ploded ordnance, we’d mark it and they'd

.gend in a fighter-bomber hopefully to
- get secondary explosions and blow the

stuff up. Caches of food we’d salt with
powdered and liquid CS [tear gas] be-
cause we weren’t going to chopper it out.
A lot of time we'd booby trap weapons
caches. For a while we had Lake City Ar-
mory ammunition for AK47 rifles. We'd
salt that into the ammunition stores. The
ammunition, instead of shooting func-
tionally, would explode. Hopefully, they
would lose confidence in their arms and
their weapons,” LaRue explained.

Most of the missions went off the way
one would hope. But there were others.

“Sometimes the communists didn’t
know you were there, and sometimes
they knew,” said Buehl. “Once our heli-
copters set one of our teams right in the
middle of an NVA camp. It was instant
contact.

“Another time up on Charlie Ridge it
was a surprise for them when they walked
up on us. Our machine-gunner opened
up, and they set world records going the
other way.”

LaRue nodded, “I’ll use the word, be-
cause I think it is accurate. We sometimes
blundered into base camps, particularly
in areas where you had double and triple

ibly beautiful territory. Sometimes you - |

wouldn’t hear a single shot or see a sin-

gle footprint. Nonetheless it was very ex- \:‘
hausting, and 1twasvery, very hard work,”

Gwinn added.

“If we made a khck a day, we were

either making tremendous time or ask-" "

ing for trouble and cutting trails,” said

LaRue. “Most of the terrain was all up
and down.

“We also did crash site mvesuganons -

to locate the crew or to destroy equip-

ment that might be on an aircraft that
went down,” he added. “We would also

go back into areas after grunt operations.
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canopy and all of a sudden you’re in a
clearing and you look around and there’s
bunkers behind you and {also] lean-tos.”

“T remember once it was a transit mess
hall,” said Gwinn. “They were sitting
there eating. It all happened so fast. We
simply walked another meter, and the
point and the deuce point were in the
mess hall.”

It didn’t matter how it happened, but
once a team was spotted-or if a team mem-
ber got hurt, the patrol was terminated.
How patrol members then got out safely

Above: HM3 Bob Buehl volunteered for
recon in 1968.

Below: Gwinn caught “40 winks” while
waiting for a helicopter after finishing
his patrol.
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Left to right: Roger LaRue, Ed Henry Jr., Bob Gwinn, Ron Huegel and Bob Buehl gath-
ered once more atop Ba Na, an old recon radio relay and rest area, 28 kilometers
from Da Nang and 4,890 feet above sea level. “I felt like | was in a new team,” said
Gwinn. “A lot of those same elements started resurfacing.”

evolved over time and with experience.
By the time LaRue and Gwinn arrived
in country the plan was to stay together.

LaRue explained: “If we took fire and

got hit, we would do whatever we could

do right then to treat the wounded. Then
we'd call in and let our command know
what was going on. We had a list of LZs

{landing zones] and would try to figure

out which was the closest.

" I f you had contact or you walked
into an ambush, you would do
whatever you could do to sub-

due their fire and take them. Once that

was completed you wanted to get out.

[You took] your wounded and your dead

with you and you would beat feet to an

LZ, screaming over the radio for people

to come get you.

“Sometimes they’d tell you they couldn’t
get into this place or that place. An AO

42 B

would try to come up as quick as possi-
ble to find your LZs, find you and see
what kind of Indians were coming after
you.

“It wasn’t easy. Once we had our point
and deuce point both machine-gunned.
We were able to get them on a helicop-
ter, but the rest of us were chased for two
days.

“When it got to where you had more
wounded and dead than you could get
out, you found a place to fight from and
stood your ground.”

“And called in tac air all the way
around you,” said Gwinn,

“That’s also when recon sent in reac-
tion forces,” said Buehl. “Probably a cou-
ple of recon teams.”

They all took pride in noting that on

R. R. KEENE

board one of those “birds” with the reac--

tion team were usually the battalion

commander, company commander, pla-
toon sergeant and the sergeant major.

“They were right there. We had some
of the best officers who existed” said
LaRue. “Every time we got shot out on
an emergency extraction, our brass was
on board one of those two choppers. In
fact, Lieutenant Colonel Jack Grace, who
was a tremendous man, got two Purple
Hearts in seven days. One of them was
getting us out of Happy Valley.

“I went in with another team,” ex-
plained LaRue, “but when we got trapped,
the birds came and got us. We had only
one guy wounded, but he was shot through
both legs. We carried him to some big

- rocks and made our stand. When they

came and got us, Lieutenant Colonel
Grace was on the helicopter and caught
a piece of shrapnel from a .50-caliber
round in the back of his neck and ear. On
that particular incident, the guy behind
me was shot. We turned and looked, and
the NVA were on line from one side of
the clearing to the other—running on line.
They had an officer blowing a whistle.”

“It was not unusual for *em to use that
tactic when they thought a recon team
had been inserted,” said Buehl. “They’d
get on line to try to find you. They did it
with one of our teams. They came through
at night, on line in the general vicinity,
firing, and they hit Danny Orsland in the
head and killed him.”

“You’d eventually get picked up,” said
Gwinn, “and all of a sudden you’re back
getting your cold recon shower. There
were quite a few like that. There were
quite a few that weren’t.”

Over the years and over a friendly
drink, they all took pride in remember-
ing that recon and the Marines in it were
“very tight” when it came to getting along.

“I think the whole battalion was tight,”
said LaRue. “You could literally lay
money on- your rack, forget about it, go
off to chow and remember: ‘Oh crap, I

Teft my money-out.” You'd come back, and

it was all there. However, if you had a
package of chocolate-chip cookies, they
were history.”

Buehl explained: “You spent day after
day, hour after hour with the same few
people. You talked about everything that
had happened in your life up to that point,
so they became like friends, like family,
like brothers. We were tight, When those
people got killed or got hurt, it was
tough. That’s why it was all business
when you went in the bush. Everybody
knew that their lives depended on one
another and doing the job right. That’s
what people did. I think we were damned
good at what we did. I think the success

. of the reconnaissance operations in Viet-

nam speaks for itself.”

LEATHERNECK + MARCH 2002

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



Among the Amerlcans serving on

Iwo island, uncommon valor was a
E common virtue.’

It was the United States Marine Corps defining moment during
World War I1—the raising of the Stars 8¢ Stripes on wo Jima.

Now you too can own a memento honoring this historic event.

—Adm. Chester A. Nimitz
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Statiees hase is

Huegel sa{d, “That’s reflected in Ist
Force [Rcconnaxssance] When I was with -
" them we had only five killed. And ﬂ!ﬂy‘t
. two-of ‘those were the result’
- '-enemy action. One was mdxr ot, one
a lightening strike, and a fi '
You were each othef : :
could not afford to have that ammusl,ty
out there. Everyone had to_count on
everyone else”

“One moment you would Blunder into
sheer terror and overwheimmg things,”

morning it-would be monsoon raining;

... .ers hugging each other to keep warm.

. You can’t get any tighter than that.”
“L-personally believe that Marine Re-
connaissance was the best assignment in
the Marine Corps, bar none,” said La-
Rue. “But I will swear until the day I die,

the reason that we are alive today is the

de corps that we got in the standard
Marine Corps training. I would not have .
wanted to go to the bush w1th any o
unit.” .
. “Because we all got'a httle dlﬁ‘erent

I think reconnaissance evolved” said

with no idea of really what was g

LEATHERNECK + MARCH 2002

said Gwinn. “And at two o’clock the next -

and you'd be wrapped up in poncho lin-'

the reason we took so few casualties and

training and the discipline and the. esprit

: expenence based on our time over here, ..

Buehl. “I believe. we caiie to V:emam;" ‘

HM3 Ed Henry Jr., who
“The patrols were supposed to last five

or six days, but it seems they always got

extended a day or two.” (Photo courtesy
of Ed Henry)

“best way to do things?” ’

.. They were finishing their Bier LaRue,
and talk turned from the past to the pres-

ent. They had debriefed, almost as they

work, and 1 think little by little, by trial
"~ and error, we found out what was the

had ‘after missions during the war. Al-.~

o

overlaid with actual sand from the
beacties of Two Jima.

most as if finally catching his breath,
Roger LaRue said revisiting the battle
sites “reminded me of how homb]y hard "

-~ the hutbping was, the ups and downs. The .~~~

heat. This time we saw no leeches, no ele-
phants and only saw tiger tracks.”

Ed Henry was able torecall “the sounds
and smells of the jungle. The iast couple
of days [during this trip] I could hear
them blasting in some quarries. It was
like sitting on a hill and-hearing the ar-
tillery rounds.” :

Bob Buehl smiled and said being on

- those hills again “revived my memories
*of how bad it-Was on the observation
" posts day if and day out getting cooked
by the sun. I remembered how tough it
‘was, but also remembered we were young
" and we did the job”
For Bob Gwinn it was “almost like a-
“ reborn camaraderie. I felt like I was in a
new team. A lot of those same elements
started resurfacing.”

Ron Huegel got the last word. “On
these tours you do get that feeling of to-
getherness; and it doesn’t matter whether

~ you were a corporal or a colonel, It is real-
ly interesting to come back with people
- who served at different times and with
different units and getting- a_ little bit
more of the big picture of what went on
in Vietnam.” K
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