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Battle of The Slopes 
 

 
A U.S. soldier calls for a medic to help a wounded 

friendly as the 1st Battalion, 503rd U.S. Infantry 

battles for Hill 882, southwest of Dak To, November, 

1967. 

Date        June – November 1967 

Location 

 

      Dak To, Kontum Province,  

Republic of Vietnam 

 
     

 

Belligerents 

 

 United States 

 Republic of     

Vietnam 

 

 North Vietnamese 

Army 

 Viet Cong 

Commanders and leaders 

William R. Peers 

Hoang Minh Thao 

(military), 

Tran The Mon 

(political) 

 

 

The Battle of Đắk Tô was a series of major engagements 

of the Vietnam War that took place between 3 November 

and 22 November 1967, in Kontum Province, in the 

Central Highlands of the Republic of Vietnam (South 

Vietnam).  The action at Đắk Tô was one of a series of 

People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN) offensive initiatives 

that began during the second half of the year.  North 

Vietnamese attacks at Lộc Ninh (in Bình Long 

Province), Song Be (in Phước Long Province), and at 

Con Thien and Khe Sanh, (in Quảng Trị Province), were 

other actions which, combined with Đắk Tô, became 

known as "the border battles." 
 

During the summer of 1967, heavy contact with PAVN 

forces in the area prompted the launching of Operation 

Greeley, a combined search and destroy effort by 

elements of the U.S. 4th Infantry Division, the U.S. 

173rd Airborne Brigade, and Army of the Republic of 

Vietnam (ARVN) 42nd Infantry Regiment and Airborne 

units.  The fighting was intense and lasted into the fall, 

when the North Vietnamese seemingly withdrew. 
 

By late October, however, U.S. intelligence indicated 

that local communist units had been reinforced and 

combined into the 1st PAVN Division, which was tasked 

with the capture of Đắk Tô and the destruction of a 

brigade-size U.S. unit.  Information provided by a 

PAVN defector provided the allies a good indication of 

the locations and intentions of North Vietnamese forces. 

This intelligence prompted the launching of Operation 

MacArthur, and brought the units back to the area along 

with more reinforcements from the ARVN Airborne 

Division.  The battles that erupted on the hill masses 

south and southeast of Đắk Tô became some of the most 

hard-fought and bloody battles of the Vietnam War. 

Aerial photo of Đắk Tô looking toward Laos. 
 

During the early stages of the U.S. involvement in the 

Vietnam War, several U.S. Special Forces Civilian 

Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) camps were established 

along the borders of South Vietnam in order to both 

maintain surveillance of PAVN and National Front for 

the Liberation of South Vietnam (NLF or derogatively, 

Viet Cong) infiltration and to provide support and 

training to isolated Montagnard villagers, who bore the 

brunt of the fighting in the isolated area.  One of these 

camps was built near the village and airstrip at Đắk Tô.  
 

After 1965, Đắk Tô was also utilized as a Forward 

Operations Base by the highly classified U.S. Studies 

and Observations Group (SOG), which launched 

reconnaissance teams from there to gather intelligence 

on the Ho Chi Minh Trail across the border in Laos. 
 

 

 

(continued….) 
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Đắk Tô lies on a flat valley floor, surrounded by waves 

of ridgelines that rise into peaks (some as high as 4,000 

feet) that stretch westward and southwestward towards 

the tri-border region where South Vietnam, Laos, and 

Cambodia meet.  Western Kontum Province is covered 

by double and triple-canopy rainforests, and the only 

open areas were filled in by bamboo groves whose stalks 

sometimes reached eight inches in diameter.  Landing 

Zones (LZs) large enough for helicopters were few and 

far between, which meant that most troop movements 

could only be carried out on foot.  Temperatures in the 

highlands could reach 95° Fahrenheit (35° Celsius) 

during the day and could drop to as low as 55° 

Fahrenheit (12.78° Celsius) in the evenings. 
 

Operation Greeley 
 

In January, Lieutenant General William R. Peers had 

taken command of the 4th Infantry Division, which had 

responsibility for the defense of western Kontum 

Province.  Prior to the onset of the summer monsoon, 

Peers set up blocking positions from the 4th's base camp 

at Jackson Hole, west of Pleiku, and launched Operation 

Francis Marion on 17 May.  The  

4th had on hand its 1st and 2nd  

Brigades while its 3rd Brigade  

operated with the 25th Infantry 

Division northwest of Saigon. 
 

Throughout the middle of 1967,  

however, western Kontum  

Province became a magnet  

for several PAVN spoiling  

attacks and it appeared that  

the North Vietnamese were  

paying an increasing amount 

of attention to the area.                The II Corps Tactical 

                                                          Zone, in the Central 

Immediately after taking              Highlands of South                                                       

command, Peers instituted                   Vietnam 

guidelines for his units in order  

to prevent them from being isolated and overrun in the 

rugged terrain, which also did much to negate the U.S. 

superiority in firepower.  Battalions were to act as single 

units instead of breaking down into individual 

companies in order to search for their enemy.  If rifle 

companies had to act independently, they were not to 

operate more than one kilometer or one hour's march 

from one another.  If contact with the enemy was made, 

the unit was to be immediately reinforced.  These 

measures went far in reducing the 4th Infantry's 

casualties. 
 

These heavy enemy contacts prompted Peers to request 

reinforcement and, as a result, on 17 June, two battalions 

of Brigadier General John R. Deane's 173rd Airborne 

Brigade were moved into the Đắk Tô area to begin 

sweeping the jungle-covered mountains in Operation 

Greeley.  The 173rd had been operating near Bien Hoa 

Air Base outside Saigon and had been in combat only 

against NLF guerrillas.  Prior to its deployment to the 

highlands, Peer's operations officer, Colonel William J. 

Livsey, attempted to warn the Airborne officers of the 

hazards of campaigning in the highlands.  He also 

advised them that PAVN regulars were a much better 

equipped and motivated force than the NLF.  These 

warnings, however, made little impression on the 

paratroopers, who were about to become victims of their 

own overconfidence.  

173rd Airborne troops during Operation Greeley 
 

On 20 June, Charlie Company, 2nd battalion, 503rd 

Airborne Infantry (C/2/503) discovered the bodies of a 

Special Forces CIDG unit that had been missing for four 

days on Hill 1338, the dominant hill mass south of Dak 

To.  Supported by Alpha Company, the Americans 

moved up the hill and set up for the night.   

 

At 06:58 the following morning, Alpha Company began 

moving alone up a ridge finger and triggered an ambush 

by the 6th Battalion of the 24th PAVN Regiment.   

Charlie Company was ordered to go to support, but 

heavy vegetation and difficult terrain made movement 

extremely difficult.  Artillery support was rendered 

ineffective by the limited range of visibility and the 

"belt-grabbing" tactics of the North Vietnamese.  Close 

air support was impossible for the same reasons.   

Alpha Company managed to survive repeated attacks 

throughout the day and night, but the cost was heavy.  

Of the 137 men that comprised the unit, 76 had been 

killed and another 23 wounded.  A search of the 

battlefield revealed only 15 dead North Vietnamese.  

 
(continued….) 
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U.S. headquarters press releases, made four days after 

the conclusion of what came to be called "The Battle of 

the Slopes", claimed that 475 North Vietnamese had 

been killed while the 173rd's combat after action report 

claimed 513 enemy dead.  The men of Alpha Company 

estimated that only 50–75 PAVN troops had been killed 

during the entire action.  Such losses among American 

troops could not go unpunished.  
 

The operations officer of the 4th Infantry went so far as 

to recommend that General Deane be relieved of 

command.  Such a drastic measure, however, would only 

provide more grist for what was becoming a public 

relations fiasco.  In the end, the commander and junior 

officers of Charlie Company (whose only crime was that 

of caution) were transferred to other units.  

Operation Greeley and the Dak To area 
 

In response to the destruction of Alpha Company, 

MACV ordered additional forces into the area.  On 23 

June, the 1st Battalion, 1st Brigade, 1st Air Cavalry 

Division arrived to bolster the 173rd.  The following 

day, the elite ARVN 1st Airborne Task Force (the 5th 

and 8th Battalions) and the 3rd Brigade of the 1st Air 

Cavalry Division arrived to conduct search and destroy 

operations north and northeast of Kontum.  General 

Deane sent his forces 20 kilometers west and southwest 

of Dak To in search for the 24th PAVN Regiment. 

 

After establishing Fire Support Base 4 on Hill 664, 

approximately 11 kilometers southwest of Đắk Tô, the 

4th Battalion, 503rd Airborne Infantry found the North 

Vietnamese K-101D Battalion of the Doc Lap Regiment 

on 10 July.  As the four companies of the battalion 

neared the crest of Hill 830 they were struck by a wall of 

small arms and machine gun fire and blasted by B-40 

rocket-propelled grenades and mortar fire.  Any advance 

was impossible, so the paratroopers remained in place 

for the night.  The following morning, the North 

Vietnamese were gone.  4/503 suffered 22 dead and 62 

wounded.  The bodies of three PAVN soldiers were 

found on the site.  
 

North Vietnamese pressure against CIDG outposts at 

Dak Seang and Dak Pek, 20 and 45 kilometers north of 

Đắk Tô respectively, was the impetus for dispatching the 

42nd ARVN Infantry Regiment into the area while the 

ARVN Airborne battalion moved to Dak Seang.  On 4 

August, the 1/42 encountered the North Vietnamese on a 

hilltop west of Dak Seang, setting off a three-day battle 

that drew in the South Vietnamese paratroopers.  The 8th 

Airborne, along with U.S. Army advisors, was airlifted 

into a small unimproved air field next to the Special 

Forces camp at Dak Seang.  The camp was under 

sporadic fire and probing ground attack by PAVN 

forces.  This occurred when its Special Forces 

commander and a patrol failed to return and the camp 

received what appeared to be preparatory fire for a full 

scale ground attack by PAVN.  The terrain was high 

mountains with triple canopy jungle.  The importance of 

the Dak Seang camp was that it lay astride the Ho Chi 

Minh Trail, the main infiltration route of the PAVN into 

the South. 
 

About a kilometer from the camp, the Army advisors 

and the 8th Airborne came upon the bodies of the lost 

Special Forces patrol, all dead, including the camp 

commander.  As the 8th Airborne moved up the 

mountain, the lead elements were taking small arms fire. 

Before long, it was obvious that the PAVN troops had 

filtered down on all sides.  By noon of 4 August, the 8th 

Airborne with its advisors were in a fight that lasted 

several days.   
 

When the unit finally overwhelmed the PAVN forces 

because of superior fire power in air and artillery, it 

reached the top of the mountain and found a fully 

operational PAVN Headquarters, complete with hospital 

facilities and anti-aircraft emplacements.  During the 

three-day battle, the 8th Airborne Battalion alone 

withstood six separate ground attacks and casualties 

among all the South Vietnamese units were heavy. 
 

By mid-August, contact with communist forces 

decreased, leading the Americans to conclude that the 

North Vietnamese had withdrawn across the border.  

The bulk of the ARVN Airborne units were then 

returned to their bases around Saigon for rest and 

refitting.  
(continued….) 
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On 23 August, General Deane turned over command of 

the 173rd to Brigadier General Leo H. Schweiter.  On 17 

September, two battalions of the 173rd departed the area 

to protect the rice harvest in Phu Yen Province.  2/503 

remained at Đắk Tô along with the 3rd ARVN Airborne 

Battalion to carry out a sweep of the Toumarong Valley 

north of Đắk Tô and the suspected location of a PAVN 

regimental headquarters.  After three weeks of fruitless 

searching, however, the operation was halted on 11 

October. Operation Greeley was over. 

 
 

Major General William R. 

Peers, commander of the 4th 

Infantry Division and overall 

U.S. commander at Đắk Tô 
 

By early October, U.S. 

intelligence reported that the 

North Vietnamese were 

withdrawing regiments from 

the Pleiku area to join those 

in Kontum Province, thereby 

dramatically increasing the 

strength of local forces to that 

of a full division.  In 

response, the 4th Infantry 

began moving the  

3rd Battalion, 12th Infantry and the 3rd Battalion, 8th 

Infantry into Đắk Tô to launch Operation MacArthur.  
 

On 29 October, the 4/503 of the 173rd Airborne Brigade 

was returned to the area as a reinforcement.  The 

battalion was moved west of Đắk Tô to the CIDG camp 

at Ben Het to protect the construction of Fire Support 

Base 12 on 2 November. 
 

On 3 November, Sergeant Vu Hong, an artillery 

specialist with the 6th PAVN Regiment, defected to the 

South Vietnamese and was able to provide U.S. forces 

with detailed information on the disposition of PAVN 

forces and their objectives, both at Đắk Tô and at Ben 

Het, 18 kilometers to the west. The North Vietnamese 

had fed approximately 6,000 troops into the area, most 

of which made up the 1st PAVN Division. The 66th 

PAVN Regiment was southwest of Đắk Tô preparing to 

launch the main attack while the 32nd PAVN Regiment 

was moved south to prevent any counterattacks against 

the 66th. The independent 24th PAVN Regiment held 

positions northeast of Đắk Tô to prevent reinforcement 

of the base from that direction. The 174th PAVN 

Regiment was northwest of Đắk Tô, acting as a reserve 

or an offensive force as the situation dictated.  In 

addition, the 1st PAVN Division was supported by the 

40th PAVN Artillery Regiment.  The goal of these units 

was the taking of Đắk Tô and the destruction of a 

brigade-size American unit. 
 

Brigadier General Leo 

H. Schweiter, 

commander of the 

173rd Airborne 

Brigade 
 

The communist 

actions around Đắk 

Tô were part of an 

overall strategy 

devised by the Hanoi 

leadership, primarily 

that of General 

Nguyen Chi Thanh.  

The goal of 

operations in the area, according to a captured document 

from the B-3 Front Command, was  

"to annihilate a major U.S. element 

in order to force the enemy to deploy 

as many additional troops to the 

western highlands as possible."  
 

As the Americans quickly discovered, the area had been 

well prepared by the North Vietnamese.  The number 

and elaborateness of defensive preparations found by 

U.S. and ARVN troops indicated that some had been 

prepared as much as six months in advance.  As General 

Peers noted: “Nearly every key terrain feature was 

heavily fortified with elaborate bunker and trench 

complexes.  He had moved quantities of supplies and 

ammunition into the area.  He was prepared to stay.” 
 

After contact with the PAVN forces on the 4th and 5th 

of the month, General Schweiter received orders to move 

the rest of his brigade back to Đắk Tô.  The immediate 

goal of the paratroopers was first to establish a base of 

operations and bolster the defenses at Ben Het.  They 

would then begin to search for the headquarters of the 

66th PAVN Regiment, which U.S. intelligence believed 

to be in the valley stretching south of FSB 12.  Simul- 

taneously, most of the remaining elements of the 4th 

Infantry Division moved into the area around Đắk Tô. 

They were joined by two First Air Cavalry battalions 

(the 1/12 and 2/8th Cavalry) and ARVN forces 

consisting of the four battalions of the 42nd Regiment 

and the 2nd and 3rd Airborne Battalions.   
 

By this time, the village and airstrip had become a major 

logistical base, supporting an entire U.S. division and 

airborne brigade and six ARVN battalions. The stage 

was set for a major pitched battle. 
 

[Source: Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia] 

------------ 
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BATTLE OF THE SLOPES 

Hill 1338 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Battle of the Slopes 

Hill 1338 
 

Background Information: 
 

   Arriving early June in Dak-To proper, the Sky Soldiers 

of the 2/503rd Airborne Infantry were briefed. 

Intelligence reported an unknown enemy force had 

attacked U.S. and CIDG installations in the Dak-To area 

with mortar and rocket fire during the period of June 17-

21, 1967.  The enemy were estimated to be within the 

2/503rd AO. 
 

Mission: Search and Destroy 
 

   The 2/503rd Infantry was to conduct search and 

destroy operations against possible enemy forces and 

installations south of the Dak To Special Forces Camp. 

The concept was to deploy the A/2/503rd and C/2/503rd 

Infantry by helicopter and assault the area on 18th and 

20th of June, respectively.  B/2/503rd Infantry was to 

remain as the reaction force, and rotate with the line 

units when instructed. 
 

   From 18th through 21st, June, both Companies had 

negative contact, and on 211700H (June 21st, at 5 p.m.), 

A Company received orders to return overland to Dak 

To proper (Base Camp).  The Commander of A 

Company chose a route that would allow him to close 

not later than 221500H. 
 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

“The enemy had blown-up the ammo dump and three  

C-130 aircraft on the airstrip.”   
(Photo by Earle “Doc” Jackson, B Med) 

 

   Many are the facts of war that darkens the path of 

history.  The Battle of the Slopes (dubbed by the Sky 

Soldiers) in Dak To, Kontum Province on June 22, 1967, 

is no exception.  John L. Leppelman of C/2/503rd made 

this report, "We moved through the hills of Dak To, not 

keeping track of time.  It was an endless search for 

Charlie and occasionally taking sniper fire with no 

head on contact.  These hills were actually mountains, 

steep, muddy and leech infested.  We were usually 

under triple canopy jungles which made it appear dark 

and dreary." 
 

   Intelligence information indicated that the enemy 

situation prior to the operation were elements of the 24th 

NVA Regiment, 304th VC Battalion, 200th VC artillery 

Battalion and H-15 LF Battalion.  The enemy had the 

capability to attack in up to regimental strength, to 

defend and reinforce with above mentioned elements, 

and to withdraw at the time and place of his choosing. 

 

 
 

 

(continued….) 
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   The Sky Soldiers arrived in the Dak To area with little 

or no knowledge of the North Vietnamese Regular Army 

or their capabilities.  In early June there was solid 

indications that the B-3 front was moving the bulk of its 

regiments from Laos and Cambodia into the Central 

Highlands under the control of the 1st NVA Division. 

These were well trained and seasoned soldiers. 
 

   On June 21, A and C Company made their laager site 

in one common perimeter on a ridge extending 

perpendicular to Dak To proper about 2,000 meters 

away.  As they were setting up their positions, both 

Companies sent out their clearing and reconnaissance 

patrols in front and around their respective areas.  The 

patrols were an insurance that the area was clear of 

enemy activity prior to the Sky Soldiers digging in for 

the night.  Shortly after the patrols returned, SP4 Cook 

of C/2/503rd accidentally strayed outside the safety of 

the perimeter and was cut down by friendly fire. 
 

   Some of the tragedies of war are at times 

unexplainable and much less justifiable.  Some of the 

tragedies are leadership foul-ups, troops being jumpy 

from prior actions, or troops being tired and weary. 

There are many other factors that can be a major cause 

for such accidents.  The well trained Sky Soldiers kept 

accidents to the minimum. 
 

   The morning of June 22, the Commanders got together 

for their briefing of respective AO's and final 

instructions for the mission ahead.  C Company was to 

continue their search and destroy mission and A 

Company was to return to base camp by overland. 

Captain Milton commanding A Company had selected 

his route so that his Company could close at Dak To 

base camp NLT 1500 hours.  The night before, the men 

were told they'd be returning to Dak To via the same 

trail they'd been monitoring for the past few days.  It was 

gospel among the grunts to avoid repeat use of trails. 

The crafty enemy frequently booby-trapped them or set 

up ambushes along their length.  Actually, Captain 

Milton had little choice in his Company's route of march. 

The ridge finger they were on had such steep sides, 

covered with the typical dense jungle growth, that any 

other route would have taken several days to traverse. 

He gave his Officers and NCO's their final instructions 

prior to moving out. 
 

   Milton assigned Lieutenant Judd's 2d Platoon to the 

point position.  Next came 3d Platoon led by Lieutenant 

Hood.  Milton's CP group would follow, and behind 

them would come Weapons Platoon.  Lieutenant 

Sexton's 1st Platoon was given the task of spreading the 

CS crystals over the LZ and laager site before falling in 

at the column's rear. 
 

   At 0625 Lieutenant Judd started off.  As the tail end of 

his platoon disappeared downhill into the jungle, Hood 

started his platoon forward.  The Weapons Platoon 

members, all eighteen of them, squatted along the trail 

waiting their turn to move.  Lieutenant Sexton's platoon 

had donned their gas masks and were spreading the tear 

gas around the LZ. 

Ervin L. Burns, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

 As the Companies moved out from their night laager 

site, SP4 John L. Leppelman became the point man for 

C/2/503rd.  As his Squad moved out, he reported, "As 

we moved and wound our way through A Company's 

positions we greeted our buddies with idle guff and 

chatter, many of whom we went to jump school with or 

came to Nam (Vietnam) with. 
 

   We continued our search and destroy mission from 

ridge to ridge, while A Company moved down the slope 

towards base camp at Dak To, some 2,000 meters away. 

A few hours into our mission the point element started 

taking sniper fire and within a 20 minute period we 

had 3 WlA's.  One was serious, he got hit through the 

neck. 

 
(continued….) 

 

 

 

2/503d VIETNAM  Newsletter / June 22, 2011 – Issue 29 

Page 7 of 68 



   The area was triple canopy jungles and the lower 

ground area was heavy brush and foliage, just too thick 

to cut out an LZ so we had to transport him (the WIA) 

on a make shift stretcher.  We made the stretcher by 

cutting two poles long enough to carry a person then 

rolling both poles around the edge of a poncho till it 

was wide enough for a person.  We continued to move 

on our AO, then suddenly we got a radio call from A 

Company that they were in heavy contact with an 

entrenched NVA force.  Shortly after we got another 

call from Colonel James Steverson, Commander of the 

2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry, to move out to assist A 

Company."  

Carlin Martin Campbell, Jr., A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

   A Company's Point Squad moved down near a well 

used trail, shortly after they walked into five or six NVA 

soldiers crossing the trail, the startled NVA's opened 

fire.  Contact was established with an estimated 5-6 

NVA's at 0658 hours. 
 

   The area was steep with single to triple canopy 

jungles, thick bamboo, and heavy low foliage.  The sun 

was just breaking through the tops of the jungles sending 

flowing eloquent rays of light down to the jungle floor. 

The peacefulness of the jungle turned into a chorus of 

automatic weapons firing, the sound sending vibrations 

throughout the Dak To mountains. 
 

   Captain Milton radioed Judd.  The young lieutenant 

reported that his point squad had walked smack into ten 

to fifteen NVA coming toward them on the same trail. 

The NVA had opened up first, hitting some of Judd's 

men.  He didn't know how many, or how badly.  Judd 

had put his remaining men into a defensive perimeter. 
 

   After getting off the radio with Judd, Milton radioed 

the battalion TOC.  He reported the contact to Capt. Ken 

Smith. 
 

   Colonel Partain and his executive officer, Maj. H. 

Glenn Watson, were also present in the TOC.  While 

Partain and Smith plotted the coordinates in order to 

bring in supporting artillery fire, Watson stayed on the 

radio with Milton. 
 

   Major Watson was not overly concerned.  Alpha 

seemed to have the situation under control.  He advised 

Captain Milton to "develop the fight and keep us 

informed." 
    
   A Company's Point Squad was in the middle of a 

firefight, and the startled NVA's fire was ineffective at 

the moment, Capt. Milton ordered the 2nd Platoon to 

assist.  As the remainder of the 2nd Platoon moved down 

to assist, they in turn came under heavy fire from the 

front and both flanks. 
 

   After a brief period, and sizing up the situation, Capt. 

Milton ordered the 2nd Platoon to withdraw, requesting 

heavy artillery fire to cover their movement back up the 

ridge.  The artillery fire initiated, gave only minimum 

results, since the enemy was at close proximity with the 

Sky Soldiers.  The 3rd Platoon was ordered to link up 

with the 2nd Platoon and assist them to move up the 

ridge to a more defendable area. 
 

   Then both elements began moving back up hill 

approximately seventy five (75) meters and forming a 

common perimeter along the ridgeline, with 2nd Platoon 

on the west and 3rd Platoon on the east. 
 

   At 0810 hours the elements of the 2nd and 3rd Platoon 

came under attack from the north by an estimated 

reinforced NVA Platoon.  The attack was repulsed, but 

renewed with increased intensity.  As the attack 

continued for the next half hour, Captain Milton reported 

to Battalion that his two lead elements were in heavy 

contact. 
 

   Based on the information he had, Partain called in an 

air strike.  In order to bring in the jets, or fast movers, 

the artillery had to be shifted while the planes were in 

the area.   
(continued….) 
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Not everyone thought air strikes should be used.  

Because air strikes were less accurate than artillery, the 

NVA knew that the closer they moved to an allied unit, 

the safer they were. 
 

   Major Watson knew this, too.  When the order for use 

of the fast movers came to him, he thought it was a 

mistake. "Negative," he responded to the order to shift 

the artillery. 
 

   General Deane, who had arrived in the area, came up 

on the Battalion net.  "Shift the artillery," Deane 

ordered, overriding Watson. 
 

   From 0820 to 0825 the jets dropped their bombs along 

the east side of the ridge.  At 0835 Huey gunships 

arrived on the scene.  To help mark their Platoons' 

perimeter for the close-in support from the gunships' 

weapons systems, Lieutenants Judd and Hood had their 

men toss out smoke grenades, or "pop smoke" in the 

grunts' jargon. 
 

   Another reality about fighting in the highlands became 

apparent.  The thick jungle dispersed the smoke so 

widely that the gunships couldn't get an accurate fix on 

the Paratroopers' location. 
 

   On the ground the effects were disastrous.  The rising 

columns of smoke told the NVA right where the 

Americans were.  Specialist Patterson noticed the 

increase in small-arms fire immediately.  Seconds later 

NVA mortar rounds began crashing into the perimeter, 

tearing American flesh.  Amid the renewed cries of 

"Medic!" Paratroopers were yelling, "No more smoke. 

No more smoke."  But it was too late.  The NVA now 

had an accurate fix on their positions. 
 

   Even while the gunships were firing blindly into the 

jungle around them, the NVA were massing for another 

ground attack.  At 0850 Lieutenant Judd radioed back to 

Milton, "Six, we're bracing for an all-out attack.  

We're laid out well.  About a hundred gooks are getting 

ready to hit us." 
 

   Before Milton could respond the roar of M16 fire filled 

the handset.  He was starting to wonder if the two 

platoons would make it.  They had been in contact for 

almost two hours. 
 

   The attack was repulsed with heavy casualties to the 

Sky Soldiers, despite the fact that the Sky Soldiers 

inflicted heavy casualties on the NVA.  The NVA's kept 

moving through their own dead and wounded in a 

frenzied attack. 
 

   Air, artillery and gun-ships strikes continued 

throughout the firefight, to include napalm to the north 

side of the perimeter.  At 0900 hours Captain Milton 

committed his 1st Platoon to relieve the pressure on the 

besieged 2nd and 3rd Platoons, at the same time Capt. 

Milton had his Weapons Platoon assist in evacuating the 

wounded back up the hill to his CP (command post). 
 

   The 1st Platoon had to assault through the NVA's lines 

to get to the embattled 2nd and 3rd Platoons perimeter. 

The Weapons Platoon carrying party was unable to reach 

the battle area.  By this time the NVA had the area 

surrounded and continued their attack on the perimeter 

despite heavy losses to themselves. 
 

   As the battle progressed with A Company's Rifle 

Platoons being surrounded with no resupply of 

ammunition or ground support, Capt. Milton reported 

that his units were in a desperate situation requiring 

immediate assistance. 

Darrell Wayne Butts, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

   General Deane had arrived at the Brigade TOC by this 

time.  Based on reports from Milton and from Partain's 

aerial observation, General Deane surmised that Alpha 

Company had not fallen into a prepared ambush but had 

stumbled into a moving NVA column of indeterminate 

size.  Deane figured the main body of the NVA unit 

would continue its movement while holding Alpha at 

bay.   
(continued….) 
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He looked over his maps, identifying likely routes of 

movement, and then barked off the coordinates to the 

artillery liaison officer.  The latter relayed those figures 

to 3/319th's fire direction center.  The 105's poured 

howitzer shells into those areas, hoping to catch the 

fleeing NVA. 
 

   Colonel Partain reported his findings to General 

Deane.  When Deane learned that Partain had had two 

choppers shot out from underneath him, he gave Partain 

his own chopper and crew and sent him back into the air. 

Before Partain departed, he ordered his remaining 

company, Bravo, to vacate its base security positions and 

chopper into an LZ north of where Alpha's three 

Platoons were fighting for their lives. 

   Charles Orvis Deedrick, Jr., A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

The Commander of C Company was reporting heavy 

movements to their front and flanks, and were carrying 

dead and wounded with them, were thought to be 

moving too slow.  Battalion ordered C Company to 

ignore the movements to his front and flanks and to 

proceed rapidly to the assistance of A Company. 
 

   Col. Steverson had alerted Bravo Company 2/503rd 

who was the Battalion reserve unit, back at Dak To 

proper.  They were making preparations and planning for 

their movement, since the contact area was not 

approachable by helicopter, nor were there any good 

landing zones close up to the embattled area. 

   At approximately 1000 hours, the forward elements of 

Alpha in contact with the NVA, reported they were in 

heavy contact and their elements were down to fifteen 

effective.  All Platoon Leaders were killed, all Platoon 

Sergeants were wounded, some several times. 
 

   The 2nd Platoon Sergeant and ranking survivor 

directed that the wounded and the effective be moved 

back to the ridge, towards the Company's CP.  Before 

action could be initiated on the request, radio contact 

was broken, and at 1034 hours Captain Milton reported 

that he had lost radio contact with his forward elements. 

At the same time he requested that Battalion terminate 

the airstrikes that were pounding the western approaches 

to the forward positions with napalm and rockets and to 

use artillery instead.  At this time Captain Milton's CP 

was not under fire but all available personnel were 

helping to evacuate the wounded. 
 

   Company B 2/503rd Airborne Infantry was inserted 

into a one ship LZ.  The process of this insertion was 

complicated by a fire in the high kunai grass (caused by 

smoke grenade).  The lead elements (2nd Platoon 

B/2/503rd) moved out of the LZ towards the battle area 

about 300 meters south.  They received small arms fire 

with no casualties.  Other elements of Bravo Company 

landed, they moved to join their 2nd Platoon which was 

now directing artillery fire against the NVA. 
 

   Members of A Company reported to the CO that heavy 

movements were noted on the northwest portion of the 

perimeter.  At 1030 and 1100 hours Capt. Milton made 

this report to Battalion and requested supporting fire in 

that area.  He then dispatched a guide element back up 

the ridge to the old laager site to assist C Company 

2/503rd back into A Company's perimeter.  There was 

intermittent radio contact with the forward element of A 

Company and shortly after 1100 hours radio contact was 

permanently lost.  While trying to make radio contact 

with his forward element, a group of survivors, led by 

the 2nd Platoon Sergeant reached the Company's CP. 
 

   The disposition of A Company 2/503rd was now about 

thirty-five wounded and thirty effective, a hasty 

perimeter was made around the wounded.  Then at 1140 

hours Capt. Milton decided to move the Company 

further up the ridge to a better defendable position.  With 

heavy artillery cover fire, he moved all his wounded and 

personnel back to a more secure position. 
 

   The new position was assaulted from the northwest at 

1220 hour and again on 1245 hours, then continued with 

sporadic small arms fire.   
 

(continued….) 
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As some defended others were feverishly cutting out an 

LZ as the situation permitted, Captain Milton was 

wounded during this action.  A medical and ammunition 

re-supply was made into the partially completed LZ. 
 

   As Captain Willoughby's Bravo Company 2/503rd 

completed their insertion into their LZ the Company was 

ready to move out at 1205 hours and at 1240 hours they 

made contact with an estimated NVA Platoon, small-

arms fire erupted around them before they'd covered 

much ground.  Calling artillery support on the enemy, 

Willoughby also detected the NVA moving around his 

left, or east, flank and formed a defensive perimeter. 
 

   Airstrikes were called in, at 1335 to 1440 hours the  

A-1E Skyraiders pounded the suspected enemy area with 

500 pound bombs, CBU (Cluster bomb units), napalm 

and strafing runs were directed against the NVA. 
 

   At about the same time the air strikes began for Bravo, 

Charlie Company reached Alpha's earlier LZ.  The CS 

crystals sown by Sexton's platoon had a disastrous effect 

on Leonard's Paratroopers.  They donned their gas 

masks, but most found the mask's filters had become wet 

in all the downpours and were no good.  Soon, half the 

Company were on their knees, retching and with snot 

running from their noses and tears pouring from their 

eyes. 
 

   Company C finally made it to the old laager site where 

the B Company party met them, then led them back to 

the besieged perimeter of A Company 2/503rd. 

Company C 2/503rd was burdened with 2 KlA's from 

the night before and this made their progress to assist A 

Company more difficult.  The link up with A and C 

Companies were effected at 1420 hours, and immediate 

attention was directed towards the completion of the LZ. 
 

   A team from Company C was sent out to the battle 

area to locate WIA's and to gain information on the 

enemy's situation.  Their retrieval attempt was met with 

heavy sniper fire from the trees and surrounding area.  C 

Company secured the area and got all WlA's and the 

remainder of A Company 2/503rd extracted to the 

Brigade main base camp, and the extraction was 

completed at 1850 hours. 
 

   Company C 2/503rd laagered on the ridge in A 

Company's perimeter with one Platoon placed on 

ambush.  And B Company laagered in their area with 

one Platoon in ambush.  Throughout the night artillery 

was directed against potential NVA routes of 

withdrawal. 
 

   On June 23, 1967 both B and C Companies 2/503rd 

linked up to clear the battle field, police the area for all 

members of their units, WIA's, KIA's, and MIA's.  They 

discovered a horrendous situation committed by the 

NVA, over half the KIA's (43 personnel) had suffered 

head wounds inflicted at close range, indicating that the 

NVA had executed the wounded during the night.  One 

MIA who was recovered alive had survived the ordeal. 

The coup de grace had merely stunned him, however his 

head was split open exposing the skull.  The Sky 

Soldiers that were never in a firefight were sick and 

horrified. 

Ronald Cleveland Clark, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

   Search and destroy missions conducted on June 24th 

through 28th, by B and C Company, the Recon Platoon 

2/503rd and augmented by E/17th Calvary, produced 

substantial evidence of the NVA losses.  Much NVA 

equipment was captured and U.S. equipment recovered. 

Intelligence findings produced documents and three 

NVA POW's captured by E/17th Calvary.  The enemy 

unit was identified as the K-6 Battalion, subordinate to 

B-3 Front (this unit was formerly the 6th NVA Battalion, 

24th NVA Regiment and detached to the B-3 Front in 

August 1966). 

 
173D AIRBORNE BRIGADE (SEPARATE) 

 

Subject: Combat Operations After Action Report –  

Battle of The Slopes, Hill 1338  

Task Organization: Companies A and C, 2nd Battalion; Company B, 

(Reserve) 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry, 173rd Airborne Brigade  

Date of Operations: 18 - 22 June 1967.  
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Interview With 

LTC David A. Milton, Inf. (Ret) 
Company Commander 

A/2/503d, RVN (1967)
 

When we put out the call for „recollections‟ from 

troopers who were in and around The Battle of the 

Slopes, LTC Dave Milton (then Captain), Alpha 

Company commander during that battle, offered to 

answer any questions we might have, and sent in this 

brief note.  We then invited Dave to be interviewed 

for this special edition of our newsletter.  Ed 
 

Dave Milton, CO/A/2/503d 
 

I go through the would of, could of, should of, a 

lot....here‟s something maybe the guys don't know.   
 

Following the fight and after General Westmoreland 

was briefed by all concerned, he asked all in the tent  to 

leave except for me.  He said, "This battle will go down 

as one of the best examples of the American fighting 

men ever.  Washington is looking for a scapegoat."   
 

Westmoreland went on to say, "You brought 46 men 

down off that hill.  This battle will haunt you and all 

of us for years.  You were out-gunned but not out-

fought.  Washington will know what great soldiers we 

have.  I will personally tell the president what 

happened here."    
 

He then saluted me and said, “Good job soldier."  We 

left the tent and he got up on the hood of a jeep and 

addressed all who were there on how well they did. 

 

~ The Interview ~ 
 

2/503d Vietnam Newsletter (VNL):  Colonel, Dave, 

tell us about your military training and postings before 

the 173d in Vietnam.  Also, did you specifically request 

assignment to the brigade or did you become a Sky 

Soldier by chance?  If it was a requested post, why the 

173d?  
 

LTC David Milton:  I joined the army in 1956 and 

served with the 82nd Airborne Division and the  

503rd  Brigade Combat Team on Okinawa.  I was 

commissioned in 1964.  After completing Ranger School 

I served as a infantry platoon leader and a infantry rifle 

company commander with the 82nd.  I became a Sky 

Soldier in March 1967 by chance. 
 

         

           SGM Deeb and LTC Milton at 173d reunion 

 

 

VNL:  Please describe the circumstances surrounding 

the moment you were given orders to take command of 

Alpha Company 2/503. 
 

Milton:  I took command of A Company in War 

Zone “D” during Operation  Junction City II.  The 

previous commanding officer of Alpha was wounded 

that morning, and I was given command that afternoon 

by battalion commander (then) LTC Bob Sigholtz.  His 

only words to me were, “You are my new A Company 

CO.  A Company’s CP is over there.”   I saluted, then 

headed in the direction he had pointed.  
 

 

(continued….) 
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VNL:  Between Junction City II and when the battalion 

moved into the Dak To area in June „67, what were some 

of the more memorable operations you and A Company 

participated in?  Also, what was the makeup of the 

company in June; was it staffed at all levels with tested, 

combat ready and experienced troops? 
 

Milton:  After I joined A Company we were placed in 

Battalion reserve while we continued the War Zone “D” 

search and destroy mission.  We did uncover several 

small Viet Cong bunker complexes, all unoccupied.  We 

received incoming sniper fire on a daily basis which 

gave the company an opportunity to practice fire and 

movement.  There were no other events prior to 

returning to our base at Bien Hoa. 
 

During the time leading up to Dak To, I had a solid  

NCO cadre, however, no one was in the proper grade.  

For example, my platoon sergeants were all E-6‟s, squad 

leaders were all E-5‟s, and the first sergeant was an E-7 

instead of an E-8.  I had two lieutenants, however, I 

needed the second one to run the rear detachment at our 

base camp in Bien Hoa.  Our biggest weakness was in 

our platoon leaders‟ positions.  I was assigned three 

brand new 2nd lieutenants during the move to Dak To. 

Alpha Company had been in several contacts with the 

enemy just prior to my arrival and I considered it a 

combat ready unit. 

Camp Zinn, named in honor of LT Ron Zinn (KIA) 

B/2/503, home of the 2/503d, ‟65-„67.  Alpha Company 

hooch‟s seen on left, Charlie Company hooch‟s at top.     
(Photo by COL George Dexter, Bn CO in Vietnam ‟65-‟66) 

 

VNL:  Now, you and Alpha Company and the battalion 

have received orders to move to Kontum Province and 

the hills of Dak To in the Central Highlands, terrain 

decidedly different than the generally flat “D” Zone 

jungles and the rice paddies of the Mekong Delta you 

were accustomed to, and where you would commence 

Operation Greeley.  During briefings at Zinn what did 

you and the other company commanders learn from 

battalion/brigade leadership of this pending operation?  

Specifically, what were your objectives and what did 

they tell you about the opposing forces you would likely 

encounter? 
 

Milton:  Immediately after returning to Camp Zinn and 

after repacking all our gear and ammo, I was about to 

release troops to go to the PX , beer hall, etc., when a 

battalion runner told me to put Alpha Company on 

trucks, which we did.  This happened so fast some of my 

soldiers didn‟t have time to shower after coming in from 

the field.   
 

The trucks took us to the airbase where C-130s with 

their engines running were waiting.  I was told to put as 

many soldiers on each aircraft as it could hold.  If I 

remember correctly, all of A Company (136 troopers) 

was on one aircraft.  I had not received a single word as 

to where we were going, nor had I received any maps.   
 

Several hours later we landed and a guide 

led my company into a laager area were we 

spent the rest of the night.  We spent two days 

in this place (still no maps), and then we again 

loaded aboard trucks.  We proceeded to the 

SF airfield where the battalion CO and S3 

briefed me.  We were to make an air assault 

on a very small knoll which could only 

accommodate one Huey landing at a time -- 

the knoll was covered with elephant grass 

about 10 feet deep.  I was also told of recent 

sightings of NVA troops believed to be 

moving into the surrounding hills.  
 

The first Huey hovered as low as it could 

while 1st Platoon tumbled out into the high 

grass.  I was given the task to move from the 

knoll and set-up ambush sites on suspected 

trail systems 500 meters east.  Finally, we 

were all assembled and we started digging in.  

Still no maps – but they were later airdropped 

to us.   
 

I was told a RVN battalion had been wiped-

out west of the SF camp located close to the airfield 

from where we had just left. 
(continued….) 
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VNL:  You stated A Company was moved 

to Dak To from Bien Hoa with no notice or 

preparation even to the point you were 

deployed to the field with no maps.  Was this 

also the case with B and C Companies?  If 

not, how was it that C Company was in the 

bush with you on 6/21 and B Company was 

held back in reserve at the airstrip?  It 

sounds as if this entire move was one big 

clusterfuck on the part of battalion or brigade 

or others.  Did anyone ask battalion or 

brigade any questions regarding this 

haphazard movement?   Also, what were 

your orders for June 22nd and do you recall 

what C Company was ordered to do that 

day?  What direction were they headed and 

where were they at 9 a.m? 
 

Milton:  Maps were issued on the 21st of 

June.  I cannot speak to B or C Company‟s 

situations.  C Company was put in 

approximately 2000 meters to relieve A 

Company‟s return to base camp.  It was not 

my job nor would I ever question orders 

from superiors.  Contrary to your remark 

suggesting this operation turned into a  

C..... F....., I don‟t agree,  in spite of the push 

to get troops in the field to block any 

movement on that new trail system.  My 

mission was to move by foot to base camp as 

fast as possible.  C Company was to assume 

my mission of interdiction of the trail 

system.  At 9 a.m. C Company was less than 

2000 meters from us. 
 

VNL:  So, Dave, up to this moment you and 

your men, 136 of you, map-less up to a 

point, were dug in on that slope knowing (at 

least) an enemy battalion of four, five or six times your 

strength was likely in the same area – it would had to 

have been a battalion sized force or greater to wipe-out 

the RVN unit.  Not much had changed since March ‟66 

when the entire 2/503d was sent into the “D” Zone 

jungle (Operation Silver City), and intelligence knew it 

was likely we would be heavily outmanned and out-

gunned by enemy forces.  What were you told would 

happen once your company made contact with the 

enemy?  What was the strategy behind placing Alpha 

Company at risk?  Frankly, Colonel, it sounds to me as if 

you and your men were being used as nothing more than 

bait.  Am I wrong?  What were you personally thinking 

during the time before the battle commenced?   
 

 

 

 

(Then) 1st LT Dave Milton, A/2/503 Recon Platoon 

Leader, with his NCO buddy enjoying a cool one in 1967. 
(Photo by Les Fuller, A/2/503d) 

 

Milton:  Our mission was to interdict a large trail 

system.  I had not given any thought to the size of enemy 

forces we had in the area.  On 22 June we knew nothing 

of well-trained NVA forces.  However, it did influence 

the types of ambushes laid out for my troops.  Once 

positions were dug and overhead cover put in place, I 

started sending recon patrols in all different directions.  

My company sat in the middle of a huge trail system 

almost big enough to drive trucks down.  On either side 

of the trail were individual bunkers.  The bunkers were 

freshly dug with overhead cover.   
 

(continued….) 
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Once I was briefed on the size of enemy forces we might 

expect, it really didn‟t make much difference – we had 

been given our orders.  I instructed my platoon leaders 

on the importance of the locations of their claymore 

mines, trip flares and fields of fire. 
 

It was common knowledge that the 173d Airborne 

Brigade was General Westmoreland‟s “Fire Brigade”.  

It was routine for us to be moved all over the different 

AOs to establish contact then bring in additional regular 

troops.  In this case the 4th Infantry Division was in 

support of our operations.  Our mission was straight 

forward, it was to close with and destroy enemy forces  -

- not one time did it cross my mind that we could not do 

that.  I had no knowledge of Operation Silver City, and 

those in senior command don‟t put troops out as BAIT.  

The plan for our forces was  to interdict enemy activity 

with ambush tactics along that trail system.  C Company 

had been inserted into an area 2 kilometers to our west, 

with Bravo Company at the ready in reserve.  I felt good 

about what we were doing. 

Sign posted at entrance to Alpha Company at the 

battalion‟s base camp in Bien Hoa. 

 

Clem Green was “A” Company 2/503d Company 

Commander Capt. Jack Kelley‟s term used to describe 

the average, everyday, mythical, hardworking and 

downtrodden paratrooper infantryman who bore the 

brunt of every battle and the mistakes of leadership, 

and served as an example of what to do and what not to 

do by all.  (As described by Capt. Bill Vose, A/2/503d) 

VNL:  Dave, we could debate the question of whether or 

not U.S. forces were used as bait, but we won‟t here, 

other than to say the answer to that might rest with one‟s 

personal perspective of the situation at hand.  To move 

on.  According to pre-operation reports, “Prior to its 

deployment to the highlands, (Commanding General) 

Peer's operations officer, Colonel William J. Livsey, 

attempted to warn the Airborne officers of the hazards of 

campaigning in the highlands.  He also advised them 

that PAVN regulars were a much better equipped and 

motivated force than the NLF (Viet Cong).  These 

warnings, however, made little impression on the 

paratroopers, who were about to become victims of their 

own overconfidence.”  What Livsey said seems to 

coincide with your own thinking at the time, namely, a 

strong sense of confidence or over confidence?  Until 

June ‟67, and with few exceptions, combat of the 

brigade generally was with the Viet Cong in the south.  

You and your men are now positioned and ready to 

fulfill your objective; close with and destroy the enemy.   

Please tell us what happens next over the first couple 

hours after making initial contact, addressing your and 

higher-ups‟ initial understanding of what you and your 

men were facing. 
 

Milton:  On the morning of 22 June I put my 2nd 

Platoon in the lead with my Recon squad several 

hundred meters in front of 2nd Platoon.  The 3rd Platoon 

trailed 2nd with the 1st Platoon in the rear putting out 55 

gallon drums of CS crystals to keep our laager site from 

being used by the NVA. 
 

At approximately 0700 in the a.m. of 22 June,  6 to 8 

shots were fired.  My Recon squad had spotted VC and 

exchanged fire.  My Forward Observer immediately 

started to bring arty fire in.  We had previously pre- 

plotted arty strike zones.  The 2nd Platoon formed a 

small perimeter.   It was not until after 0900 hrs. did 

small arms fire intensify.  By this time 2nd Platoon had 

several men wounded.  3rd Platoon had also taken 

wounded.  At that time the artillery was right on target 

and we were able to extract several of our wounded. 
 

At that same time it was decided to lift all artillery and 

gunship support in order to bring in high performance 

aircraft.  It took approximately 55 minutes to lift the arty 

and bring it back -- in the meantime the enemy managed 

to infiltrate our lines.  By 1030 hrs. I had lost contact 

with both forward platoons.  It seemed the enemy was 

relentless in pushing forward into our positions.  No one, 

to include the battalion CO, had any idea of the exact 

size of the enemy unit.  They were relying on my 

reports.   
 

(continued….) 
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I had asked for help from battalion.  C Company was 

ordered to move to our assistance at approximately 0900 

hrs. from 2 kilometers away.  At 1045 hrs. I was 

expecting C Company to arrived at any moment.  They 

had twice told battalion they were moving.  
 

I still had 3rd Platoon in reserve.  I know I personally 

may have appeared overwhelmed.  If only C Company 

had shown up, the outcome of the battle may have been 

different.  Without C Company I had several courses of 

action to consider and then I had to make a decision.  I 

could commit what was left of my company forward to 

the lost platoons -- that meant moving 22 wounded 

forward to lower ground into a force we didn‟t know the 

size of.  Or, I could commit 1st Platoon to flank while 

carrying the last of the company‟s ammo reserves -- that 

would leave 22 WIA and approximately 16 men with 

very little or no ammo.  At that moment artillery was 

again pounding the enemy -- in order for it to be 

effective it would have to be brought in on our positions. 

I had the FO bring it in closer. 
 

My decision was to hold the Company CP where it was 

and commit 1st Platoon to flank and attempt to make 

contact with 3rd Platoon.  I lost contact with 1st Platoon 

soon after they left the Company perimeter. 

A letter from the president of UPI to Dave Milton‟s dad, 

Charles.  The UPI story he refers to appears on Page 31. 

 

VNL:  If you engaged the enemy at 7 a.m. why did it 

take two full hours to request help from C Company? 

Was this your call or battalions‟ and if battalion, why did 

they wait?  Also, during this two-hour interval had you 

lost contact with your two platoons?  Did you have radio 

contact all day with C Company? 

Milton:  It took hours for the fire fight to develop.  

Once I knew we were out-numbered I immediately 

called for C Company help.  No, I had not lost contact.  

It wasn‟t until approximately 1030 hrs.  I seldom 

communicated with C Company, however, Battalion 

often did. 
 

VNL:  In talking with buddies who were there with you, 

the terrain in the Dak To area was brutal.  What led you 

to believe C Company could arrive at your location 

within an hour and 45 minutes carrying two dead over at 

least 2000 meters?  Did you know that they had this 

burden?  Did you ever find out why C Company was not 

allowed to have their KIA removed from the field prior 

to moving out? 
 

Milton:  As I remember, the terrain between C 

Company and A Company was relatively flat.  We had 

reconnoitered the  area several days before, that‟s why 

this area was selected for C Company‟s first operation. 

When you have a KIA you wrap him in a poncho, tie the 

poncho to a long stick with one solider at each end, and 

carry him.  I can't answer why the KIAs were not 

removed from the field.   
 

I want to interject the fact here, C Company men were 

some of the bravest men I worked with.  The problem 

with C Company was with the 1st Sergeant and the CO.  

They, in my opinion, made a very poor decision -- they 

remained on the trail way too long because they thought 

we were in an ambush.  That is why they didn‟t arrive 

until the firing had stopped or quieted down. 
 

VNL:  From your description you seemed to have been 

in a damned if you do, damned if you don‟t situation.  In 

listening to the audio tapes of radio transmissions 

recorded at the airstrip during the  battle, it seems there 

was some confusion as to the status of the two platoons 

under attack – lost radio contact contributing to this no 

doubt -- and, of course, Charlie Company had not 

arrived on scene.  In speaking with some of the C 

Company troopers who were there that day, and in spite 

of reports the CO of that company was later relieved of 

duty for „not moving quickly enough to the aid of 

Alpha‟, they tell me they were in fact moving as quickly 

as the terrain would allow, although John Leppelman‟s 

report (see Pages 24-25) might be interpreted by some as 

indicating otherwise.  Please continue the report on your 

activities, the decisions you were faced with and what 

your company would ultimately endure.  Also, address 

the opposing views of bringing in arty vs. direct gunship 

support.  
 

(continued….) 
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Milton:  I want to make it very clear.  When C 

Company men came single file through my Company 

location, they were crying because they didn't get there  

sooner but instead they sat on the trail for hours because 

the C Company 1st Sergeant convinced the C Company 

Commanding Officer we were in an ambush.  It‟s 40 

years later and too late to argue the point.  However, if  

C Company had arrived in a more timely manner the 

NVA could not of continued executing my remaining 

wounded men. 
 

After losing contact with the 1st Platoon, I had the 

remaining soldiers start to dig in and prepare for an 

all out enemy assault on our position.  The walking 

wounded started helping the seriously wounded 

while all others started digging right away.  Each 

soldier knew exactly what was about to happen.  

It‟s during times like this you learn what kind of 

soldiers you have.  Every soldier there that day 

was a hero.  
 

Not a single soldier questioned  the fact they were 

going to die in the next hour.  God, what a great 

bunch of soldiers. 
 

I sent a small squad back to where C Company 

was located.  They eventually linked up and were 

able to move much faster.  Once C Company 

arrived, the exchange of fire had stopped and the 

enemy had disengaged.  The decision was made 

the remaining troopers of A Company would be air 

evac‟d to base camp.  I personally challenged that 

order but was overruled. 
 

Helicopter gunships were very effective.  It took 

minimum time to set-up their runs.  It was the high 

performance aircraft, the fast movers, I personally had  a 

problem with.  You had to clear the battle area of all 

artillery and gunships.  The jets could only drop their 

bombs at least 1000 meters away from friendly troops, 

and all of these actions took at least 50-70 minutes to 

complete. 
 

VNL:  When was the CS gas bought into your 

perimeter?  Did they bring you new gas masks?  Could 

the tears you saw on the faces of the C Company 

troopers have been from the gas and not the frustration 

of being held back?  (again, see Leppelman‟s account).  

Clearly these guys were also in shock at what they saw 

upon arriving your location. 
 

Milton:  The CS in 55 gallon drums were brought in 

the night before.  1st Platoon had the mission of 

spreading it to prevent enemy from using the area.  No 

new gas masks were delivered and the ones we had been 

carrying didn‟t work very well.  No, C Company men 

were NOT crying from the CS.  They felt they let us 

down.  None of them were able to see what laid below.  

During last year‟s reunion C Company troopers, one 

after one, came by to offer regrets to 1st Sergeant Deeb 

and me because they personally felt responsible for not 

getting to us sooner.  
 

VNL:  Why was your company so spread out during 

this march which allowed easy isolation and destruction 

of a platoon at a time?  Do you recall how Clarence 

Johnson (point team rifleman) survived that day? 

A/2/503 trooper, Clarence Johnson, survivor of The 

Slopes. 
 

Milton:  The narrowness of the terrain at that point 

caused a large gap between 2nd and 3rd Platoons, I 

didn‟t know this at the first shot.  Remember, I had two 

new platoon leaders who had joined the company the 

night before.  However, I did have two strong platoon 

sergeants.  The enemy rushed with 75-100 men not 

caring whether they lived or died.  The first rush over- 

ran the lead platoon.   
 

A second rush overran the 2nd Platoon.  I believe once 

this happened and then because the artillery was doing a 

great job, the main force of enemy disengaged and 

moved to the west.  A small force of enemy was left 

behind to mop-up and do away with 1st Platoon.  I later 

learned Clarence hid in a very thick area of bamboo to 

keep from being discovered by the enemy.  
 

 

(continued….) 
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VNL:  At what point in the battle did you hear what was 

reported to be execution fire?  When were your men 

being executed?  Please try to be specific regarding the 

time, as there seems to be some confusion as to exactly 

when this occurred. 
 

Milton:  I never heard execution fire.  We heard several 

shots fired between 3 and 5, or in the afternoon, 

approximately 3 to 4 p.m.  C Company reported shots 

being fired throughout the night.  It wasn‟t until C 

Company arrived in the battle area the next morning did 

they and I learn each soldier had been shot several times 

in the back of the head in an attempt to prevent later 

identification of each man.  In fact, it took the 1st 

Sergeant and me 12 hours to ID each and every soldier -- 

carry that picture in your head for 44 years.  After we 

identified them they were picked-up by two soldiers and 

placed in a refrigeration truck like pieces of wood.   
 

VNL:  When selecting your route back to Dak To did 

you consider changing the route to avoid backtracking 

even though it would have taken more time?   Or were 

you „following orders?‟  Also, why did you want to keep 

your guys in the bush following the battle after being 

told to extract by chopper?  What was your motivation 

and did your survivors share your thinking? 
 

Milton:  With regard to the route back, I was following 

orders.  Without A Company staying in the field I asked 

the battalion commander for permission for me to spend 

the night with C Company --  my request was denied.  I 

ordered the rest of A Company to board Hueys and 

return to base.  I wanted to remain with C Company to 

be one of the first to get to my fallen soldiers still on the 

hill.  I did not want to keep my guys in the field that 

night -- I was their CO and my place should be with my 

soldiers!!!  Without A Company in base camp there was 

no battalion reserve.  C and B Companies had already 

deployed.  
 

VNL  You seem to find fault with the C Company 

leadership but don't question the commands from 

battalion or brigade.  What do you think today given 44 

years to reflect and also everything that has been written 

about Westmoreland and his methodology for fighting 

the Vietnam War? 
 

Milton:  No comment. 
 

VNL:  O.K.  I‟ll share my thoughts with you over a 

glass of beer one day.  When you hooked-up with 

Captain Leonard after the battle, what did you ask him 

and what was his response?  Did he ever explain C 

Company‟s actions that day?  Please answer both 

following the battle and also months later.  What was 

your relationship? 

Milton:  I never questioned Captain Leonard that day, I 

am not sure I even saw him.  This is hearsay, but I 

understand he was transferred to the 4th Battalion and  

given a new command.  He was a real hero during the 

battle at Hill 875 just a few months later in November.  I 

was glad for him. 
 

VNL:  If you were given the same orders today, what 

would you do differently? 
 

Milton:  You are right, we spent the last several months 

chasing VC.  Be that as it was, and again doing the 

would of, could of , should of;  1:  Requested more time 

to get back to base camp;  2: Made sure 3rd Platoon 

could support 2nd Platoon;  3:  Not lifted artillery fire at 

all.  Given the large number of NVA I am not sure 

anything I would have done could have saved those 76 

brave men who gave their lives so gallantly for their 

country.  God bless them and their families. 
 

VNL:  Dave, I first met you years ago at the 173d 

reunion in Texas, the one where we staged a 2/503d 

reception featuring our former battalion XO/CO Bob 

Carmichael, which you may recall.  Following the event 

you were beside yourself with grief over the men lost on 

the Slopes.  I also understand your grief continues to this 

day, and, as you‟re no doubt aware, some have placed 

blame at your feet for the terrible losses Alpha suffered 

that day.  From what I‟ve read about the Slopes, and 

taking in your first-hand report here, I would hope those 

same men might reconsider their views.  Alpha was 

strung out in those hills with no immediate ground 

support; the planners of the operation knew the 

Company was being injected into a lion‟s den; as 

commander on the ground you knew better what air 

support was most effective, yet your request was not 

heeded; and, C Company, of course, arrived too late to 

save many.  
 

We‟re not seeking to place blame here or to find a 

scapegoat.  But, it appears a compilation of decisions, 

good or bad, and circumstances which could or should 

have been anticipated by those same planners, were the 

key ingredients which lead to the terrible results of that 

fateful day.  Is that how you see it?   
 

Milton:  As I mentioned in my earlier note, I often play 

the would of, should of, could of, about that mission.  If 

I would have fired more artillery, or better understood 

the size of the enemy force we were up against, or 

perhaps circled-up quicker; how could I have won that 

battle, etc, etc.   
 

(continued….) 
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I often blame myself for the results of that day, I was the 

commander on the ground. 
 

We can Monday-morning quarterback the outcome of 

the day, but regardless of what is thought, you must 

remember the BRAVE, BRAVE men of A Company  

2/503, who against overwhelming odds, to include banzi 

type attacks, never once waivered in their mission to 

close with and kill the enemy.  
 

To those who died, to those who live:  I was honored to 

have been one of you.  To the men of C Company, the 

319th Field Artillery, and the men who provided gunship 

support, you all gave a very heroic effort that day.  Be 

proud of yourselves -- all involved were magnificent! 
 

VNL:  Final question, Dave.  What was your career path 

after June 22?  Also, please share any closing thoughts 

with us. 
 

Milton:  I was wounded 3 weeks after the battle. After 

several weeks in country hospitals I was transferred to 

Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines.  While lying in 

the ICU unit, in walks General Westmoreland with his 

wife.  He said “Dave, Dave is that you?”  I attempted to 

salute and told him what happened.  He then leaned to 

the hospital commander and said, “Take really good 

care of this one, he is a great soldier.”  He also 

whispered to his wife the same thing.  Needless to say, I 

was well taken care of.  I spent 7 months in the hospital.  
 

I was then sent to the career course at the Amphibious 

Warfare School at Quantico, VA.  From there I 

volunteered to go back to Vietnam.  I was assigned as 

the S3, 2/8 Cav, then as the S2, 1st Brigade 1st Cav.  

After my tour was over I was assigned as an instructor at 

Infantry School. 
 

Going to college at night I was able to earn my 

Bachelor‟s degree in 1973 at the University of Tampa; 

1974 Command and General Staff College, 1975-1977, 

Dept. of Army IG Washington, DC, 1978-1979, 

Commander 15th Training Battalion at Fort Knox, KY.  

In 1980-1981 I served as Deputy Commander of the 

194th Armor Brigade, Fort Knox,  KY, and in 1982 was 

selected to attend the Army War College at Carlisle 

Barracks,  PA.  In 1983 I was medically retired for 

wounds received on July 11, 1967. 
 

VNL:  Thank you Colonel Milton. 

 

                         

 

Note:  We contacted Colonel Ron Leonard inviting his 

comments but didn‟t give him sufficient time to reply.  

Ron says he will consider sharing his thoughts on The 

Slopes in a future issue.  Ed  

 

On C Company Moving too Slow  

to the Aid of Alpha 
 

It was a bad rap.  We weren't ordered to advance for a 

couple of hours.  When we did move, we were sure we 

had a good chance of running into the same enemy 

regiment.  Everyone was keyed up and ready, both while 

we waited and listened to the fight over the radio (I think 

I was listening on Walter Bills‟ radio).  And during the 

march to A Company I don't recall humping to them any 

slower than normally.  I never had the impression that 

the company could have moved faster. 

                                   Sam Stewart 
C/2/503d 

Survivor of The Slopes 

General John R. “Uncle Jack” Deane, Jr. 

Commander, 173d Airborne Brigade  

during Operation Greeley 

 

Note:  We twice invited General Deane to share with us 

his recollections of Operation Greeley and the Battle of 

the Slopes.  We received no reply to our requests.  In the 

event the General didn‟t receive our email requests and 

would later care to submit remarks, we‟ll publish them 

in a future edition of our newsletter.  Ed 
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~ Another Perspective ~ 
 

All of us in the TOC at that time thought that Ron 

Leonard exercised extreme caution and moved too slow.  

One cannot, however, question his individual courage.  

He was later awarded a DSC as a member of 4th 

Battalion during the battles at Hill 875, again in Dak To. 
 

His responsibility was to protect the men of his 

command and he carried out his duty as he saw it.  His 

point was reporting signs of enemy presence.  Later, the 

historical record would seem to indicate that his 

company‟s presence was probably not known by the 

enemy. 

COL Ken Smith (L) and LTC Dave Milton at The Wall in 

Washington, DC touching their buddies from 6/22/67. 

 

On the other hand, in my few months of command, I did 

a night movement once to relieve pressure on B 

Company when they were under attack (not really heavy 

attack but the Boss ordered me to go).  I also one night 

had to get back to the Dak To base camp in an 

emergency (Boss wanted us there so that another 

company could deploy to a hot spot the next morning).  I  

literally ran my company down a trail on a ridge for 2-3 

miles.  In either case, there could have been a disaster if 

we had hit an ambush. 
 

It is easy to critique but hard to wear another man's 

shoes.  We all have to live with ourselves. 
 

Dave Milton did not make a tactical mistake nor was he 

hit by enemy fire.  But the burden of command left a 

wound that took long to heal. 
 

Ken Smith, Col. (Ret) 

A/D/2/503d 

~ A Postscript ~ 
 

Editor‟s Note 
 

As a three-and-out civilian soldier I know little about 

military combat tactics; I do know dumb.   
 

It was March 1966, when our entire 2nd Battalion was 

sent into the jungles of the “D” Zone to find and destroy 

forces of the Military Region 7 VC Headquarters 

complex, forces which were known to have included: 
 

(After Action Report) “In addition, the 800 and 900 

Main Force Battalions were known to be subordinate to 

the Military Affairs Committee of MR-7, and had also 

been reported in or near the AO.  It was believed that 

the Phuoc Bien Local Force Battalion and C-101 Local 

Force Company had the capability of defending this 

complex with a maximum force of three Main Force 

Regiments, two Main Force Battalions, one Local Force 

Battalion and Local Security elements.”  (Emphasis  added)  
 

Only a twist of fate would save our battalion that day.   
 

A Huey delivering hot “A‟s” for breakfast at LZ Zulu 

Zulu during Operation Silver City, delayed the battalion 

breaking-up into smaller units which, according to 

many, would have resulted in the complete annihilation 

of the 2/503d had we not kept our perimeter in place 

while the enemy initiated a premature attack against our 

fixed lines.  Yet, and seemingly with similar intelligence 

available indicating superior forces were in the AO, an 

undersized unit of the battalion was again sent into 

harm‟s way on The Slopes of Dak To.  Then, five 

months later our battalion was once again thrown-up 

against massive enemy forces at Hill 875 and suffered 

dearly for the decisions which led them there.   
 

If there is a point to be made here, I suppose one might 

be, little is learned or understood from past actions – or 

are they simply ignored?  Also, it‟s easy to sit behind a 

desk in Saigon or wherever, knowing the strength of 

enemy forces which may be encountered, and still 

commit an unequal number of troops to the gates of hell. 
 

Troopers having contrary opinions or wishing to address 

the subject or anything pertaining to The Slopes, are 

invited to send their comments to rto173d@cfl.rr.com 

for inclusion in an upcoming issue of our newsletter.   
 

Thanks to Roger Dick, C/2/503d, survivor of The Slopes, 

for providing background information helpful to the 

interview with LTC Milton, and thanks to all our guys 

who contributed to this report.  Ed  
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~ Personal Recollections, Reports & News Articles ~ 
 

Steve „Sgt. Rock‟ Vargo, C/2/503d 
 

Like Edward R. Morrow 

said, "I was there.” 
 

I had been with the Herd 

and in country for about 

3 months and was a Sgt. 

E-5 fire team leader.  In 

the days leading up to 

the 22nd, all companies 

were chasing reports of 

a large NVA unit in the 

area.  Up one huge 

mountain after                    

another.  At the bottom 

of one, the dogs went                     Steve….SGT Rock 

crazy.  At the top of another,  

we walked right into an abandoned, freshly-cut base 

camp before we realized it.  
 

The day 'A' Company got hit, we were on the next 

mountain over and were ordered to dig in.  We did and 

took small arms fire and mortar and rocket fire all night.  
 

The position directly above my squad took a direct hit 

from a rocket or large mortar and vaporized everyone in 

the hole.  A smoking boot was all that was left.  They 

probed us all night and we exchanged fire.  
 

I was not by a radio so I did not hear what was going on 

with Alpha but word quickly went down the line.  
 

Charley was the first company in the next morning.  In 

front of one of our machine guns was a river of blood.  

Hundreds of spent shells were by the gun.  The gunner 

was slumped over his weapon. 
 

The trees were shot to hell with AK and M-16 rounds. 

One trooper came running up to us clutching a single 

grenade and collapsed near us crying. 
 

As we made our way around the area, probably 75% of 

the dead troopers we saw were executed with head shots 

where they lay. 
 

Our squad went out on patrol and found a dead Chinese 

officer in full Chinese uniform in a shallow grave, dead. 

There were a lot more dead NVA found in shallow 

graves or underbrush as they left too quickly to bury 

them. 
 

About a month later I transferred to the 51st Inf. LRP 

Company which was formed out of the 173d, and did the 

LURP thing until I was wounded in April 1968. 
------------ 

Rick “Koz” Koziana, C/4/503d, „67/‟68 
 

Funny how things come around again.  You go to Dak 

To and the Battle of the Slopes, what do they do, send 

2nd Bat and no real back up; you guys get hit again.  We                  

knew what was around; looks like some of the upper 

officers should have known better and provided more 

men but looking back, we were used on many occasions  

as bait, it happened on Hill 875,  and again in June of 

„68 in a place called Bam Me Thout.   
 

All the signs where there; heavy foot traffic on trails, 

perfect cover from the air, Dak To all over again.  Like 

Dak To we knew it was something big there but they 

needed bait.  I will never forgive some of the officers for 

letting us get in this position.  If one would look at the 

daily records it probably happened many times, even a 

FSB we (C Company) had had a lot of movement thru 

our few days there.  I was on an LP the nite before we 

were relieved; I didn't usually do the LP's being the 

squad leader but I did there, fearing something might  

happen to the batch of new guys, and we had a lot of 

probing going on.   

Koz „taking 5‟ near Tuy Hoa 
 

The trip flares would go off, different ambushes hit 

small units but it was there, the signs where there.  I 

remember throwing several frags that night -- so they 

move us out and the next night they relieve us with 

another unit of the same size, a company.  So what 

happens, they almost get overrun and take many 

casualties.  Our platoon leader advised his superiors of 

this so what do they do?  Replace a company with a 

company.  See any pattern yet?  It just pisses me off that 

some men died for no reason, actually it was just plain 

incompetence.  Sorry, but I get a little worked up when I 

think of this type of leadership. 

------------ 
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This Skyraider was shot while supporting Alpha 

Company.  It made an emergency landing at the Dak To  

airstrip.                             (Photo by Earle “Doc” Jackson, B Med) 

 

Mike Anderson, Recon/2/503d 
 

My account of the Battle of the Slopes, Hill 1338:  I was 

the RTO in Recon Squad of HHC 2/503d, „67/‟68.  We 

were the first guys to recon the Hill.  We walked into the 

middle of the NVA camp where there were steps carved 

into the hillside with rails on them, we also saw bunkers.  

To this day I do not know why they didn‟t take us all out 

of there.  My CO had me call HHC.  They told us 

to go back to the hill where they had originally 

dropped us off -- they would „send in choppers to 

pick us up‟.   
 

On the way down the hill we met A Company 

going up the hill.  We told as many troopers as we 

could to look out for their asses.  As we landed 

back at the Dak To airstrip all hell broke loose up 

there.  We requested to go back up to help but they 

said no.  The transgressions of the CO of A 

Company to this day haunt me. 

------------ 
 

Jim Baskin, Sgt.,  B/4/503d, ‟66-„68 
 

My name is Jim Baskin and I was an arty Recon 

Sergeant for B Company 4/503d in 1966-1968.  I 

remember being on the airstrip at Dak To in June 

of 1967 when the 2d Batt got hit.  I was listening to 

the battle over my PRC25.  I can‟t remember who 

it was, but word came down to the 4th Batt to saddle up 

and be ready to move out to 2d Batt‟s aid.  This was the 

season of monsoons starting up, clouds were hanging in 

the valleys and mountain tops all over II Corps.  The 

slicks were grounded due to the clouds and not being 

able to get any support to 2d Batt.  I know the 4th Batt 

guys were really anxious to get out there and help our 

sister battalion bad.  When we learned of the atrocities 

the NVA had committed on the wounded everyone was 

so angry that if any Vietnamese had shown up I think we 

all would have shot them right there on the spot!  And 

once the other infantry battalions got out into the 

Highlands, there was this silent oath that no prisoners 

would ever be taken.  And none that I know of were 

taken alive.  

Jim on Hill 875 in November ‟67 

------------ 
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2/503d troopers waiting to join the Battle of the Slopes. 
(photo by Earle “Doc” Jackson, B Med) 

  

Richard Head, Maj., Casper Platoon 
 

My name is Richard Head (MAJ, USA Retired).  I was 

there, as a pilot in the Casper Platoon (later CO).  You 

can check my credentials with Ned Costa, CAPO.  I can 

remember a lot of details, particularly the weather.  The 

monsoon had begun, and the clouds were down on the 

mountain.  We (the Caspers) had warned that close air 

support would be next to impossible, because the 

clouds/rain were below the tree line.  The aircraft 

commanders stood around Brigade HQ and listened to 

the radio reports from the troops on the hill.  I remember 

one because he said "I've been hit five...no six times. 

They've got us surrounded."  Then silence.  We could do 

nothing but wait for a break in the weather or the battle. 

And to recover the bodies.  I do remember the next day 

when I was looking for the aid station to pick up 

morphine (aircraft commanders carried a pack) and 

made a wrong turn and came into a tent packed with 

body bags.  Very sobering.  I do remember that General 

Westmoreland paid us a visit in a few days.  How nice. 

As an addition, I was CO at the battle of Hill 875, in 

which the 2/503d took another hit.  If you need more 

information, contact me.  Take care. 
 

Abel “Doc” Candia, B Med, „66/‟67 
 

I served with Company B (Med) Support Battalion.  

I had been attached to A/2/503 on two different 

occasions. 
 

During the Battle of the Slopes I listened to the radio 

chatter and cried for all the medics I knew.  I could see 

the flashes as support units fired artillery throughout the 

night. 
 

Several of my fellow medics volunteered to try to get to 

our men on the slopes.  However, we were receiving 

wounded from all over the Dak To area and we were 

"needed" at the clearing station. 
 

After the Battle B (Med) received the men of A/2/503, 

both wounded and dead.  We had two Leg grave 

registration men that ensured that all our troopers were 

properly respected and cared for. 
 

Everyone I knew in B (Med) felt cheated that we could 

not help the line medics. 
 

We are forever in debt to the "Line Docs" of the 173d. 

------------ 
 

Terry "Nick" Sabree, SFC, C/2/503d 
 

We begged our commanding officer to allow us to aid 

Alpha Company and were told there was nothing we 

could do.  We listened to their PRC25 throughout the 

night breaking squelch, because they could not answer.  

I will always carry the guilt with me, when I cry at night.  

Sim Nicholson, C/2/503d 1st Platoon, a.k.a. Terry 

Sabree -- had to change my name in trying to run away 

and forget.  It didn't work! 
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Lepp, C/2/503d, was kind enough to allow us to reprint 

any excerpts we cared to from his book for this special 

edition on The Battle of the Slopes.  Thanks Lepp.  Ed 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 
_____________________ 

 

Dak To 
 

June 15 – June 30, 1967 
 

   For the next few days we humped the jungles of the Ia 

Drang Valley with no contacts worth mentioning.  It was 

miserable.  The rain continued to pour down.  The leeches 

continued to be out in force, as were many types of vipers and 

other snakes that seemed to like the rain. 

   As the rotting continued, my feet were beginning to hurt 

badly.  I pulled my boots off one evening to find blood in the 

bottoms of them.  The doc told me they still were not bad 

enough to get me to a doctor in the rear….. 

   It was well after dark when our LT told us to gather around.  

He told us that sometime that night a group of C-130 aircraft 

would take us to a small base camp called Dak To.  Dak To 

was deeper into the Central Highlands, and we were going 

there for search-and-destroy operations against what 

intelligence estimated were several smaller NVA units.  We 

would still be under the operational control of the 4th 

Division.  Dak To was about eighty klicks north of Catecka, 

and the 2d Battalion was to be flown in to start the operations 

immediately… 

   Our main complaint was that once again the 2d Battalion 

would lead the way, without rest or break… 

   The word was that several CIDG camps with Special Forces 

personnel had been mortared and harassed in the Dak To area.  

We were to eliminate the troublesome NVA units.  We were 

told that the enemy units were anywhere from squad to 

company in size… 

   The C-130 aircraft landed after midnight at the small strip 

located between two mountains that were over four thousand 

feet.  We walked off the rear ramps of the aircraft into one of 

the worst rainstorms that I have ever seen… 

   At first light we got our first look at the surroundings.  On 

both sides of the strip, mountains rose into the mist and 

clouds.  They looked ominous and steep… 

   The mountain was covered with bamboo and clumps of 

brush.  The mud was so bad that we had to pull ourselves from 

one bamboo stalk or clump of brush to the next.  If we lost our 

grip, we slid fifty to one hundred feet down the slope.  

Ascending the mountain was backbreaking work, and when 

we crested the first one, we held up to wait for the other 

companies to make their way to us. 

   We consumed great amounts of water working our way to 

the top, then filled our canteens from muddy depressions we 

made with our boots. 

   At the top of the first peak, it was almost dark.  We were in a 

triple-canopy jungle where very little sunlight ever reached the 

earth.  There were many tall teak and hardwood trees, with 

large trunks and weird root formations that wrapped around 

the base of the trees before burying themselves in the damp 

earth.  The forest floor was covered with decaying leaves and 

bark, and there was a strange odor.  This definitely was not a 

good place… 

   As I saddled up, I noticed that we had a gook visitor.  As he 

was also gearing up, I asked Welch who he was (he was 

Nguyen Phuc, see story Pages 43-44.  Ed).  Welch said that he 

was an ARVN (Army of the Republic of Vietnam] Special 

Forces advisor and that he would be going out with us.  That 

gave us nine men total, which was better than eight, even if 

one was an ARVN… 

   Someone yelled, “Pull back!”  I inserted another magazine 

and, along with the other, kept firing at the gooks as we 

backed off.  We broke into a full run toward the perimeter, 

with several of the men yelling that we were friendlies at the 

top of their lungs.  The ARVN, who had passed me, suddenly 

fell forward as though some unseen force had pushed him.  He 

was on his feet immediately and still running, as bullets 

whipped over our heads and around our feet.  The line didn‟t 

fire us up, and we made it back in.  The ARVN grabbed his 

throat and sunk to the ground.  Blood was seeping between his 

fingers, when someone yelled, “Medic…medic!”…While the 

LT and the medic were talking, the ARVN died… 

   After a few minutes, the CO told us to haul ass back to the 

company position.  I could tell by his voice that something 

was wrong.  I passed the word and we scrambled back up the 

hill to the rest of the company, who were standing and ready 

to move… 

   “Alpha Company is in deep shit and needs our help,” Muir 

said excitedly… 

   We quickly moved to the rear of the company, facing the 

direction we had just come from, and waited as the rest of the 

company formed up behind.  Over the horn, the CO told us to 

move out.  I waved at Welch, who was four men up from me, 

and pointed to the bush.  Welch moved out immediately at a 

fast walk, with us moving quickly behind him.   

 

(continued….) 
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The rest of the company started to fall behind, so the CO 

radioed us to slow down.  I started to relay the message, when 

the battalion commander, who was up in a C&C ship, came 

over the net and told the CO to move faster and not to slow 

down.  I told Welch to move out.  We took off at a run, 

equivalent to a fast double time.  Before long the company fell 

way behind, but 2nd squad kept up the pace.  As we got closer 

to Alpha Company‟s position, I heard an RTO pleading for 

someone to help them.  I grabbed my horn and yelled, “Hang 

on man, we‟re on the way!” 

   Whoever it was came back on and yelled, “Help us, please, 

somebody help us!”  Automatic weapons fire sounded in the 

background as he spoke.  Not knowing what else to do, once 

again I yelled for him to hang on, then yelled at Welsh to 

move faster.  Welch nodded and speeded up.  We ran on in a 

single line.  Off and on as we ran, the man I had spoken with 

pleaded for reinforcements.  He said there were only a few left 

and that they were dying.  As I ran on, I prayed Boehm and 

the others (with Alpha) were okay, but already knew in my gut 

that it was almost over. 

   Suddenly Welch stopped, gagging and coughing, and yelled, 

“Tear gas!”  My eyes were burning, and I started slobbering 

along with the rest of the men in the squad.  I couldn‟t see 

anything except the powdered tear gas that lay on the ground 

like a frost line.  The powder was white, and the more we 

stumbled around, the more we disrupted it, making it rise all 

around us… 

  I called back, asking where the company was.  Muir said they 

were about forty minutes behind us.  I told Welch what Muir 

had said.  “This is the shits,” Welch muttered… 

   We continued to move on through the gas, and in minutes 

we were out of it.  We unwrapped our faces and moved 

forward slower, as small arms fire was sounding directly up 

ahead.  To our front a man was waving at us to hurry to his 

position.  We ran that last one hundred fifty feet and entered 

the small perimeter.  I ran past two Americans who lay face 

down and obviously were dead.  The perimeter consisted of 

what was left of one platoon, with Alpha company‟s CO right 

in the middle of it.  “Where is the rest of your company?”  he 

said angrily. 

   “They are behind us and will be here anytime,” Frenchy 

said. 

   “Shit.  I got men down this hill that need help and need it 

now,” the captain said. 

   I looked around.  Many of the men were wounded….  We 

quickly spread out to reinforce the small perimeter until the 

rest of the company found their way to us.  I fell in between 

two men from Alpha and sighted over my rifle, watching to 

the front.  “How the fuck did you guys get here to us?” the 

man to my right asked, “We are surrounded and getting ready 

to die, and you show up.” 

   “We must have moved between the gooks without being 

seen,” I responded.  “Hey, where‟s the rest of your 

company?”   

“Down the fuckin‟ mountain.  I think they are all dead.” 

   “What did you guys run into?” 

   “We don‟t know, except we had dinks coming out of the 

jungle from every direction.  There were just too many of them 

and we were split up, most of the men down the hill and us up 

here with the CO.” 

   I wanted to ask why the CO wasn‟t down taking command 

of his men.  But that question would be asked in the days to 

come by many of us, and the 

officers and senior NCOs would 

either change the subject or tell us 

to shut up. 

   After about twenty minutes, the 

first group of men from Charlie 

Company staggered toward the 

line, coughing and spitting up 

phlegm from their run through the 

powdered CS.  Soon the company 

was all in, and the perimeter was 

expanded.  Some men were 

already working with machetes to 

clear a small LZ to get the 

wounded out… 

    I looked around at the rest of the        

squad.  Our faces showed fear…             Lepp with 173d, „67  

We quickly unpacked our rucksacks  

and pulled out what we thought we would need.  I stripped my 

ruck of everything but the radio and tied it in securely.  I threw 

three bandoliers of ammo around my chest, twenty-one loaded 

magazines.  I then hooked two frags into my ruck straps and 

two more on each of an ammo pouch which held four more 

loaded magazines.  I then placed a CS canister in one button 

hole of my rotting fatigue jacket.  None of the other men 

carried rucks, but they waited patiently as I adjusted mine, 

because the radio might become the most important piece of 

equipment we carried down the hill… 

   As Flynt and Welch looked down the slope, I looked back 

up.  We were too far down to see the top or any of Charlie 

Company.  “Fuck me,” whispered Flynt.  I moved down to his 

side to see what they were viewing.  I peered over the ridge 

and could see part of the valley floor below us.  Several bodies 

were scattered around.  None were moving… 

   As night descended, we waited on the perimeter for the 

arrival of Bravo Company.  Bravo had run into dinks and was 

engaged in a series of running firefights as they tried to get to 

us.  Most of us stayed awake all night, watching to our front…   

   In the early dawn, as first light started to seep through the 

canopy, the brush started moving directly in front of my 

position.  Several of us took aim on the foliage as a man 

staggered out, yelling at us in English not to shoot him.  It was 

a survivor from the disaster below.  As he made his way 

through our line, we saw that a large chunk of his skull was 

missing, and we could actually see his brain.  He told us that 

after the NVA had overrun Alpha‟s position, they started 

executing all the survivors by shooting them in the head.  

Many men had begged for mercy but were executed.  He had 

lain in a pile of American bodies while a gook had placed a 

rifle barrel against his head and pulled the trigger… 

   We were furious, and the word quickly was passed around 

among the enlisted men that we would take no prisoners.  The 

gooks had executed Americans who were wounded and out of 

ammunition… 

   Nothing good came out of the contact, and it was evident in 

the months to come that the brass hadn‟t learned a thing about 

their tactics or intelligence.  They would continue to have us 

operate in the same manner.  It was depressing.  

------------ 
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Lester Daughtridge, Jr., C/2/503d 
 

I was there on June 

22nd
 
, with Charlie 

Company.  I remember 

that morning; we were 

laagered on the side of a 

hill almost like a road 

going up the hill.  I am 

almost sure we lost a 

new trooper the night 

before from friendly 

fire, don‟t know his 

name.  We also had, I 

want to say a 

Montagnard, that was 

killed (vague).  I know              Les, a trooper in Vietnam 

we had to hump two bodies  

back to Alpha‟s Laager.  I do know that the morning was 

interrupted by the sound of fire coming from the location 

of Alpha Company.  We knew it was bad. 
 

Captain Leonard told everyone to „pack-up we are 

moving back to Alpha,‟ -- he was the top of the line in 

my book.  We humped as fast as we could under the 

circumstances to get back.  It wasn‟t a slow movement 

as depicted in some books I‟ve read.  Hell, Sky Soldiers 

were in trouble behind us.  Captain Leonard was the 

very best there was. 
 

I am almost sure I carried one of the bodies for a short 

time, we took turns.  I just remember the weight was 

kicking my butt, and I want you to know I was a 

seasoned Vietnam Vet.  When we got to Alpha‟s 

location we had to pass through CS.  We tried our masks 

but they didn‟t work after months of monsoons and 

being wet.  I do know someone dropped one of the 

bodies.  I saw it as we ran through the CS. 
 

When we got to the top of the hill, we were dispatched 

down the finger to provide security.  I can‟t tell you how 

many bodies were down there.  I pray to this day they 

were already dead before the bastards did their worst.  It 

was a long day just sitting and staring in disbelief, the 

carnage that lay before me; I won‟t go into details but it 

will be with me till the day I die. 
 

Lastly, I vaguely remember one trooper survived the 

ambush,  I can‟t confirm, but I think it was Alpha‟s point 

man.  After that there were the body bags stacked on the 

LZ.  That‟s all I remember. 
 

Wambi Cook and others went through hell at Dak To.  I 

can only imagine how they have survived the memories 

of Alpha Company.  Just one loud “Airborne” to one of 

the Second Battalion‟s Best and one condolatory 

“Airborne” for those we lost on that Slopes, “June 22, 

1967”.   WE TRY HARDER  

Randall Tenney, FO, A/2/503d  
 

The U.S. Air Force C-130, four engine turbo-prop was 

parked on the runway at Pleiku.  Its tailgate open, ready 

to receive the wounded.  The C-130 was rigged so it 

could bear stretchers along both inboard and outboard 

sides, four rows in all, stretchers piled five high.  Once 

inside the plane, my stretcher strapped and fastened, I 

thought of the Vietnamese boy at the hospital.  The 

nurse had told me before my departure that the army was 

trying to have the boy flown to the States for a special 

operation that may prevent blindness.  Without the 

operation he would surely go blind.  I silently prayed 

that he would make the trip. 
 

The forward section of the aircraft was rigged to handle 

ambulatory patients who now began boarding the 

aircraft.  There were no indications of some of the 

patients being wounded from their physical appearance.   

From left: Two unnamed RTOs from C & B Company, 

Battery Clerk „Smitty‟, and on right is Randy Tenney. 
(Photo from Paul Dinardo, 3/319th) 

 

If you looked hard enough and long enough at their faces 

and eyes, one could detect an inner wound.  Those 

wounds were complex and would take many months 

longer to heal than mere physical wounds.  They were 

the wounded no one talks about, no purple hearts for 

these men, they were the psychological wounded.  Now 

remnants of their former selves.  Most were silent, 

sedated, and escorted by the corpsman or nurses who 

strapped them in their seats. 
(continued….) 
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David Junior Heller, HHC/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

We‟re off – a journey that would take its cargo to 

Yokota AFB, Japan.  I remained asleep during the flight. 

After landing at Yokota, we are carried to waiting army 

ambulance buses that will transport us to the 106th 

General Hospital in Yokohama. 
 

As we pass through the congested traffic of the large 

city‟s streets, I see Japanese businessmen, commuters, 

pedestrians, and storekeepers, not unlike any large city 

back home.  As I look out the bus window, we pass a 

Coca-Cola plant.  Is this the same country we were at 

war with 22 years ago?   
 

I wonder what the Japanese people think as our wounded 

pass them, contained in large green buses bearing U.S. 

Army and displaying large red crosses on their sides.   
 

The Japanese have in ways become our benefactors, we 

become their guests. 

We now approach the gate guards and the entrance to the 

106th.  As we pull through the gates I see the hospital as 

a large complex – looks more like a base than a hospital. 

We are soon unloaded, the air feels cool.  It‟s in the 70‟s 

but 40 or so degrees cooler than where we came from.  

They carry us to different wards and different buildings 

as the nature of our wounds dictate. 
 

I‟m placed on an orthopedic ward which, from my view, 

is filled to capacity.  The patients on the ward range 

from the critical to the hopeful and the near well.  The 

men look different from the ones at the field hospital in 

Vietnam.  Most are talking, some laughing, others are 

playing dominos and cards.  They are noticeably much 

more full of life, most with the expectation of returning 

home. 
 

I‟m placed into a real hospital bed, unlike the Army cot 

at Pleiku M.A.S.H.  The floors are even waxed and 

shining.  For a brief moment I almost feel I‟m home. 
 

Soon a corpsman comes to my bed carrying a tray of 

tubes, some empty, some full of blood.  No explanation 

was needed, I offered my good arm and he drew the 

blood.  A nurse approaches and tells me I‟ll be 

transported to the pre-op ward in the morning, from 

there I‟ll go to surgery, recovery, and be taken back to 

this ward a new man.  She then administers some shots, 

pulls the covers up, says, “See ya later.” 
 

As I wake up, a corpsman arrives with a gurney; he 

parks it next to my bed.  I‟m instructed to roll onto it and 

away we go. 
 

Reaching the pre-op ward, they wheel me in and place 

me on another bed.  The pre-op ward or portion thereof 

appears to be fully occupied.  There are approximately 

20 of us there – ten or so beds along each wall.  The 

nurse‟s station is at the end of the ward and is enclosed 

except for a large picture window that faces us.  As I 

look toward the nurse‟s station, I realize I‟m about five 

beds away from the window and halfway from the door I 

just entered.   
 

Suddenly, someone touches me from behind.  As I turn 

and look I‟m taken by surprise.  It‟s Sgt. Hostack!  There 

he stands holding an IV pole with two IV‟s running, 

bandaged face and chest, in his hospital gown.  Sgt. 

Hostack looks even shorter than I remember him as he is 

bent over at the waist where the top of his black crew cut 

shows more than his face.  Sgt. Hostack is as glad to see 

me as I am to see him.  
 

Sgt. Hostack and I are both chain smokers, both of 

whom have not had a cigarette in a long, long time.  

Without hesitation, Sgt. Hostack asks if I have a smoke.  

I inform Sgt. Hostack I do not have any cigarettes, that I 

am dressed as he and my gown has no pockets to contain 

cigarettes – surely a government conspiracy. 
 

The suggestion of nicotine has aroused our senses.  

Normal, rational men now become irrational.  Sgt. 

Hostack‟s nature has changed from bad to worse.  He 

complains about the conditions of the pre-op ward. 
 

(continued….) 
 

 

2/503d VIETNAM  Newsletter / June 22, 2011 – Issue 29 
Page 27 of 68 



  He tells me it‟s too clean, too sterile, no coffee, no 

smoking – grown men should not be treated this way.  

The staff is insensitive to smokers, the ward looks like a 

nursery for children.  The on-duty nurse is compared to a 

correctional officer.  At this time, I look at the warden‟s 

windows.  She is heavily engaged in paperwork.  Sgt 

Hostack also observes and suggests we make a break for 

it!  I can‟t believe what I hear.  “Hostack, you‟ve got to 

be kidding?”  “What‟s the matter, are you chicken?” 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 173d trooper armed and ready. 
 

Now anyone knows from their school days, when 

someone calls you chicken, you‟re going to do it.  Sgt. 

Hostack returns to his bed, disconnects his 

IV‟s looks toward the warden and makes his 

break.  I‟m thinking the old man will 

collapse without me, and I do the same.  

Once outside, I catch up to Hostack.   
 

He looks strange in his hospital gown tied in 

back, bent at the waist, holding his belly and 

shuffling along.  I grab him with my left 

arm, now free of its IV, supporting him as 

we negotiate unfamiliar territory.  It was 

quite cool, this breeze that crept up our 

backsides.  Still don‟t believe I‟m doing this.  

Shit, it‟s cold out here. 
 

About this time we are met by two NCOs, 

apparently assigned to the 106th.  I want to 

run but remain loyal to Hostack, Goddamn 

him.  He asks these NCOs if they have a 

smoke.  They each offer us one.  Once lit, the cigarette 

changes Hostack‟s disposition, he‟s almost human again.  

He carries on a conversation as if nothing has happened 

and asks the two if they could direct us to the NCO club.  

Shit, I‟ve got to be dreaming this, what are they shooting 

us up with anyway? 
 

NCOs are NCOs.  Medics or patients, they‟re the same 

fraternalistic bunch.  They‟ll cover for each other, lie for 

each other, and in this case, even harbor escaped 

fugitives from the pre-op ward.  Through fate I was a 

member of this fraternity. 
 

As we entered the NCO club, Hostack acted like a kid in 

a candy shop.  A few eyebrows were raised, however no 

one had us removed.  They more than likely thought 

Hostack and myself shell-shocked and didn‟t want the 

hassle. 
 

The NCOs who escorted us sat at our same table, with 

Hostack‟s consent, of course.  We were broke; Hostack 

tells them of the slopes, they begin to buy the drinks.  

Two Japanese waitresses carry the assorted drinks to the 

table.  One waitress can carry four drinks; the other 

accompa-nies her friend out of curiosity‟s sake.  They 

are quite taken by our appearance.  As they sit on our 

laps I realize Hostack has a leg wound through his 

expression and vocabulary.  My legs feel fine but I have 

a tilt in my kilt, so to speak, as the Japanese girl begins 

to laugh. 
 

The night rolls on.  Time is no longer of any importance.  
 

Drink after drink, my speech becomes impaired, my 

mouth turns to cotton, my thoughts are a mixture of 881 

and the Japanese girl who sat in my lap.  I can see 

Hostack‟s lips move but no longer hear him speak.  I 

order one last, fatalistic drink. 
 

A/2/503 Trooper “Scoop” Billingslea,  

survivor of the battle on 6/22. 

 

 

(continued….) 
 

 
2/503d VIETNAM  Newsletter / June 22. 2011 – Issue 29 

Page 28 of 68 

http://images.search.yahoo.com/images/view;_ylt=A2KJkIWkselNf0cAbGeJzbkF?back=http://images.search.yahoo.com/search/images?_adv_prop=image&va=battle+of+the+slopes&fr=yfp-t-701&ri=1&w=1435&h=1156&imgurl=www.militaryphotos.net/forums/attachment.php?attachmentid=29987&amp;stc=1&amp;d=1183344532&rurl=http://www.militaryphotos.net/forums/showthread.php?115281-Hill-875-Battle-of-Slopes-173rd-AB-Vietnam&size=275.9KB&name=Slopes,+173rd+AB+Vietnam&p=battle+of+the+slopes&oid=72f21d585aaae5da81f901fd843cd949&fr2=&fr=yfp-t-701&tt=Slopes,+173rd+AB+Vietnam&b=0&ni=21&no=1&sigr=135fr1u8m&sigb=1361a5ltv&sigi=12qijpd9a&.crumb=AKbFHgC8lhS


A waitress approaches cautiously and sets the special 

mixture of seven exotic layers of straight alcohol 

contained in a 16 ounce glass.  I consume this volcanic 

delight in seconds.  I am no longer a patient, no longer a 

non-commissioned officer; I am a cross between the 

Hunchback of Notre Dame and Rocky Marciano. 
 

Johnson Augustus Steidler, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 

 

I do not remember arriving at my ward, I don‟t 

remember hitting the Captain, or was it a Major?  I do 

remember waking up, my only good arm tied to the bed, 

my feet attached to the footboard with leather restraints. 

The patient next to me remarks that I put up one hell of a 

fight.  I‟m not proud, only ashamed, confused, hung-

over and hurt.  My head is killing me, my shoulder just 

barely intact. 
 

My guardian angel Hostack arrives, nurse at his side.  

They tell me not to worry; the alcohol had caused a 

flashback of the Slopes.  Not much consolation to the 

Captain? Major?  Whose condition I did not know.  As 

things go, I was pretty lucky.  The Major/Captain was 

okay; I got an Article 15 disciplinary action, small fine, 

Sergeant stripes still intact.  The surgery was well done 

at a future date and the Army felt by September I‟d be 

well enough to continue my second tour in Vietnam. 
 

As I had the rest of July and August to attain the 

physical condition required for further combat, I divided 

my time between Japanese girls, Japanese spas, Japanese 

bath houses, Japanese hotels, Japanese bars, and 

intermittently, the 106th General Hospital. 
 

Sgt. Hostack has been flown off to the states and I 

suddenly feel alone.  I‟m lying in bed feeling depressed 

when a corpsman comes up to me and asks if I know a 

certain machine gunner that told him he was with A 

Company at the Battle of the Slopes.  The corpsman tells 

me what ward he‟s on and I go to visit him. 
 

As I approached his bed, this Mexican-American and 

good friend looks my way.  He has a turban bandage of 

gauze around his head.  He tells me he was hit early in 

the battle.  A bullet had penetrated the front of his 

helmet.  The bullet had circumnavigated his helmet and 

liner, opened up his scalp, otherwise leaving his skull 

intact.  He lost consciousness and apparently was hit by 

several more bullets as he lay there.  One of the bullets 

struck his left arm.  When he awoke, only the dead were 

his company, that is except one other wounded GI and 

hoards of North Vietnamese soldiers, most of whom 

were apparently drugged.  The NVA began to shoot 

single shots through the heads of A Company men that 

showed the remotest sign of life.  As this did not satisfy 

their hunger, they began to strip the dead and remove 

testicles.  He lay there numb, bleeding, in horror of what 

he saw.   
 

He expected the worst.  The NVA approached him; he 

lay still, afraid to let his chest rise or fall.  He felt his left 

arm being raised, there was no pain, his arm and hand 

swollen, infected.  He felt them tug on his wedding 

band.  They couldn‟t pull it off.  He heard what 

reminded him of chicken bone breaking during 

preparation for cooking.  He felt the wedding band come 

off, his finger with it. 
 

He doesn‟t remember how long they stayed, he just 

remembers waking up and they were gone.  He says he 

thought no one would find him; he‟d bleed to death 

slowly.  As he‟s telling me I look at his left arm and 

hand bandaged, draining blood.  He continues and says 

he did not know there were still men of A Company left 

and that C Company were just out of reach a couple of 

hundred meters up the hill.   
 

As dawn broke, he heard brush breaking, his M-16 rifle 

had been left, the NVA preferring their AK‟s left it 

behind.  He grabs his M-16; he feels they have come 

back.  He resigns to the fact he‟ll die, he‟ll take a few 

with him.   
(continued….) 
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A/2/503d trooper Harris, survivor of The Slopes. 

 

A figure steps toward him, he sees an oriental wearing a 

tiger suit, this oriental wears a GI-type helmet.  People 

speak English behind him; the oriental is the Vietnamese 

interpreter for Charlie Company.  He tells me he started 

to cry uncontrollably.  As he tells me I see tears in his 

eyes, I have to leave.  I go back to my ward. 
 

When I get back, it‟s time for supper.  I don‟t feel like 

eating.  I think of my friends (76) now gone on those 

slopes.  The 40 or so wounded stateside, the others 

somewhere at Dak To.  This is my second tour; I haven‟t 

let things get to me until now.  I become bitter, angry, 

resentful, and most of all revengeful.  I eagerly await my 

return.   

Another day arrives, the doctors have not removed the 

wire, staple-type, paper clip-sized sutures from my 

shoulder.  I go to the latrine, look in the mirror, and 

remove them with scissors acquired while the nurse isn‟t 

looking.  I feel as a boxer preparing for a championship 

fight.  I no longer talk to anyone at the hospital, just the 

Japanese at Yokohama.   
 

Weeks of physical therapy, I enjoy it, my shoulder 

growing stronger every day.  I‟ll soon be ready. 

It‟s late August now, I‟m informed I‟ll need all my 

overseas immunizations again as the army has no proof 

I‟d had them before.  I make my way through the 

hospital to the clinic.  Before arriving, a nurse runs into 

me screaming, crying, she has just run off the burn ward.  

A young man, burnt over 80% of his body from napalm 

has died.  The nurse, an RN, was comforting him during 

his agony and death.  She swears his spirit departed in 

her presence as a haze and floated from his body to parts 

unknown.  I hold her for a minute, her head on my 

shoulder, and call for help.  Soldiers are not wars, only 

casualties. 

Upon completion of my injections, I 

receive my new shot record card.  I‟m told 

not to lose it. 
 

Another week passes.  The anticipation of 

returning rises to new heights.  Not only 

have I withdrawn from people, I have 

doubt about my religious beliefs.  I see the 

men go to chapel and have an urge to go.  

Approaching the chapel, I stop short of 

entering.  An uneasiness comes over me.  I 

know what I must do when I return to 

Vietnam.  I feel out of place at the chapel.   
 

Sunday passes, I feel empty, drained from 

thoughts. 
 

Early Monday morning a corpsman wakes 

me.  He tells me to get my gear together, 

I‟m leaving today.  Mixed emotions of fear 

and revenge.  Inside the turmoil tells me 

this time I won‟t be going home.  I‟m not afraid 

anymore, my mind and body seem ready for death, 

perhaps even desiring it. 

------------ 

Larry Burns Turner, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
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Battle 6/22 NX 
By Virgil Kret 

United Press International 
 

Dak To, Vietnam (UPI) --  The Padre kneeled before the 

piles of blood-stained American uniforms and boots and 

prayed for the souls of the men who once worn them. 
 

But the survivors of Alpha Company of the 173rd Airborne 

Brigade fingered their weapons today and watched the 

obscene ridgeline to their front. 
 

Alpha lost 80 men over there Thursday in seven hours.  

Seventy-five of the dead came from two units now called 

the Lost Platoons.  The Chaplain dealt with God.  The 

survivors burned to deal with the communists who did it. 
 

“There isn‟t much to say.  We met a bunch of gooks and got 

into a firefight.  We‟ll go back and fight them again,” said 

Sgt. Rickey Sanchez, 22, of Chico, Calif. 
 

By their reckoning, Alpha killed about 475 of the 800 elite 

North Vietnamese troops who threw themselves, 

screaming, at the American lines on that ridgeline 

Thursday.  Today they had counted only 106 bodies, but 

the communists had 27 hours to carry away their dead. 
 

On the military reports, those seven hours ticked off 

simply.  The 200 Americans were strung out along the 

ridgeline and below.  The two doomed platoons at the base 

of the steep slope.  The four or five communists they 

thought they had run into turned out to be two battalions.  

The Americans had 500 rounds of ammunition per man.  

Down below, at the base of the slope, that wasn‟t enough, 

and the jungle there was too thick; it absorbed U.S. mortar 

fire like a sponge. 
 

The survivors tell it differently. 
 

“My men were on top of the hill and we kept sending down 
ammo and bringing up the sounded.  I guess I went down  

six or seven times,” said Sgt. William Farrow, 22, of Rock 

Hill, SC.  “Everybody wanted to fight.  I would tell my men 
to take ammo down and they‟d get right down there.  Even 

the wounded wanted to keep fighting.  Some of them had 
very painful wounds, but they didn‟t let them bother them.  

They were proud as hell.  Their morale was too good to let 

the wounds bother them,” Sgt. Farrow said. 
 

At one point, Sgt. Ronald Palmer, 20, of Ambler, PA, 

fought off about 100 communists as he took ammunition 

down the slope and wounded back up. 
 

“After the point element came into contact, the word came 

back that they needed smoke for cover.  A couple of us went 
down with it but halfway down the Viet Cong (later 

identified as North Vietnamese) had a crossfire on the trail 
and the forward position told us not to pass.  I told them to 

fire down on the two gun emplacements…they did and we 

made it through. 
 

When I got down, I got a bullet through my tin pot (helmet).  
I saw the Viet Cong who had shot at me and I shot at him,” 

Palmer said. 
 

Forced finally to pull back with this squad, Palmer said, “I 

covered our movement with a machine gun.  The men who 
were with me got hit and I was by myself. 
 

There were five Viet Cong in a nest firing at me.  One stood 
up and I got him…We had pulled seven (wounded 

Americans) up and had one more to go when 50 to 100 Viet 

Cong came out of nowhere. 
 

We had a better position and piled them up at the bottom of 

the hill.  While we were firing, other guys got the last 
wounded man – a medic – to the top.” 
 

Capt. David A. Milton, 28, of Dallas, Texas, Alpha‟s 

commander, said the ordeal came in Vietnam‟s toughest 

jungle. 
 

“Initially we thought we had run into five or six Viet 
Cong…You have no idea of the fights that took 

place…Those men took three Banzi-type attacks of the first 

perimeter (at the bottom of the slope), and we took one on 
the hill.  They (communists) screamed bloody murder when 

they attacked. 
 

The men were excellent and there was always somebody in 

command down there.  At one point, I was talking to three 

PFC‟s on three radios.  They had apparently taken over the 
platoon. 
 

There is no way to convey to the folks back home what they 
did there.  They took on 800 fresh, brand new North 

Vietnamese troops and killed over half of them.” 
 

Down at the bottom of the slope the scene was 

“horrifying,” said PFC John Steer, 18, of Minneapolis, 

Minn., who pulled wounded men up the hill.  “I never 

dreamed anything like that could be possible”, he said. 
 

“They‟d charge and we‟d kill enough of them to make them 
fall back, and they‟d hit us again.  I think they were all high 

on pot or dope or something,” Steer said. 
 

I looked at the helmets taken from the dead of the Lost 

Platoons.  There were tell-tale small, nasty holes in them.  

The communists executed the American wounded they 

found. 
 

Five men survived the two platoons at the bottom of the 

hill.  All wounded, they crawled into dense brush and 

waited until the communists had shot the wounded lying in 

the open and stripped off the food and weapons from the 

dead and moved off. 
 

When the reinforcements came, they found the bodies of 

the lost units clustered in the defensive position they fought 

from until death ended the ordeal at the bottom of the slope. 
 

“As soon as the replacements get here, we‟re going to go 

back up there and get them,” said PFC Kenneth Maynard, 

18, of Jacksonville, Fla. 
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Stephen Welch, C/2/503d, „67/‟68 
 

I remember the battle of the slopes, being part of 

Company C, 2nd Battalion we were called to help A 

Company.  I remember it was late in the afternoon when 

we reached A Company‟s command post, after going 

through the tear gas I remember my eyes were burning. 

Upon entering the command post I remember seeing 4 

dead paratroopers laying on ponchos. 
 

My squad was taken to the side and our Lt. said to us,  “I 

know I‟m asking you to go on a suicide mission but we 

have to know what‟s going on down the slope.”  I 

remember Jerry French stepped up and said he would 

pull point down the slope.  It was starting to get late in 

the day -- as we started 

down the slope it was 

getting dark and very hard 

to see.  We came down the 

slope and suddenly 

automatic gunfire erupted 

and since we couldn‟t see 

who or what we were firing 

on we headed back up the 

hill. 
 

That night artillery was 

firing all around the slope 

and I remember one of A 

Company men came into 

our perimeter.  All night 

long we could hear small 

arms fire as the wounded of 

A Company‟s men were 

being executed. 
 

The next morning I was 

elected to be point man 

down the slope to A 

Company or what was left 

of them.  About half way 

down we finally found one 

soldier who was still alive 

and had a medic treat him.  Just before we reached the 

bottom of the slope we were told to recon by fire.  A few 

minutes later I was told to move out and as I continued 

down the slope I saw bamboo in an archway in the 

jungle which made me feel really uneasy.  As I entered 

the archway to my left there was the remaining men of A 

Company stacked up in a semi circle and as I 

approached a trooper stood up from under the dead men 

and said, “I want to go home.”   I almost shot him 

because it took me a second to recognize him as 

American.  I couldn‟t believe how many men were dead 

in such a small area.  I thought to myself this isn‟t war 

but slaughter of men who couldn‟t fight back. 
 

I will always remember the sights and sounds of what I 

experienced that night and day. 
 

I remembered some more of what happened.......while 

listening to the tapes (audio of the battle).  It was pretty 

intense......the one thing I remember is Alpha 6 left in a 

helicopter shortly after we arrived on the top of the 

slope......probably for debriefing.....I guess....but I don‟t 

know or at least that's what I remember of that day.  We 

did see quite a few dead troopers as I descended the hill 

the day after, but at least I came across one lying on the 

ground and one in the group of dead soldiers who were 

still alive.  I still remember the grenades with the white 

spots on the bottom littering the ground around the dead 

soldiers.   

 

Steve Welsh on left with buddy Jerry French  
 

The more I think about it the more I remember -- like the 

higher-ups telling us to get under our ponchos while they 

dropped some kind of white powder, this was the next 

day after reaching the bottom, perhaps it was to take the 

stench of death away (?).  I also remember a service for 

those who died while we were down at the site of the 

dead soldiers.  I also remember rifles being stacked like 

a tee pee.  It was a very depressing time for all involved. 
------------ 
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PFC David Junior Heller 
South Boone, Colorado 

Born 4/19/47 

MOS  91A1P Medical Corpsman 

HHC 2nd Battalion, 173d Airborne 

 Start Tour 4/8/67 

Casualty Date 6/22/67 

 
David Junior Heller saved my life.  I state this 

unequivocally.  Over the  course of my 12 month tour 

with Alpha Company, 2nd Battalion, there were several 

explicit occasions that were it not for the heroic efforts  

of my comrades-in-arms, I would not be contributing to 

this issue.  I‟m certain that Heller, without firing a shot, 

not only saved my desolate soul, but those of  

innumerable  others during a latter phase of The Battle 

of the Slopes . 
 

It was late morning on June 22.  The last of three horrific 

NVA human wave assaults had finally ended.  I and a 

couple others somehow managed to extricate ourselves 

from ground zero to the safe haven of our lines soon 

after.  A momentary air of guarded tranquility and relief 

was evident by all as soon as we arrived.  What was left 

of Alpha closed ranks into a small perimeter at the crest 

of Hill 1338.  Even though the NVA had temporarily 

ceased their relentless aggression, we remained vigilant.    

Over a period of an hour or so, another handful of 

fortunate, but seriously wounded survivors, were able to 

break away from the bloody battleground and link back 

with our main body.  We were not about to let our 

guards down as Charlie, a formidable and cunning 

tactician, was sure to benefit from any display of our 

overconfidence.  We chose to err on the side of caution 

and prepare for the worse. 
 

Three and four man observation posts were deployed 15-

20 meters to our immediate front, nearest the one and 

only trail to and from the battle site.  Adjacent to the 

trail, I quickly manned a vacated M 60 position, and 

positioned a half-dozen frags within arm‟s reach.  Sure, I 

was an RTO up until then, and I had not fired a 60 since 

AIT, but I also wanted as much firepower at my disposal 

as possible.   
 

No sooner had I adjusted to my circumstances, when 

word came down that a wounded medic had made it out 

of the killing field.  He‟d suffered multiple bullet and 

fragment wounds, but had incredibly freed himself, then 

clawed his way within a mere 20 meters of our lines. 

Apparently, he could progress no farther, so volunteers 

were solicited to assist him the rest of the way.  As I 

recall, Mortars FO Bill Reynolds and I “volunteered” for 

what we expected would be a routine recovery. 
 

Seconds before heading down, we were blocked by 

platoon sergeants Sanchez and Alston.  They ordered us 

to drop our M16s in order to better facilitate the medic‟s 

rescue.  Their reasoning appeared sound at the time, but 

in hindsight, it was the worse decision we could have 

made.  Three two-man teams were deployed some 15 -

20 meters to our front (Deloach and Levart, as I recall) 

right (unknown) left (Paul Perkins) flanks.  We hastily 

reached the company medic, Rick Patterson.  We 

decided each would take hold of Rick‟s feet and 

shoulders, and then take the most practical route up the 

same trail.  
 

Just as we were about to proceed, Deloach cried out, 

“Here they come!”  I at once caught sight of the 

enemy‟s shadowy images breaking through the sunlit 

bamboo thicket.  Levart and Deloach opened up 

instantaneously.  Bill, Rick and I sat powerless as the 

fierce exchange ensued.  Just as much incoming fire was 

visible as that of all three OP‟s outgoing torrent.  It 

became obvious that the front pair could soon be overrun 

if help was not immediate.  

 
(continued….) 
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Deloach‟s  M16 probably jammed as he called out again 

appealing to Bill or me to either bring him a replacement 

rifle or get to them at once.  We looked straight at one 

another with disgust.  We had absolutely nothing to 

utilize toward their predicament.  We began screaming 

that “Help is on the way!” I exclaimed to whoever was 

within earshot that our dilemma was perilous, and if we 

didn‟t get reinforcements at once, we‟re dead men.  
 

Deloach and Levart‟s location became abruptly stilled. 

The flanks continued to cover us with barrage after 

barrage of automatic fire.  Where was our help?  At least 

five minutes had passed and still no help was 

discernible.  Just when it seemed all hope was lost, 

someone from atop informed us that grenades were on 

the way.  What they failed to tell us was the grenades 

would not be hand-delivered, but by way of rolling or 

pitching them individually down the trail.  I pondered 

why a GI wasn‟t accompanying this ordnance? 
 

I then accepted the obvious, that to do so, was suicidal, 

moreover, under the same circumstances, I might have 

done the same.  We could only recover a portion of the 

couple dozen thrown.  However, once they were in our 

hands, we were two hellacious, grenade heaving SOBs, 

make no mistake about it.  Our efforts temporarily 

quelled the attack.  We awaited our fate. 
 

Just when we thought all was lost, there came a 

welcomed sight: A hard-charging M60 toting grunt came 

lumbering down the trail directly towards us.  I 

recognized Heller instantly.  He‟d only been in-country a 

couple months, and his happy-go-lucky attitude about 

life in general had been a welcome relief for many of us 

seasoned soldiers.  But wait!  Heller was a medic!  Why 

wasn‟t an 11B assigned this mission?  I remember 

thinking I‟d have a stinging piece of sarcastic humor 

awaiting his arrival.  
 

He‟d gotten within a body length of us, when he took a 

lethal burst of AK 47 across his entire forehead.  His 

body contorted 180 degrees, landing face up across the 

bodies of both Bill and Rick .  Our demise was certainly 

next. 
 

Heller never got off a single shot.  No one can convince 

me otherwise, that without his selfless heroics of 

diverting the NVA‟s attack, our destiny was all but 

sealed.  His actions confirmed to the enemy that those of 

us still alive were an awesome force, set to resist 

whatever they threw at us.  Charlie had better think twice 

before continuing on with this brawl.  Now, it was their 

turn to err on the side of caution. 
 

We were able to eventually rescue Rick, but elected to 

leave Heller‟s body until we were certain of our 

outcome.  For all intents and purposes, The Battle of the 

Slopes had come to a vainglorious end.  Relief finally 

arrived late that afternoon.  I knew I personally had to be 

a party to the detail assigned the duty of retrieving 

Heller‟s body.  
 

A squad escorted me back to his body where I insisted 

on hauling my friend‟s body without any assistance.  It 

was the least I could for the man who saved my life. 
 

Dave Heller‟s statistics and photo were extracted from 

the Virtual Wall website.  Anyone knowing of his 

surviving family members, please contact me at: 

WambiCook@aol.com  or 626-664-0219 
 

Over the years, I‟d searched but could never determine 

what became of Michael Levart.  His name was not 

listed on the ranks of the KIA, but there was no way he 

could have survived the onslaught of that encounter. 

Luckily I persisted, and after an exhaustive internet 

search, I finally made contact with Mike‟s family in the 

spring of 2009.  Mike‟s account, as told to his family; 

He was shot several times on the 22nd. Too critically 

wounded, Mike could hear the enemy all about, and 

elected to take his chances, and spent the night sheltered 

by Deloach‟s body.  The next morning he began his 

escape when he was shot again and left for dead by a 

still present NVA contingent.  Mike fully recovered and 

eventually returned for a second tour.  He died of heart 

failure in January 2009. 

Wambi Cook 
A/2/503d 

Survivor of The Slopes 

A/2/503 RTO, Wambi Cook 

------------ 
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Rick Patterson, A/2/503d 
 

I am writing in response to a request for recollections 

from the Battle of the Slopes on June 22, 1967.  As a 

survivor from the battle, I have attached  my 

recollections and an article from Stars & Stripes 

regarding SP4 Reynolds.  The more I thought about that 

day the more I found myself writing.  I thought you 

would find the story on Reynolds interesting because he 

risked his life to save mine and in the process was saved 

from serious injury by his pocket Bible from a bullet that 

was meant for me. 

Rick, ready to blast 

 

Memories of SP4 Richard E. Patterson 

Senior Medic, Alpha Company 2/503d 

Battle of the Slopes 
 

The Battle of the Slopes is well documented by Edward 

Murphy in Dak To: America‟s Sky Soldiers in South 

Vietnam‟s Central Highlands.  I was the senior medic 

assigned to Alpha Company 2/503, and one of the 

survivors from the Battle of the Slopes.  Hardly a day 

goes by that I don‟t relive the events of that day, as well 

as reflect on the incredible heroism by the men of Alpha 

Company against overwhelming odds.  While there are 

many historic battles from the Vietnam War, I would 

have to believe that the causalities suffered by Alpha 

Company in the course of this one battle were the 

highest of the war. 
 

After spending several days in the hills to the west of 

Dak To, June 22nd was supposed to be no more than a 

march back to base camp at Dak To.  In the several days 

leading up to June 22nd I, as well as everyone else in the 

company, had a strong sense that we were in an area that 

was heavily used and well-traveled by the NVA.   I was 

struck by the heavily fortified bunkers we used for two 

to three days before beginning our fateful march back to 

base camp – they were made from heavy logs and dug 

deep enough for a man to stand upright while in one of 

the bunkers.  The trail through the jungle was wide and 

very well marked with log steps cut into the hillside, no 

doubt to make it easier for the NVA to transport soldiers 

and material. 
 

At 0658 the point squad from LT Judd‟s second platoon 

made contact with what was thought to be a small 

element of NVA soldiers.  (LT Judd had been with the 

company no more than two days.  He and two men 

returning from R&R were helicoptered in a couple of 

days before June 22nd).  As the senior medic for the 

company I was with CPT Milton when he received a 

radio call from LT Judd that they needed a medic to the 

front because the 2nd platoon medic was wounded. 
 

Believing I would go forward long enough to tend to the 

wounded and then return to my position in our marching 

order, I left my rucksack right there on the trail and 

moved to the front with my medic‟s kit as fast as I could.  

On my way, I passed the wounded medic who was being 

tended to by two other members of 2nd platoon so I 

proceeded forward and arrived at a small jungle clearing 

where members of 2nd platoon were gathering.  None of 

us had any idea of the hell that was to come!   
 

In the beginning it was all a bit surreal, with no real 

sense of the gravity of our situation.  As I am trying to 

determine what I need to do, rifle fire and screams from 

the point squad intensified.  I will never forget what 

happened next when one member of the point squad 

appeared, thrashing his way back from the point into our 

clearing without his weapon and a look of utter terror on 

his face – the point squad was overrun and he barely 

escaped with his life.  As he was being restrained and 

calmed down we started to receive heavy small arms fire 

from what we still thought was a small group of enemy 

soldiers. 

 
 

(continued….) 
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The reality of what was happening had still not struck 

me until I, and another medic, were tending to one of the 

wounded.  We were both bent over the wounded soldier 

agreeing on how we would coordinate our efforts once 

we had this soldier bandaged when, before my eyes, he 

took an AK-47 round to the side of his neck and was 

killed.  It was at that moment that the reality of the battle 

hit me.  Almost immediately, weapons fire intensified; 

screams of “Medic!” were coming from what seemed 

like every direction, and I felt completely overwhelmed.  

I had arrived, in-country, two months earlier as a 19-year 

old medic and now I found myself in one of the most 

intense battles of the Vietnam War. 
 

With so many screams for a medic I knew I had a job to 

do but felt completely overwhelmed.  While crawling 

toward one of the wounded I took an AK-47 round to 

my right hand; within seconds a grenade exploded 

behind me and wounded my right ankle.  The weapons 

fire was incredibly intense and explosions were 

occurring all around us from grenades and mortars as the 

NVA was close.  Because of the intense fire and my 

wounds I had trouble moving, so I responded to the 

screams for “Medic” by throwing bandages to the 

wounded.    
 

2nd Platoon was fighting hard to beat back attacks from 

the NVA.  They had us surrounded with fire coming 

from all directions.  Our situation was made worse by 

the fact we were in the midst of thick jungle, but our 

position was a small clearing in the jungle which 

probably made it easier for the NVA to pinpoint our 

position.  It was obvious to everyone that the NVA had 

us outmanned and outgunned and we were in a battle for 

our lives.   
 

In the course of the day-long battle we received support 

from bombing runs, gunships overhead, and artillery 

fire.  Unfortunately, the efforts we made to mark our 

position with smoke only intensified the attacks and 

mortar fire from the NVA.    
 

We were running low on ammunition and men able to 

carry on the fight.  I was wounded twice more from 

mortar shrapnel to my right thigh and left buttocks.   
 

Our situation was dire and it seemed that hope was lost 

when a cheer came from the surviving members of 2nd 

platoon.  LT Sexton and the brave men of 1st platoon 

broke through the NVA lines to help fortify our position 

with his men and extra ammunition.  I can still see the 

smile on LT Sexton‟s face as I looked to my right to see 

him entering our perimeter with his men, walking very 

low to the ground to avoid incoming weapons fire.  
 

LT Sexton and his men gave us hope and a renewed 

sense that we would make it!  Unfortunately, it was 

short-lived as the NVA intensified their unrelenting 

attacks.  The attacks continued resulting in more 

causalities and exhaustion of our ammunition.  We were 

probably down to no more than 10-15 effective members 

from the two platoons.  The battle had already raged on 

for several hours, we had repulsed several attacks and 

were running out of options.   
 

Alexander Zsigo, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 

 

I was severely wounded, had lost a lot of blood and on 

the verge of giving in to what I thought was the end.  

Just as I think that none of us are going to make it out 

alive, I see Platoon Sergeant Hostack, a combat veteran 

of WWII, Korea, and Vietnam, moving through our 

position and assessing what we should do.  He was now 

the ranking member of the two platoons since LTs Judd 

and Sexton had been killed.  He decided that we were 

too low on ammunition to survive another attack and 

that anyone who could should make their way back up 

the hill to CPT Milton and the rest of the Company.   

 
(continued….) 
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It all happened quickly; I heard someone say “Here they 

come!”  About that time those of us who could (no more 

than 12 men) split into two groups to make our way 

through the jungle back up the hill to CPT Milton‟s 

position.   
 

I started to crawl in the same direction as SGT Hostack 

and at least four other men when I was shot in the right 

hip from an AK-47 round.  I couldn‟t walk so I pulled 

myself into some bamboo with my hands, along with 

SGT Hostack and three others.  We listened as the NVA 

overran the position we had held for many hours during 

the long battle.  We could hear them talking and 

executing those who were too wounded to move.  The 

NVA were very close, but they could not see us because 

of the thickness of the jungle.   
 

SGT Hostack had two of the men pick me up and carry 

me up the hill.  With one M-16 between us, we got very 

close to the perimeter of CPT Milton‟s position when the 

NVA came up behind us.  While we were pinned down 

3-4 men from CPT Milton‟s position left their perimeter 

to help rescue us.  While under heavy weapons fire SP4 

William Reynolds, Wambi Cook, and two other Sky 

Soldiers tied a rope around me so I could be dragged up 

the hill inside CPT Milton‟s perimeter.   

Under heavy fire these brave men 

exposed themselves and risked their 

lives to save ours. 
 

Knowing I was severely wounded, SP4 Reynolds 

covered my body with his own and in doing so suffered 

an AK-47 wound that would have struck me – Reynolds 

took a bullet for me and never moved from covering my 

body with his.   
 

The bullet that struck him was only stopped from 

causing him serious injury when it traveled through his 

pocket bible before hitting him.  I have attached an 

article (below) that was published in Stars & Stripes a 

month later, on July 22nd, written in regards to SP4 

Reynolds‟ efforts to help save my life.  At 1450 I, and 

one of the other wounded Sky Soldiers, was hoisted out 

on a MEDIVAC while the battle continued on. 
 

The Battle of the Slopes was one of the most vicious and 

wildest of the war.  There were incredible acts of 

heroism that day; 76 members of Alpha Company paid 

the ultimate price and 24 were wounded.  My personal 

gratitude goes to SGT Hostack and the soldiers who 

carried me up the hill to CPT Milton‟s perimeter, and to 

SP4 Reynolds, Cook, and the others who exposed 

themselves to enemy fire to save my life and the lives of 

the other survivors who made their way from the “killing 

zone” to CPT Milton‟s perimeter.   

------------ 
 

Sp4 Saves Medic From VC; 

Hip Pocket Bible Saves Sp4 
 

Stars & Stripes 
Vol. 3, No. 28   

Ton Son Nhut, Vietnam 

July 22, 1967 
 

BIEN HOA, (173RD ABN-IO) 
 

-- “My Bible deflected the bullet and saved my life,”  

said the young paratrooper after the battle. 
      
     Specialist Four William L. Reynolds, Company  

A, 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry, 173rd Airborne 

Brigade, was at the top of the hill when fighting broke 

out with an estimated North Vietnamese Army (NVA) 

battalion near Dak To. 
      
     Reynolds, a forward observer, went down and back 

up the hill several times to rescue the wounded and lay 

claymore mines with three other paratroopers. 
      
     A wounded medic sent Reynolds and the others for 

the last rescue attempt.  The young Sky Soldier tucked 

his Bible in his hip pocket and moved down the bullet-

riddled hill to the aid of a wounded buddy.  When they 

reached the out-stretched medic, they were pinned  

down by bursts of enemy automatic fire. 
 

     “One medic was hit bad,” said Reynolds.  “Since I 

was the closest to him, I lay down between him and the 

oncoming bullets and told him he would be okay.”  Just 

then, the specialist was struck by a bullet precisely 

where he had tucked his Bible. 
 

     A lull in the automatic fire enabled the paratroopers 

to wrap a rope around the medic and begin to inch their 

way up the hill while Reynolds provided rear security. 
 

     “A strange thing happened next,” said 

Reynolds.  “A North Vietnamese appeared 

15 feet from me in the brush and just stood 

there watching me.  He turned around and 

seemed to say something to his buddies 

when I blasted him with my M-16.” 
      
     While Sgt. Ronald C. Palmer put down a murderous 

stream of lead, Reynolds made his way up the hill to the 

others.  “Those bullets were the sweetest sound I ever 

heard,” said Reynolds. 
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~ A Letter Home ~ 
 

I dug thru boxes of letters and found this.  First, I found 

out that I was a PFC.  Second, we were all told they 

were VC when in fact they were NVA.   I wrote the 

letter to my parents days after the battle.  Third, we were 

told it was the biggest battle of the war but later to learn 

the Ia Drang Valley in „65 was bigger.  Later, Hill 875 

was the biggest in Dak To.  Don't know if you want any 

of this, but look at the envelope.  By the way, my wife 

read the letter and cried and I was choked up after all 

these years. 

John Leppelman 
C/2/503d 

Survivor of The Slopes 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

June 29 (1967) 
Dear Mom & Dad 
 

Well I finally got time to write.  You’ve probably heard 
about us getting into the biggest fight in the history of the 
war.  Well we had between 80-90 men killed & here’s the 
story. 
 

Every man, or practically, had been shot through the head.  
When the battle was over the VC came down & found our 
wounded guys & if they didn’t beg for mercy, they shot 
them through the head.  A few told the VC where to go & 
the VC split their heads with knives.  When it was over I 
walked around & it made me want to almost cry.  80 boys 
between ages 18-20 dead.  Most of them young guys, & 
about 30 of them friends of mine.  June 22, is a day I’ll never 
forget because so much happened that day.  There were 6 
survivors still alive when we found them.  One of them had 
been shot seven times in the stomach & he stood up & said, 
“Get me out’a here.” 
 

We walked by one we thought was dead & he opened his 
eyes & kept opening & closing his fist.  He couldn’t talk but 
we saved him.  Another guy wouldn’t beg for mercy so the 

VC put the rifle barrel to his head & fired.  When the VC left, 
he got up & ran.  The bullet knocked a chunk of his skull out 
of his head & you could see his brain, but he was lucky the 
bullet glanced off because he’ll be all right. 
 

For the next few days after the battle we had little 
engagements from the VC.  We always drove them off. 
 

The next day Bravo (B) Company fought their way all the 
way to our location.  I helped carry their wounded & dead 
in.  One medic had been shot through the eye & when I set 
him down I knew he was as good as dead.  He died 20 min. 
later. 
 

We killed somewhere between 400-800 gooks.  The VC 
buried some of them when they left.  We dug up their 
graves & searched them, finding nothing.  Dead bodies 
everywhere Smell.  Couldn’t sleep, blood everywhere, bullet 
holes in every tree. 
 

Some of the guys found had prayer books in their hands, 
others wallets looking at pictures of their girls for the last 
time.  We worked & got all their bodies (G.I.’s) shipped out 
& then we went lookin’ for more.  We named the location 
the “Valley of Death”.  
 

As many times as I’ve almost gotten hit, I haven’t.  I’m still 
lucky.  The place where the battle took place was being 
patrolled by A Co.  We were spose to do it, but they changed 
plans, or it would have been C Co. that got wiped out.  I’d 
most likely be dead. 
 

Call it what you like, fate, luck, God, I don’t know myself, 
but somebody up there is watching over me.  It was tragic.  
That’s the last I’ll say about it. 
 

I got your pictures & really liked them, but the rain wrecked 
them eventually.  Don’t send anymore because they’ll get 
wrecked.  Save them till I get home.  Tammy is sure cute 
though.  Really growing it looks like. 
 

Well, I’m getting close to 5 months over here & am happy its 
starting to pass, also that I haven’t been hit yet.  Not to 
many guys here that haven’t been wounded, or scratched by 
shrapnel, most of them had it happen from 1-4 months over 
here. 
 

Write 
 

Love John 
 

P.S.  Send me newspaper clippings on battle 173rd Airborne, 
etc. 
 

John 
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6A – Savannah Morning News –Evening Press, Sunday, June 25,1967 
 

Airborne Company almost Wiped Out 
 

Paratrooper Jungle Battle One of Most Vicious of War 
 

DAK TO, South Vietnam (AP) --  The battle Thursday 

was one of the most vicious in the jungles and bamboo 

of the central highlands since the Ia Drang Valley action 

of November, 1965. 
 

“You have no idea of the fight that took place,” said 

Capt. David A. Milton of Dallas, Tex., commander of 

the 130-man company of the U.S. 173rd Airborne 

Brigade that was all but wiped out. 
 

When it was over, 76 paratroopers of the company were 

dead and 24 were wounded.  They had stood against 

three banzi-style assaults by screaming Communist 

regulars identified as an 800-man battalion of the North 

Vietnamese 24th Regiment, apparently newcomers to 

South Vietnam. 
 

Milton estimated 475 of the enemy were killed.  Three 

platoons of his company bore the brunt of the attacks.  

They were surrounded but held in the face of two 

charges.  They were overrun by the third. 
 

About 25 men were in the three platoons.  Only a half 

dozen were found alive after a relief force got to their 

position 24 hours later.  By that time, the North 

Vietnamese had moved over the battlefield, killing 

wounded and rifling the bodies for rings, food and 

money. 
 

Milton and other spokesmen for the brigade told this 

story: 
 

Milton‟s company came to Dak To, 12 miles from the 

Laos border, and took immediately to the field last week 

after Dak To Special Forces patrols had been hit in the 

mountains above the town. 
 

An enemy buildup threatening Dak To was suspected by 

U.S. intelligence officers.  Within 5,000 yards, Milton‟s 

company found 535 fresh bunkers in the commanding 

ridge lines. 
 

Thursday morning Milton‟s men were moving down a 

ridge toward Dak To. 
 

Then it was like this: 
 

6:58 a.m. --   Milton had two rifle platoons in front of 

him, his weapons platoon and radiomen 200 yards 

behind him and a third rifle platoon bringing up the rear.   

 

 

 

 

The lead man in the forward platoon took some small 

arms fire and scrambled for cover. 
 

7:55 a.m. --  Enemy fire increased.  The two forward 

platoons grouped together in a perimeter about 1002 

yards across.  They came under heavy attack.  A 

spokesman said, “They (the enemy) came forward in a 

mass, banzi style assault, sometimes using their own 

dead bodies for shelter.”  U.S. jets and helicopter 

gunships flurried above the company. 
 

8 a.m. --  Another company started toward the first 

company from 2,000 yards to the southwest.  They heard 

movement in the bamboo around them.  A patrol found 

nothing and the company kept moving. 
 

10:15 a.m. --  A third company was landed by 

helicopters 1,000 yards away in dense jungles to the 

northwest. 
 

10:50 a.m. --  The first company had repulsed two 

charges from the swelling North Vietnamese force.  The 

platoons were completed surrounded.  The perimeter 

was growing smaller.  Milton had sent his reserve rifle 

platoon forward as a relief. 
 

“It took them a long time to get there,” he said.  “There 

was a lot of fighting and a lot of North Vietnamese to 

step over.  A platoon leader had said on the radio that 

our ammunition had been redistributed and they could 

hold out indefinitely,” Milton said. 
 

He sent his heavy weapons platoon forward by a 

different route, even though his command post had been 

under determined attack from time to time.  The 

weapons platoon was repulsed and returned to Milton‟s 

position, where he had been left alone with six sound 

men, seven wounded and two dead. 
 

From his three platoons forward came a radio message:  

“We‟re bracing for an all-out attack.”  “How are you 

doing?” Milton asked.  “We‟re laid in well,”  was the 

last word. 
 

“Everyone was fighting well,” Milton said.  “When the 

leaders would get hit, the men would jump up and take 

charge of the radios.  At one time I was talking to three 

privates on the three platoon radios.” 
 (continued….) 
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11 a.m. --  Radio contact was lost.  The three platoons 

were overrun.  They were not heard from again.  There 

were indications a completely fresh wave of North 

Vietnamese troops had broken over the position. 
 

12:25 p.m. --  Another company was hit on the flank but 

kept moving toward the trapped company. 
 

12:40 p.m. --  The third company encountered North 

Vietnamese bunkers.  A small probe was repulsed, and 

they kept moving. 
 

2:30 p.m. --  One relief company made it to Milton‟s 

command post.  A platoon was sent to cover the 200 

yards to the isolated men.  The platoon was thrown back 

and returned to the company post.  At the same time, 

other men on the relief company were cutting out a 

landing zone for helicopters.  Several men from the lost 

platoons had crawled back to the command post. 
 

2:58 p.m. --  The wounded, the dead, and the unhurt 

survivors of the original company were evacuated while 

a second company stayed behind for the night.  At this 

point the 75 men up forward were reported missing. 
 

FRIDAY 
 

7 a.m. --  The two relief companies moved up against 

light resistance.  One enemy sniper was killed.  The two 

relief companies in their skirmishing had a total of two 

men killed and six wounded. 
 

3:12 p.m. --  The companies officially reported that they 

had linked up at the main battle 

scene. 
 

The paratroopers‟ bodies were found 

in little clusters of three and five men, 

where they had made their last stand.  

Enemy cartridges and some of their 

weapons were found among the 

American dead. 
 

About half a dozen American had 

squirmed off in the bushes for the 

night while the North Vietnamese 

worked over the battlefield.  These 

men said they heard the North 

Vietnamese burying their dead and 

shooting some of the American 

wounded. 
 

“But they seemed more interested in 

money, rings, watches and food,” a 

spokesman said. 

 

                      ------------ 

 

24th NVA Infantry 

Regiment 
 

4th, Battalion, 24th NVA Infantry Regiment 

5th, Battalion, 24th NVA Infantry Regiment 

6th, Battalion, 24th NVA Infantry Regiment 

------------- 

 

THE U.S. ARMY IN VIETNAM 

BACKGROUND, BUILDUP, 
AND OPERATIONS, 

1950–1967 
 

Even as Westmoreland shifted allied forces from II 

Corps to I Corps, fighting intensified in the highlands. 

After Army units made several contacts with enemy 

forces during May and June, Westmoreland moved the 

173d Airborne Brigade from III Corps to II Corps to 

serve as the I Field Force‟s strategic reserve.  Within a 

few days, however, the brigade was committed to an 

effort to forestall enemy attacks against the Special 

Forces camps of Dak To, Dak Seang, and Dak Pek in 

Kontum Province.  Under the control of the 4th Infantry 

Division, the operation continued throughout the 

summer until the enemy threat abated. 

------------ 
 

 

General Westmoreland arrives Dak To 1967 
(Casper Platoon web site) 
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Bob Fleming, A/D/2/503d, „67 
 

I was on a TWA 707 flying 

across the Pacific when the 

Battle of the Slopes was 

taking place,  coming from 

Ft. Campbell where I had 

spent the first 18 months of 

my enlistment in the 2d 

Battalion 501st.   We had 

watched the 1st of the 501st 

become the 4th of the 503rd, 

and we expected to end up in 

one of the 101st units serving 

near Tuy Hoa. 
 

Had met another 101st grunt 

named Jimmy Camarote, he 

was a 11C2P.  Sadly, Jimmy 

was KIA at Hill 875.  He was 

married with kids, from                  

Philadelphia.  We both had 

the  Screaming  Eagle patch 

on our shoulders  

                                                                    RTO Bob Fleming        
When we arrived at Long Binh              Hill 875 survivor 

we were taken to the replacement              

depot at the airport.  There were soldiers from every unit 

in Vietnam.  A few, very few, paratroopers.  We weren‟t 

there long before a formation was called and all the 

paratroopers were culled from the group and collected 

into one area where they 

could be moved onto trucks and  

taken to what we later found out was  

the 173d Airborne‟s base camp and  

administrative area.  Guess I have  

to take that Eagle off my shoulder.  
 

While we were there waiting no one was telling us 

where we were going.  I walked over to a clerk and 

asked, and he said, "Hardluck Alpha".  I said, "Wait a 

minute, what does that mean?"  He said "You'll find 

out".   That was my introduction to the reality of the 2d 

Battalion Airborne, 503rd Infantry.  No one would tell 

us shit about what we had just got ourselves into.   
 

I don‟t remember exactly when it started, but 

Jimmy began saying that he wasn‟t going to make it 

home alive.   He was deadly serious.  I felt the same way 

but I wasn‟t at the time going to surrender to that line of 

thinking and voice it.  So I used to try and argue him out 

of it. 
 

We spent a couple of days at the 173d Airborne 

Jungle School and stayed at Camp Zinn.  After 

completion of the course we boarded a C-130 and flew 

to Dak To.  The C-130 landed in the dark, misty fog at 

Dak To.  It seemed the clouds were only 50 feet off the 

ground.  When the ramp of the plane went down both 

Jimmy and myself walked down the ramp and onto the 

ground, near the Special Forces camp.   We looked 

around and both of us said variations of the same thing,  

"Oh shit, I‟m dead"    
 

This was the most eerie, scary looking place that I had 

ever seen.  Now we still hadn‟t been told exactly what 

had happened to A Company on The Slopes.  So it 

wasn't our imaginations running wild.   
 

I don‟t even remember what happened after that; where 

we went or what we did.  Alpha Company was not at the 

airstrip.  It was out in the jungle somewhere.  We would 

join it whenever the next resupply would go out when 

we would become official members of NO DEROS 

ALPHA.   
 

We spent a day or two at Dak To airstrip.  No one did 

anything to help us; give us jungle fatigues, or boots.  

They sent us out, half assed.  Jimmy, as a 11C, went to 

the weapons platoon and I went to a rifle platoon.  Of 

course, military thinking, "Oh, you‟re a Spec 4, here‟s 

your M60 machine gun."   There‟s a guy 6 foot, 220 lbs. 

carrying an M79, so I get this 25 pound machine gun.  

Go figure.  I didn‟t make a big deal about it but did make 

it known that I wanted off the gun as soon as someone 

else was available to take it -- big guns draw fire. 
 

There was one other guy from Pittsburgh in Alpha 

Company,  Wambi Cook.  I met him and he was one of 

the guys who was there for „22 June‟ as I called it.  He 

was a nice guy and we got along well.  He was in a 

different platoon.   But still, it was a bitch being an FNG 

in a company that just had happen to it what Alpha did.  

I know it‟s hard to believe but still we knew almost 

nothing about what had happened in June.    
 

One day the platoon leader called me and asked me if I 

still wanted off the big gun.  I said yes.  He said OK.  He 

had me give the gun to someone and gave me a PRC25.  

I was now the Platoon RTO.  
 

I carried the radio all over Dak To.  While the weight 

difference compared to the M-60 wasn‟t much different, 

at least I could rig it to my ruck.  One day while Alpha 

was back at Dak To Airstrip I was told by one of our 

NCOs to get my shit together because I was going to D 

Company.   I responded,  "There ain‟t no D Company,"  

and he replied, "There will be when you get there."  

Praise God,  Thank you Jesus.  I was released from my 

death sentence -- that‟s how I felt leaving Alpha for the 

newly formed company.   
 

(continued….) 
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The entire time with Alpha I was carrying an extra 

weight of undetermined origin.  The „NO DEROS 

ALPHA‟ was real.  The people who served in that 

company really served above and beyond.  
 

On 1 September, when I went to D Company, I became 

the company commander's  Battalion Net RTO.  Things 

seemed to lighten up.  It was a whole different 

atmosphere.  All of the D Company personnel had come 

from other units in the battalion.  I finally started to learn 

about 22 June from Sgt. Tenney, our 319th Arty FO.  He 

was wounded during the battle. 

“Red”, A/2/503, survivor of The Slopes 
 

On 19 November, D Company started up a numbered 

hill near Dak To.  Charlie Company was to our right on 

a parallel track, Alpha Company was to the rear of both 

columns.  The NVA, after pinning down the lead 

element, flanked both columns, hitting them hard, 

attempting to cut the unit in half.  The NVA overran the 

bottom of the perimeter and the perimeter tightened up. 
 

Later an F-4 Phantom Jet dropped a 500 pound bomb on 

the perimeter killing outright an estimated 40-50 

paratroopers.  Amongst those dead was my friend 

Jimmy (Manfred Francis) Camarote -- Jimmy was still in 

Alpha Company.    
 

He lived through the fighting at the bottom of the hill but 

was killed by our own air support.  I was wounded twice 

during Hill 875.   I think Alpha Company was the unit 

which took the brunt of in-your-face combat on Hill 875.  

Not much had changed for Alpha since June 22.   
 

I pray that God blesses all of our Alpha Company 

Heroes.  They were given the extremes to deal with. 

------------ 
 

Bruce Demboski, C/2/503d 
 

My name is Bruce Demboski, I was with Company C 

2nd Battalion on February 21 when we made the jump 

starting Junction City I.   I was 18 years old.  On June 22 

I was still with C Company, 2nd Bat when Company A 

was attacked.  I had just turned 19.   
 

I‟m going to say something that not even my wife 

knows.  I have hidden this part of my life from everyone 

who knows me, as I have been so ashamed of what I did. 
 

The next morning C Company went down the hill to find 

A Company.  Along the trail our lead point started firing 

and of course we all hit the dirt.  Lying next to me was a 

young Trooper from Company A, he had been shot in 

the head.  I looked at him and he couldn‟t have been any 

older than me.  As I laid next to him I noticed his breast 

pocket was open, and a red, plastic cigarette container 

was visible.  I took the plastic cigarette container from 

his pocket and opened it; there were four or five 

cigarettes in it.  I smoked one of the cigarettes as I had 

not had a cigarette in days. 
 

We were given the order to move out and we did.  After 

we found the main element of Company A, I thought of 

only one thing (Custer‟s Last Stand).  I saw a medic who 

was laying on top of another Trooper, they were both 

killed.  You could see that the medic had been giving 

first aid to this young Trooper.   
 

I asked my LT if I could then go back up the trail to help 

bring down the bodies (I wanted to give back the 

cigarette container, but I didn‟t let him know why).  The 

answer was no -- so I never returned that cigarette case 

to whom it belonged.   
 

I went on to serve two more tours in Vietnam 1969-

1971, D/151, D/75th and L/75th Rangers, and was 

wounded twice. 
 

I am now 63 years old.  I could have never told this story 

to anyone but to the Sky Soldiers I so gratefully served 

with.  I am so sorry. 

------------ 
 

Bruce.  This is from ALL Sky Soldiers.  You have virtually 

nothing to be sorry for, brother.  Perhaps that soldier 

wanted you to have that case to remember him by.  What 

is important, you remember him.  You did more than your 

share of combat duty and that paratrooper is proud of you 

as we all are.  It‟s time for you to rest easy trooper.   
 

Your Brothers All the Way 
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One Tough Sonofabitch 

in a 5 Foot Frame 
 

He was sitting on his cot in the battalion 

commo hooch, the end hooch, the one 

closest to the mess hall along the HHC 

perimeter when I first saw him in mid 

December ‟65.  He was smiling, one of the 

most memorable traits of Nguyễn Phuc, 

and a welcome smile it was for this FNG 

who just arrived from the 101st at Fort 

Campbell.  Oddly, that‟s all I remember 

from my first day with the 173d at Camp 

Zinn, that, and the ride from the Repo 

Depot to Bien Hoa, and the absence of 

smiles from those troopers who had come 

over from Okinawa months earlier -- they 

had little interest in smiling at FNGs.  But 

not Phuc, he immediately befriended me 

for some reason, and it was good to have a 

new friend in this new and scary and 

friendless place. 
 

Phuc was one of our few battalion Kit Carson scouts and 

interpreters.  Phuc also had a capacity and liking for 

beer, and could hold his own with the biggest 

paratroopers tossing back 33‟s in beautiful, downtown 

Bien Hoa or later the EM Club at Zinn.  Phuc liked his 

beer.  Phuc also liked women, and whenever we could 

score a pass to Bien Hoa while back at base camp, or 

convince someone a jeep was in desperate need of 

washing and it would take one man to drive and one 

armed man to ride shotgun, my little friend and I would 

find ourselves enjoying the many flavors of beer and 

other niceties in that ancient city. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phuc in the boonies, September ‟66.           (Photo by Smitty) 

 

“Here is Phuc (on left) I think after Silver City in the EM 

Club at Camp Zinn.  The other brother is Duro who is 

deceased now. “  A.B. Garcia 

(Photo from A.B. Garcia, HHC/2/503d) 
 

One afternoon Phuc and I had drank our fill and were 

leaving a bar on a search and find mission, me leading 

the way out of the bar.  At that same moment a couple 

ARVN were entering the place and, for reasons which 

defy logic, other than being drunk and 19, I reached out 

and flipped the cap off one of the ARVN.  Oops!     
 

There were no other Sky Soldiers on the scene (as if that 

would help…fend for yourself smartass), and in a flash I 

was being faced down by about six or seven ARVN 

who, by the sound of their voices and look in their eyes, 

were extremely upset with this former Puking Buzzard 

and ready to prove just how upset they were.  It‟s 

amazing how fast one can sober-up before an ass 

kicking. 
 

Just before the earned retribution was inflicted, Phuc 

jumped in between me and the army of combat ready 

little people.  I couldn‟t understand a word he said to 

them, but suspect it was something like, “Bạn có thực sự 

muốn đánh bại các ra khỏi đồ ngốc này?  Em không thấy 

anh ấy là tinh thần thách thức?”  Translation:  “Do you 

really want to beat the shit out of this dumbass?  Can‟t 

you see he‟s mentally challenged?” 
 

Nary a blow was thrown and our friendship was even 

further solidified that fightless afternoon in Bien Hoa. 
 

(continued….) 
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Operation Marauder which began on 2 January 66 in 

the rice paddies of the Mekong Delta was this new 

Sky Soldier‟s cherry mission, but just another of life-

long missions for Phuc.  He despised communists and 

the French and as a professional Special Forces soldier 

had known only war his entire life.  Phuc was 

wounded in the gut during Marauder and days later 

back at our hooch he again was sitting on his cot, 

smiling.  The white bandage covered his new 

souvenir, but it didn‟t cover all the other scars on his 

chest and arms and back from previous battles. 
 

In the field on operations Phuc was known as a „hard 

charger‟, always one of the first into the fight, usually 

running to the sound of incoming fire.  He was also an 

aggressive interrogator of captured VC or VC 

suspects.  U.S. soldiers were forbidden to harm or 

torture the enemy, but Phuc was not, or at least a blind 

eye would often be turned as he went about his 

business.  While I never witnessed him torturing 

anyone, others have; I did see him rough-up some 

suspects pretty badly once.  A mutual buddy told me 

Phuc‟s patience with the enemy waned in 1967, and 

he might have become what could be described as 

vicious – a lifetime of war can do that to people no 

doubt.  If, indeed, that were the case, then it was a 

complete contradiction to who this gentle man was, or 

once was. 
 

In spite of being a dumbass and mentally challenged, I 

somehow survived my year with the 2/503d, di di‟ing 

the scene in December ‟66, and leaving my friend 

Phuc to carry on without me -- he had more war to tend 

to. 
 

Over the many years since that time, I had often thought 

of my friend, and had hoped he somehow escaped to the 

U.S. when South Vietnam fell; and I would find him one 

day and we would have a beer together, and he would 

smile that smile and keep me far away from any ARVN 

who might also have escaped.  I had often hoped this. 
 

Then, some 30+ years later a note came across my desk 

from one of our Chargin‟ Charlies who survived The 

Battle of the Slopes.  He told me Phuc was killed 

charging up that hill, and some time later a few of our 

guys escorted his body home to his family.  Two other 

buddies, Jerry Wiles and George “Scotty” Colson both 

B/2/503 (Scotty was also Phuc‟s and my hooch buddy in 

„65/‟66), were on those Slopes when Phuc died -- both 

those troopers were also wounded at Dak To. 
 

I will never have that beer with my friend, nor will that 

pixie-like smile of his ever again light up a hooch or a 

jungle as it once did.    

Lew “Smitty” Smith 
HHC/2/503d 

------------ 
 

 

Nguyễn Phuc on operation with his  

2/503 buddies in 1966 
(Photo by Tom Goodwin, HHC/2/503d) 

 

A Couple of Phuc‟s Buddies 
 

Of all the things I should remember and don't, I'll never 

forget Phuc and the time he pushed me out of the way to 

check out a tunnel in Cu Chi.  He knew I was scared but 

he said, "You too big." 

                                    Russ Webb 
HHC/2/503d 

 

That photo of Phuc in the boonies next to his shelter hit 

me hard.  I remember that smile.  I remember how he 

was one of the first to run to the front when a shot was 

fired.  A few tears came after seeing that photo.  He was 

a good man.           

Jerry Wiles 
B/2/503d 

Survivor of The Slopes 
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“Remembering 22 June 1967” 
 

By Ken Smith, COL (Ret) 

A/D/2/503d 
 

For me and so many members of 2/503, 22 June started 

out like any other day.   
 

By 0600 I was in the TOC located adjacent to the 

Special Forces Compound at Dak To.  1st and 2nd 

Battalions, 2/503, had moved from Catecka Rubber 

Plantation to the Dak To area on 16-17 June to protect 

the Special Forces Compound.  2/503 was at the 

compound while 1/503 was assigned the mission of 

recovering the bodies of two U.S. and eight CIDG 

soldiers killed in an earlier action.   
 

A/2/503 deployed on 18 June to scour the ridge behind 

(south) of the SF compound, and was followed two days 

later by C/2/503.   B/2/503 provided security to 

B/3/319th, the 4.2 inch mortar platoon co-located with 

the battery, and the Battalion Headquarters and support 

elements. 
 

A/2/503‟s mission on 22 June was to salt some 

caves at the top of the ridge with CS crystals, 

and move to the SF Compound to replace 

B/2/503, who would then deploy to the field.  

Alpha was scheduled to move in a column of 

platoons north down a finger from the ridge 

toward the SF Compound and had reported 

around 0630 that the movement was underway.  

The battalion staff was digesting reports from 

higher headquarters and filing required daily 

reports with them.   (The 173d Airborne Brigade 

was under the operational control of the 4th 

Infantry Division). 
 

At approximately 0700, the battalion command 

net crackled with a report that the lead elements 

of Alpha Company had been engaged by the 

enemy.  Initially, it sounded like a small contact 

– that assessment quickly changed.  It soon became 

apparent that Alpha was significantly engaged. 
 

Because of heavy fog, no C&C ship was available.  The 

Battalion Command Group monitored the battle from the 

TOC until about 0830 when the weather cleared enough 

for us to get airborne.  Battalion CO, LTC Ed Partain, 

CSM Vince Roegiers, the Artillery Liaison Officer and I 

were soon over the battle area.  In retrospect, this was a 

futile and frustrating flight.  The 200 foot tall trees and 

the heavy bamboo growth beneath them completely 

masked the battle area.  We were unable to see troops on 

the ground or identify their positions.   
 

Colored smoke dispersed so much while filtering up 

through the trees that we were unable to determine its 

source.   
 

The chopper was hit by enemy fire and returned to Dak 

To.  I went to the TOC and LTC Partain and CSM 

Roegiers got on another bird and went back out. 
 

Bn XO, Major Hank Watson, was directing operations in 

the TOC.  I resumed the mission of coordinating the 

artillery and the mortar fire to support the troops.  The 

fact that Alpha was moving parallel to the gun target line 

made this a difficult task because of the uncertainty of 

friendly locations.  Additionally, the NVA hugged the 

American positions to avoid artillery, helicopter 

gunships, and high performance aircraft ordnance. 
 

For nearly four hours, the artillery and our mortars 

delivered as much ordnance as we could, lifting fire only 

to allow the aircraft and gunships to deliver their 

ordnance.  As the battle ebbed and flowed, we adjusted 

the artillery to seal off the battle area.  By about 1030, as 

the battle waned, aircraft and artillery fires were shifted 

west of the battle area to interdict NVA escape routes. 

Hill 1338 
 

As the extent of Alpha‟s losses became apparent, the 

staff identified a one ship LZ south southwest of the SF 

compound and started lifting Bravo Company to the 

field.   
 

A smoke grenade ignited a fire that interrupted the lift 

but Bravo was soon in place and moved quickly to 

relieve Alpha.  Charlie Company had moved west from 

its position along the ridge and then turned south, and by 

about 1300 had linked up with Alpha‟s perimeter.   
(continued….) 
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MACV reported that the enemy suffered close to 500 

casualties and the Brigade‟s After Action Report cited a 

similar number.  Our soldiers, searching the area for two 

or three days after the battle, found a hundred or more 

enemy bodies and captured two low-ranking prisoners. 

Charles Harry Snow, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

Over the years I have read almost everything published 

about the “Battle of the Slopes.”  I assumed command of 

A/2/503 on 9 July and talked at some length with 

survivors of the battle while memories were fresh in 

their minds.  Since then I have listened to many point 

fingers of blame at various individuals and units.  Those 

who do so are entitled to their opinions, but in my 

opinion they do not appreciate the magnitude of multiple 

events packed into four hours of action and masked by 

the “fog of war.”   
 

In the TOC, over multiple nets, I heard highly trained 

professionals doing their job.  The calm voice of Dave 

Milton, under intense pressure and clearly aware that his 

unit was engaged by an overwhelming force, was a 

steadying influence for his men.   
 

When a high ranking General Officer tried to contact 

Captain Milton on the Alpha Command Net, “Uncle 

Jack” politely but forcefully told him on the Brigade 

Command Net to stay off of Alpha‟s frequency. 

I heard reports of helicopter pilots flying low and taking 

fire in the heat of the battle with our own 2/503 warriors 

kicking ammunition out the helicopter doors.   
 

The gunners worked their artillery and mortars without 

breaks.   
 

Charlie and Bravo companies moved to rescue their 

comrades but we knew that they would arrive too late to 

save many of our brothers.   
 

Of about 135 warriors with Alpha in the field, 76 were 

killed – many executed at close range – and 23 were 

wounded.   
 

And no matter how hard we tried, we couldn‟t do any 

more than we did to help them.   
 

It was a bad day. 

------------ 
 

George “Scotty” Colson, B/2/503d 
 

First, let me quote myself, "Memory is dependent on 

sensory input, and nothing focuses input into a smaller 

sphere than combat." 
 

Jerry (Wiles, B/2/503d) and I talked and we both 

remember much of the same things, except he 

remembered Lieutenant McBride getting killed and I 

did not.  I remember hot chow being flown in to us 

before we started towards A Company.  The cooks 

came in with the ammo, and had hot food in Mermite 

cans.  They looked uncomfortable and looked as if they 

couldn't wait to get out of there.   
 

I was point for 2nd Platoon, but another platoon was on 

point for the Company.  We started up the trail, then 

there was a burst of gunfire, and the word came back 

down the line that Phuc had been killed.  I remember 

thinking that I was probably the only guy in the field that 

day who had been with him in '65.  
 

I remember when we got close to the A Company guys 

we could smell the bodies, they had been out overnight, 

and were getting ripe in the heat.  It was a smell we all 

knew well, and which never leaves you, like the smell of 

cordite.  I remember finding them where they fell, in 

small groups of two to five.  The NVA had cut them off 

in small groups and overwhelmed them.  At least that's 

the way I remember it.   
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Jerry Wiles, B/2/503, „67 
 

I have much the same memories George (Colson).  The 

only thing I could add would be the personal things that 

happened.  Varoli and I saw several guys from A 

Company lined up in groups of 5 along the length of the 

airstrip.  We went over to the first group and found Mike 

Waterman, Doyle Holcomb, and Martin Campbell 

together waiting for the choppers.  They were in light 

LB and carrying their tin meals in a sock tied to their 

rucksacks.  They said they were going on a one-day 

recon and would be back that night or the next morning.  

That's the last time I saw any of them alive.  We did lose 

several men dead and wounded.  You and the boys made 

short order of the NVA on the trail.  We had to regroup 

and back up the hill.  Varoli, Beasley and I positioned 

ourselves just off the trail to cover the guys out front.  I 

saw them carrying a small body back up the hill.  Little 

did I know that it was Phuc.  Lt. McBride was killed 

before we could start up the slope.  There was a young 

wounded soldier, he was carried up the slope by the 

weapons platoon.  Just as you said, George, we picked 

up the smell even before we hit the area where the KIA's 

were.  We also could smell the dead NVA -- they had a 

different smell.  The first thing I saw was where the A 

Company gun crew had set up.  There was a pile of 

spent M-60 rounds.  There were parts of each man‟s 

brains in rows three each.  They died fighting but must 

have ran out of ammo.  The stack of bodies right at the 

gun placement took its toll on me, as well as others.  We 

all realized that getting off that mountain alive was 

unlikely. 

------------ 
 

Jesse Salcedo, 1/503d, ‟67-„68 
 

I was there from April „67 to 

March „68, Recon/ 

Headquarters 

Company 1/503rd until Dak 

To, then D Company.  I don't 

have any pictures except in my 

mind.   
 

When the battle started I was at 

the base camp across the river 

and not far from the hill.  We 

watched the prop WWII 

aircraft trying to penetrate the 

triple canopy jungle.   We could          Sal in the boonies  

hear the battle.  Several of us were  

listening to the radio telephone operator  (RTO) 

describing the firefight as he saw it.  It seemed as if he 

talked for several minutes; it may have been much                    

shorter.   
 

He was very excited, but never stopped talking until he 

was killed.  He kept a grip on the mike even after he was 

shot.  The last voices we heard were the NVA's.  No 

Americans could be heard. 
 

The terrible part of this experience was the feeling of 

helplessness.  I met another trooper at one of our 

reunions who was with me there.  When we talked of 

this memory we both broke down in tears.  I believe that 

RTO's last minutes were recorded and used in the movie 

(We Were Soldiers Once And Young). 

When we went to Dak To the first time about the first of 

June 1967, we searched for but made little contact with 

the North Vietnamese Army.  We saw many signs of 

their presence including commo wire, ammunition and 

weapons.  Steps were carved into the mountainside to 

make it easier for them to get up those hills.  We 

experienced mortar attacks.  For a period of time we 

were harassed by snipers for days.  The enemy would 

kill one of us at a time, two or three times a day.  We 

would stop, hunker down, look for the sniper and move 

on.  

An Additional Note from Sal 
 

On June 22nd 1967, I believe it was about 0900 in the 

morning when the battle started, we were at the base 

camp across the river below just a few klicks from the 

hill.  We heard of the battle and stopped what we were 

doing.  We were expecting to saddle-up and to help 

Alpha Company 2nd Bat.  We were told that Bravo 

Company was on their way and there was no need to 

send more troops. 
 

We watched WWII prop dive bombers trying to 

penetrate the triple canopy jungle in assisting Alpha Co. 

We could hear the firefight as it was going on.  Someone 

brought a Prick 25 radio.  We listened to an RTO 

describing the battle as it was going on.  It seemed he 

talked for several minutes.  He asked for help.  He told 

us to hurry.  We heard AK47 shots; he stopped talking. 

The last words we heard were North Vietnamese yelling, 

then the radio went off. 
 

We felt helpless.  We heard that they ran out of ammo. 

Everyone who was severely wounded were reading their 

New Testaments issued to them by the Army.  We heard 

that up to 40 Troopers were executed and that nearly 500 

of the enemy were killed. 
 

I am still saddened by this memory.  I am sure that all of 

the troopers that were there feel the same. 

------------ 

“Every soldier thinks something of the 
moral aspects of what he is doing.  But 

all war is immoral and if you let that 
bother you, you're not a good soldier.”  

 

~ Curtis Lemay  
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P A C I F I C 

Monday, June 26, 1967 
 

475 ENEMY SLAIN 

AFTER HITTING GI’S 
 

By Bill Becker 

S&S Staff Correspondent 
 

PLEIKU, Vietnam – Two North Vietnamese 

battalions cut off three U.S. platoons and killed 76 

men from one American company Thursday 

before a massive counterattack killed an estimated 

475 Communists. 
 

   The battle was not announced until Saturday. 
 

   The North Vietnamese wearing khaki uniforms and 

black and green berets, overran three platoons of the 

173rd Airborne Brigade on a highland ridge 50 miles 

north of Pleiku. 
 

   The Communists took money and food from dead U.S. 

soldiers and shot wounded GIs through the head during 

the 11-hour battle, which took place 3 miles south of the 

brigade‟s forward command post at New Dak To in 

Kontum Province. 
 

   The fighting killed 78 Americans over-all and 

wounded 28.  A brigade spokesman said 76 of the dead 

and 22 of the wounded were members of the company 

hit hardest by the North Vietnamese. 
 

   Most of the enemy soldiers were killed by air and 

artillery barrages after two battalions of the 24 North 

Vietnamese Army Regt. tossed human waves into the 

U.S. platoons.  Another platoon of the same company 

and two other reinforcing companies were unable to 

reach the stranded units until the battle was over. 
 

   The commander of the first company gave a “good, 

solid, conservative estimate” that 475 Communists were 

killed. 
 

   The captain said his men “were up against 800 North 

Vietnamese – brand new fresh troops.” 
 

   He said nearly all the enemy soldiers he saw were 

equipped with an improved version of the AK47 

communist rifle which had been favorably compared to 

the M16. 
 

   Other Americans said the North Vietnamese ransacked 

American bodies for food and money.  The survivors 

said the Communists shot wounded American through 

the head after they broke through the U.S. perimeter. 

   The company commander said that midway through 

the fight, a platoon leader radioed that his men were 

“bracing for an all out attack on our positions.  We are 

laid out well,” the lieutenant said to his CO. 
 

   “About 50 to 100 NVA are amassing for an attack on 

our perimeter.” 
 

   After the first of three human wave attacks, the platoon 

leader reported that 50 North Vietnamese lay dead inside 

the perimeter. 
 

   Later, the leader of another platoon saw more enemy 

troops massing but said his defenses were still strong.  

“Our perimeter is in good shape,” he said. 
 

   As the North Vietnamese struck again, a third platoon 

leader called to his captain, “How soon will help be 

here?” 
 

   Then all three radios went dead. 
 

   By dark Thursday the battlefield was quiet but later a 

member of one of the relief companies said he “could 

hear NVA working over American bodies all night.” 
 

   Brig Gen. John R. Deane, Jr., commander of the 173rd, 

said the company‟s lead platoon walked into a column of 

North Vietnamese during a routine search mission.  The 

company was patrolling just south of the Dak Poko 

River, Deane said, after intelligence disclosed an intense 

North Vietnamese buildup in the New Dak To area 

about 15 miles from both Laos and Cambodia. 
 

   Deane said the lead platoon spotted five North 

Vietnamese in khaki and berets, then pulled back to 

second platoon.  The two units formed a perimeter as the 

enemy column – an entire battalion – encircled the 

paratroops. 
 

   The company commander sent in a third platoon which 

broke through enemy lines to reach the first two units 

before all three were hit. 
 

   Another enemy battalion attacked as the first group 

pulled back. 
 

   A search of the battlefield after dawn Friday turned up 

85 enemy graves.  Paratroops who dug into one of the 

graves said it contained many bodies and added that 85 

graves alone could contain 170 to 349 slain North 

Vietnamese. 
 

   U.S. soldiers also found 75 enemy bunkers, including 

50 spattered with fresh bloodstains. 
 

   B-52 bombers struck twice in the area Saturday after 

U.S. troops had withdrawn. 

------------ 
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Ed Privette, Maj. (Ret), CO HHC/2/503d 
 

I had been wounded and hospitalized back in April „67. 

When I finally got back to Camp Zinn (Bien Hoa) I had 

to stay there until my stitches were out before moving 

forward to Cateca, a tea plantation near Pleiku.  While 

waiting to go forward I was bunking with three new 

guys who were attending Jungle Orientation School. 

ERVIN L BURNS, DONALD R JUDD, RICHARD E 

HOOD, JR.   My stitches came out about the same time 

they graduated from jungle school and we all boarded an 

aircraft headed for Cateca.  In a late night rain storm in 

asshole deep mud we made our way to the 2/503d CP. 

Grabbed a space on the floor of someone‟s tent and 

crashed for the night.  The next day they were all 

assigned to "A" Company, CPT Dave Melton's 

company, and I returned to my Signal Officer/Asst. S-3 

position with CPT Ken Smith, the S-3. 
 

After several battalion search and destroy missions in the 

local area we were alerted that we were headed to a 

Special Forces Camp at Dak To.  The advance party flew 

up and received mortar fire that first night.  The rest of 

Headquarters Company went by convoy.  Dumbest 

move I could imagine.  
 

We were motoring down a paved road which, in places, 

had three feet of weeds growing out of the cracks.  It was 

then we lost radio contact about ten clicks out of Cateca. 

We had no helicopter support as we moved along the 

thick jungle right up next to the road.  We were told to 

"Call for support if you need it,”  right....with no radio 

contact.  Father Watters was sitting in the truck in front 

of me with his legs hanging off the tailgate.  We stopped 

for a piss call and I mentioned to him that I had no radio 

contact to the rear.  He grinned and said, "Well, I'll 

pray."  We arrived safely in Dak To  -- I couldn't crap 

for a week my sphincter muscle was so tight after that 

trip.  Remember, I'm the damn Signal Officer, I'm 

allowed to be scared. 
 

On the 20th of June A Company was moving west the 

next morning.  I talked to Dave Milton at the evening 

briefing.  I had one of my guys send him some additional 

PRC25 batteries he had asked me for.  I was working a 

two-hour shift each night in the Bn TOC in the early 

morning of the 22nd of June and knew Milton's A 

Company was across the river on the side of the 

mountain.  
 

Just after daylight A Company reported that they were 

moving out of their overnight position and had used tear 

gas crystals to keep Charlie from occupying it.  About 

ten minutes later all hell broke loose.  Milton's reports 

back to the TOC were sobering.  The platoons ahead of 

him were under heavy attack.  By that time CPT Smith 

and LTC Partain were all in the TOC.  
 

My platoon sergeant, Drayton Hatcher, put a second 

radio on the Company Command Net and we were 

listening to the platoon leaders in contact with Milton. 

They were in deep trouble and one by one their radios 

went dead.  As I recall, Hatcher and I had placed one of 

the small tape recorders (the kind we used to mail home 

voice letters) and started taping the Battalion Command 

Net.  
 

The Company Command Net was largely silent by then. 

My three tent mates from Bien Hoa, Hood, Judd and 

Burns, were all silent.  I went back to my hammock, got 

another pack of Salem‟s and lost my breakfast in the 

high weeds.  If no one was using those three platoon 

radios they were in deep shit, and so were my three tent 

mates.  All those guys who left the CP two days earlier 

and wandered down toward the river on a routine S and 

D mission were, what?  Badly wounded, dead?  No one 

said it but the air in the CP was thick enough it could be 

cut with a knife, thick with fear for “A” Company‟s 

survival. 
 

Apprehension, helplessness is what we all felt as the 

hours went by.   CPT Willoughby‟s Bravo Bulls and 

CPT Leonard‟s C Company were on their way to assist 

Milton‟s Company.  “Uncle Jack,” Brigadier General 

John Deane, and LTC Ed Partain were overhead in 

choppers above the battle area trying to assist the men on 

the ground with indirect fire power and logistical 

support. 

Jeffrey Ross Sexton, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 
 

All day B and C Companies made their way through the 

thick jungle trying to get to Alpha Company.  That night 

the men up on the hill could hear the sounds of the 

wounded obviously being executed by the NVA.  The 

following morning it was over and later the bodies of all 

those brave young men were brought back down. 
------------ 
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Lost Yank Company 

Killed 106 Cong 

Before It Fell 
 

By Joseph Fried 

Staff Correspondent The News 
 

Saigon, Monday, June 26 --  U.S. paratroopers, thought 

to have been outfought in last Thursday‟s jungle battle in 

which a company of the American fighters was almost 

totally wiped out, killed 100 North Vietnamese troops, a 

late count showed today. 
 

Estimated from the battle area in the central highlands 

put Communist dead as high as 475.  The revised lower 

figure was said to have been made on body count and 

confirmed sightings. 
 

The American toll remained at 80 dead and 34 wounded 

from the 130-man company of the 173d Airborne 

Brigade.  Previously the U.S. command said only 10 

enemy bodies were counted. 
 

Seize Arms, Supplies 
 

The new count listed seizure of 28 weapons, including 

four artillery pieces, and two Red Chinese-manufactured 

radios. 
 

In air raids over North Vietnam yesterday U.S. bombs 

blotted a large truck convoy five miles north of the Mu 

Gia pass.  Large secondary explosions and fire were 

reported, indicating the trucks carried fuel or 

ammunition. 
 

Other pilots reported dropping one end of a 180-foot 

double lane bridge, 21 miles northeast of the pass.  

Though short, the bridge serves as the main mountain 

portal through which the enemy funnel men and supplies 

to the south. 
 

S. Viets Kill 105 of Foe 
 

South Vietnamese paratroopers reported today a fierce 

battle on the coastal plains in which they killed 105 

Communist troops.  In the same area Navy bombers 

reported destroying bridges and storage areas. 
 

B-52 bombers bombed enemy concentrations, 

fortifications, bunkers and tunnels near the Laos border, 

where six of the Communists regiments‟ main forces 

were believed still in the area. 

 

------------ 

COWBOYS UNIT 
HISTORY 

(Excerpts) 
 

II.  OPERATIONS: 
a.  June began by the COWBOYS beginning their work 

in the new operational area of Pleiku.  Four (4) slick 

ships were committed to LRRP missions.  One (1) team 

was placed in and later extracted without incident.  Two 

(2) ships were used on resupply carrying 14 troops and 

12 tons of cargo.  Everything went fairly smooth, 

however, the COWBOYS were beginning to find out 

what was meant by the Pleiku Monsoon season.  

Everyone is looking forward to a good and productive 

month at their new location. 
 

r.  “A” 

Company 2nd 

Battalion 503rd 

Infantry was 

walking down a 

mountainside 

early the 

morning of the 

22nd when they 

met a Battalion 

size unit of an          Cowboys medivac  (Tillman Jeffrey photo) 

NVA Regiment.   

They immediately became engaged in a running battle.  

The Falcons were called upon immediately to give 

vitally needed air support to the Company.  Even though 

bad weather prevailed at the dawn of the day the Falcons 

flew continuous cover for  the Company, hampered  

frequently by A-1E “Sky Soldiers,” (Skyraiders?) 

airstrikes, artillery and the ever present threat of rain and 

low cloud cover.  The COWBOYS were called upon to 

give the Company support in other ways also.  Resupply 

of Ammo was badly needed and eventually a Combat 

Assault was placed in within 200 meters of the heaviest 

fighting to attempt to reinforce the surrounded 

Company.  The Falcons and COWBOYS braved the 

enemy‟s fire and successfully accomplished their 

mission in protecting and preventing the possible 

annihilation of the company.  The Falcons in covering 

the company expended over 230 rockets and 36,000 

rounds of 7.62 ammunition.  As the COWBOYS 

returned at the end of the day everyone turned and 

looked solemnly to the scarred face of the mountain less 

than three miles South where fierce and ferocious hand 

to hand Combat had been fought earlier that day.  

------------ 
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Battle of the Slopes (Dak To) 

June 22, 1967 
John Smith, Jr. 

Squad Leader, Sergeant E-5 

Company A, 2nd Battalion Airborne 503rd Infantry 

                 173d Airborne Brigade Separate 
 

On June 21, after a three day stay following numerous 

day patrols and night ambushes out of an NVA prepared 

base camp, the word filtered down to the troops that the 

company would move out and head to the airstrip at Dak 

To.  All rucksacks and heavy equipment would be 

transported back to Dak To by air lift to make sure the 

company could make the hike to the airstrip before night 

fall on June 22.  
 

The morning of June 22 seemed to be the same as any 

other day in the jungle.  The exception being the air was 

thick with moisture to the point that we were surrounded 

by a dense fog with cool air all around. 
 

The point squad headed out down the trail.  The rest of 

the company followed, by platoon, in the order that was 

determined by the Company Commander.  One platoon 

was left behind to spread tear gas through the old laager 

site, rendering the site useless to the enemy.  The trail 

seemed to wind on a gentle downward slope with thick 

jungle all around - though not as thick as most - and the 

fog seemed to be lifting a little.  While moving slowly 

down the trail, everyone was on guard but spirits were 

running high expecting to spend the night at the Dak To 

airstrip and pulling perimeter guard.  
 

Rounding a slight bend in the trail and out of site of the 

old laager site, we heard sporadic gun fire from the front 

of the column; what seemed to be coming from the point 

man.  All movement halted.  It was our point man and 

he‟d made contact with the point man from an element 

of the enemy.  When the platoon that stayed behind to 

sabotage the laager site heard the gun fire, they ramped 

up their activities in order to pull out and take their place 

in the column.  
 

Prior to that platoon passing the platoon that my squad 

and I were assigned to, three artillery rounds dropped in 

and exploded to the left of my squad about thirty feet 

away.  By the time I saw the flash, black smoke and 

heard the explosion, I didn‟t bother to hit the dirt.  Scrap 

metal passed in front and behind me wounding several 

members of the platoon that had actually hit the dirt.  We 

immediately started to assess the severity of wounds 

received - patching up and applying first aid.  There was 

not much talking; just getting the job done.  
 

During this time, the men from the platoon that had 

stayed behind were passing through and headed for their 

assigned position in the column.  The word was passed 

up to my platoon to keep moving forward.  We began to 

move out with the wounded.  The gun fire was still in 

the distance.  

John in Boise, Idaho prior to a jump with a SF Group, 1974. 
 

My Platoon Sergeant called me over and informed me to 

take my squad down the trail as far as I could make it 

and form a makeshift defensive position to halt the 

enemy advances.  I immediately gathered my men and 

informed them of our mission.  I took point and headed 

further down the slope.  We entered a slightly open area 

with the daylight barely making it through the canopy. 

We crossed over the open area forming a defensive 

position along the dense jungle edge and took up our 

positions. 
 

We started to take sporadic gun fire above our heads.   

By using the sound of the enemy‟s gun fire for a 

location, we returned fire by shooting into the jungle.  I 

noticed a paratrooper with an M-60 setting up behind us 

though this did not seem right to me.  I quickly moved to 

advise him of my men‟s location.  He indicated that he 

saw us.  
 

Before heading back to my squad position, I noticed the 

Platoon Leader, RTO, and a medic standing up.  The 

medic was patching up the Lieutenant.  At this point 

there were only three people still standing - the 

Lieutenant, the medic and me.  The medic was on his 

knee placing a bandage around the Lieutenant‟s chest 

while still getting and giving instructions via radio. 
 

(continued….) 
   

2/503d VIETNAM  Newsletter / June 22, 2011 – Issue 29 

Page 51 of 68 



At this point the Sergeant, who had just joined the unit 

coming from Fort Benning as a jump school instructor, 

passed by me headed in the opposite direction.  By this 

time, the enemy had completely flanked us by cutting us 

off from the main body of the company and opened up 

an intense volley of gun fire causing me to take up a 

prone position near the makeshift command post.  

Those were the days…. 
 

Each time anyone tried to make it back up the trail, they 

were wounded or killed.  No one could get out.  Artillery 

and air support was ineffective as the enemy was right 

on top of us.  To mark our position a red smoke grenade 

was popped but could not be seem by the Air Force 

fighter pilots when released from ground level.  Another 

smoke grenade was tied to the top of a tall tree that was 

bent over and released when the pin was pulled.  That 

worked and the air support could identify our location. 
 

The enemy continued to rake the area with intense gun 

fire forcing the paratroopers to protect the radio with 

their bodies.  Casualties were mounting up and ammo 

was running low.  Coming from a rear position, bullets 

were flying all around us. 
 

Staff Sergeant Green fought his way over near my 

position.  We continued to fire into the jungle.  Sergeant 

Green‟s M-16 malfunctioned and he quietly asked me 

for assistance.  I picked up a rifle from a fallen 

paratrooper and flipped it in his direction - taking care 

not to get my head and body too high in the air thus 

exposing my position.  I was lucky to land in a slight 

depression.  
 

With each exchange of gun fire from the North 

Vietnamese Army, we seemed to answer with less 

volume of return fire.  Of course this meant we were 

taking casualties at an alarming rate.  At this point a 

small group of men, all volunteers, managed to break 

through from a secure position at the top of the slope. 

The only problem was they stopped and took up a 

defensive position in the middle of an open area with no 

cover or concealment.  Needless to say they started to 

take direct fire immediately and incurred casualties.  I 

motioned and hollered „get out of there.‟  A couple of 

the paratroopers took up a position behind me laying 

head to feet.  
 

The next volley of fire from the NVA hit one of the men 

behind me in the shoulder area.  Upon exiting his 

shoulder, the bullet was redirected and hit me in both 

legs mid calf region.  It felt like a baseball bat hitting 

me.  I had no idea of how bad I was hit.  
 

With getting low on ammo and receiving on target 

volumes of gunfire, someone at the top of the slope, in 

an effort to assist, started to fire an M-79 grenade 

launcher.  Unfortunately, their aim was off and 

projectiles landed in the middle of the paratroopers to 

my left.  After about five exploded rounds, the 

paratroopers started yelling that the rounds were falling 

inside the makeshift perimeter and not on the enemy.  I 

was more than happy the guy on the M-79 stopped when 

he heard the yelling because the rounds were walking in 

my direction.  
 

To my amazement I looked up and saw Sergeant 

Hostack walk by checking the line.  This was not the 

first time he had strolled by.  I then heard him com-

plaining of being hit in the hip.  I saw blood coming 

from a gash on the side of his face.  He headed back to 

his position by the radio. 
 

There were only a few paratroopers who were able to 

continue the fight and the wounded were many.  With 

ammo running low, we heard chanting coming from the 

NVA – rah, rah, rah – as if they were preparing for an 

all out assault.  I said to myself, I wish I had my bayonet.   
 

The smell of gunpowder and blood had taken over the 

atmosphere like a thick carpet.  The jungle was hot and 

full of humidity, a big change from when we started out 

in the morning.  The intense gun fire from the NVA was 

sporadic now.  I quietly said I think we better try to 

make it back to the top of the slope.  Sergeant Hostack 

heard me and he agreed.  He said „everyone that can 

move try and make it back.‟ 
 

I saw Staff Sergeant Green move by me and another 

young PFC popped up and moved out.  Coming from the 

site of the radio, my Platoon Sergeant crawled by me on 

his hands and knees.  Although we were not taking any 

gun fire, I felt that it was not safe to get too exposed.  So 

falling in directly behind my Platoon Sergeant, I 

maintained a low crawl while getting more ammo from a 

fallen Paratrooper.  
(continued….) 
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This is when a five to ten round burst of gun fire from a 

position behind us came directly across my head and 

back.  My Platoon Sergeant was hit.  He took the full 

burst of gun fire from that AK-47 in his back and side. 

He immediately stopped and slumped over.  While 

standing in a crouched position, I headed towards my 

Platoon Sergeant and with his last breath he said, „I‟m 

too full of lead; I can‟t make it.‟  For some strange 

reason, I suddenly felt safe – not because it was him and 

not me but because in that moment, as many can relate 

to, everything came to a standstill and I had this moment 

of clarity that seemed to say, „all would be well.‟ 
 

Then Hostack and a young PFC walked up and Hostack 

said „help your Platoon Sergeant.‟ Unfortunately, 

Hostack had no idea of what had just happened.  

Hostack and the PFC disappeared as quickly as they 

appeared.  I checked for a pulse on my Platoon Sergeant 

but could not find one.  
 

Taking one last look over the field of battle, I was 

standing alone thinking of my squad and saw no 

movement.  The jungle was cut down, sunlight was 

shining through and I grabbed another M-16.  While 

slinging one over my back, I started to head back up the 

slope.  At this point, I cautiously made my way through 

the jungle arriving in a clearing at the top of the slope.  I 

saw a group of men pulling on a rope which turned out 

to be attached to a wounded Paratrooper who they were 

dragging to safety.  Not something you see every day. 

The medivac chopper was coming and going.  Realizing 

that my squad was lost, I went over and reported to the 

person who was keeping a record of personnel being 

choppered out and reported that I was wounded in both 

legs.  
 

This whole battle happened in such a short period of 

time – though in some ways it seemed like an eternity 

and in others it was a blink of the eye.  Why one person 

lives and another doesn‟t is one of the great mysteries. 

The answer is totally beyond me.  
 

However, as an amusing antidote to end my 

recollections let me tell you this.  When I was at the 

Brigade hospital 

recuperating, who should 

come walking in looking for 

a Dak To survivor, none 

other than the Hammer!  

Command Sergeant Major 

Jackson.  And what did he 

say to me you ask… 

.…..nothing but “What 

happened son?”  And here I 

thought he was going to say, 

„Get your gear and get on 

the next chopper and head back to your unit.‟  Airborne! 

------------ 

Roy Lombardo, B/2/503d 
 

I can't place my hand on my copy of Dak To (maybe on 

loan or may be lost in my library filling system) but I 

made copious notes when I read it.  Willy Kapule 

DEROSed right before the startup of action and was 

replaced by Bobby Hastings, who was KIA by that 

errant friendly airstrike.  Jackie Siggers was wounded 

(lost his hearing) as a result of the same air strike but 

helped to medevac the WIA and KIA.  That strike landed 

on an assembly of Battalion Leaders present to receive 

an OPORD, so there was an immediate loss of several 

key personnel, hurriedly replaced. 
 

Based on my limited knowledge because I was advising 

Viet Rangers in the Delta, but I knew many of the 

people.  This would be my summation: 
 

NCO leadership and Company Grade Leadership were 

stretched awfully thin in 1967.  The superstars deployed 

with the Bde in „65 after tuning up for 2+ years in 

Thailand, Iriomote, Taiwan before deployment.  „66 saw 

the next batch of young leaders come in as replacements, 

but with limited jungle experience.  „67 saw shake and 

bake NCO's coming into the equation, officers directly 

from the Basic Course and the Advance Course but 

again with little practical experience and zero jungle 

experience.  Fighting in the jungle and particularly a 

primary jungle is not easily mastered as evidenced by 

the losses and reluctance to come to the rescue of 

endangered forces. 
 

My personal analysis is simply my opinion and is not 

intended to denigrate the willingness and ability of those 

that were in the Bde at that time.  But Dak To was the 

meat grinder for the reasons that I indicate after many 

personnel changes that the Hürtgen Forest was for the 

US divisions that landed at Normandy but no longer 

were the same units (because of WIA/KIA and 

inexperience of replacements). 
 

May those lost all be dancing on Fiddler's Green, 

awaiting our future/distant arrival. 

------------ 
 

“War is at best barbarism…Its glory is all 

moonshine.  It is only those who have 

neither fired a shot nor heard the shrieks 

and groans of the wounded who cry aloud 

for blood, more vengeance, more 

desolation.  War is hell.” 
 

General William Tecumseh Sherman 

His statement in 1879, a decade 

after he led Union forces to victory 

in our Civil War.  
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Roger Dick, C/2/503d 
 

Charlie Company and Alpha company set up 

independent perimeters on hilltops several clicks from 

the Dak To airstrip on June 21, 1967.  That night we in 

"C" Company encountered enemy fire and lost an 

ARVN scout.  We also lost a new man on his first night 

out in the field.  He inadvertently walked in front of the 

line and was shot in the head by the man in the position 

next to me.  The sad part is, he was a Cherrie so few 

knew his name then, or will remember him as anything 

other than the new Cherry who died by friendly fire the 

night before June 22.  He was shot by my Godfather; the 

young man who stood up for me when Father Watters 

baptized me a catholic in the mountains of Dak To.  I 

understand his family was told he died in action during 

"The Battle of the Slopes," which was just as well.  As 

we all know, one did not earn an identity until the 

Cherrie status was replaced with that of grunt.  At the 

time we had not quite two months in-country but had 

made this transition. 
 

Both companies broke camp about the same time on 

June 22nd, and headed out, with "A" Company destined 

to return to the Dak To airstrip that day.  I don't 

remember where we in "C" Company were headed but 

we were carrying two dead troopers with us because we 

could not get a chopper in for extraction once "A" 

Company entered this terrible and devastating ambush.  
 

All resources were dedicated to supporting them and our 

mission was to reach and support "A" Company ASAP. 

As an RTO, I kept switching between our company and 

battalion frequencies to listen to the battle in real time.  

It was the most horrific thing I had ever heard and we 

were all terrified as we made our way to their last known 

position.  These radio transmissions are now available. 
 

When we reached their old perimeter we realized to our 

horror they had covered the area with CS gas crystals 

prior to breaking camp.  None of our gas masks worked 

and everyone in the company was moving away from 

the gas ASAP while being fired on by snipers and at one 

time by our own helicopters flying above the triple 

canopy trying to support "A" Company.  Fortunately, no 

one was seriously wounded other than the bee stings we 

all encountered when passing through the gas. 

Apparently the bees did not appreciate the gas either.   
 

The "C" Company commander (Captain Leonard) 

received a lot of criticism for not moving faster that day 

and was ultimately relieved of his command.  Many of 

us in "C" Company considered this unfair and thought he 

became the scapegoat for poor decisions made by 

starched fatigues flying 1200 feet in the air circling in 

the comfort and safety of their helicopters.  To this day I 

believe we moved as fast a conditions allowed and 

nothing could have prevented the loss suffered by the 

brave men of Alpha who were outmanned, outgunned 

and out maneuvered by people who "knew their 

territory". 
 

The battle scene was horrendous.  The few survivors 

were terribly wounded and all appeared to be in shock. 

There were reports of mass executions of the wounded 

by the NVA, but we saw no evidence of this.  There was 

very little confirmation of the NVA losses.  The 

excavation the following day of quickly dug shallow 

graves did however reveal the loss of life inflicted by the 

men of Alpha as they desperately fought for their lives. 
 

On June 24 we abandoned this battlefield and humped 

back to Dak To to lick our wounds, reform,  refit, and 

head back out into the mountains that would become the 

site of the most ferocious battles of the war. 

------------ 
 

Randy Tenney, FO/A/2/503d 
 

Re:  22 June 1967, Battle of the Slopes.  What I was 

going to tell you concerned some heroic 2/503 Alpha 

Company survivors.  First, Bill Nichols.  Bill was part of 

the group I was in temporary command of who went 

back up the slope to check on enemy troops to our rear.  

He witnessed me being wounded by the NVA soldier 

who was wearing a Tiger uniform and black beret.  Bill 

saw my shoulder blade before we returned to Platoon 

Sergeant Hostack, and said “You will be O.K.”   
 

Second, I believe the soldier in the hospital (106th 

General) on Yokohama was a trooper named Maris (sp), 

a Mexican-American who, along with Lavart (sp) the 

other survivor which Charlie Company found – both 

spent that terrible night on 22 June with the enemy, and 

GOD only knows what they went through. 
 

I so wish Sgt. Hostack had been put in for the Medal of 

Honor.  I witnessed many acts of heroism during my two 

tours in-country, but he was true to his men and made 

several trips back down the hill to recover wounded.  On 

almost every trip he was wounded.  Sgt. Hostack was 

also a survivor of Korea (and WWII?).  He was a 

soldier‟s soldier.  He has passed on but I will always 

remember him, a native of Worchester, Mass. 

------------ 
 

“I hate war as only a soldier 
who has lived it can, only as 

one who has seen its brutality, 
its futility, its stupidity.” 

 

~ Dwight D. Eisenhower  
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Buckets of Blood 
 

By: Wambi Cook 
A Company 2/503d 

February 1967 - February 1968 

Survivor of The Slopes 

RTO Cook during a reflective moment in Vietnam 
 

After 44 years, I remain perplexed as to why A 

Company, 2nd Battalion‟s clash on 6/22/67 (or more 

popularly labeled, Battle of the Slopes) has yet to receive 

the recognition it most justly deserves in the annals of 

the 173d
 
Airborne‟s illustrious pantheon of historical  

battles.  This statement is by no means my personal 

crusade to disparage the many and wide-ranging 

gallantly fought encounters by our Vietnam era or the 

present day Herd personnel.  So, I query: has any other 

singular American unit suffered as many casualties 

(KIAs 76, WIAs 30+) in a solitary day‟s skirmish as that 

of Alpha?   
 

I advance three personal theories: 1.  High profiling the 

unspeakable losses by elite American troops is not good 

copy for liberal and conservative pundits alike;  2.  

Many survivors continue to deal with their inescapable 

demons on a regular basis, and wish not to relive, in all 

likelihood, the worst day of their lives; and 3.  Some 

influential, but non-combatant individuals who 

orchestrated crucial aspects of the day‟s events from 

afar, do not want their dubious military battle strategies 

second guessed.              

 

~ AFTER THE BATTLE IS OVER ~ 
 

Early on the morning of June 23, 1967, a half dozen 

five-gallon water buckets were strewn about the  make-

shift  hex-tent morgue, hastily assembled earlier that 

morning to ostensibly  take delivery of an untold number 

of  KIAs from the previous day‟s conflict.  The depot 

was located about 25 meters or so just off the Dak To 

airstrip.  In next to no time, the buckets would soon 

comingle with the blood of my 76 brothers of Alpha 

Company, 2nd 503rd Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade.  
 

History tells us we were hit by a battalion size, elite 

NVA strike force -- an unfathomable 15-1 ratio.  At the 

time, it felt like it was Alpha against a power of 

determined evil bent on annihilation and nothing less. 

I can‟t recall if I was “asked” to be a part of the group 

assigned to identify my Alpha comrades slaughtered  24 

hours earlier, or did I presume this responsibility by 

default.  I‟d only recently returned to duty from a 

month‟s stay in Long Binh‟s 93rd
 
Evacuation Hospital 

recuperating from a grenade wound suffered on 

Mother‟s Day the month previous.  
 

Yes, I could readily identify by name and/or face the 

majority of the rank and file of A Company, but there 

were at least a half-dozen or so FNG replacements since 

I left -- a handful of whom arrived to the field just a day 

or two before June 22.  Or, perhaps, because of my time 

in country, I was the logical choice for the duty.   In any 

case, someone had to do it, and why not me? 
 

If memory serves, 2nd battalion‟s Bravo and/or Charlie 

companies assumed the unenviable task of policing the 

battle site.  What this experience has done to their 

psyche is beyond imagination.  Besides me, and possibly 

another Alpha volunteer, our team also consisted of a 

half-dozen B-Med personnel.  From a letter I‟d written 

my wife later that day, three quarter ton truckloads 

containing the bodies began arriving early on the 

afternoon of the 23rd. 
 

Throughout our obvious tribulation, I doubt if any of us 

explicitly questioned what the body count would 

ultimately tally.  We worked in pairs: two of us per 

deceased would align each body bag neatly two abreast, 

leaving just enough space between to perform a tip-toe 

maneuver to avoid stepping on our fallen brothers.  This 

configuration allowed for perhaps a dozen bodies per 

tent-load. 
 

One of us would unzip the bag just enough to expose the 

face.  On occasion, we were instructed to expose the 

entire body.  Why some and not all, I don‟t recollect. 

 
(continued….) 
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The majority of the contorted bodies were grossly 

bloodied as a result of multiple pre and post-mortem 

head wounds.  All were soiled due most likely to their 

overnight exposure to the harsh Central Highlands‟ 

elements.  Often times a sponge was needed to wash off 

enough of the dried, caked-on blood to confirm positive 

identification. 
 

Some faces were so battered and unrecognizable, it was 

necessary to use their dog tags for identification.  No 

sooner would we conclude with one group, when 

another incoming consignment would appear… the 

process would start again.  
 

When a bucket became too flushed with blood, it was 

quickly refreshed, and we continued our work in an 

orderly “military fashion.” 
 

In the course of most of the afternoon, there was little 

beyond perfunctory exchanges between us while going 

about our work.  To some, our efforts may have 

appeared detached or matter of fact.  However, we 

couldn‟t cloak the obvious -- our hearts grew heavier as 

the day drew longer.  
 

Each time I came across a comrade who I‟d known 

intimately, and not just in passing, my task became more 

untenable.  I considered begging off several times during 

the progression.  I took a moment to ponder my dilemma 

pragmatically, and continued to execute my duty not 

only as a fellow grunt, but as a friend who would expect 

nothing less were the circumstances reversed.  I had to 

bring a satisfactory conclusion to what I‟d started…for 

them, and for my own mental well being. 

John “Mac” McEachin, A/2/503 

KIA 6/22/67 

 

Just when I thought I‟d made it through this aberration, I 

wearily unzipped a bag containing  John “Mac” 

McEachin, my closest and dearest friend from the day  I 

first set foot in Camp Zinn.  I was positioned a few feet 

from Mac when he got hit.  The wound was in his lower 

leg or thigh region.  Nothing fatal, I thought at the time. 

He was still conversant when a handful of us started 

belly crawling back up the hill.  I didn‟t realize it until 

our extraction later that afternoon when mustered for a 

head count, that Mac was not among us.  Just after what 

would be the third and final human wave assault, I 

witnessed what appeared to be a mortally wounded 

brother feigning death in hopes Charlie would bypass 

him.  Mac was savvy enough to pull it off.  My heart 

ripped when it hit me, that I‟d not only lost a dear friend, 

but a kindred spirit to eternity.  I made a hasty retreat a 

step or two outside the rear of the tent.  There, I cried as 

I never had before and never would again. 
 

Of course, I could name a dozen troopers in Alpha with 

whom I‟d become extremely close -- several beginning 

as far back as AIT.  McCray, from Miami, Duffy, Mika, 

Sharber, Kelly -- we would never again coexist.  My 

treasured friends -- my boys, would cease to exist.  With 

Mac, I lost not only a true friend, but a nicer human 

being you‟ll never find. 
 

There remained another seven months of my tour of 

duty, but from that day on, I rejected any and all 

attempts for anything more than casual friendships.  I 

was convinced,  I could not emotionally handle the loss 

of another Mac. 
 

Mention of an actual body count didn‟t surface until the 

following day.  Survivors gathered on the 24th to convey 

our stories “for the record” to the Brigade‟s historians.  I 

chose to man a position on the perimeter -- just me and 

my thoughts.  I was “ordered” to relinquish my foxhole 

to assemble en masse with my fellow Alpha survivors; 

General Westmoreland wanted to personally award our 

“unofficial” Presidential Unit Citation to each of us,  a 

civilized  gesture, I  mused. 
 

Most of us expected rear duty for a couple weeks before 

we saddled up again.  According to a letter I‟d written 

my mother days after 6/22, our ranks were hurriedly 

replenished, and we were back operating in the hills of 

Dak To not far from the Slopes as early as June 27. 
 

------------ 
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From the Air 
 

By: Tillman L. Jeffrey 
       Falcon 81 

        335th Assault Helicopter 

        Company (Cowboys) 

 

Warrant Officer Tillman Jeffrey 

 

The 22nd of June started out like most other days at Dak 

To at that time of the year; a solid overcast sky with rain, 

mist, and low clouds obscuring the tops of the 

surrounding mountains.  These conditions meant lousy 

flying weather at the best, and downright suicidal flying 

weather at the worst.  Though only one Cowboy airlift 

platoon and one Falcon light fire team from the 335th 

AHC had been permanently based at Dak To since 19 

June, the entire company had been working the area out 

of Camp Holloway at Pleiku for over a month.  The 

ever-present hazards of flying in the Central Highland; 

monsoon weather, triple-canopy jungle, and very steep 

mountainous terrain were very familiar to our pilots and 

aircrews. 

The Cowboys had flown their first combat assault of 

Dak To on 18 June and it was a vastly different 

experience from our old operation area in III Corps 

around Bien Hoa.  III Corps had plenty of open area, 

roads, towns, and other landmarks.  Around Dak To it 

was like flying over a vast sea of green.  We flew 

another combat assault on 19 June, moving a total of 270 

Sky Soldiers on eight lifts, and on that mission we took 

quite a lot of ground fire but received no hits on our 

aircraft.  We transported 230 Sky Soldiers on 20 June as 

the 173d continued to move out into the surrounding 

areas.  Back at Dak To airstrip the Cowboy ground 

crews assisted by the 173d Engineers continued the task 

of building bunkers, putting up helicopter revetments 

and tents.  During the few days we‟d been at Dak To the 

weather was so bad that we were losing at least two 

hours per of operational flying time each day. 
 

We called the Dak To airstrip “Dak To International” 

because there wasn‟t much there in the way of creature 

comforts and also because the borders of South Vietnam, 

Laos, and Cambodia were only a few minutes flying 

time to the west.  This part of the border area was also 

referred to as The Tri-State Area.  In keeping with the 

stated policy of the United States government at that 

time, our tactical map coverage ended at the South 

Vietnamese border.  Of course, political policy didn‟t 

preclude us from flying LRRP, People Sniffer, and 

Bomb Damage Assessment missions across the border 

and off our maps.  
 

The first news of trouble  

that the Cowboys had on  

the 22nd of June was early 

 in the morning when our  

light fire team at Dak To  

was scrambled to support  

A/2/503d INF.  The word  

was that a large force of  

North Vietnamese Army  

troops 2,000 meters south  

of our base camp had  

ambushed A Company.   

That day I was scheduled to     CPT Phil Osterli  

fly with the Falcon‟s platoon  

leader, CPT Phil Osterli, and we grabbed our flight gear 

and side arms and ran out to the Falcon revetments.  At 

that time it was raining off and on and the clouds were 

so low we couldn‟t even see the mountains to the south 

of Dak To where A Company was engaged, so both 

crews readied their gunships, monitored the 173d‟s 

command net on our FM radios, and stood by.   
 

(continued….) 
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C-130 explodes at Dak To                       (Tillman Jeffrey photo) 

 

The artillery batteries at Dak To were firing in support of 

the beleaguered company, and the volume of outgoing 

fire was a pretty good indication that the tactical 

situation was pretty bad. 
 

At around 0815 the weather improved enough for us to 

try and fly out to A Company‟s location.  It was still 

instrument weather by Army Regulations, but certainly 

good enough for us to try and get up to A Company.  We 

knew that they were only about two clicks to the south 

of Dak To, but the low clouds, rain, and mist masked 

their exact location.  Once we were off the ground, our 

light fire team formed up in a loose trail formation and 

we headed up the mountain.  Over the FM radio we 

could hear gunshots and explosions in the background as 

the ground commander and the battalion commander 

coordinated artillery fire and air strikes with Air Force 

Forward Air Controllers and A-1E Skyraider aircraft.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
The A-1E Skyraider, 1968 photo. 

 

As we flew up the mountainside at 60 to 70 knots, we 

started to get into some really dense clouds and heavy 

mist and visibility worsened to less than two hundred 

feet.  It was also raining steadily.  From time to time we 

lost sight of the jungle canopy below us., as we entered 

areas of more intense rain.  At that point flying blindly 

into the mountainside or into an unseen tall tree was our 

greatest danger.  Every eye on board our pair of 

gunships was focused outside and to our front as we 

groped our way up the mountain.  Our crew chiefs and 

door gunners were invaluable in watching out for trees 

and altering the pilots to every hazard.  Without their 

efforts, we‟d have probably flown into the side of the 

mountain. 
 

We finally spotted red smoke filtering up through the 

tops of the trees, and we knew that we were close to A 

Company‟s position.  When we began to take NVA 

ground fired, we knew that we were in the right place.  

CPT Osterli had radio contact with A Company‟s 

commander, and we set up a wide orbit around their 

smoke.  The A1-E‟s were just finishing another strike as 

we got there and was glad to see them go.  Dodging the 

trees was bad enough, but dodging fast-moving 

Skyraiders working in and out of the clouds seemed to 

be just a bit too unhealthy!  Amid the background 

sounds of gunfire, explosions, and the screams of the 

wounded coming over the FM radio, the Falcons began 

to lay down suppressive fire around the area of the 

smoke. 

 

During this time the NVA maintained a fairly brisk level 

of automatic weapons fire in our directions, but their aim 

wasn‟t very good – probably due to the low clouds, 

smoke, and the overhead jungle canopy.  I suppose that 

we could see their muzzle flashes and tracers a lot better 

than they could see our helicopters.  We also knew that 

any ground fire that was directed our way was fire that 

wasn‟t being directed at A Company.  The NVA made 

our work easier by using tracers, which allowed us to 

pinpoint their location and apply suppressive fire.  We 

fired wide on our initial gun runs in order to pinpoint 

where A Company was to avoid hitting them, and then 

let them adjust our rockets and 7.62mm machine guns 

closer to their position. 
(continued….) 
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By the time a second Falcon light fire team had arrived 

from Camp Holloway and they relieved us on station so 

that we could return.  We continued our flights and gun 

runs until the battle ended, hot fueling at Dak To while 

we rearmed with rockets and 7.62.  Later that morning, 

the Cowboys airlifted elements of the B/2/503d INF into 

a single-ship LZ 300 meters north of the battle in order 

to aid A Company.  Throughout the day, Cowboy slicks 

flew single ship re-supply missions into the battle area. 

Image from the 173d Airborne Brigade's yearbook from 

1966 and 1967.                                 (courtesy of Tillman Jeffrey) 
 

When we finally finished flying that day, we had made 

numerous landings back at Dak To in order to refuel and 

rearm.  We never shut down our helicopters at all that 

day, leaving the engine idling while the crew chief, 

gunner, and both pilots assembled rockets, humped 

ammo, and loaded ammo trays.  If you were lucky you 

could grab a quick smoke, take a leak, or have 

something to drink before the next flight.  Normally, the 

aircraft commanders kept a tally of landings by drawing 

trick marks on the windshield with a grease pencil.  That 

day we simply didn‟t have the time.  The Falcon 

gunships expended a total of 230 2.75” rockets and fired 

36,000 rounds of 7.62mm ammunition during the battle. 
 

We learned later that A Company had lost 74 men killed 

in action and another 23 wounded.  Forty-three of those 

killed were by head wounds inflicted at close range.  B 

and C Companies each lost one man killed in action and 

the attached ARVN forces lost one advisor/interpreter 

and two Civilian Indigenous Group soldiers.  The 

casualties suffered by the North Vietnamese Army will 

never be known for certain.  There were 106 NVA 

confirmed killed by body count and three captured. 
 

The 22nd of June was a battle in which the Cowboy‟s 

long history of working closely with the 173d Airborne 

Brigade really paid off.  When the Sky Soldiers needed 

really close-in air support, the Falcons trusted the grunts 

to mark their positions and to put them on the target, and 

the grunts trusted the Falcons to delivery their ordnance 

where it was needed.  Unfortunately, on that day our 

guys were in the process of being over-run, and it was 

necessary to fire much closer to our troops than we 

would have liked.  I have always believed that the 

gunships were a big help to A Company that day, but 

because the NVA was in such close contact, we may 

have inflicted some unintended casualties on our guys.  

This has not been an easy thing to live with in the years 

since that day. 
 

For their actions in support of A/2/503d INF on 22 June, 

twelve Cowboy and Falcon pilots were awarded the 

Distinguished Flying Cross.  Thirty-seven enlisted air 

crewmen were awarded Air Medals for valor.  In all of 

1967 only twenty-five DFCs were awarded to members 

of the 335th Assault Helicopter Company, with that 

single day accounting for almost fifty percent of those 

DFCs. 
 

The 22nd of June was the worst day of flying that I 

experienced during my two tours in South Vietnam.  But 

it is also what I consider to be the “best” day of my 

flying career.  The bad part is that we weren‟t able to 

help save more of A Company.  If the weather had only 

been better earlier in the morning we could have gotten 

to their position sooner.  Perhaps that would have made 

a difference to the outcome of the battle.  On that day 

every pilot and air crewman from the Cowboys used 

every last ounce of their skill in support of A Company.  

On a personal level, I‟m not too proud to admit that luck 

far outweighed my flying skills that day.  One lesson 

that I‟ve learned from my many years of flying 

helicopters is that sometimes skill alone is not enough.  

You also need luck, and I had luck in spades that day. 
 

I have never seen so many acts of bravery as I witnessed 

in the air that day.  For that reason, I consider 22 June 

1967 to be the “best” day of flying that I have ever 

experienced.  I was lucky enough to have been there that 

day and to have been awarded the DFC, but the medal 

only serves to remind me that true heroes of The Battle 

of the Slopes were the officers and men of A, B, and C 

Companies, 2/503d Infantry. 

------------ 
This report originally appeared in Sky Soldier, Spring 2007,  

Vol. XXII, No. 1 

Photos from Tillman Jeffrey‟s web site 

and Cowboy‟s web site. 
 

Note from a A/2/503 Survivor of The Slopes 
 

I think it‟s a time for me to be best forgotten.  I have a 2 

month old baby I am caring for.  The years I have spent 

trying to deal with or talk about and remember that time 

have done nothing to help me at all.  I cannot afford to 

let those thoughts back in my mind for the sake of my 

grandchild.  I am very aware of what Wednesday brings 

but I am truly trying to avoid the emotions that come 

with those thoughts.  Those who gave all on that day will 

always be in my heart as are so many others. 
 

(continued….) 
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AIR MEDAL FOR HEROISM 
For heroism while engaged in 

aerial flight in connection with 

military operations against a 

hostile force:  SP4 Gary Cody 

distinguished himself by 

exceptionally valorous actions on 

22 June 1967 while serving as 

gunner on a gunship assigned the 

mission of providing cover for the 

insertion of reinforcements for a 

beleaguered company of the 2d 

Battalion (Airborne), 503d 

Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade 

(Separate).  Although under 

intense enemy automatic weapons 

fire, Specialist Cody 

courageously 

maintained his 

vigilance, spotting 

enemy fire and 

suppressing it.  On 

several occasions, 

disregarding his safety, 

Specialist Cody exposed 

himself to great danger 

by leaning out the door 

of the aircraft to 

accurately report 

positions of other 

            SP4 Gary Cody                aircraft in the area to his 

                                                    aircraft commander.  

The heroic actions of Specialist Cody were in keeping 

with the highest traditions of the military service and 

reflect great credit upon himself, his unit, and the United 

States Army. 
 

DISTINGUISHED FLYING CROSS 
For heroism while participating in 

aerial flight Warrant Officer 

Tillman Jeffrey distinguished 

himself by exceptionally valorous 

actions on 22 June 1967 while 

piloting a gunship and directing 

fire into the enemy area 

surrounding Company A, 2d 

Battalion (Airborne), 503d 

Infantry, 173d Airborne Brigade 

(Separate), which was encircled 

by an estimated two battalions of 

North Vietnamese Regulars.  

Warrant Officer Jeffrey, untiringly 

and without regard for his safety, 

continued his flights and gun runs into the area, stopping 

only long enough to refuel and rearm.  Warrant Officer 

Jeffrey‟s superb flying skill and exceptional valor in the 

face of heavy enemy automatic weapons fire and low 

cloud formations, assisted greatly in covering the troops 

on the ground and giving suppressive fire wherever 

requested.  The heroic actions of Warrant Officer Jeffrey 

were in keeping with the highest traditions of the 

military service and reflect great credit upon himself, his 

unit, and the United States Army. 

------------ 

 

        In memory of Tillman L. Jeffrey 
                2/14/1947 – 10/28/2010 

 

Tillman Jeffrey, 63, of Loomis, California, went to 

be with the Lord on October 28, 2010.  After a 

brave two year battle with cancer, he passed away at 

his home in the loving arms of his wife with his 

dachshunds and poodle nearby..  Tillman was born 

February 14, 1947, Valentine's Day, in Barnett, 

Texas.  He grew up in El Cajon and the San Diego 

area. 
 
 

 

Rest easy Cowboy, job well done. 
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Clarence Johnson, A/2/503d 
 

I had been with the 2nd Battalion two weeks in Plelku, 

when the word came down that we'd be moving to Dak 

To, in the Central Highlands.  Dak To was to be our 

forward base and next area of operation.  Reports were 

there was heavy enemy movement in the area.  The same 

day we left Pleiku the battalion set up a perimeter next to 

the Dak To airstrip. 
 

The next day we choppered out into the hills and made 

our presence known.  We had been humping the hills a 

few days with no enemy contact.  On June 21st, we 

came across a complex of bunkers – the type of bunkers 

we couldn‟t see until we were on top of them, the only 

kind „Charlie‟ made.  
 

These bunkers seemed to be no more than a day old, as 

the dirt around the bunkers was still damp and had just 

been abandoned when we arrived.  
 

After we'd found the bunkers, we moved to another 

location and settled in for the night. That night we were 

given orders to return to the Dak-To airstrip the next 

day.  We were to get a day or two off, a very much 

needed rest.  
 

My squad and platoon were to lead the Company back 

down the hill to our new base.  First squad, second 

platoon were counted on a lot to be the point element.  

The fellows in the squad were experienced and very 

capable of leading point for the Company -- maybe even 

proud of the fact that we were assigned the task.  
 

The next day, about half an hour after daybreak, the first 

squad started down the trail towards Dak-To.  Our point 

man carried an M-16 rifle.  The second man was our 

Sergeant and squad leader…a leader in every sense of 

the word.  He was confident and respected, demanding 

the same qualities of his men.  The Sergeant carried an 

M-79 grenade launcher; I carried an M-16 and was the 

backup for this seven man squad.  
 

We must have travelled 200 meters from the rest of the 

Company, when a short burst of M-16 rounds went off, 

followed by an explosion.  The explosion was a grenade 

from the M-79 the Sergeant was carrying.  As I pro- 

ceeded toward the front, the men were hustling back and 

I was shooting into our left front.  There was sporadic 

fire coming from our front.  Seven of us took cover 

behind a clump of bamboo trees forming a semi-circle 

position to weigh this sudden development.  We were 

firing our M-I6s and holding our own, until we started 

taking rounds from our left flank.  
 

The enemy fire was beginning to get heavy, to put it 

mildly -- it was past time to get out.  When we picked up 

to rejoin the Company, we continued to maintain a line 

of fire; the second squad had reached us by this time 

with the rest of the platoon.  Our immediate action was 

to line ourselves facing the left flank and left front.  Two 

M-60 machine guns were in place and began pouring out 

the fire power.  The enemy had fire power of its own and 

began to use it, as the shooting became intense on both 

sides.  The fire fight was on.  

 

Sky Soldier buddies, all survivors of The Battle of the 

Slopes, at mini-reunion in Oklahoma.  L-R: Sam Stewart, 

Roger Dick, Walter (Bills) Bills all C/2/503d, and Clarence 

Johnson A/2/503d. 

 

My squad members were killed instantly from an 

extremely heavy barrage of fire.  I scrambled for better 

cover and lost contact with the squad and became 

separated from the rest of the Company.  I was out there 

all alone.  
 

As my mind raced, my throat began to get heavy and 

tight.  1 knew my time had come.  I couldn't call for 

help, not with my weapon in my hand.  I was going to 

die as a soldier, an Airborne Soldier.  I kept firing my 

M-16 and crawling my way up towards the platoon.  
 

Before I could get back on line my M-16 jammed and 

couldn't eject the spent cartridge.  I got a bamboo shoot 

down the barrel but couldn‟t free the shell casing.  I 

discarded my M-16 and picked up another a few feet 

away.  This weapon was also jammed so I tried to eject 

the shell casing with the bamboo stick but it was no use.  
 

It was very hard to move out of my position, even 

though I knew I had to move.  After a time I finally 

managed to rejoin the platoon and get another M-16 and 

ammunition. 
(continued….) 
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The enemy fire seemed to cover 

every square foot of our area.  This 

was evidenced by the bodies and 

weapons lying in what had become 

half a perimeter.  We were taking 

fire from all sides, except directly 

behind us.  The enemy was coming 

out of the dense jungle, trying to 

overtake us.  It was now apparent 

that we were fighting an NVA unit.  
 

Smoke grenades were set out to 

mark our position for air strike.  
 

RTOs were down, radio 

communication was becoming 

nonexistent.  One M-60 became 

silent and the other was so hot it 

could only sputter out its rounds.  
 

I heard a voice directly behind us 

shouting out commands.  I turned 

around to see our platoon sergeant 

on one knee take a round to the side 

of his face, leaving a deep gash in 

his cheek.  The sergeant didn't seem 

to be affected in any degree and 

kept on fighting.  We were down to 

a few men and fast running out of 

ammunition. 
 

The enemy seemed to let up because of our inability to 

match their fire, although we were still taking heavy fire.  

I moved to a different position and joined two other 

guys, only to be pinned down by sniper fire.  
 

One of our radios was lying about eight feet from me.  

My intention was to crawl and get the radio, but the man 

beside me said "Let the radio go."  I stopped and in just 

seconds the radio shattered into pieces.  The radio was 

riddled with bullets as well as the area around the radio, 

where I would have been had I not stopped. 
 

Our guns had become silent, it was now only a matter of 

time.  The NVA could make their assault at any 

moment…this was it.  We had to take out the sniper or 

die trying. 

We shot a burst of rounds in the area of the sniper and 

thought we had quieted him.  We then started crawling 

towards the hill we had come down that morning.  As we 

made our way up, we came upon three troopers going in 

the same direction while dragging two wounded.  We 

helped with the wounded and began to crawl up the 

steep hill, getting into better cover and what seemed like 

safety, when the two wounded were hit with many 

rounds from another sniper.  These men died instantly, 

still in our grasp.  

The Slopes in 2011, as viewed from the banks of the Po Ko 

River.  Today, peaceful, beautiful, and quiet.                 
(Photo by Wambi Cook, A/2/503d) 

 

We fired in the direction of the sniper, which gave us 

time to find cover of the jungle.  I was bringing up the 

rear, knowing I had only a few rounds left, but the 

important thing was we were moving up the hill and 

could hear M-16s going off.  Finally, we made contact 

with the rest of the Company.  
 

Early that evening we had a Company formation for 

head count.  There was one man left from each of the 

three squads in my platoon.  There were 33 men 

standing in formation June 22, 1967.  

 

My fellow soldiers fighting at the 

Battle of the Slopes were given 

standing orders, and every 

individual met the challenge and 

many paid the ultimate price for 

being an American soldier.  As a 

member of the 2nd Platoon, A 

Company, 503rd Airborne 

Infantry, I was proud to have 

stood side-by-side with my fallen comrades -- they were 

all heroes. 
------------ 
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Wayne Cleveland, A/2/503d 
 

I‟ll admit that even though it was 44 years ago it is still 

troubling to recall great details of that day. 
 

I was an 18 year old rifleman with A Company, 2nd 

Battalion, 503rd Infantry.  Like many, no most of us, I 

was just a kid looking for adventure when just out of  

high school I enlisted.  All I wanted was to be a  

paratrooper and go to Vietnam…just a naïve kid.  I was 

pretty cocky as were most of us because we had won 

handily every fire fight we had been in at that point. 
 

We spent the night before on top of the mountain in a 

very sophisticated and recently abandoned NVA base 

camp.  I could smell the enemy in the hole I slept in that 

night.  The next morning we moved down the steep  

mountain following a well worn path that even had steps 

carved in it.  The point stuck to the path because it was 

nearly impossible to move off of it.  The triple canopy 

we were dealing with had thick bamboo, then very large 

trees topped with vines.  We really never got direct  

sunlight. 
 

We were on the march for a very short time when the 

point made contact.  We moved up but found ourselves 

in sort of a small bowl that offered no cover whatsoever. 

We could see movement all toward our front and flanks 

and asked to move back up to better defensible positions, 

but the word came back that the other rifle platoons were 

going to move down to assist and the weapons platoon 

would stay on top of the mountain to fire support. 
 

I was hit with what I believe to be rifle grenade shrapnel 

almost immediately.  The blast wounded several guys, 

some very seriously, but my wounds were not too bad.  I 

dug a hot piece of lead out of my back and had another 

small wound in my calf.  At this point we were 

completely engaged and it was clear that we were in 

trouble.  
 

With no cover and the volume of fire the NVA was 

laying down we couldn‟t even get on our knees.  One of 

the things that struck me was the fire was so intense the 

bamboo was cut down a couple of feet high above my 

head.  To my amazement our platoon sergeant, SFC (I 

think) Leon Hostack,  although wounded in the face and 

I believe elsewhere was moving around on his knees 

directing fire and yelling at us to keep the fight up.  Why 

he didn‟t earn the MOH is a mystery to me. 
 

Air and artillery support was of little help.  It seemed to 

me that a lot of the ordinance was exploding high in the 

trees and we were so close to the enemy nothing seemed 

to help.  Most of us ran out of ammunition and were 

taking ammo from our KIA‟s.   
 

Eventually I got raked by an AK.  My rifle was shot out 

of my hand, my helmet was hit which knocked me face 

first in the dirt, and two rounds hit me just below my 

butt leaving me with a gaping hole in my left leg and 

entrance wounds in my right.  Just after that the guys on 

my left were overrun.  I put my head down and I could 

hear NVA guys all around.  I eventually found the nerve 

to lift my head and to my surprise three other guys did as 

well.  All of us were wounded and we started quietly 

crawling away.  Most of us were not armed.  I only had a 

frag. 
 

Ricky Sanchez, A/2/503d, survivor of The Slopes  

 

We could hear our guys screaming and then gun shots. 

The NVA were also talking very loudly, like in a frenzy.  
 

We were crawling very low to the ground because none 

of us were capable of standing and the vegetation was so 

thick.  After a while it became clear the NVA knew 

some of us were making it up the hill and we could hear 

them crashing through the jungle.  Fortunately, we made 

it to a clearing and as I rounded a fallen log I came face 

to face with a claymore.  I recall knocking it down and 

yelling “Rawhide!”, our running password.  
 

The next thing I know I am up on my feet running – 

interesting what the will to survive will do for you.  I 

recall seeing a friendly throw his rifle down and running 

down to me.  Firing started and everything is pretty 

cloudy after that. 
 

(continued….) 
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They eventually lowered 

chain saws and a clearing 

was cut large enough to 

lower baskets and I was 

lifted off of that hill. 
 

In the aftermath a lot of 

frankly unbelievable 

things happened to me.  

The first medical doctor I 

saw was a surgeon who 

happened to go to high 

school with my older 

brother.  He not only saved         Paul Perkins, A/2/503d 

my leg but looked after me.         survivor of The Slopes 

Medical care in Nam, then a  

short hospital stop in Okinawa because I sprung a leak 

on the med flight to Japan.  Then the 106th General 

Hospital in Yokohama, Japan.  
 

I eventually spent the rest of my time in Hawaii at 

Schofield Barracks.  It think it worth noting, at least to 

me, that Thomas Ross Poore “Ross”, a best friend since 

school days, fired 105 support for me that day.  We‟re 

still very close.  Also, I would end up working at the US 

State Department some 38 years later with Ken Smith. 

Ken, who I didn‟t know at the time, was a battalion 

officer who, while circling overhead, called in my med-

evac…small world. 
 

I have always recognized how lucky I was to survive 

that day.  I admit often feeling guilty that I survived and 

so many died and wonder what our country lost thinking 

of the contributions that those who died that day would 

of made.  I‟ve tried to do them honor by being the best I 

can be.  

 

I‟m blessed to have a wonderful family – a great wife, 

two kids and seven grand kids.  As bad as that day was, 

and as troubling as it is for me, I know that I am a better 

person as a result of that terrible experience.  I am truly 

blessed. 

------------ 
 

Earle “Doc” Jackson, B Med, „66/‟67 
 

This photo was taken during 

the rainy season near Hill 

1338.   
 

Dak To was a hell hole.  I was 

TDY with 2nd Batt for a few 

days after 1338 and again at 

875 until we got medic 

replacements -- the 

bullies have a hell of a history.  

 

 

Brave Saga of Four Score  
Who Fell at Dak To  

 

Dak To, South Vietnam, June 23 (UPI) – A  

Catholic chaplain offered Mass today at this outpoint in 

South Vietnam‟s central highland for 76 Americans 

killed in a savage seven-hour battle with hordes of 

screaming North Vietnamese regulars.  Survivors vowed 

to avenge their fallen comrades, some of who were 

wounded and then executed. 
 

Files of bloodied uniforms, boots and steel helmets were 

stacked nearly within sight of the makeshift altar where 

the priest prayed for the Americans who had worn them. 
 

Tell-Tale Bullet Holes 
 

The helmets bore small, nasty holes in the back.  They 

had been worn by men of the U.S. 173d Airborne 

Brigade, wounded in the battle Thursday night and then 

executed by North Vietnamese who stripped their bodies 

of food and weapons. 
 

A U.S. military spokesman in Saigon later said 

American casualties from the battle rose to 80 killed and 

34 wounded.  Joseph Fried, staff correspondent of The 

News, reported.  Enemy dead were estimated at 475. 
 

Survivors of A Company sat in the sun, gazed at the 

ridgeline where the battle was fought, waited for 

replacements and promised to take revenge on the 

Communists. 
 

Capt. David A. Milton, 28, of Dallas Tex., the A 

Company commander, said the battle was fought in the 

worst jungle he had seen in Vietnam. 
 

“Initially we thought we had run into five or six Viet 

Cong,” Milton said.  “I don‟t think we ran into an 

ambush.  I think we just bumped into at least a battalion 

or two.” 
 

Attack after Screaming Attack 
 

“You have no idea of the fights that took place up there.  

Those men took three banzi-type attacks on the first 

perimeter and we took one on the hill.  They (the 

Communists) screamed bloody murder when they 

attacked. 
 

The men were excellent and there was always somebody 

in command down there.  At one point, I was talking to 

three PFC‟s on three radios.  They had apparently taken 

over the platoon.  There is no way to convey to the folks 

back home what they did there.  They took on 800 fresh, 

brand new north Vietnamese troops and killed over half 

of them.” 

------------ 
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FO A-Battery, 3rd Battalion, 

319th Artillery 
 

   On the 20th of June 1967, we came upon an area near 

Hill 1338 where over 300 fresh bunkers were 

discovered.  There were fresh footprints throughout the 

area; but the enemy was not to be seen.  In the heavy 

jungle with its triple canopy, it left all of us with the 

eerie feeling which would not pass during the night. 
 

   The morning of the 21st the CO sent out patrols to 

sweep our company area as we prepared for the day‟s 

activities.  Helicopters were coming in and they dropped 

off two large canisters of CS gas.  Our mission was to 

spread out the CS gas and prepare to depart the area for 

Dak To which could be seen from our position. 
 

   Late in the afternoon hot chow was delivered by the 

helicopters and we prepared to sit down to a hot meal 

when our CO called my FO and me over to join him 

with dinner.  Father Watters had become totally 

dehydrated and was ordered to leave the AO on the next 

available chopper.  Watters reluctantly obeyed the order 

knowing that he could not serve any more useful 

purpose for the men that night.  It was a very restless 

night. 
 

   When dawn broke on the 22nd, patrols were sent out 

and we began filling in our positions from the night 

before.  The point squad was sent out about 50 meters in 

front of the company as 2 line platoons were followed by 

the CP and one line platoon.  Weapons platoon was in 

the rear as we began our descent.  Descent was steep but 

made a lot easier because of the steps that were cut into 

the mountainside. 
 

   Silence was shattered by a large explosion and heavy 

small arms fire.  The point squad had made contact and 

was knocked out immediately.  My FO and I 

immediately charged down the hill when we encountered 

intensive small arms fire.  We began adjusting artillery 

to within 35 meters of our lines. 
 

   Sergeant Hostack ordered us to check fire as there was 

air support on station.  We could not hear the jets as they 

came screaming in to drop their ordnance until they had 

passed our position.  Complete chaos ensued as 500 lb. 

bombs struck the ground and intense small arms fire was 

popping all around us.  We braced ourselves for another 

charge by the NVA.  After holding off three charges we 

were low on ammo and too many Sky Soldiers were 

either wounded or dead.  Hostack ordered us to pull 

back, “Grab the wounded, weapons and 

ammo and get back up the hill to the CP!” 
 

   I grabbed my rifle, and a wounded trooper whose leg 

was shattered, and headed back up the hill.  Slipping and 

falling it felt like hours before I reached the summit and 

dropped off my wounded trooper.  Hostack and I again 

started heading back down to find more wounded.  

When I first headed up the hill I came upon another 

trooper whose knee looked as if it was blown off.  I told 

him that I would return. 
 

   I found that trooper and grabbed hold of him to carry 

him back up the hill.  My RTO was there helping me as 

we climbed when all of a sudden he yelled, “Look to 

your right!”  Standing there was a NVA who was 

lowering his AK-47and pointing it as me.  I dropped the 

paratrooper and spun to my right diving for the ground 

when a round tore through my right collarbone.  The 

pain was intense as I got off a burst of rounds at the 

NVA.  Not seeing the NVA I began dragging the 

wounded trooper with my left arm, pulling him to the 

top of the summit.  When I reached the CP I looked 

down at my Sky Soldier and realized that he was dead. 

106th General Hospital 
 

   The medic worked on me and they choppered me out 

to B-Med at Dak To.  They patched me up and flew me 

to the Mash Unit in Pleiku.  There they worked on me 

and stabilized me for the flight to Japan.  I was put into 

the 106th General Hospital in the Pre-Op ward.   
 

(Report from Sky Soldier, Spring 2007, Vol. XXII. No. 1) 

The author‟s name did not appear in connection with this report. 
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Killed in Action, Kontum Province, Vietnam, June 22, 1967

Terry Lee Odis Allen, A Co. 

Erling Alton Anderson, 39th Scout Dog Plt. 

James Arnold, A Co. 

William Joseph Boehm, A Co. 

Ervin L. Burns, A Co. 

Albert Butler, Jr., A Co. 

Darrell Wayne Butts, A Co. 

Carlin Martin Campbell, Jr., A Co. 

Ronald Cleveland Clark, A Co. 

Thorne M. Clark, III, A Co. 

Vernon Terry Cochran, A Co. 

Jack Lester Cripe, A Co. 

Lloyd Dwain De Loach, A Co. 

Lester Michael De Riso, A Co. 

Charles Orvis Deedrick, Jr., A Co. 

Thomas Alfred Deschenes, A Co. 

Thomas Benedict Duffy, Jr., A Co. 

Timothy James Egan, A Co. 

James Richard Emmert, A Co. 

Russel Warren Engle, A Co. 

Bobby Lee Finney, A Co. 

Burrell Gibson, A Co. 

Kenneth Lawrence Greene, A Co. 

David Junior Heller, HHC 

Alvin Gene Hill, A Co. 

Doyle Holcomb, A Co. 

Richard E. Hood, Jr., A Co. 

Vins Ronald Hooper, A Co. 

David E. Johnson, A Co. 

Harry J. Johnson, A Co. 

Richard Bruce Johnston, A Co. 

Richard J. Johnston, A Co. 

Donald R. Judd, A Co. 

Stephen Allen Kelly, A Co. 

Kenneth Kawika Lima, A Co. 

Frederick Hugo Liminga, HHC 

Robert Richard Litwin, A Co. 

Jimmy Clint Lowry, A Co. 

Gary Allen Luttrell, A Co. 

Walter Christian Mayer, A Co. 

Ellia A. McBride, Jr., A Co. 

William Stanley McBroom, A Co. 

Frank McCray, Jr., A Co. 

John McEachin, Jr., A Co. 

Stephen Adam Mika, A Co. 

Donald Martin Munden, A Co. 

William Arthur Munn, A Co. 

Timothy John Murphy, A Co. 

Daniel Lee Negro, A Co. 

Jerry Lynn Noe, A Co. 

Michael Donald O‟Connor, A Co. 

George Patton, HHC 

John Perry Patton, A Co. 

Nguyễn Phuc, 2/503 Bn Scout 

George Albert Poor, Jr., A Co. 

Leonard Burton Poore, A Co. 

Robert Lee Preddy, A Co. 

Floyd Elmer Quarles, A Co. 

Ralph Joseph Rizzi, A Co. 

Trine Romero, Jr., A Co. 

Hector Mario Saenz, A Co. 

James Walter Sanford, A Co. 

Warren H. Schrobilgen, Jr., A Co. 

Jeffrey Ross Sexton, A Co. 

John Sharber, Jr., A Co. 

Lloyd Edgar Smith, A Co. 

Charles Harry Snow, A Co. 

Johnson Augustus Steidler, A Co. 

David Allen Stephens, A Co. 

David Richard Stephenson, A Co. 

Robert Louis Stevens, Jr., A Co. 

Edmond Ceasar Sutton, A Co.  

Fa‟Asaviliga V. Tafao, A Co. 

Larry Burns Turner, A Co. 

Daniel Viramontes Valdez, A Co. 

Charlie Lewis Walker, A Co. 

Willie Craig Warren, 173d Eng. Co. 

Michael J. Waterman, A Co. 

Edwin Jerome Williams, A Co. 

Alexander C. Zsigo, Jr., A Co. 
 

Other 173d KIA - Operation Greeley 
 

June 21, 1967 
 

Jimmy Lee Cook, C Co. 

Clifford W. Leathers, Jr.,  E-Troop  
 

June 23, 1967 
 

Ellis A. McBride, Jr., B Co. 
 

June 27, 1967 
 

Michael Parker, HHC 
 

 

Source: 

http://virtualwall.org/ipanels/ipan22e.htm 
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~ ONE DAY IN TIME ~ 
 

 Freedom Birds coming and going down the 

air strip 

One day in time 

We all made the trip. 
 

Some apprehensive and some GUNG HO 

This place, This dimension 

We did not know. 
 

Those were the days when people changed 

Boys became men, and men became boys 

Shooting and killing with 

Their weapons 

Their toys. 
 

The question in our minds 

What is right 

What is wrong 

WHY ME. 
 

This gauntlet of hate 

Of love 

Of fear 

This passage of life, the end is so near 

(Yet closing in on tomorrow). 
 

This place, This time 

Scorned by man 

The torment and pain born in this land 

(The twilight zone). 
 

During the day we fought for the cause 

Our lives 

Our peace of mind 

And sitting at night blinded by the darkness 

Wondering. 
 

Will I see the family I left behind 

My Father, My Mother 

My Sister, my Brother 

“Will I see my girl, waiting desperately for me.” 
 

Listen to the freedom birds flying out of sight  

overhead 

Coming and going 

Carrying the living and the dead. 
 

Look at yourself and look into the Wall 

(Memorial) 

There is no start 

There is no finish 

We live with it and we die with it 

(one and all). 

 

 

 

 

If you know; if you were there 

The reflection of friendship we dared not share. 

For losing a buddy was too hard to bare. 
 

Look into the Wall. 

And tell him 

I wished you knew you were my best friend 

“My buddy” 

I will never forget you. 
 

My friend died on the 19th but the book says the 

20th and I wondered why, 

I tried to remember, was it yesterday we 

arrived? 
 

I know in my heart they are not dead, but lost 

forever, not today or tomorrow,  

“but just one-day in time.” 
 

In recognition of my best friend, my buddy,  

James Nothern, from Credence, Arkansas. 
 

Not dead but forever lost, November 19th, 1967 

 on a hill far away. 
 

“One Day in Time” 
 

Les Daughtridge, Jr. 
C/2/503d 

 
 

On the Wall 
 

James William 

Nothern, Jr 
Specialist Four 

C CO, 2ND BN, 503RD INFANTRY, 
173RD ABN BDE, USARV 

Army of the United States 
Clarendon, Arkansas 

June 16, 1947 to November 20, 1967 
JAMES W. NOTHERN Jr is on the Wall 

at Panel 30E Line 046 
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173d Airborne Brigade Memorial 
Fort Benning, GA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Photos taken by Dave Milton, A/2/503d, on day of dedication of the Memorial, June 1, 2010. 
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