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FIREFIGHT  
 

By 
 

Joe E. Abodeely  

 

The Tet Of fensive of  1968 began on January 31,  1968.   Major c i t ies,  
towns,  and insta l la t ions such as Saigon, Hue,  and Khe Sanh were 
subjected to vio lent  at tacks by the Viet  Cong and the Nor th Vietnamese 
Army (NVA) wi th the intent  to inc i te a major  upr is ing  by the Vietnamese 
people against  their  Amer ican protectors.   Contrary to what  W alter  
Cronk ite and other media purveyors of  prevar icat ion said to the publ ic ,  
the of fensive was a d isast rous mi l i tary fa i lure.   20/20 h indsight  has 
shown th is  to be t rue .   

In  the later  par t  of  February 1968, I  was an infant ry l ieutenant ,  second 
p latoon leader  of  Del ta Company of  the 2nd bat ta l ion 7th Cavalry of  the 
3rd br igade of  the 1st  Cavalry Div is ion (a i rmobi le) .   W e had been 
pat ro l l ing south of  our  posi t ion - -a base camp wi th 175 mi l l imeter  and 
8 inch guns.  I  th ink  we were only around twenty - f ive "c l icks"  
(k i lometers)  f rom Hue,  the wal led imper ia l  c i ty wi th much beauty and 
great h is tory,  which had suf fered intense f ight ing .   W e were r ight  near 
Highway 1 on the main supply l in e to Hue and had set  up a defensive 
per imeter  wi th the ar t i l lery near  a group of  o ld French bui ld ings,  which 
were once a convent  or  monastery,  or  so I  vaguely recal l .    

The 1st  Cavalry Divis ion or  the “1st  Air  Cav” ,  as we were more 
commonly known, was the f i rst  a i rmobi le d iv is ion of  the U.S.  Army and 
the f i rs t  d iv is ion to be deployed to Viet  Nam.  W e did not  usual ly t ravel  
by tanks or  t rucks or  jeeps or  armored personnel  car r iers;  we e i ther  
wa lked or  were t ranspor ted by hel icopters.   W e also received our 
log is t ica l  and f requent  f i re  suppor t  f rom hel icopters.   On th is  day,  
February 27,  Captain Roper  ( the C.O.)  cal led me over  to h is C.P.  and 
said "Skeeter"  (as he used to cal l  me and as we looked at  a map);  " I  
want  you to take your  p latoon and go nor th a long th e r iver .”   W e were 
hoping to make contact  wi th the enemy.  

I  got  my p latoon ready—we checked our weapons,  ammo, smoke and 
f ragmentat ion grenades,  gear ,  radios and SOI  (s ignal operat ing  
inst ruct ions) ,  and C rat ions.   W e walked out  of  the base camp per imeter  
and proceeded on our  miss ion.  Occasional ly,  we would hear  the 
ar t i l lery at  the base camp pound away on f i re miss ions d i rected in 
suppor t  of  uni ts at  the ancient  c i ty of  Hue.   The mar ines and a couple 
other  uni ts  of  the 1st  Cav real ly saw hel l  dur ing  the ba t t le  of  Hue.   And 
these b ig  guns had suppor ted them.  

I t  had been ra in ing for  days,  but  the sun was out th is  day.   My p latoon 
moved along in re lat ive ly open areas in a modif ied squad column for  
ease of  movement,  cont ro l ,  and secur i ty.  I  formed the p latoon into three 
squads—each wi th a PRC-25 radio,  and I  had two RTOs 
( radio/ te lephone operators)  wi th PRC -25s at  my s ide for  constant 
communicat ion.   W hen we got  in to jung le,  we went  in to s ing le f i le  wi th  
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t roops posted as f lank secur i ty,  and I  pos i t ioned my RTOs  and me 
behind the lead squad for  the best  command and contro l  and react ion 
capabi l i ty.  

We came to a vi l lage,  which was deser ted except  for  an o ld man who 
had h is nose cut  of f .  His face had the t r iang le scar o f  wh e r e  h i s  n os e  
s h o u l d  b e  ( l i k e  t h e  t r i ang l e  c u t  i n  a  Ha l l o we e n  p u m p k i n ) .  H e  t o l d  
u s  t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  n o  V . C .  ( V i e t  C o n g )  i n  t h e  a r e a .   S e r g e a n t  Duk 
(pronounced Duke),  an ARVN interpreter a long with us,  d id the 
q ues t i on ing ;  and  ne i t he r  Duk  no r  I  be l i e ved  t h i s  g uy .   W e  l e f t  h im  
and  m oved  th r oug h  t he  em p t y  v i l l ag e .   I t  was  om inous  t ha t  no  one  
e l s e  was  a r ound .  

A s  we  m o v e d  a l o n g  o n  o u r  p a t r o l ,  w e were st i l l  moving in a p latoon 
column format ion wi th my RTOs and me posi t ioned behind the lead 
squad.  I  h e a r d  s m a l l - a r m s  f i r e  u p  i n  f ront  of  my lead squad.  Since we 
al l  had s topped to  eat  lunch (our  Cs) ,  I  checked to  see wha t  was 
happen ing  up f ron t .   Spec ia l i s t  4  Sande rs  ( t he  po in t  man)  t o l d  me 
tha t  he  s aw wha t  appeared  t o  be  an  ARVN ( Ar m y  o f  t he  Repub l i c  o f  
V ie t  Nam  s o ld i e r )  who  f i r ed  a t  h im .  The ARVNs were the sold iers of  
the Republ ic  of  South Viet  Nam —the people we were there to protect  
f rom the communist  NVA (who invaded f rom the north)  and the Viet  
Cong who were insurgents and “ ter ror is ts”  to the people and 
government  of  South Viet  Nam.  Sander s  s a id  he  s ho t  a t  t he  AR V N ,  
and he thought he hi t  h im.  He said he thought the guy was an ARVN 
because he was wear ing green  fat igues.  Whoever this guy was, he 
wasn’t  f r iendly.    

We moved to the area where Sanders descr ibed, and we saw a smal l  
d i tch.  W e also saw some blood,  which indicated that  Sanders h i t  the 
"ARVN."    A t  about  the  t ime we found the b lood,  a  smal l  " bubb le"  
chopper f lew overhead nearby and we heard automat ic weapons f ire 
apparent l y  d i rec ted a t  t he  chopper .   I  d id not  want  to pursue the 
"ARVN" whom we thought  d id the f i r ing  a t  t he  chopper  because  i t  
l ooked l ike  he was lead ing  us  away f rom our  ob jec t i ve - -wh ich  was  to  
p roceed  a long  the  r i ve r  head ing  no r th .    

W e  i g n o r e d  h i s  f i r i n g  a s  w e  c o n t i n u e d  a l o n g  t h e  r i v e r .  F i n a l l y ,  
w e  g o t  t o  a  r o a d ,  w h i c h  we n t  o v e r  a  s m a l l  wo o d e n  b r i d g e ,  wh i c h  
t r a v e r s e d  a  s m a l l  s t r e am .   T h e r e  we r e  t r e e s  a n d  o t h e r  t h i c k  f o l i a g e  
a r o u n d  t h e  b r i dg e  a n d  s t r e am .  T h e  p la t o o n  c a r e f u l l y  a n d  q u i c k l y  
c r os s ed  t h e  b r i dg e  a nd  assembled behind and around an abandoned 
stone house surrounded with trees and other v e g e t a t i o n .  O n  t h e  s i d e  o f  
t h e  h o u s e  o p p o s i t e  o u r  l o c a t i o n  wa s  a  r i c e  p a d d y  c l e a r i n g  w i t h  a  
t r ee  l i n e  a nd  s t o ne  bu i l d i ng s  a pp r o x im a t e l y  a  couple hundred meters 
away.  

Sanders  came back to  my locat ion and sa id ,  "2 -6 ,  I  j us t  saw about  
t we l v e  o r  t h i r t e e n  N V A  m o v i n g  a l o n g  i n  a  t r e n c h "  o f f  t o  o u r  l e f t  
f r o n t .  "2 -6"  was my ca l l  s ign  and n ickname.  The "2"  meant  second 
p la toon,  and the "6"  meant  leader .  He assured me they were NVA 
because of  their  khaki uniforms and pith helmets.  

I  immediate ly t r ied to get  everyone assembled in a good defensive 
posi t ion around the house because we weren' t  dug in and were 
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ext remely vu lnerable.    A l l  o f  a  s u d d e n  a l l  h e l l  b r o k e  l o o s e !  R P G  
( r o c k e t  p r o p e l l e d  g r e n a d e )  r o u n d s  s t a r t e d  c oming  in  exp lod ing  
on  t he  o t he r  s ide  o f  t he  s tone  hous e .  Au tom at i c  weapons f i re seemed 
to come cont inuously f rom our  lef t  f ront ,  f ront ,  and r ight  f ront .  Bul le ts 
were popping by us no mat ter  where we moved.  

I  saw Sanders  l y ing  in  a  prone pos i t ion  pump ing  out  a  lo t  o f  rounds 
f r o m  h i s  M - 1 6 .  I  s a w  a  b u l l e t  h i t  h i s  s t e e l  p o t  ( h e l m e t )  a n d  t h r o w  
s pa r k s  as  i t  g l anc e d  o f f .   Sergeant Vivo,  Sanders'  backup point  man,  
stood up behind Sanders a n d  f i r e d  s e v e r a l  r o u n d s .  A l l  o f  a  s u d d e n  
h e  g o t  h i t  i n  t h e  a r m  a n d  i n  t h e  t o r s o .  

Some of  us were  able to get  into one of  the NVA trenches near  our  
posi t ion for  cover .   Bul le ts  were coming f rom everywhere,  and we 
expended a lot  of  ammo in return f i re.   A b londe k id we cal led “Smit ty”  
was f i r ing  h is M-60 machinegun f rom an o ld leaf less t ree.   He was 
standing up behind the t ree mak ing the machinegun spew for th i ts ra in 
of  steel  as fast  as the metal  l inks of  the ammunit ion bel t  would a l low 
wi thout  jamming the gun.  Since he was not behind cover ,  he took a 
round c lean through h is  arm.   W e got  h im to our  lo cat ion in the t rench, 
gave h im morphine;  and he s lept  throughout  the rest  of  the f i ref ight .    

When Sergeant Vivo  got h i t ,  Doc Halverson (my medic)  and I  crawled 
out  of  the t rench under  heavy enemy f i re and dragged Vivo back to the 
t rench.   Vivo was gurg l ing ;  he had been shot  in  the arm,  spun around, 
and shot  in  the lung.  I  found out la ter  that  he got t ransported to Tokyo 
and l ived.   I  now had f ive men wounded ( three wi th the f i rs t  in -coming 
RPGs),  Smit ty,  and Vivo.   

L ieutenant  Steelman,  the ar t i l lery forwa rd observer  who came along 
w i t h  u s ,  wa s  t r y i ng  d e s p e r a t e l y  t o  g e t  s om e  a r t i l l e r y  s u ppo r t  f o r  u s .  
H e  k e p t  c a l l i ng  on  h i s  r ad i o  f o r  a r t i l l e r y ,  b ut  a l l  the guns were t ra ined 
on Hue because there was a lo t  of  act ion g o i n g  o n  t h e r e ,  s o  w e  
c o u l d n ' t  g e t  a r t i l l e r y .  I  saw Sergeant  Rose take out  a C rat ion can of  
apr icots,  open i t ,  and star t  to eat .   I  asked h im what  the hel l  he was 
doing,  and he said,  “Sir ,  we’re surrounded;  we can’ t  go anywhere;  so 
why not  eat  the apr icots?”   There was some log ic  to h is  th ink ing.   But 
I  had a f i restorm to contend wi th.   W e were complete ly surrounded by 
a much larger  and ent renched force;  I  had wounded men; and we could 
not  get  ar t i l lery suppor t .   Things were not  good.   

At  one point  we tr ied to see i f  we could get  back across the br i dge.   I  
asked a young sergeant  to take a few men to see i f  they could back over  
the br idge.   He said,  “Sir ,  we’ l l  get  k i l led i f  we go out there.”   As scared 
as I  was I  knew I  was going to have to lead a few men to check out a 
wi thdrawal  route.   I  took my RTO ( radio/ te lephone operator)  and a few 
other men,  and we s lowly eased out  of  the NVA t rench and low -crawled 
to a fur rowed f ie ld.   Bul le ts  were st i l l  f ly ing everywhere as we hugged 
the ear th for  dear l i fe .   As our  min i  “patro l ”  eased back toward the l i t t le  
wooden br idge, two snipers in  t rees at  the br idge started f i r ing  at  us.  
They p inned us down,  and we couldn’ t  move.   L ieutenant Steelman was 
able to get  us an ARA (aer ia l  rocket  ar t i l lery gunship).   I t  was a Huey 
armed wi th rocket  pods and two M-60 door -gunners.   W e were the 1 s t  
Ai r  Cav,  so we had the l i f t  sh ips to haul  t roops and log ist ics;  and we had 
the gun-ships—the ARAs on cal l .   As we inched toward the br idge,  the 
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snipers kept  us p inned down,  so we lay f la t  in  the furrows of  the f ie ld.   
I  could hear the snap of  the bul le ts break ing the sound barr ier  as they 
passed by.   W e hugged those fur rows for  dear  l i fe .   W e directed the 
ARA to f i re on the t rees wi th the snipers.   The hel icopter  made a couple 
of  passes f i r ing rockets.   The screaming h iss of  the rock ets,  which 
seemed to go r ight  over  our  heads, convinced me we would  be h i t  by 
“ f r iendly f i re” .   I  just  knew they would h i t  us —but they d idn’ t .   T h e  
g u n s h i p  d i d  a  g o o d  j o b  o f  h i t t i n g  w h e r e  w e  t o l d  h i m ,  b u t  t h e  
s n i p e r s  w e r e  s t i l l  t h e r e .   W e  c r a w l e d  b a c k  t o  t h e  t r e n c h  a f t e r  
t h e  u n s u c c e s s f u l  a t t e m p t  t o  g e t  b a c k  a c r o s s  t h e  b r i d g e .  

The f iref ight  cont inued;  and at  one point ,  we cal led in a couple  medevac 
choppers f o r  o u r  w o u n d e d .  P r i o r  t o  t h e i r  a r r i v a l ,  S e r g e a n t  B l a n k ,  
m y  p l a t o o n  s e r g e a n t ,  a n d  I  u s e d  m a c h e t e s  t o  t r y  t o  c l e a r  a  L Z  
( l a n d i n g  z o n e )  s o  t h e y  c o u l d  l a n d .  W e  h a c k e d  a t  s a p l i n g s  a n d  
b r u s h  a n d  m a d e  a  s u i t a b l e  L Z  t o  p i c k  u p  o u r  w o u n d e d .   F o r  
s o m e  m y s t e r i o u s  r e a s o n ,  t h e  N V A  f i r i n g  l i g h t e n e d  u p  a s  w e  
w e r e  c l e a r i n g  t h e  a r e a .  

A s  t h e  m e d e v a c  h e l i c o p t e r s  b e g a n  t h e i r  d e s c e n t  a n d  t h e n  
l a n d e d ,  t h e  N V A  q u i t  f i r i n g .  W e  l o a d e d  t h e  f i v e  w o u n d e d  
t r o o p e r s  o n  t h e  c h o p p e r s ,  a n d  t h e y  t o o k  o f f .  A f t e r  t h e  
m e d e v a c  c h o p p e r s  w e r e  i n  t h e  a i r ,  o u t  o f  t h e  f i g h t i n g ,  a n d  o n  
t h e i r  w a y  t o  s a v e  l i v e s ,  t h e  f i r i n g  s t a r t e d  u p  a g a i n .  T o  t h i s  
d a y ,  I  d o n ' t  k n o w  w h y  t h e  N V A  s t o p p e d  s h o o t i n g  w h e n  t h e y  
d i d ,  b u t  I ' d  l i k e  t o  t h i n k  t h e y  r e c o g n i z e d  t h e  b i g  R e d  C r o s s  
o n  t h e  f r o n t  o f  t h e  m e d e v a c  s h i p s  and  the reby  honored  the  
Geneva  Conven t ions .  

W h i l e  a l l  o f  t h e s e  e v e n t s  w e r e  o c c u r r i n g ,  w e  o f  c o u r s e  n o t i f i e d  
H e a v y  B o n e s  6  ( m y  C . 0 . ) ,  a n d  h e  w a s  b r i n g i n g  t h e  f i r s t  a n d  t h i r d  
a n d  m o r t a r  p l a t o o n s  u p  t o  g i v e  u s  s o m e  s u p p o r t .  I t  s e e m e d  
t o  t a k e  f o r e v e r  f o r  t h e m  t o  g e t  t o  o u r  l o c a t i o n .  

Pr ior  to their  ar r iva l ,  we were able to get  some "4 -Deuce" f i re suppor t .  
I  never  real ly apprec iated the ef fect iveness o f  t h e  4 . 2 - i n c h  m o r t a r  
u n t i l  t h a t  d a y .  W h e n  t h o s e  4 . 2 - i n c h  m o r t a r  r o u n d s  w e r e  c a l l e d  
i n ,  t h e y  c a m e  c r a s h i n g  d o w n  i n  t h e  o p e n  r i c e  p a d d y  a n d  t r e e  l i n e  
i n  f r o n t  o f  u s .  T h e  e x p l o s i o n s  w e r e  t r e m e n d o u s - - t r ees  we r e  
f l y i ng ,  sm ok e  was  r i s i ng - - t he  “ t hum p- t hum p” ,  “ t hump - t hum p”  h a d  
r h y t h m .   O n e  h a s  t o  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  a  4 . 2 - i n c h  r o u n d  i s  l i k e  a 105 
howitzer  round; so we f inal ly got  our ar t i l lery,  af ter  a l l .  

As  Ca p t a i n  Ro pe r  ( Hea v y  Bon es  6 )  g o t  c l os e r  t o  o u r  locat ion,  he 
t r ied to p in point  where we were.  W e'd guided h im to our  locat ion over  
the radio,  but  i t  was d i f f icu l t  for  the rest  of  the company to know where 
we were because we had t raveled through some jung le;  and now,  we 
were tak ing cover  in NVA t renches.   To  make matters even worse,  f i rst  
p latoon was “reconning by f i re”  as they were approaching us f rom our 
r ight  rear .  They were shoot ing randomly in to the jung le to secure their  
path of  approach.  Now,  we had to worry about  get t ing h i t  by our  own 
guys.   W e stayed low,  and eventual ly,  Del ta Company got to the t ree 
l ine to the r ight  of  the NVA as we observed them.  My p latoon la id down 
a base of  f i re as the company minus ( the other  two r i f le  p latoons and 
the mortar  p latoon) acted as the maneuver  force.   W e let  loo se wi th our  
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M-16s,  M-60s,  and M-79s.  

Af ter  the company swept  through the enemy posi t ions,  we regrouped 
south of  the wooden br idge.   The company ran into what  was est imated 
to be an NVA company or  reg imental  headquar ters.   I t  was r ight  on the 
d i rect  supply l ine to Hue.   Some of  the guys to ld me that  there was 
commo wire a l l  over  the p lace indicat ing a major  headquar ters.   The 
Cav t roopers k i l led an NVA of f icer ,  and one of  them got h is 9 -mi l imeter 
p is to l  as a souvenir .  

We cal led in an a i r  s t r ike to level  the whole area, but  we had to get  a 
good d is tance f rom the target  area.  I  think  we moved about a c l ick  
away,  and a je t  roared in and dropped i ts thunderous payload.   We were 
in a prone posi t ion on the ground when the explos ion occurred.   The 
ground shook,  and  i t  was ext remely loud.     Af ter  the b last ,  I  heard th is 
wh ir l ing -buzzing sound heading my way.   Then a “p lop” !   About  two feet  
f rom my leg was a 6- inch by 5- inch chunk of  metal  f ragment f rom the 
bomb st i l l  smolder ing in the d i r t .  

Capta in Roper  and L ieutenant  Gayhear t ,  the mortar p latoon leader ,  
sa id I  d id a real ly good job that  day.   I  had f ive guys wounded;  none 
k i l led.   I t  was that  day that  I  made up my mind I  would not  lose any of  
my men i f  I  could help i t .   By the end of  my tour,  I  had kept my promise.  

I  put  Sanders in  for  the Si lver  Star,  and he got i t .   Other decorat ions 
were a lso awarded—none to me.   I  got  the sat isfact ion that  I  led my men 
the way an infant ry of f icer is  supposed to lead,  but  more impor tant ly,  I  
kept  them al ive.   The survival  inst inc t  and my tra in ing as a combat 
in fant ry uni t  commander  served me wel l .   

The day had been ter r i f y ing ,  exhi larat ing,  chal leng ing,  u l t ra s tressfu l ,  
and emot ional ly dra in ing ,  but  I  learned a lo t  about  the meaning of  l i f e,  
in fant ry tact ics,  and myself  f rom that  exper ience.   Af ter  L ieutenant 
Gayhear t  compl imented me, I  went  over  behind a b ig t ree so nobody 
could see me and cr ied.
 
Joseph E. Abodeely, Colonel, USA (Ret.)   

___________________ 

 

The fol lowing photos are al l  af ter Khe Sanh .  Al l  of  the photos are 
post  Operat ion Pegasus,  except a photo of  my 3 r d  squad at  a bunker .  
The photos are re lated in that  they a l l  depic t  persons invol ved in the 
re l ie f  of  Khe Sanh.  They were a l l  the “ t ip  of  the spear. ”  
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The bug le is  the one used to p lay the Cavalry “charge” going into Kh e 
Sanh af ter  we c leared Route 9:  

                     

 

                       Joe Abodeely,  in  f ront  of  a bunker:  
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The below platoon depic ted was the lead p latoon of  the lead company 
of  the bat ta l ion (2/7 Cav)  which c leared Route 9 to Khe Sa nh Combat  
base to end the s iege . 

Joe Abodeely,  kneel ing  lef t  f ront ,  and h is  p latoon RVN 1968 : 
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