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About two hours after sundown I was reading in the transient overnight tent at Dong Ha when the charge of quarters NCO stuck his head in. “Captain, there’s an emergency landline for you.” Puzzled that anyone would call us at this time of night, I pulled on my jungle boots and followed him to the line shack. I sat on the picnic table and lifted the telephone.

“This is Captain Hooper.”

The marine operations officer on the other end didn’t hesitate. One of their companies had collided with a large enemy force in the foothills about ten miles south-southwest of Dong Ha. On unfamiliar ground and unable to maneuver in the dark without the risk of being split up, they were calling for immediate air support. I jotted down the grid references, which he admitted were approximate, and the call sign and frequency of the company’s tactical net and ran back to the tent to get my gear. By the time I was dressed, the crew chief had rolled my Bird Dog out of its revetment, and we gave it a quick preflight. I asked him to hold a flashlight over my tactical map while I plotted the position and drew a line between it and Dong Ha. What got my immediate attention were the three-thousand-foot mountains just a couple of minutes’ flying time to their west. They ran roughly northwest-southeast, which meant that my course and theirs would rapidly converge the closer I got to the marines; the problem was that, to give myself the best chance of finding the battle, I’d have to be below one thousand feet. 

Climbing into the cockpit, I knew this was going to be a challenging mission. The only lights available to orientate myself were those marking the runway. Once I took off, there would be no visual references anywhere, not even the stars, which were blocked by a solid overcast at about four thousand feet. Aside from a magnetic compass, the only navigational aid in the Bird Dog was an ADF, which was of questionable reliability due to signal reflection from the mountains. Nor could I count on Waterboy, the radar site at Phu Bai, to provide a safe vector. A combination of the same signal reflection, the small size of a Bird Dog, and my low altitude made radar undependable. I would have to rely on dead reckoning—course, airspeed, and elapsed time—to find my way there. And if I made an error in navigation I’d never see the mountain I ran into.

I lifted off just before 2100 hours and contacted Dong Ha DASC to scramble two flights with snake and nape, then leveled off at about eight hundred feet and concentrated on tracking outbound from Channel 109. I keyed the mike and made my first call to Hammer 3-4 on the FM radio. The only sound in my earphones was static. I waited a few minutes before trying again. More static. Nighttime atmospherics and the mountains were undoubtedly interfering with my transmission. With the map case open on my lap, I examined the chart under the red map light. My course looked correct, but I had been outbound for six or seven minutes by now, and at 85 knots I should be a little more than halfway. I called again. 

“Hammer 3-4, Hammer 3-4, this is Catkiller 1-2, an O-1 Bird Dog. Do you copy? Over.”

“Catkiller 1-2! This is Hammer 3-4! I have you Lima Charlie! How me? Over!” The noise that accompanied that transmission reaffirmed my preference for flying. The roar of AK-47 and M16 assault rifles, M60 machine guns, and outgoing and incoming mortar shells filled the background. Men screamed instructions and obscenities. “Fire right! Fire right!”

“Hammer 3-4, this is Catkiller 1-2. I have you Lima Charlie. Be advised, I am approaching you from the northeast. Do you have me in sight? Over.” I was counting on them spotting the rotating anti-collision light on the Bird Dog’s belly.

“Negative!” Behind the hard, staccato crackles of automatic weapons there was the shout of “Ammo! I need fucking ammo!” “Negative, Catkiller! I do not have you! Over!”

“Roger, Hammer. Stand by.”

I glanced at my watch: twelve minutes since lift-off. Christ, I should be there, or real close. I checked my outbound track again. Plenty worried about those mountains and unsure if the upper winds might be pushing me toward them, I had made a couple of cautious easterly course corrections. I opened my right window and strained to see something in the black. Having flown over these foothills on many daytime missions, I knew they were covered with thick bush and tall trees, but nothing was visible. I also knew that if I flew another five minutes—unless they were way off—I would have overflown them and would have to turn around and try again. And somewhere just ahead was a solid barrier rising two thousand feet above me.

“Catkiller, Catkiller!” He was almost screaming to be overheard above the battle. “This is Hammer 3-4! We do not see you! We are turning on a red light, a red light!”

“Stand by, Hammer. Negative on the light!” I knew that as soon as they turned it on to give me a beacon, they’d make themselves an even better target for the enemy. I had to give them something to look for. From my outboard left wing a white beam stabbed into the night. “Hammer, this is Catkiller 1-2. I have my landing light on. Do you have a visual? Over.”

“Roger, roger, Catkiller!” <I>Corpsman! Get the corpsman up here!<M> “We have you in sight! You are directly to our east! Maybe one-half mile! Over!”

Airborne dust particles illuminated by the bright beam were distracting. I flipped it off and turned a little nervously to the west. It was impossible not to think about those mountains. 

“Catkiller, this is Hammer! We have lost you, we have lost you!”

“Roger, Hammer.” I hit the switch again “I have my landing light on.”

“Roger, Catkiller, we have you in sight! We’re a few degrees to your right! A few degrees to your right, and you’re almost over us!” I looked down. Without telling me, they’d turned on the red light, and I banked hard to keep it in sight. The command element must have been in a small clearing, because I could see it during most of my orbit. 

“Roger, Hammer, I have your position. Over.” Five hundred feet above the target, I was surprised at how little light from the muzzle flashes and the mortar explosions penetrated the vegetation in front and to either side of Hammer 3-4. But there was enough to hold my position, and I turned off the landing light. This was as difficult a situation as I’d ever faced with troops in contact. Even more worrisome than the proximity of mountains was the possibility of casualties inflicted by friendly fire. The slightest error on the part of anyone involved—be it the grunts on the ground, me, or the fast movers—could have tragic results. I had to be absolutely sure of their location. “Hammer, Hammer, this is Catkiller. Give me the position of your lines relative to your beacon. Over.”

“Catkiller, we are on a line approximately northeast to southwest, northeast to southwest! Our front faces the northwest! Over!”

“Roger, Hammer. Stand by.” 

Dong Ha DASC had confirmed a few minutes earlier that the first flight of A-4s was wheels-up out of Chu Lai and would be over my position pretty quickly. Waiting for their arrival, I tried to figure out how I was going to run them when my only point of reference was a faint red light in the middle of nowhere. If it were daytime, I’d have the fast-movers set up a rectangular holding pattern northwest of the target and bring them in parallel with the line of contact. That way they would not fly over our guys on the ground. But at night those mountains made that impossible—the A-4 pilots wouldn’t be able to see them any better than I could. There was only one other option, an orbit to the northeast side that partially straddled the line of contact. This meant giving the pilots the more difficult and potentially dangerous task of making their crosswind and base legs over friendly positions, which violated one of the cardinal rules of close air support. But I couldn’t see any other way. An equally critical factor was the elevation of the terrain below them. Their altimeters were set at Chu Lai, which was just a little above sea level. The terrain here was notably higher. Misjudging their altitude above the ground by as little as one hundred feet could be fatal when making target runs in total blackness. Looking at the map again, I narrowed my location as close as possible and counted the contour lines. Then the UHF radio was talking and it was game time. 

“Catkiller 1-2, this is Hellborne 252, flight of two Alpha-4s with eight Delta-2-Alphas and two Delta-9s onboard and twenty-five minutes playtime. Over.” 

Given what I’d been hearing on Hammer’s net, Hellborne’s calm, professional voice seemed oddly out of place. “Roger, 252, this is Catkiller 1-2. I’m an O-1 Bird Dog orbiting at eight hundred indicated on the 220 radial out of channel 109 at thirteen nautical miles. Over.”

“Roger, Catkiller. We are at angels one and a half. We do not have you in sight. We should be within two miles of you. Over.” I hit the landing land switch again and told Hellborne that I was in a left-hand turn over the target. “We have you in sight, Catkiller. Please advise target. Over.”

“Roger, Hellborne. We have troops in contact. Line of engagement runs northeast-southwest. Terrain is approximately 320 feet. Look for a red beacon, a red beacon. That is the friendlies. We have three-thousand-foot mountains a mile and a half to two miles west of the target. Please set up a left-hand pattern with your crosswind leg breaking to the east. Dash 1, you need to make a dry pass, I say again, you need to make a dry pass over my position on a heading of 210 degrees. Over.”

“Roger, Catkiller. Dry pass on a two-one-zero with a left break. Dash 2, you copy?”

“Dash 2 copies.”

This guy knew what he was doing and had already turned to the northeast to give himself plenty of room to come in on the proper heading. I was holding tight over the target as he passed two hundred feet below me to get a fix on the beacon. As the second Skyhawk maneuvered for his dry run I advised Hammer 3-4 that we’d come in with nape first, dropping seventy-five meters west of his position. 

“Catkiller, this is Hammer! That’s too far! Too far! We’ve got them thirty to forty meters to our front! Bring it in closer!”

<I>Closer? At night?<M> Okay, they were the men on the ground. They knew the situation. But if seventy-five meters was too far, then thirty meters was way too close under these conditions. Did I risk their lives by splitting the difference? Marine aviators were the best in the world at this business, but the decision on where Hellborne put his first nape—and the responsibility for its aftermath—would be mine alone. Dash 2 passed beneath me on his dry run, and I turned off the landing light, relying on my anti-collision lights to keep the A-4s oriented to me and the target. I had a solid fix on the beacon and knew it was the one thing I couldn’t lose. 

“Dash 1, this is Catkiller. Be advised: on your run-in heading, your target, three o’clock”—I took a deep breath—“five-zero meters. I say again: three o’clock at five-zero meters from the beacon. Nape first, nape first. Over.”

“Roger, Catkiller, Dash 1 turning base. Target from the beacon three o’clock, five-zero meters, nape first.” The Skyhawk pilot had no room for error. It was a difficult enough job during the day; at night, the pressure on him would be at the top of the scale. He had to keep his eye on that small red beacon to make sure he was far enough to the right of it that his ordnance killed the enemy and not Americans. At the same time, he’d be monitoring his instruments—airspeed, artificial horizon, rate of descent, and altitude. In a shallow dive at 450 knots—covering more than eight miles a minute—he had to calculate where to release the Delta-9, at which point he’d have less than three seconds to recover; any hesitation would put him and his A-4 into the ground. And always in the back of his mind were those invisible mountains. 

Twenty seconds from engagement the marine aviator broke the tension by muttering into his mike, “It’s times like these that make me wish I’d gone into the hardware business with my old man.” Waiting anxiously in my dimly lit cockpit, I couldn’t help laughing aloud as somewhere out there in the dark he was setting up his approach. 

“Catkiller, Dash 1 turning final.”

I was already on a reciprocal course, heading toward the light on the ground. “Roger, Dash 1. Tell me when you see the red beacon.”

“Catkiller, I have the beacon.” 

Peering through my windscreen, I could make out the green and red wingtip lights coming toward me just to my left. “Dash 1, I have you, you’re looking good,”—the moment of truth—“you’re cleared hot.” As he went under my left wing, all I could see were those nav lights and the dorsal anti-collision light. The lights begin to climb, and then the napalm impacted behind him, illuminating his departure with red-orange flame surging through the trees. The aviator with a dad in the hardware business announced he was clear and climbing through one thousand feet. I held my breath. The next two seconds seemed an eternity.

“Catkiller, this is Hammer! Good hit! Good hit! We need the next one to our right! Over!”

I started breathing again. So far, so good, everyone was okay. Dash 2 radioed that he was turning base. I had completed a 360 to the left and was again on a reverse bearing of thirty degrees. With the napalm and burning trees, there was neither lack of light nor any question about the location of the target. 

“Dash 2, this Catkiller. From Dash 1’s impact: six o’clock, one hundred meters. I say again: six o’clock, one hundred meters. Over.”

“Roger, Catkiller, six o’clock, one hundred meters. Dash 2 on final.”

“Roger, Dash 2, you are cleared hot.”

When he passed under me, the stubby A-4 was suddenly silhouetted against the fire and just as suddenly disappeared again. Behind him another gush of flame erupted, and two brightly burning magnesium igniters came out of it to score diverging arcs over the ground. An ecstatic Hammer came up on the FM to say the nape had landed right where it was needed. Two more runs left walls of flame west of his company’s line. Outboard racks bare of napalm canisters, bombs were next. 

“Hammer, this is Catkiller. We’re coming in with the snakes. How much cover do you have? Over.”

“Catkiller, we have plenty of cover! Give us one hundred meters! Over!”

“Roger, Hammer. Stand by.” Back to Hellborne on the UHF radio. “Dash 1, Dash 1, this is Catkiller. From your original impact, three o’clock, fifty meters, with all your snakes. Over.”

“Roger, Catkiller, three o’clock, five-zero meters. Dash 1 is in hot.” 

Each Skyhawk pilot strung out his 500-pounds bombs about 120 meters outside their original contact line. At that point the second Hellborne flight reported in. The surviving North Vietnamese had already disengaged, and I used the new arrivals to saturate the area out to about five hundred meters to inflict as many casualties as possible as they withdrew. The second flight broke off to return to Chu Lai, and I stayed over Hammer until he released me with a heartfelt thanks. Two hours after taking the call, I returned to Dong Ha and collapsed into my dusty cot. Before falling asleep, I reran the action in my mind, analyzing each decision and looking for where I might have made a better one. This was the job I was being paid to do. I loved it.

