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THE BATTLE OF "ONE-NINER"

(AS SEEN FROM THE EYES OF THE S-3 NEARLY FORTY YEARS LATER)
By LTC Ben Crosby (Ret), HHC, 1966-67

t was just another hot-sweaty dav near

J

Pleiku where we, the 2™ Battalion of th
35 Infantry, known as the Cacti Blue
were chasing those elusive North Vietnam-
ese Army units. The same ones who fought
here from the time the First Cavalry be-
came famous in the Battle of Ia Drang
Valley (We Were Soldiers Once...and
Young by LTG Hal Moore) and did so
long after we were returned to the US. The
Cacti Blue had only a few days earlier
locked horns with them and come away
with heroic soldiers and many casualties. It
was during this battle when 2*¢ LT Steph-
an Karopczyc earned his Medal of Honor
posthumously. And this next engagement
was no doubt a continuation of that earlier
battle of Plei Djereng but at a slightly dif-
ferent location.

According to the plans the Battalion Com-
mander, LTC Clint Granger, and [ had
worked out, Companies "A" and "C"
would leave their night locations and
search toward Cambodia for evidence of
the enemy. Granger, a West Point graduate
from the Class of 1951 was an experienced
Korean War combat veteran. He would
need to bring all his infantry finesse, if
there is such a thing, to this battle. After
all, this was an enemy heaven -- the major
infiltration route into the Central High-
lands. We knew they were there...but
where?

Sometime after 1500 hours (3:00 pm)
Company "C" discovered a well used trail
and a couple of enemy soldiers on it with-
out their weapons running away from
where Company "C" had only recently
searched. Company "C" fired on the ene-
my who ducked in the thick-as-hell jungle
and disappeared. Little did we know, but
"C" Company had just alerted an entire
enemy battalion of several hundred heavily
armed North Vietnamese Regular Army
soldiers who were in well defended posi-
tions awaiting our arrival. The company
commander, Captain Ron Rykowski, also
an experienced Korean War veteran, was
again serving his country in the face of
different enemy. He came from the Polish
community of Chicago. Rykowski’s com-
pany had been called upon to help compa-

ny "A" during the Battle of Plei Djereng
when the fighting grew intense only a few
days earlier. Now, he maneuvered his rifle
platoons to block that same enemy. Unfor-
tunately, the enemy strength was unknown
to Rykowski at this time...but he would
soon find out.

In the meantime, MSG David Butters, the
Battalion Operations Sergeant and I along
with several radio telephone operators
(RTOs) listened to the radios in the Battal-
ion Tactical Operations Center known to
all as the TOC. In this bunkered home
away from home sandbagged on all sides
hung the color-coded maps that displayed
the not-so-secret hieroglyphics used by the
Operations Sergeant and RTOs to post the
known locations of the several maneuver
elements of this combat Infantry battalion.
And the enemy locations if known or sur-
mised by the Battalion Intelligence Officer
were marked in red. Whenever a radio
blurted out the situation and map location
{what the military calls coordinates) of one
of the rifle companies, Butters, or one of
the others, would post on that multicolored
poster the location of that company noting
the situation in military time and colored
grease pencils. This grease pencil wall art
became a jumbled mosaic that only an
experienced TOC hand could read. It was
our brains--no--it was our memory. Sweat
dripped from all as the temperatures soared
from the heat generated by military radios
when transmitting. It was mixed with other
forms of perspiration caused by the close-
ness of men stuffed into a small cubicle of
an enclosure suffering from the never-
ending fear of death. Air conditioning --
what are you thinking - this was only a
few miles from the Cambodian border
deep in the Vietnamese jungle. Electric
lights inside flickered whenever the gener-
ator coughed but no one dared turn them
off otherwise flashlights would be the only
illumination. Coleman lanterns were pro-
hibited — released too much heat and used
too much oxygen in this dirt-enclosed
nerve center.

Butters, an expericnced operations ser-
geant, had honed the RTO’s skills for more
than a few weeks. He knew that a single
mistaken location could mean the death of

our soldiers from friendly artillery fire or
airstrikes. It was Butters who cajoled and
coached each member of the TOC team
until they were at the top of their game.
Without this close coordination of air and
artillery, which took place in the TOC,
confusion could rain in the form of hot
cutting shrapnel on our rifle companies
who were having enough difficulty dealing
with the enemy. The red and green and
black and blue pencils marched over the
map painted---plotted---the locations of the
rifle companies as they reported in. Then
we, either Butters or I or the RTO holding
the handset for the Brigade Command ra-
dio, sent those reports to the TOC of the
next headquarters as fast as we learned the
situation.

On the next radio call into the TOC, we
heard the enemy automatic weapons fire as
it crackled past the Charlie Company radio
operator’s ear. Then the first report of a
wounded soldier shrieked out over that
speaker on the Battalion Command Net.
The TOC immediately called for a medical
evacuation (Dustoff) helicopter to fly out
to pick up the wounded. The standard op-
erating procedures required that the land-
ing zone (LZ) be clear and safe before we
sent the Dustoff chopper the LZ coordi-
nates and the necessary details of the pick-
up. But by now every radio transmission
from Charlie Company was filled with a
background noise caused by the whiz of
enemy bullets flying past the RTO’s hand-
set and an occasional whump of an enemy
82 millimeter mortar round exploding
nearby.

Butters said, "Oh, shit, we’re into it
again!"

And I agreed. There we were, sitting in our
steaming sandbagged house with the
TOC’s color coded maps, trying to figure
out what the hell was going on and yelling
commands out over the battalion command
radio net. Get Company "A" moving in the
direction of the fire fight to reinforce "C"
company before the mass of enemy can get
there. Captain Louie Barcena, veteran of
the miscalculated Cuba invasion under
President Kennedy, Commander of Com-
pany "A" replies in his heavy Cuban ac-
(Continued on the bottom of page 8)
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£ War On Terror and Active Unit Liaison

" By Brian J. Hughes, Active-Duty Cacti, Vice President, War On Terror and Active Unit Liaison

g .

The Active-Duty Association members that attended our last reunion are serving as representatives to their perspective Company’s in
the Regiment. They are in the process of signing up our newest active duty Cacti Association members. When this process is com-
plete the Association will have over 80 active duty members enrolled in the Association.

In December, a plan will be established with three primary goals in mind: demonstrate the Cacti Association’s selfless service
through community service; increase membership; and raise additional funds for Troop Support and/or the Scholarship Fund. We
look forward to representing you, the members of the Cacti Association, as we make a positive impact in communities across Oahu.
We are honored to have the privilege to protect and continue the legacy of Cacti. Cacti Forever!

(Battle of 1-Niner, coniinued from page 7)

cent, "Jesus, we’re on the way," adding an
expression or two in Spanish that none of
us could translate and probably wouldn’t
want to anyway.

But they are too far away in this Godfor-
saken jungle thick with up and down ra-
vines that would make a mountain climber
cry. No matter, Alpha headed toward the
sound of the guns where Charlie is now in
a vicious fight for its life as Charlie had
done to help Alpha in the Battle of Plei
Djereng. And we in the TOC called for all
available helicopter gunships to support
the beleaguered rifle company while artil-
lery pieces — only yards from our TOC --
blasted away. The shock waves from their
muzzle blasts shook the maps on the sand-
bagged wall and kicked dust up from every
corner. Inside this oven-like office, the
heat and dust swirled around our noses
making it difficult to breathe. Sweat trick-
led to every private place. Dust and the
heat permeated every pore. Jungle fatigues
stuck to our skin. Radios belched. RTOs
plotted. Butters calmly double-checked
and I reported. It was just another day at
fighting for freedom in this far off country.

And then matters got worse. Captain Ry-
kowski was hit in his stomach and legs by
enemy automatic fire. Severely wounded,
he was bleeding badly. The Artillery for-
ward observer, LT Emory, the eyes of the
big guns firing from nearby the TOC, and
cne platoon leader, LT Sudborough are
mortally wounded. Charlie Company was
losing leaders fast. Control was slipping
away as fast American blood seeped into
the jungle floor. Casualties were every-
where. The enemy was charging at a se-
verely weakened rifle company. But Char-
lie’s withering return fire was killing an
even greater number of North Vietnamese

Army Regulars as they raced headlong
toward Charlie’s automatic weapons which
were already smoking from the constant
fire coming out of their barrels. Guided by
bleeding officers and wounded noncom-
missioned officers and shot-up radic oper-
ators, Charlie fought on.

Butters and [, in the TOC, heard the pleas
coming from Charlie’s RTO’s hoping
against hope that help would arrive. Artil-
lery thundered down on the elements of
attackers. But it had little effect on the hu-
man wave assault which is now only yards
from the edge of Charlie’s defensive pe-
rimeter. Butters and I feared that they can-
not hold out and would be overrun — a dev-
astating defeat and many American casual-
ties.

At last, the helicopter gunships arrived
overhead. Afier quickly coordinating di-
rections -- Charlie Company used colored
smoke grenades to identify their front line
locations -- the gunships engaged the
charging North Vietnamese with their four
machine guns on each firing pass. Bullets
hit only yards from Charlie’s blood soaked
perimeter. Pass after pass, the UH-1B’s
rolled in firing burst after burst into the
enemy human wave ranks. Every helicop-
ter fired five hundred rounds per minute
from each of their four mounted M-60 ma-
chine guns. All hell broke loose. The ene-
my human wave assault was broken. Char-
lie was saved from certain death. The
North Vietnamese retreated and dragged
their wounded and dead toward Cambodia
but left the battlefield littered with corpses.

Rykowski was getting weaker. We heard
his radio transmissions trail off as he nears
death from loss of blood. Butters and I, in
the TOC, can understand this clearly. But-
ters said that if we don’t get a medevac in
there soon, Rykowski and many of his men
will not last much longer.

And now it is getting dark...not a nice
situation.

LTC Granger and T agreed that I will take
Captain Jim Lanning from Texas, the
Assistant S-3 into the battle zone whose
drawl was well known to all RTOs and put
him in command of C company while on
that same helicopter evacuate Rykowski to
the battalion aid station where he can be
stabilized. Once a wounded soldier gets
medical attention, he has a much better
chance of long term survival but Rykowski
had none bleeding to death in the jungle.

Butters demands to go but I order him to
stay with the TOC as we need him there
more than we need him tromping through
the jungle. LTC Granger agreed that he
will stay in the firebase as it is not wise to
have both senior officers of the battalion
out trekking through the jungle in search of
what remains of Charlie Company.

At about a few minutes before seven in the
evening we; CPT Lanning, two radio op-
erators, a couple of other soldiers and my-
self, jumped from the Command and Con-
trol (C&C) helicopter into a jungle clearing
somewhere south of Charlie Company
hoping to be able to link up with the rem-
nants of Charlie or Alpha which had now
joined forces in Charlie’s defensive perim-
eter. The C&C was unable to land as the
trees were too tall. Plus the area selected as
a landing zone (LZ) was covered with
downed trees from artillery strikes or earli-
er B-52 bombing runs. My guess is that we
had to leap ten feet but at the time is
seemed like twenty. Nonetheless, we ral-
lied our small group of soldiers and headed
in what we believed to be in the direction
of Charlie and Alpha. There, hopefully,
was a relatively secure location. Enemy
activity was absent....at least it was now. I
was not sure how far we would have to
(Bettle of 1-Niner, continued on page 11)
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(Battle of I-Niner, continued from page 8)

travel to get to those friendly soldiers but
my guess from the map was that it would
be about five hundred meters. Five hun-
dred meters in this jungle can be a lifetime.
This is not like ambling down the Board-
walk.

After boring through about two hundred
meters of thick jungle in the near darkness,
the six of us came upon a well-worn trail
leading in the direction that we wanted to
go. As the senior officer, I was leading our
small patrol. When I was going through
Ranger training at Fort Benning, Geotgia,
as a 2™ Lieutenant, I learned to never get
on a trail -- much less one in enemy terri-
tory where we now were — it’s a sure ticket
to an ambush and this is one ticket you
don’t want. We immediately left that trail
only to enter a large enemy bunker com-
plex, unoccupied thank goodness, only a
few meters from that same trail.

Soon after we arrived in this bunker area
formerly occupied by the enemy, we heard
sounds of movement coming down that
used trail. I though it might be soldiers of
Alpha or Charlie seeking to link up with us
to lead us to their night lager position.

So Iyelled, "Hey, who’s there?

And the answer I got was the last thing I
wanted to hear. It was Vietnamese. There
was a lot of yelling none of it to my liking.
We all hit the ground — Captain Jim Lan-
ning was only a couple feet from me. I
quickly and quietly asked everyone to put
their weapons on full automatic for if they
come at us we would take as many as we
could. Even though the jungle air had
cooled somewhat, sweat oozed from my
every pour. It was not from exertion. We
were in trouble. A handful of lightly armed
American soldiers faced a withdrawing
battalion of heavily armed North Vietnam-
ese Regulars. They had been bloodied but
they weren’t dead yet.

T asked Jim if he had any hand grenades.
He said, "No."

I said in a whisper, "Hold your fire." There
was utter silence from us as we lay there in
this enemy bunker complex breathing only
when required. T cupped the radio mike
closely to my mouth and quietly transmit-
ted to the TOC that we made contact with
the enemy. But I had no idea where we
were with respect to Charlie Company. All

the while, enemy soldiers were now noisi-
ly erashing through the dark jungle the
trail at a trot — how many, I don’t know —
but one helluva lot more than there were
Americans hiding in this abandoned North
Vietnamese Army bunker complex. My
guess is that nearly a hundred enemy
passed by six hiding and silently praying
Americans of which I was but one.

After the enemy passed and it got quiet,
we resumed moving but as slowly and as
quietly as it is possible in this now dark
jungle. Suddenly, behind us, we heard the
whop, whop, whop of approaching rotor
blades. Some more of our soldiers were
arriving at the jungle clearing we had
jumped into earlier. We returned to the
vicinity of that so-called LZ only to find
that LTC Granger and his radio operators
had dropped in the same place we had just
left a half an hour or so before. So we
joined up and headed back toward the ene-
my bunker complex. Radio contact was
made with Charlie Company and we, now
reinforced, moved out to link up with
them.

At that time, I thought what the hell is
Granger doing here — we had agreed be-
fore I came out that both Battalion Field
Grade Officers should not be here in the
jungle together. But he was the command-
er...so be it. We moved on to the night
lager location after meeting some members
of Alpha company who came to provide us
protection — a little late — and assured us
that the route to the night lager location
was mostly secure.

They guided us to that location, It took us
about an hour or so of picking our way
through the Vietnamese jungle to get to
there. In the meantime, the first medical
evacuation helicopter, Dustoff, attempted
to evacuate some wounded when it was
shot down by an enemy rocket propelled
grenade killing two of the crew and blind-
ing both pilots. The enemy grenadiers
were killed by Company "A" personnel
after they had revealed their hidden posi-
tion by firing on the Dustoff evacuation
helicopter. The Dustoff had, unfortunately,
turned on his landing lights making him an
easy target for the enemy. The area was
again secured so we could begin the evac-
uation.

It became obvious when I arrived at the
lager site that the evacuation was going to
be difficult, if not impossible, as the trees

were about one hundred feet high and the
hole cut by the battalion engineering team
was only big enough for one HU-1D
(Huey) to get into and out of. The pilots
informed us that due to the height of the
trees, they could only lift out two wounded
at a time. And that would take better than
average flying skill. The Hueys had to lift
straight up and could not deviate in any
direction or they would crash into the trees
and come down on those of us under them.
Hitting a tree with one’s tail rotor didn’t
make for the best takeoff. The only way to
get this done was for me to stand directly
under the helicopters as they hovered
down guiding them with my flashlight and
radio. It was bold and simple...but some-
what dangerous. I used the bright flashes
of the emergency strobe light to lead the
pilots to the general area in the dark but
turned off the strobe as they hovered down
toward the ground as flashes from the
strobe hampered the pilots’ night vision.
There were no night vision goggles in Vi-
etnam at that time. I screamed to the pilots
over my radio as the thunder from the ro-
tor downwash was deafening and signaled
to them with my handheld flashlight to tell
then to go forwards or backwards or side-
ways a few feet while they hovered down.
Only a few short feet spared the spinning
tail rotor from the tall jungle trees. A sin-
gle tail rotor strike could terminate the
evacuation...not to mention me. I planned
to jump sideways off the tree stump where
I was standing were a chopper to come
crashing down. But, truthfully, I would not
have made it. The air blast from main rotor
wash burned my eyes but I dared not shut
them while the helicopters hovered only a
few feet above my head. A single mistake
would mean the seriously wounded would
most likely not get medical attention until
the next day -- probably too damn late. A
successful landing (a most liberal use of
the term) allowed the pilots to put only one
of their helicopter skids on a fallen tree
while we loaded the wounded. Full power
was required to keep the UH-1D steady as
soldiers shoved litters carrying two of
Charley’s bleeding, moaning soldiers
aboard to be lifted out to their only chance
for life saving aid. My ears still ring when
I think of those rotor blades swishing just
above my head as I communicated with
pilots via flashlight hand signals. Some-
times one is just lucky and the Cacti Blue
{Continued on page 12)
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Charlie Company - Vietnam the Battle of 1-Niner

By John Hussey, jfhuss@aol.com, my office number is; 845-483-8301.

M y name is John Hussey. I am a sen-
ior officer in the US Army Re-

serves. I would like to discuss the battle of
1-Niner from your service in Vietnam.
(March 21, 1967) Would you please pro-
vide me with a telephone number or you
could call me? I would like to know if you
have knowledge, or contact infor-

mation, for those Soldiers who served with
C Company during the time noted and that
is the substance of my inquiry.

The purpose of this email is to try to locate
someone who served with PFC Thomas
Minogue who was KIA on 21 March
1967. PFC Minogue was originally put in
for the Congressional Medal of Honor. His
award was downgraded to the Distin-
guished Service Cross. I am working with
the Minogue family to ask a military board
of corrections to reevaluate the original
submission with the hope of upgrading the
award to a Congressional Medal of Honor.

—
i

i >

As I read the battle it was horrific in nature
to say the least. The men of Charlie Com-
pany fought valiantly and many were

KIA or WIA. CPT Ron Rykowski was
severely injured and according to the rec-
ords it was PFC Minogue's who shielded
CPT Rykowski from and onslaught of the

enemy and allow him to remain alive and
lead the Company. CPT Rykowski was
able to call in for indirect fire, close air
support, and medivac to evacuate the
wounded. PFC Minogue died, however,
his efforts saved the lives of many in Char-
lie Company. Unfortunately, it cost him
his own life in doing so.

I wish to note that it was CPT Rykowski
who provided an eyewitness account

and his name was submitted on the origi-
nal form for PFC Minogue to receive the
Congressional Medal of Honor. Additional
witnesses included SPC 5 Woods and
SPC 4 Mucci.

If you were present and can provide any
additional information please contact me. I
thank you all for your service to our na-
tion. Sunday, October 22, 2017 8:00:32.
AM.

(Batile of I-Niner, continued from page 11)

needed all its luck that long night in the
Vietnamese jungle. Charlie had already
paid a fair share of dues to the luck-god —
enough for the entire battalion -- so it was
only fair that we received a night of good
luck in exchange. The first flight brought
in the Battalion Surgeon, a doctor, and his
chief medical assistant to administer emer-

gency first aid to the wounded. He began
the difficult task of sorting the horribly
wounded from the slightly wounded and
the dead. Those able to survive the night
would have to wait until first light in the
morning before getting to the aid station or
the hospital. The others we would evacuate
now.

It took the better part of three hours to lift
out 30 or more severely wounded. But it

worked. And I have been told that none of
our wounded that we evacuated that night
died from their wounds --- not at all bad. It
is clear that had we not undertaken this
radical and somewhat dangerous medical
evacuation, more Americans would have
died even though we had the Battalion
Surgeon administering emergency aid in
this tiny blood-soaked landing zone.

(Editor’s note: Please see the article at the top of this page by John Hussey who is trying to find information about PFC
Thomas Minogue who was KIA in the Battle of 1-Niner.)

(Continued from page 3)

cushy job sitting behind a desk, I was be-
ing too critical. But I think not. To my
discredit I did not make friends and had
much time on my hands.

I had always been somewhat of a loner.
Depression is a strange phenomenon. I
would never admit its influence on me. But
it was there. I slept in a nice bed. I ate well
prepared and tasty food. But in quite times,
my mind would drift to family. My wife
Phyllis, was a strong and a lovely person,
but I knew I had left her a heavy burden to
make a home by herself, manage finances,

care for three children and make decisions
by herself. (She never told me that she also
struggled with depression,) as I had until
years later. She explained she didn't want
to worry me.

But intuitively, I knew, and so in the dark-
est hours of the night silent tears would
leak from my eyes. I was embarrassed and
faulted myself for my own weakness. I
asked for double duty to counter my loneli-
ness and worked even harder to erase my
shortcomings.

When the company assignment came, I
was ready. I took command in March, but I

was a changed person. For one thing, 1
became more careful when it came to mat-
ters of security and protection of my men.
Security for units operating in the Central
Highlands took many forms from always
operating within range of supporting fires
to spacing between soldiers. To close with
and kill the enemy was fundamental to our
mission, but not at the expense of adequate
security.

The time spent at Brigade helped me better
understand myself. More importantly, it
helped me become a better commander.




