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How Miller
Sentinel Editor

From the Editor | December 2025VOLUME 16, ISSUE 12  • DECEMBER 2025

We start this Sentinel with the enthusiastic 
recap of the combined SOAR and SFACON 
2025 in Las Vegas, by Debra Holm, including 
extra-curricular activities such as the motorcy-
cle ride. In a visit of a little over 24 hours, she 
managed to capture the feel of the events. She 
was also able to discover lots of new podcasts 
and other materials for us all to enjoy.

She even talks about the new book by Steve 
Sherman et al., Vietnam Veterans for Factual 
History, A Factual History of the Vietnam 

War and Its Aftermath, A Reappraisal after 50 Plus Years, which is a 
retrospective to reflect on the Vietnam War and the extensive series 
of “Year of the …” books that Steve published over the years, which 
were chock full of details and penetrating analysis.

Then I review a book by SOG veteran Jerry Guzzetta, entitled I 
Walked With Heroes. It is an insightful and irreverent glimpse of what 
it was like to serve in SOG, where heroism was a common trait. He 
discusses five Medal of Honor recipients and much, much more.

Jerry also shares an excerpt from his book with us: Chapter XIII is 
about the large SOG “Operation Tailwind” to help out the CIA in Laos. 
Michael Hagan, who was on the operation, attended the same high 
school as Jerry, and they became fast friends at CCC in Kontum, South 
Vietnam. Medic Gary Rose received the Medal of Honor for his heroic 
actions during that operation. It is an exciting and informative read.

Reader Ben Rapaport has brought to our attention the tale of CSM 
George Vidrine, whose infantry and SF career intersected Ben’s Signal 
career on many occasions. Besides his tale of their friendship, Ben 
provides lots of references for those of us who wish to dig deeper 
into the life of this fascinating man.

Chapter member, author, SOG veteran, and host of SOGCAST, John 
“Tilt” Stryker Meyer, tells us about SOG legend George Bacon III. He 
was wounded during the catastrophic NVA attack on FOB 4 on 23 
Aug 1968. After SOG, he went on to a distinguished career with the 
CIA, including being advisor to Laotian General Vang Pao.

As we had no chapter meeting in October with the conventions 
going on, our last page features the Veterans Day Youth Leadership 
Experience, held November 9th at Bob Hope Patriotic Hall. Chapter 
78 members joined American Legion Post 283 in an event that brought 
high school students together with Special Forces veterans and mil-
itary leaders to explore courage, character, and leadership. Medal of 
Honor Recipient Gary Littrell delivered the keynote, and Chapter 78 
member and Post 283 Jr. Past Commander Jim Cragg joined West 
Point officials in engaging with students throughout the day.

We hope you will enjoy reading this issue, and please keep sending 
in your stories. v

How Miller
Sentinel Editor

January 17, 2026
Breakfast – 0800 • Meeting – 0830
Joint Forces Training Base, Los Alamitos  

The Pub at Fiddlers Green
4745 Yorktown Ave Bldg 19,

Los Alamitos, CA 90720-5176

2026 
Meeting Schedule

January 17 •  February 21
March 21  •  April 18
May 16  •  June 20 

July 18  •  August 15
September 19  •  October 17

November 21
December (to be announced)

SFA Chapter 78 
Monthly Meeting

Return to TOC
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Bonnie Cooper taking care of business at the SFA registration desk.
Volunteers John Schroder of SFA Chapter 27 and Bill Kirby of Chapter 500 
were on hand to assist with checking in and registration.

By Debra Holm

This year the Special Forces Association Convention (SFACon) took 
place alongside the Special Operations Association Reunion (SOAR) 
from October 13 to 17, 2025, at the Orleans Hotel & Casino in Las 
Vegas. The event brought together generations of Special Forces 
and Special Operations veterans for a reunion filled with stories, 
camaraderie, and shared history.

The week was packed with symposia, outings, and chances to 
reconnect. Speakers included COL (Ret.) Mark E. Mitchell, the first 
U.S. Army soldier to receive the Distinguished Service Cross since 
Vietnam; Delta Force veteran Glen “Nick” Nickel, who talked about his 
experience during Operation Eagle Claw; and SGM Charles “Chuck” 
Ritter (Ret.), who gave a visual overview of the Global War on Terror, 
linking the past and present of Special Forces missions. There was 
also a Vegas show, bowling night, scenic motorcycle ride, and silent 
auction, so there was something for everyone.

Arriving in Las Vegas
I arrived on Thursday afternoon, October 16. The first familiar face I 
saw at the registration desk was Bonnie Cooper, who was busy running 
things, supported by volunteers John Schroder of SFA Chapter 27 and 
Bill Kirby of Chapter 500. After getting my badge, I began exploring, 
hoping to find our chapter’s vice president, James McLanahan.

Back to 
the Team

At SFACon and SOAR 2025, 
the brotherhood of Special Forces 
was alive and well in Las Vegas.
In October, members of the Special Forces Association and Special Operations 
Association gathered in Las Vegas for a week of meetings, reunions, and 
remembrance. This report offers a look inside one day at SFACon and SOAR 
2025, where old bonds were renewed and new memories made.

Return to TOC
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paths with Steve Sherman of Chapter 39 and his wife, Nguyet. Steve 
is well-known to many of us as the unofficial historian of Special 
Forces, always ready to help locate teammates or track down a 
missing connection. He shared news of his latest release, A Factual 
History of the Vietnam War and Its Aftermath, published in April. He 
later allowed me to browse a copy—and I can tell you it’s a must-read. 
(See sidebar on page 4 for more about Steve’s book.)

Wandering downstairs, I spotted a rare sight—a shoe-shine stand. Two 
SOA members were getting their boots shined, and one, Gene Pugh, 
struck up a conversation when I mentioned I was with the Sentinel. 
Gene told me about the MedEvac podcast, on which he and Travis 
Mills were interviewed in a series of episodes which cover the history 
of MACV-SOG. I knew immediately that our readers would want to 
know about this. (See sidebar on page 4 for more on the podcast.)

It wasn’t long before I ran into a few Chapter 78 friends—Jim Duffy 
and his guest Joe Choi, who were on their way to a presentation, and 
John Stryker Meyer, “Tilt,” along with former Chapter 78 members 
Brad Welker and John Joyce, who have both since joined the Las 
Vegas-based Chapter 51.

Gathering Stories and Familiar Faces
The hospitality suite was busy with people catching up, relaxing 
with friends, and enjoying the snacks provided. I met Nick Laurino 
of Chapter 500 and James “Doc” Phillips of Chapter 59, longtime 
friends chatting in a corner. I explained I was on a mission to gather 
information and photos for the Sentinel. That was all the invitation 
needed for a lively conversation.

Following Bonnie’s advice that the registration area was the best 
place to “catch people,” I returned to that hallway and soon crossed 

The Hospitality Suite was in transition on Thursday afternoon due to the evening’s SOAR banquet—but it was rapidly filled with attendees looking for a 
place to visit with friends and relax.

James “Doc” Phillips, left, and Nick Laurino, right. Steve Sherman and his wife Nguyet Joe and Jin Choi

Return to TOC
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Gene Pugh, at left, and a friend enjoy a shoe shine at the Orleans

Vietnam Veterans for Factual History, A Factual 
History of the Vietnam War and Its Aftermath, 
A Reappraisal after 50 Plus Years

This well-researched volume from Vietnam Veterans for 
Factual History offers a thorough analysis of the Vietnam 
War. This book, written by 30 co-authors and two co-editors, 
was published 50 years after the Fall of Saigon. It is the 
result of 60 years of introspection and 35 years of intense 
research. The history of the area, which spans two millennia, 
is thoroughly explored in the text, along with the conflict’s 
many names and its lingering effects on modern society.

Compiled by Frank Scotton, Stephen Sherman, and Roger 
Soiset, this authoritative work, including contributions from 
VVFH members, tells the story of one of history’s most import-
ant wars in a factual and well-documented way. The book is 
an essential resource for anyone who wants to learn about 
the war and how it impacted modern geopolitics and society.

Available in paperback at Amazon.com

The MedEvac Podcast with MACV-SOG 
Operators Gene Pugh and Travis Mills
Gene Pugh and Travis Mills, former MACV-SOG operators, are 
interviewed in this 4-part series in which they speak about their 
experience and cover the history of the unit. Gene suggested 
listening to the 4-part interview in the following order presents 
the information in chronological order:

1. Episode #153
2. Episode #154
3. Episode #151
4. Episode #152

Listen to The MEDEVAC Podcast on Spotify, Apple Podcasts, 
and all other major podcast streaming services. Additionally, you 
may watch the video episodes on YouTube.

Return to TOC
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Billy and Helen Hoopes

Connections and Conversations
Back in the hospitality suite, the silent auction was in full swing. Among 
the items was Norma Donlon’s Soldiers Widow... Soldiers Wife... Soldiers 
Mother, a candid look at military family life through the eyes of a spouse 
and mother. We’d featured an excerpt from her book in the September 
issue of the Sentinel—and readers who attend Chapter 78’s upcoming 
Christmas party will meet Norma, who will be our guest speaker.

While browsing the auction items, I met Billy Hoopes of Chapter 0 
in Florida and his wife, Helen. A longtime friend of John Meyer, Billy 
visited our Chapter 78 meeting in October 2019 and gave a memo-
rable talk about Special Operations diving.

Taking more photos of the room, I noticed a man wearing a t-shirt 
with the striking logo for the convention’s annual motorcycle ride 
held earlier that day. His name was Dan Anderson (below, left), and 
he kindly shared photos from the ride for our readers. Since none 
of our chapter members typically attend this event, I was especially 
happy to be able include images of the ride this year. Though I’ve 
only ever been a passenger on a motorcycle, I could easily imagine 
the pleasure and beauty of that ride through the desert. I was grateful 
to be able to share the experience through his photos.

Return to TOC
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Doc Phillips and Joe “China Boy” Lopez served 
together at Dak Pek.

The SOAR Banquet
The SOAR banquet was the evening’s highlight. I sat with former Chapter 
78 members Lonny Holmes, Brad Welker, and John Joyce (now Chapter 
51). Lonny, who became the Sentinel editor in 2012, brought me on as the 
graphic designer at the same time. Working alongside him and witnessing 
the publication’s evolution under his leadership was an honor. He was 
right; attending the convention, which he encouraged, was well worth it.

The banquet was filled with unforgettable moments: a standing ovation 
for the Vietnamese warriors (including 219 Kingbee pilots), the moving 
TAPS video honoring the fallen (which earned an ovation for Clyde 
Sincere’s photo), and an inspiring keynote speech by Col. Scott White. 
I also met the Desert Oasis High School JROTC color guard, young 
Americans there to learn from the legacy of these men.

A Story to Remember
I was scheduled to leave late in the day on Friday, so I still had time to 
spend. Due to circumstances beyond my control, I missed the General 
Membership meeting but did get to visit with Bonnie Cooper again and 
take a few more photos.

Throughout my visit, one experience stood out. I’d met Doc Phillips in 
the Hospitality Suite on Thursday. When I was visiting the registration 
desk on Friday, he approached me and said, “I have a story to tell you. It 
was a story that, while interrupted many times by friends stopping to say 
hello to Doc, traced through his military career—its ups and downs—and 
the way fate had guided him toward a life of great meaning and service.

As we spoke, he mentioned in passing an old National Geographic 
article from April 1968. Later, when I looked it up, I located the article 
and discovered  Doc mentioned in the narrative. It described how, as 
a Special Forces medic at Dak Pek, he was the only “doctor” the Montagnards knew. One story 
recounted how he saved a newborn from being buried alive with its mother—a local custom after 
the mother’s death—by paying the father $50 to allow the child to live and be sent to a leprosarium 
in Kontum, which also cared for children.

People kept stopping to greet Doc while we talked. Some were men he had served with years 
ago; others had met him later and formed lasting friendships. One was the son of a fellow 
veteran who stopped to tell Doc, with tears in his eyes, how much his friendship had meant to 
his father—who was also at the event but too ill to walk the halls. Watching all of this, I realized 
just how many lives Doc had touched.

Doc’s story has really stayed with me. It seemed like his life was this great mix of going after what 
he wanted and just rolling with the punches, all while he was smoothing out his rough edges. 
He definitely made some tough, assertive choices, but other times he accepted opportunities 
that weren’t perfect, and all those twists and turns added up to the life he has now. He seemed 
genuinely content with where those experiences led him—satisfied with the way things turned out. 

Reflections
As Bonnie Cooper had written in the convention’s promotional copy:

“No book can capture what it really means to be part of Special Forces—but your brothers 
can. At the Special Forces Association 2025 Convention, it’s not about reading history; it’s 
about living it again, together.

This is where stories are shared, bonds are renewed, and new memories are made. No 
rounds cracking overhead, no missions to plan—just time with the men who stood beside 
you then and still stand with you now.”

After a little more than 24 hours at SFACon and SOAR, I saw those words come to life. No matter 
the decade, the rank, or the distance — what endures is the brotherhood. v

Left to right, Debra Holm, Lonny Holmes, Dave Toney, Bill McLain, Scott 
La Morte, John Joyce, and Brad Welker

Desert Oasis High School JROTC—LTC Archibald (Ret.), Cadet Crist, 
Cadet Ocegueda, Cadet Crowell, and Cadet Coronel.

Return to TOC
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By How Miller

Jerry Guzzetta, in I Walked With Heroes, takes us on an amazing 
journey into the world of MACV SOG, the super-secret outfit that 
ran operations “across the fence” into Laos, Cambodia, and North 
Vietnam. It was the most highly decorated outfit in the Vietnam War 
and was responsible for slowing down the infiltration of men and 
materials from the communist north to the fledgling democracy in 
the south, including tying up thousands of NVA who were pursuing 
SOG instead of joining the fight in the south.

Jerry takes us through his path to Special Forces, his own exploits 
in SOG, and his later high-impact career, and the stories of others 
that did heroic deeds. Some of them received the Medal of Honor, 
such as Bob Howard, Franklin “Doug” Miller, Gary Rose, and Roy 
Benavidez, not one of whom would call themselves heroes.

Jerry was privileged to spend time with a Jarai Montagnard, Ghun, the 
village elder who spoke surprisingly good English. Ghun provided him 
lessons in the history and culture of the Montagnard people, which 
Jerry shares with us in detail, along with other details he learned.

Jerry touches on subjects that have been a mystery, such as the CS 
gas used by out-of-ammo covering aircraft, later called Sarin gas in an 
erroneous report by CNN; the mole who exposed upcoming SOG mis-
sions, dates, and locations; and the mysterious and “unfindable” COSVN.

Jerry had lots of sources of information. His first mission was with 
John Plaster, who mentored him about being an effective recon man. 
Jerry roomed for a few months with Franklin “Doug” Miller, who later 
was awarded the MoH. Jerry became very good friends with Michael 
“Blue” Grace while they lived in a room connected directly to the RON 
bar at CCC. Nearly everyone visited that bar and told their mission 
stories so others could learn from their experiences.

Michael Hagan, who attended Jerry’s high school and later became 
good friends at CCC, participated in Operation Tailwind, an operation 
designed to take pressure off a CIA operation in Laos that had gotten 
into deep trouble. Though a resoundingly successful mission, it was 
later tainted by a false report that the U.S. had used Sarin gas and 
killed civilians in a village. Later, long after the report was retracted, 
SF Medic Gary Rose received a long-delayed Medal of Honor for 
his amazing efforts to keep his troops alive while he himself was 
wounded. Michael also received a Silver Star for his bravery. Jerry 
shares that story with us next on page 8.

I Walked With Heroes tells it like Jerry saw it, irreverently exposing 
hypocrisy and peppering the story with amusing incidents, while 
providing tales of real bravery by the men of MACV SOG. v

Book Review I Walked with Heroes by Jerry Guzzetta

I Walked With Heroes
By Jerry A. Guzzetta

Published by Authors Book Publishing, 11/18/2023
308 pages

Available for purchase in hardbound, 
paperback,and Kindle at Amazon.com

Return to TOC
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By Jerry Guzzetta
An excerpt from I Walked with Heroes by Jerry Guzzetta, published 
by Authors Book Publishing, 11/18/2023, pages 185-206.

CHAPTER XIII:
Operation Tailwind
While in High School I was acquainted with a guy named Michael 
E. Hagan. I graduated in 1967 and he in 1968. I joined the Army in 
1968 and so did he. We knew each other in high school, but were 
not what you would consider friends.

We did not hang out together, or even have the same friends being 
a year apart. We should have been two years apart but when I was 
in the second grade at William Orr School my parents put me into 
Catholic school for the third grade. That is where the nuns put me 
back in second grade because they said I did not learn anything at 
public school. So, I got to do second grade twice. Then back to public 
school for the fourth grade. That was just great!

Now all my friends were a grade ahead of me. That really sucked.

Getting back to public school and Santa Fe High School where I met 
Mike Hagan, we happened to have the same gym class together. 
The only class we both could get an “A” in.

I went to basic training at Fort Ord and so did he, in a different com-
pany. I went to jump school at Fort Benning Georgia and so did he, 
in a different class. I went to Special Forces Training at Fort Bragg 
North Carolina. So did him, but in a different class.

But in early 1970, we bumped into each other at Command and 
Control Central with MACV SOG in Kon Tum Vietnam. It was not 
until then you could call us friends. He was with a Hatchet Force 
and I was with a recon team. We were there for two months before 
we ran into each other.

CCC Special Forces Camp was divided into two sections with the 
main highway running through the northwest end of the camp. Hatchet 
Forces and other platoon-size units were on the east side of the camp 
and recon units were on the west side of the camp.

I believe recon was on the west side of the camp because that is 
where the bar was located.

The platoons did their training with their one hundred-plus men sep-
arate from that of recon units. Recon units were small in comparison 
with a maximum of eight men and a few reserve Montagnards. Recon 
was two or three American SF and six Montagnard tribesmen. While 
Hatchet Forces ran with over one hundred Montagnard or Mnong 
Special Commando Units (SCU, pronounced Sioux). But at night 
when the highway was closed, the perimeter was formed and every 
combat recon team, platoon, Hatchet Force, or whatever, had their 
turn on either ambush outside the perimeter or guard duty. Recon 
teams had both.

In September of 1970, came a new mission for the Hatchet Force. A 
road interdiction in Laos, called Operation Tailwind.

There have been a lot of things written about this operation. Books 
by people who were never there. Like reporters from CNN, the New 
York Times, Time Magazine, and many others who accused Special 
Forces of using Sarin Gas to kill the enemy. In this case, North 
Vietnamese. This is because of the uncorroborated, nonfactual story 
of the mission of Operation Tailwind.

The major allegation was that Sarin Gas was used and/or the mission was 
to kill or capture American defectors thought to be in the village located 
inside Laos. These allegations triggered a landslide of investigations by 
the Department of Defense, Senators, reporters, and the mainstream 
media. Not the least of it, was the HBO special fictional series based 
on Operation Tailwind and the litigation that followed in the U.S. District 
Court in Northern California. Americans who were named, and their 

An Excerpt from
I Walked With Heroes by Jerry Guzzetta

CHAPTER XIII:

Operation 
Tailwind

Return to TOC
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pictures published for the world to see, sued 
the reporting media for defamation after CNN 
and Time Warner printed a retraction of their 
stories stating there was insufficient evidence 
to prove the allegations made.

There were interviews of the people who were 
at CCC and on the mission like Mike Hagan, 
John Plaster (who was not on the mission but 
was at CCC), and others including myself.

One sunny afternoon, long after the war 
ended, I called Mike Hagan and asked him 
to meet me. While we were deciding where to 
meet, he suggested a coffee shop that I was 
not familiar with and I suggested a restaurant 
that he had no idea where it was. We finally 
decided to meet at Santa Fe High School. 
The only place that we were both familiar with.

Once there, we walked around a bit, looking 
at how the school had changed over the 
years. There was no longer a senior square 
(where underclassmen had to walk around 
it, or risk being stuffed into a trash can). We 
looked at the bars that now surrounded the 
school to keep out the interlopers. After 
these two old guys got tired, we sat on the 
planters in front of the school, under the 
flagpole, where I told him I wanted to do a 
story on Operation Tailwind and all the crap 
that was stirred up about the Sarin Gas and 
American Defectors.

He said, “Sure, why not, I relive it all the 
time anyway. It might as well be put down 
so people will know what happened even after I am gone.”

“Mike,” I said, “that is why I want to do the story in your own words. 
The way you remember it. Not the way some reporter would fic-
tionalize it. Just from the way you saw things back then.”

I told him, “Sometimes I cannot remember why I walked into the 
kitchen, but I can remember every shot that was fired at me. Every 
shot I fired back and every man I saw doubled over into the fetal 
position and the face of every friend I had on RT Pennsylvania 
and how lucky I was. I remember each thought and picture in my 
mind of things I wish I had never seen. Also, every thought I had 
about Kandy Leach, a girl I dated right here at this school. She 
used to live right down the street from here.”

“Yeah, me too,” Mike said with a sigh.

I immediately said, “Don’t tell me you knew her too.”

“NO, no, no, I didn’t mean it that way, I didn’t even know her, I 
was just......”

I started laughing and he called me an ass after he realized what 
I just did to him. With that, he started talking to me like Vietnam 
was yesterday. I think for both of us it was just like it was yesterday.

“It was September 11, 1970. It was hot, muggy, dusty, and uncomfortable. 
You know? Just a typical day in beautiful Vietnam just like the days 
before and the days after the mission...”

The Hatchet Force was staged at Duc To. On the morning of the 11th, 
the force was flown to a landing zone near the Laos village of Chavane. 
Mike Hagan and I were there with fifteen other Americans and about a 
hundred Montagnards. There were three Sikorsky CH-53 Sea Stallion 
helicopters and a dozen Cobra helicopter gunships, plus an Air Force 
contingent.

The Marines had never lost a CH-53 Stallion and were the perfect choice 
for the insertion into Laos. They were the only helicopters with the range 
and capacity to carry the Hatchet Force into battle. Even though the 
pilots did not have any cross-border experience there is nothing that 
could have been said the pilots would not figure out within the first few 
seconds of being shot at.

The mission objective was to draw the enemy away from a large CIA 
force that was pinned down about forty miles to the east. They were 
trying to retake ground that had previously been overrun by the North 
Vietnamese, code name Operation Gauntlet. The Hatchet Force was 
to create hell behind the lines so the NVA force would have to withdraw 
from one battle to take on the threat to their supply line caused by the 
Hatchet Force.

Return to TOC
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1st LIVE IN-PERSON - Interview 
with Jerry Guzzetta MACVSOG 
CCC’s RT IOWA & RT 
PENNSYLVANIA
If you haven’t yet visited Bud Gibson’s YouTube 
channel “The Reconnaissance Cast” do it now!

Click here to view the episode in which he inter-
views Jerry Guzzetta live and in person!

Operation Gauntlet was a five-thousand-man force of irregular troops 
and half were to retake the Bolovens Plateau that had been overrun. 
The other half was to disrupt communications and the supply line 
in Southern Laos. The mission was conducted between September 
3rd and September 23rd of 1970.

As the Hatchet Force set down on the LZ, they headed west towards 
the tree line and the jungle to take cover. The Force led by Captain 
Eugene McCarley did not stay on the LZ but started moving at a fast 
pace. Less than five hundred yards off of the LZ they came upon a 
bunker line filled with ammunition and rockets. 

A demolition team set time delay fuses and blew it all to hell. There 
were numerous secondary explosions. Mike Hagan said that stuff 
cooked off for the next six or eight hours.

The Force kept going and as they went, they ran into small units of 
NVA. Each time they managed to fight them off with the use of ground 
fire and the help from Cobra Gunships, A-1E, and Specter C-130 
Gunships. But with each encounter, Montagnards were wounded. 
Some were seriously wounded, which impeded the fast movement 
of the Hatchet Force.

Capt. McCarley kept them moving. If they stopped and the NVA found 
them, McCarley’s Force would be pounded by artillery that was known 
to be in the area. It was the same artillery that was sending up the 
triple AAA at the aircraft.

As the Force moved along the mountain side, they were able to 
look down on the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The area McCarley was looking 
at was covered with a large force of NVA soldiers and numerous 
Russian trucks.

The A-1E Skyraiders were sent in with bombs and guns that destroyed 
the trucks and routed the infantry into the jungle.

But McCarley still needed to get the wounded evacuated. So, a CH-53 
Stallion was called in with medics, Staff Sergeant John Padgett and 
Sergeant John Browne. I did not know Browne, but I did know Doc 
Padgett. He would come into the R.O.N. bar and get a little hammered 

with my roommate, Blue, and me from time to time. Padgett was tall. 
As I remember, he was over six feet tall and stood eye to eye with 
Blue. He was always smiling and quick to laugh.

After what happened next, he would later tell Blue and me that God 
must have been in one of the empty seats of that helicopter. Because 
as they started to pick up the helicopter started receiving heavy ground 
fire and was forced to lift off. As the helicopter started to climb out, 
a B-40 rocket tore through the side of the helicopter and punched a 
hole in the gas tank, where it lodged, but did not explode. The hole 
was the size of a bowling ball. The helicopter flew a few miles and 
was forced down in a clearing.

Doc Padgett said he was covered in fuel from the ruptured gas tank. 
It was a miracle they did not blow up. A few minutes later, another 
helicopter landed and picked up the crew and the medics. Although 
shaken, no one aboard the chopper was hurt. That was the first 
CH-53 the Marines had ever lost.

As the second rescue helicopter started to lift off, it began to take 
heavy fire from small arms and some larger caliber anti-aircraft guns. 
It picked up the survivors and flew away, only to be crippled and 
forced to land in another clearing a few miles away.

Both multi-million-dollar aircraft were later bombed by the Air Force 
and destroyed.

A third helicopter landed and picked up the crew members from both 
downed helicopters. The third chopper got away without taking any hits.

Another helicopter lost during the battle was an Army AH-1F Cobra 
attack helicopter. This helicopter cost about seven million (1969) 
dollars. This helicopter was also completely destroyed by the Air 
Force after being shot down and the crew rescued.

By then, it was late and the light was beginning to fade. As the Force 
took defensive positions for the night, the NVA started to probe with 
small arms and B-40 rockets. By nightfall eleven of the sixteen Green 
Berets were already wounded.

Return to TOC

https://www.youtube.com/@TheReconnaissanceCast
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IE5t5jvT_Ss&t=237s


11December 2025  |   Sentinel

My friend, Mike Hagan, said it was not a serious shrapnel wound, 
it just hurt like hell. Those little pieces of hot metal under your skin 
make sitting down a real bitch. Then Mike Rose came by and cut a 
hole in the ass of his fatigues, so it was not only uncomfortable, but 
it was also now air-conditioned with tape covering the wound. Hagan 
said he did not know what hurt worse, the shrapnel going in or the 
medic taking it out back at Kon Tum.

By the next morning, on September 12th, everyone was tired because 
the NVA had kept everyone up all night trying to figure out exactly 
where the Hatchet Force was. Captain McCarley then moved the 
Force to higher ground after evading the NVA that day.

They dug in on a ridge that overlooked a well-used road. That night 
they suffered through the enemy probing again. As the NVA closed 
with the Hatchet Force, they were greeted with Claymore mines and 
a red stream of 7.62 cal. Bullets from the miniguns on the C-130 in 
orbit above the Force.

It was now clear that the NVA knew exactly where the Force was 
located. A B-40 rocket fired on the team exploded, wounding the 
Medic Rose and Craig Schmidt. It also injured two Montagnards.

Gary Rose, the medic, crawled to the two Montagnards and treated 
the serious wounds they had received. One rocket, four wounded.

By then all sixteen American Green Berets had been wounded. All were 
treated by Gary Rose. He ran through gunfire to treat the wounded 
Americans and Montagnards, even though he was wounded himself.

Captain McCarley knew on the third morning the NVA would hit 
them and hit them hard. So, before it got light, he got the Force 
moving west again. They had moved over ten miles from the original 
landing zone. Every man there was exhausted. Mike Hagan said he 
just wanted to lay down and sleep right there on the jungle floor. He 
was tired, out of water, dehydrated, and low on ammunition even 
after taking ammunition from a wounded Montagnard who was too 
injured to fight.

After about an hour, they came upon another bunker complex that 
had more ammunition that the NVA had ready to be shipped south 
and east into Vietnam. Nothing sounds sweeter than the sound of 
secondary explosions. The Force was a thousand yards away from 
the blast and Hagan said he could still feel the shock wave. He said 
it was a good feeling knowing that shit would never make it to Nam 
and kill Americans.

Mike also said, “We were too afraid to use the NVA ammunition 
because they could not be sure that the ammo had not been salted 
by a recon team and the shit would blow up on them. That ‘Eldest 
Son’ crap was all over the place.”

Day three brought new challenges. They came across a massive bunker 
complex. The retreating NVA took positions in the complex but fled as 
the Hatchet Force assaulted. Two of the bunkers remained occupied 
and kept fire on the Force while other enemy soldiers withdrew.

Heavy fire from the Force kept the enemy from firing from the bunker 
while Hagan and Montagnards flanked the bunkers and destroyed them 
with hand grenades. It was Hagan’s squad that assaulted the bunker.

Mike Hagan said he saw a tall blond guy at the bunker complex that 
he thought was Russian running with two Chinese into a bunker. 
Hagan said they ran underground and were blown up by Lieutenant 
Van Buskirk, one of the platoon leaders.

Day four found Medic Rose treating more wounded than he could 
possibly handle, but he did and kept people alive while ignoring 
his own wounds. Rose had now treated over half of the Force for 
wounds, saving their lives. Rose had been wounded three times but 
kept working.

When things quieted down, a search of the complex found it to be 
capable of holding a battalion-size force. As the NVA withdrew, they 
left behind trucks, mortars, over ten tons of rice, and a command 
bunker that was located below ground that yielded several pounds 
of intelligence.

In the underground bunker, there were maps covering the dirt walls. 
There were also boxes containing hundreds of pounds of paper-
work and other intelligence. McCarley ordered the intelligence to 
be carried out.

The trucks were destroyed in place and white phosphorus grenades 
were set off on the rice tonnage as the Force departed. The livestock 
was also killed as a food source for the enemy.

Jerry Guzzetta cooking with plastic explosive.
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By now, over sixty of the 120-man Force were treated by medics, 
some wounded multiple times.

Covey riders flying overhead reported large enemy forces closing in 
on the Hatchet Force and it was time for the Force to be extracted 
with its wounded and treasure trove of intelligence.

It was up to Captain McCarley to get the Hatchet Force out. He moved 
to a landing zone that was in a small valley but found that the hills 
surrounding the clearing could easily be defended by the NVA firing 
down on the Forces being extracted.

As McCarley moved to another landing zone, the Force was attacked 
by small units of NVA who were acting as a delaying force to hold the 
Hatchet Force in position while a larger unit moved in. The Hatchet 
Force still had its firepower intact and had something the NVA did 
not. That was air superiority. McCarley called in A-1E and jet fighter 
aircraft to clear the path for the Force. Cluster bomb units (CBU) and 
Napalm were dropped.

An A-1E pilot observed a large unit of NVA massing on a main road 
and dropped his ordinance directly on the NVA, scattering the unit 
with Napalm, bombs, and tear gas canisters. The single aircraft 
scattered hundreds of NVA that were closing in on the Hatchet Force.

The Force moved to a second landing zone that was on higher ground 
in less hilly terrain. McCarley was advised that CH-53 helicopters 
were enroute to his location. The Force was still taking small arms 
fire, but the fire was neutralized with air power.

Within the hour, a CH-53 landed and the most seriously wounded 
were loaded with boxes of intelligence from the bunker complex. The 
large Sikorsky helicopter lifted off safely.

This left just under half the Force still on the ground. McCarley then 
moved the remaining men to another landing zone as directed by 
the Covey rider.

Hundreds of NVA were now amassing all around the last forty men 
still on the ground. With help from above (and it was not God), the 
Force kept moving. That help was from Cobra gunships and F-4 
Phantom jets that laid down dozens of canisters containing CS gas.

CS is Chlorobenzalmalononitrile (you will notice there is no “S” in the 
scientific name). The “C” is for Corson and the “S” is for Stoughton, 
the two scientists who first synthesized the gas in 1928. CS is really 
not gas. At room temperature, it is a powder but when activated it 
looks like a smoky gas.

This gas is a blinding irritant that is ten times more powerful than CN 
and the effects last up to eight hours. CS also comes in a powder 
form that will lie dormant until disturbed. CS will force the eyes of 
the recipient to be closed. This blindness is only temporary, but can 
cause permanent respiratory damage in large concentrations. Despite 
this, it is considered a less than lethal weapon. Besides, the NVA did 
not have standing or an attorney to sue because remember, they are 
not in Laos, and neither were we.

During Operation Tailwind, CS Gas was used to blind enemy anti-air-
craft gunners and disorientate the enemy. The NVA had not been 
trained with or exposed to tear gas.

Several canisters were dropped on enemy soldiers and CS was also 
delivered by F-4 Phantom jet fighters in rockets.

The enemy troops were being pounded with everything the aircraft 
carried. Cluster bombs, rockets, tear gas, Napalm, high explosive 
bombs, mini guns, and 40 mm cannon fire from the Cobras and 
Claymore directional mines from the Hatchet Force while the Force 
moved to yet another landing zone.

As the Force led by Captain McCarley broke out of the jungle onto the 
next landing zone, the CH-53 Stallion was overhead and on approach 
to land. The last forty men piled onto the helicopter and lifted off as 
small arms fire and mortar shells rocked the LZ.

The objective of the mission was to disrupt enemy lines that would 
cause the NVA to withdraw from the battle with the CIA Mnong forces 
that were trying to retake a plateau that had been overrun. That was 
exactly what was done.

By the time it was all over, the Hatchet Force had three Montagnards 
KIA, thirty-five wounded. All sixteen Americans were wounded. The 
NVA lost one hundred forty-four soldiers to the Hatchet Force with an 
unknown amount wounded. An estimated three hundred NVA were 
killed by air power, with an untold amount wounded. Three CH-53 
Sea Stallion helicopters were also lost during the mission.

The brass in Saigon could care less about anything else, it was the 
three lost helicopters that cost millions of dollars each. Now the big 
decision was, who were they going to dock to pay for them? I do not 
know how much a CH-53 Sea Stallion helicopter cost in 1970, but 
an estimate is about sixty-two million dollars each. At 1998 prices, 
they cost eighty-nine million dollars each.

Phantom and other jet fighters flew over six dozen sorties dropping 
tons of bombs, rockets, Napalm, and tear gas. The A1-E aircraft 
flew over twenty-eight sorties and there was an unknown number of 
Cobra helicopters that flew support and a C-130 gunship aircraft that 
constantly remained over the troops on the ground.

A few weeks after the mission, Mike Hagan and I were having a beer 
at the RON bar with a few of the pilots that flew the mission. The bar 
was open and no one paid for a drink that night. Hagan and I were 
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sitting in the room that I shared with Blue because the bar was full. I 
told him I was now a short timer with only one hundred fifteen days 
left on this tour and that I really could not wait to see my girlfriend 
after being apart for a year.

Mike told me that after six months someone else had probably 
moved in and was having sex with her and wearing my clothes. He 
was joking, but as it turned out he was half right. My clothes would 
not fit the guy. Years later, we sat on a planter in front of Santa Fe 
High School and laughed about it. Mike said he could never forget 
the date of the mission. Although it had no meaning at the time, in 
later years it did. It was on 9-11.

But the story does not end here, in 1998 a CNN reporter said in a 
special report called The Valley of Death based on Operation Tailwind 
that Special Forces used Sarin gas on North Vietnamese soldiers to 
affect the extraction of the American Forces on the ground. It also 
stated the objective was to locate and kill American defectors who 
were known to be in the area.

The article also stated that the Special Forces destroyed a village, and 
killed civilian men, women, and children. They also killed American 
defectors and used Sarin nerve gas to suppress enemy fire to extract 
the friendly forces. This was repeated by Time Magazine with the 
headline, “Did U.S. Drop Nerve Gas?”

Naturally, this stirred the pot twenty-eight years after the mission 
took place. Therefore, the Under Secretary of Defense interviewed 
everyone he could contact. This included all the Generals from MACV, 
the head of SOG and the medics, including Gary Rose.

Colonel Sadler, the SOG Commander, gave the Secretary a full 
briefing of the mission because Sadler was the one that planned it.

Captain Eugene McCarley, the commanding officer of the Hatchet 
Force told the investigators the Force was almost out of ammunition. 
The spotters in the aircraft above could see the enemy massing for an 
attack and called for tear gas. At no time was gas even requested by 
anyone on the ground. The gas was used to rout the enemy forces, 
to prevent the forty men on the ground from being overrun so they 
could be extracted and it was CS gas, not Sarin.

CNN said it was a village the Hatchet Force went into. Captain 
McCarley said it was not, it was a compound with bunkers and a 
logistics area. Not a village. The fifty-four people killed were com-
batants, not civilians. They were Viet Cong and regular NVA troops, 
in uniform.

Medic Rose was also interviewed by the DOD and in a statement 
copied from the record, Rose vividly recounted the final hours of the 
mission as the SOG force moved to the evacuation point:

 “We got hit with gas. It was CS [tear gas]. I know what CS is from 
basic training. It is like a skunk. Once you smell it, you never forget, 
even if it is fifty years later. It was definitely tear gas. I was wincing, 
my eyes watered, and my nose and lungs burned. You turn your face 
into the wind and it clears. My wounded were in distress. I never saw 
any evidence of nerve gas. It was CS! It is criminal to say our own 
Air Force would drop nerve gas on us!”

Rose later added: “I’m living proof that toxic gas was not dropped 
on us that day. Nobody showed any signs of exposure to toxic gas.”

Some of the ground troops were exposed to the gas and all knew 
it was tear gas. From the experience a soldier receives in basic 
training going into the gas house, you never forget the smell or the 
burn from the gas.

In the report submitted to the Department of Defense, Sergeant 
Hagan was the only person who reported seeing any Caucasians. 
He claims that when the SOG forces entered the base camp area, 
he saw “a blond-haired guy, two Chinese, and at least one Russian.” 
He believes the “blond guy” was a Russian who went down a “spider 
hole” and was blown up by Lieutenant Van Buskirk. Hagan told me 
he tried to shoot the blond guy, but only got off two shots and had to 
change magazines. By then, the guy was down the hole.

He also said that he sucked in some of the tear gas and used the 
remainder of his water to wash his eyes, but it still hurt to breathe and 
he only got a small dose because the wind shifted and blew some of 
the gas in his direction. The four Montagnards he was with looked 
like they were playing a game of follow the Leader. Only one of the 
Yards could see and the other three, with each having a hand on the 
other’s shoulder being led because they were out of water and could 
not wash out their eyes.

All of the Americans that were on the team were interviewed either in 
person or over the telephone and none reported the use of nerve gas.

The existence of American defectors at the enemy location was also 
debunked by the evidence.

In an interview with the head of the Joint Chief of Staff and the 
Pentagon former SOG Commander, Colonel John Sadler, former 
SOG Commander U. S. Army then retired stated when asked about 
American defectors that there was no presence of Americans. There 
was a standing imperative order, that if you saw POWs, the POW 
became your primary mission, regardless of what mission you were 
on. Further, there were known to be only two American defectors 
and they were not at this camp.

The CNN reporter also suggested that “war crimes” were committed in 
the use of Sarin gas and the killing of civilians in a village the Special 
Forces had overrun.

The only problem with that was that the Special Forces did not 
encounter a village, it was a bunker complex and logistics area for 
the North Vietnamese 559th Transportation Group. Fifty-four enemy 
combatants were confirmed killed while they were defending the 
complex. Not one civilian casualty was reported.

The major problem that CNN could not overcome was the use of 
Sarin Gas or any other nerve agent. Sarin Gas returns to powder 
form and contaminates the soil where it lands.

At the Jewish prisoner-of-war camps in Germany and Poland, you will 
not find any birds in the area. Nothing other than plant growth. If one 
were really interested, a deep soil sample would be the prudent thing to 
do. But I am not the one to tell a major worldwide news agency that is 
known for its veracity how to conduct an investigation. But, and there is 
always a “but,” CNN investigators never contacted the North Vietnamese.
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The Americans did. In the reports from the PAVN, there is no mention 
of deadly chemical agents ever used.

The following is from the official Department of Defense Report. “The 
Defense Prisoner of War and Missing Personnel Affairs Office also 
reviewed the People’s Army of Vietnam’s (PAVN) official history of 
military operations on the Ho Chi Minh Trail; the PAVN’s official his-
tory of the 968th Volunteer Infantry Division; and the PAVN’s official 
history of its Chemical Command.”

The use of a deadly chemical agent is something that should not 
be overlooked.

The CNN report did have consequences for the military. It was partly 
responsible for the military suspending the use of tear gas in combat.

During this conflict, when a six or eight man reconnaissance team 
was put on the ground behind enemy lines, the team did not want to 
make contact with the enemy. All the training deals with how to break 
contact with an enemy. Recon teams cannot win a sustained battle. 
The use of tear gas was a great asset to use in order to evade the 
enemy forces and let the team escape and evade.

Tear gas saved many American lives. Including mine. If it were not 
for tear gas, our eight man recon team would have been overrun and 
someone else would have to write this story.

Thanks to CNN, tear gas can no longer be used for fear that it might 
lead to an escalation to more deadly chemical agents.

I will never understand the logic behind this thinking. You can use 
Napalm and cluster bomb units to drop on an enemy. You can use 
rockets filled with small steel darts that will screw up someone’s day. 
You can use a fifty-caliber round that can take off an enemy’s limbs 
and dismember him. But you cannot use less than lethal tear gas, 
which will not kill the enemy (even though the enemy would wish he 
were dead after breathing in CS gas). Next, the military brain trust 
will ban bullets because they might kill someone.

CNN did pay a price for its reporting errors. Both CNN and Time 
Magazine hired a constitutional attorney from New York to conduct 
an internal investigation.

It was the conclusion that the journalism was flawed and the report 
should be retracted with apologies made to those targeted by the 
reporting of unconfirmed allegations.

CNN fired the two producers of the report, April Oliver and Jack Smith, 
when they refused to resign. The senior producer of CNN, Pam Hill, 
resigned. Reporter, Peter Arnett, was reprimanded and then quit and 
went to work at NBC.

CNN issued a retraction after it was accused of misquoting sources 
and showing their pictures. In July of 1998, CNN’s president and CEO 
stated that the allegations made in the aired The Valley of Death and 
the related reports cannot be supported and there was insufficient 
evidence that a deadly gas was ever used.

Further, it could not confirm that American defectors were targeted 
or if they were even there in Laos.

This was after they quoted and released names and pictures of who 
they claimed were their sources. You will notice what was not said. The 
report stated there was not enough evidence to support the allegations. 
Not that Sarin gas was not used, and less than lethal tear gas was.

My friend and classmate, Michael Hagan, was really pissed off and 
filed suit against the cable news for defamation. So did a lot of other 
people that CNN outed. The court then combined all of the civil cases 
against Cable News into one Tailwind litigation.

After eight years of litigation, the Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals (in 
California) ruled that the story, The Valley of Death, did not defame 
anyone and ruled in favor of the defendant news organizations.

Sitting on the planter in front of the school, I could tell that I had 
opened an old wound. It was not my intention to upset Mike. I could 
tell that in his mind he was reliving Tailwind.

PTSD is real. The bullet wounds and shrapnel wounds that are on 
your body heal and are forgotten. The mind is just like a file cabinet. 
Sometimes the file you do not want to use stays quiet. But every once 
in a while, you run across it and there it is in living color and the scab 
is ripped off the wound and again it bleeds. The memory is just as 
vivid as the day it occurred.

To paraphrase Shakespeare, “Then he will strip his sleeve, show 
his scars, and say these wounds I had on Crispin’s day.... Old men 
forget, yet all shall be forgotten.”

When you look back at Tailwind, you can Monday morning quarter-
back and say, the CIA had five thousand men and split their force 
and could not stave off the NVA. So, they sent in one hundred and 
ten men from MACV-SOG to do the job. I’ll leave that logic to the 
mathematicians. One hundred men to draw off an enemy that five 
thousand men could not stave off.

One night while I was sitting inside a bunker smoking a cigarette, in 
walked Mike Hagan.

“How you doing Guzz?” “Good Mike, pull up a sandbag and have a 
seat.” This was a few weeks after the mission when my recon team had 
guard duty and he was walking back from the mess hall with a beer in 
his hand. I really felt that I owed him and everyone else on Tailwind an 
apology for the water balloon drop. So, I told him what had happened.Helicopter resupply at Leghorn, Laos
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That is when he started talking about the mission. He said the night 
before the drop that his squad had dug in. They had no sooner 
stopped when the NVA started recon by fire to find the company. He 
said that bullets started cracking so close to his ears he had to hold 
his nose and blow outward to equalize the pressure. “Crack! Crack! 
Crack! Boom!” were the sounds of the AK-47s, punctuated by the 
explosion of an RPG.

Mike said he had dug a little hole to fight from, but when that shit 
started happening, he was going to dig his way to China.

Mike then thought about that and said, “China, hell I would have to dig 
north, screw it, I’m going home, and I started digging to California.”

I told him they probably would have gotten him for desertion.

He told me that would have been okay with him as long as he was 
somewhere other than where he was. He added that within the hour 
the hole was almost deep enough to stand in.

Mike was kidding, of course. He was a squad leader on Operation 
Tailwind. Talking to Mike over forty years later he was still a little 
angry that prior to the mission they were told one thing and after the 
mission they found out that the CIA was trying to regain ground that 
had been overrun. The CIA had five thousand men. They had split 
their forces and sent half to take back the ground and the other half 
somewhere else.

According to Hagan, the CIA Army were getting their ass handed to 
them, so MACV sent in just over one hundred men to raise hell to 
draw the NVA from the CIA’s five thousand men to the one hundred 
men from MACV SOG.

Hagan chuckled as he said, “It worked. What were they thinking? We 
were lucky we were not all killed, instead we only had three KIAs.”

Hagan received his Silver Star for taking his squad and flanking the 
NVA machine gun bunkers and eliminating the threat to the company.

My friend, Michael Hagan, died on May 29, 2023, at age 72 from 
complications from Agent Orange. He fought the failure of multi-
ple organs like the lion and warrior he was. Fifty-three years after 
Operation Tailwind, Vietnam is still killing us. Mike had a Silver Star, 
two Bronze Stars, and three Purple Hearts.

It was fitting that he, a true warrior, died on Memorial Day. That bat-
tle not only won Mike a silver star, the medic, Gary Rose, another 
Alabama boy, received the Medal of Honor.

Gary M. Rose
In September of 1970, MACV 
had another brainstorm and 
called it Operation Tailwind. Rap 
Peavey was again at Leghorn 
doing a magnificent job fight-
ing boredom and monotony 
and doing a real good job of it 
watching the A1Es expend the 
remaining ordinance they were 
carrying on a nearby rock forma-
tion because they did not want 

to land with it. Once again, he plugged in his recorder and captured 
the sounds of battle as another SOG member was earning a Medal 
of Honor. Although it was unknown at the time.

An operation of this size had to pass through many hands, some of 
those hands belonged to the Walkers.

Gary M. Rose was then a Sergeant at CCC FOB 2 in Kon Tum. I knew 
him like I knew everyone else on the FOB. We all ate at the same 
mess hall and drank at the same bar, if you did not drink you went to 
the bar to hear what other team members had to say, and if nothing 
else, socialize or just stop by to see what was going to get broken.

I did not really know Gary Rose. I knew of him, his name, what he 
did. We were at the same place at the same time. Now, I guess today 
you would call him a co-worker. But oh, what work we did.

Of all the people at Kon Tum, I never would have the foresight to pick 
Rose as the person who would receive the Medal of Honor.

As I said before, quiet and unassuming, and never brought attention 
to himself, just a guy doing his job.

In Operation Tailwind, Sgt. Rose was a medic flying into the battle on 
one of the Large CH-53 Sikorsky (Sea Stallion helicopters). These 
helicopters were armored, and until that day, the Marine pilots flying 
them, had never lost a Sea Stallion on an insertion before. That day, 
flying for Special Forces they lost three.

Later, after the mission, the Marines sent word, they would only come 
to our aid, but would not put a force on a helicopter insertion ever 
again after what happened on “Tailwind.”

Later, after the mission, the Marines sent word, they would only come 
to our aid, but would not put a force on a helicopter insertion ever 
again after what happened on “Tailwind.”

Sitting around the table, at the R.O.N. bar, other members of the 
mission were talking about the helicopter and how it had taken sev-
eral hits when a B-40 rocket or Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) 
had penetrated the skin of the ship and lodged in the gas tank and 
ruptured it. JP-4 fuel was pouring all over them and all of the bells 
and whistles were going off in the cockpit as the pilots were trying to 
maintain control before it blew up.
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The Pilot had to put the bird down in a clearing not far from the 
inserted team. Later, the helicopter was destroyed by the Air Force, 
who bombed and used napalm on it.

Myself and anyone else at the table, who was not on this mission, just 
listened. Mainly because this shit is exciting and starts the adrenalin 
pumping a little. With the FOB full of adrenalin junkies, a shot, a beer and 
a little adrenalin is just what the doctor ordered to harden the arteries.

Most of us are still excitement junkies, even now at our age. Hell, I 
was planning to ride a Brahma Bull to celebrate my 65th birthday, but I 
fractured my neck while training to go to Iraq as a bomb technician (at 
age 63). That ended that, but I still went to Iraq. I did not know my neck 
was fractured until I started having trouble with my hands and feet eight 
months later. I just thought I had a whiplash that would not go away.

On the day of the mission, Sgt. Gary Rose, the medic, did what he did 
best. He started saving people’s lives, after just surviving a controlled 
crash landing aboard a Marine helicopter.

Once on the ground, Rose ran through machine gun, mortar, and rocket 
fire to aid the wounded. While other members of the force were under 
cover, Rose was exposing himself to enemy fire to get to the wounded.

Rose was then wounded by a rocket propelled grenade. Despite his 
wounds, he continued to expose himself to enemy fire to get to the 
wounded. This occurred over a period of three days.

What the citation did not mention was that the Hatchet Force ran out 
of water by the end the first day, because of enemy fire they could 
not be resupplied.

Americans from CCC filled up these long tubes with water. They 
were about four feet long and around eight inches or so, round and 
were the flexible plastic, like an air mattress. These tubes were to be 
filled with water and dropped at low altitude to the troops in contact.

We were told these tubes were tested and they worked. What they 
did not say was they were tested from a hovering helicopter and 
dropped from about fifteen to twenty feet to the ground.

We filled about twenty and loaded them on two helicopters. The plan 
was to fly over the team and drop the tubes with more ammunition 
over the team, so the helicopters did not have to touch down.

Two things, the Marines dropping the tubes and ammunition had 
never done this before. Neither had the pilots. The other thing was 
no one told them, or us, to drop the ammo first before dropping the 
water. By now you can see where this is going.

The helicopters, all loaded with ammunition and water, headed off 
into the sunrise. As the helicopters got over the teams on the ground, 
out came the water, then the ammunition. But because the ground 
fire was so heavy, the helicopters slowed to about sixty knots, but 
never stopped. What water tubes did not break on impact were hit 

U.S. Army Sgt. Gary M. Rose is helped from a helicopter landing area after Operation Tailwind, 1970. (U.S. Army photo by Ted Wicorek)
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by the ammo crates. Luckily, not all the tubes were destroyed. Out of 
the twenty or so tubes that were dropped, a few survived. The Force 
had just enough water to barely get by for the day.

What we did was fly over a thirsty company of men, bombard them 
with water balloons, and then tried to kill them with 40-pound crates 
of ammunition. We were lucky no one was injured. The ammunition 
got delivered but the water would have to wait.

The water was not just for drinking, it was used to clean wounds, cool 
the mortar tubes, machine gun barrels, and put in the LRRP rations 
that needed water to reconstitute them.

The water was not just for drinking, it was used to clean wounds, cool 
the mortar tubes, machine gun barrels, and put in the LRRP rations 
that needed water to reconstitute them.

So far that day, Rose had been wounded and shot down in a helicop-
ter, he would later be wounded again, and shot down again. Before 
finally being airlifted out on the last helicopter.

This happened in 1970. Forty-seven years later, a white-haired Gary 
Rose finally received the Medal of Honor. I suspect it was delayed 
thanks to the CNN report and HBO special. He was put in for a Medal 
of Honor, but it was downgraded to a Distinguished Service Cross, 
then upgraded like it should have been in the first place.

His citation reads: The President of the United States of America 
Authorized by Act of Congress, March 3, 1863, has awarded in the 
name of Congress the Medal of Honor to Sergeant Gary M. Rose 
United States Army.

For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity at the risk of his life above 
and Beyond the call of duty: Sergeant Gary M. Rose distinguished 
himself by acts of gallantry and intrepidity while serving as a Special 
Forces Medic with a company-sized exploitation force, Special 
Operations Augmentation, Command and Control Central, 5th Special 
Forces Group (Airborne), 1st Special Forces, Republic of Vietnam. 
Between 11 and 14 September 1970, Sergeant Rose’s company was 
continuously engaged by a well-armed and numerically superior 
hostile force deep in enemy-controlled territory.

Enemy B-40 rockets and mortar rounds rained down while the adver-
sary sprayed the area with small arms and machine gun fire, wounding 
many and forcing everyone to seek cover. Sergeant Rose, braving 
the hail of bullets, sprinted fifty meters to a wounded soldier’s side. 
He then used his own body to protect the casualty from further injury 
while treating his wounds. After stabilizing the casualty, Sergeant Rose 
carried him through the bullet-ridden combat zone to protective cover.

As the enemy accelerated the attack, Sergeant Rose continuously 
exposed himself to intense fire as he fearlessly moved from casualty 
to casualty, administering life-saving aid. A B-40 rocket impacted just 
meters from Sergeant Rose, knocking him from his feet and injuring 
his head, hand, and foot.

Ignoring his wounds, Sergeant Rose struggled to his feet and contin-
ued to render aid to the other injured soldiers. During an attempted 
medevac, Sergeant Rose again exposed himself to enemy fire as he 
attempted to hoist wounded personnel up to the hovering helicopter, 
which was unable to land due to unsuitable terrain.

The medevac mission was aborted due to intense enemy fire and the 
helicopter crashed a few miles away due to the enemy fire sustained 
during the attempted extraction.

Over the next two days, Sergeant Rose continued to expose himself 
to enemy fire in order to treat the wounded, estimated to be half of 
the company’s personnel.

On September 14, during the company’s eventual helicopter extraction, 
the enemy launched a full-scale offensive. Sergeant Rose, after 
loading wounded personnel on the first set of extraction helicopters, 
returned to the outer perimeter under enemy fire, carrying friendly 
casualties and moving wounded personnel to more secure positions 
until they could be evacuated.

He then returned to the perimeter to help repel the enemy until 
the final extraction helicopter arrived. As the final helicopter was 
loaded, the enemy began to overrun the company’s position, and 
the helicopter’s Marine door gunner was shot in the neck. Sergeant 
Rose instantly administered critical medical treatment onboard the 
helicopter, saving the Marine’s life.

The helicopter carrying Sergeant Rose crashed several hundred 
meters from the evacuation point, further injuring Sergeant Rose and 
the personnel on board. Despite his numerous wounds from the past 
three days, Sergeant Rose continued to pull and carry unconscious 
and wounded personnel out of the burning wreckage and continue to 
administer aid to the wounded until another extraction helicopter arrived.

Sergeant Rose’s extraordinary heroism and selflessness above and 
beyond the call of duty were critical to saving numerous lives over 
that four-day time period. His actions are in keeping with the highest 
traditions of military service and reflect great credit upon himself, the 
1st Special Forces, and the United States Army. v

President Donald Trump places the Medal of Honor around the neck of 
Capt. Mike Rose, during an Oct. 23, 2017 ceremony at the White House, in 
Washington, D.C. (U.S. Army photo by C. Todd Lopez)
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By Ben Rapaport (LTC, U.S. Army, ret.)
This is not a story of heroism, valor, or sacrifice. It’s about a friendship 
between CSM George Vidrine and me that began in 1963 and lasted 
41 years. It’s almost impossible to believe, because I was a Signal 
Officer and George was an Infantry NCO … even harder to believe 
that this could happen in “Big Army,” almost one million strong in the 
early to mid-1960s.

I joined the Army as a second lieutenant in 1959. My first assignment 
in Special Forces was as Assistant S-2, 7th Special Forces Group, 
Fort Bragg, in 1963. (Captain Chargin’ Charlie Beckwith was the 
Group S-3 at the time.) A Company’s Sergeant Major was George 
Vidrine. As a newbie Green Beret, I was in awe of these talented, 
experienced NCOs. When I occasionally saw George in a Class A 
uniform, I was duly impressed, but we had very little official contact.

My next assignment was as Signal Company Commander, 5th Special 
Forces Group, Nha Trang, Vietnam (1964-1965). (Charlie Beckwith 
was commander of B-52/Project Delta.) George was Sergeant Major, 
A Company (C-1), Da Nang. Now, I got to know him better. I led a 
team that spent several days at each C Detachment to train the O-5Bs 
(now MOS 18E) on the Collins KWM-2—the suitcase transceiver, 
later designated AN/FRC-93—that was replacing the antiquated AN/
GRC-109. The plan was that they, in turn, would teach the “A” and 
“B” Team radio operators. George sat in the first row in our makeshift 
classroom and asked lots of questions.

As a major, I attended the College of Naval Command and Staff, 
Newport, Rhode Island, where I befriended the Army contingent’s 
advisor, Col. John B. Keeley. Upon graduation in 1972, I was assigned 
to Central Army Group (SHAPE), Mannheim, Germany. In 1973, Col. 
Keeley invited me to attend his change-of-command ceremony, 2d 
Brigade, 3rd Armored Division, Gelnhausen. On the parade field, 
standing next to Col. Keeley was Command Sergeant Major Vidrine. 
This chance encounter was highly unusual … the Army was much 
too big for such a coincidence.

My next contact with George was four years later. I was the 
Communications-Electronics Staff Officer, USAJFKSWCS, Fort 
Bragg. MG “Iron Mike” Healy is the Commanding General, and Col. 
Beckwith is the Commandant of the Special Warfare School. (I had 
met then Major Healy in Vietnam in 1964 as he was departing 5th 
Special Forces Group [Prov.] to return to the USA. It was like old 
times, but it would not last, because I would soon leave the Center 

to command the 426th Signal Battalion, 35th Signal Group, led by 
Col. Lennart Nils “Swede” Nelson who, much earlier, was the Signal 
Officer, 1st Special Forces Group, Okinawa, who visited me often 
when I commanded the Signal Company in Vietnam.

This is where the story gets really weird. I assumed command of the 
battalion in June 1976, and, at that time, the command sergeant major 
position was vacant. A few weeks into this 18-month assignment, Col. 
Nelson called to tell me that a CSM had just arrived at Fort Bragg 
and was looking for a job … he’s Infantry, not Signal Corps … his 
name is George Vidrine … do you know him … do you want him? 
Yes, Sir! George and I worked together like a well-oiled machine for 
his remaining months on active duty.

In May 1977, I designated George’s last day in uniform as “Vidrine-
in-charge” Day. Early that morning, the Battalion’s 851 officers and 
enlisted men were seated in the multipurpose York Theater as George 
recounted some of his more memorable military experiences, after 
which, as commander for a day, proclaimed that it was a training hol-
iday for everyone. The five company first sergeants took him to lunch 
and gifted him a personalized over-under shotgun. That afternoon, 
I presented him the Legion of Merit “…for exceptionally meritorious 
conduct in the performance of outstanding services to the United 
States.” George was now officially retired after having served in the 
U.S. Army for 38 years.

CSM GEORGE A. VIDRINE SR. (1924–2004):
Like A Bad Penny,
He Kept Showing Up!

CSM George A. Vidrine, Sr. (U.S. Army)
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I retired in June 1979. When my son attended ROTC Summer Camp at 
Fort Bragg in 1995, I took him to meet George, who was working for the 
Cumberland County Sheriff’s Department. Needless to say, my son was 
duly impressed with this imposing, larger-than-life individual who regaled 
him with many stories of Army life, including a few tall tales about me.

In early 2003, I learned from his wife, Ginny, that George was in 
Womack Army Hospital, Fort Bragg, having been diagnosed with 
Agent Orange. I visited him in April, and I attended his funeral the 
next year at Arlington National Cemetery on May 7, 2004.

Of course, others knew him or knew of him. On Instagram @nation 
ofpatriots4veterans:

nationofpatriots4veterans Everyone needs a 
hero... this is one you have probably never heard 
of – Command Sergeant Major (csm) George A. 
Vidrine. Unbelievable truly a life dedicated to his 
https://www.arlingtoncemetery.net/gavidrine.htm

In an interview with the Fayetteville Observer in 1985, 
Vidrine said he earned 68 service awards, including 
a Silver Star, six Bronze Stars, 10 Purple Hearts, 
six air medals, and the Legion of Merit. Thank You
November 21, 2024

On the Web, theinfidel.co describes George as “The Biggest Badass 
You’ve Never Heard Of—CSM George A. Vidrine Sr.”
(https://theinfidel.co/blogs/news/the-biggest-badass-youve-never-
heard-of-csm-george-a-vidrine-sr) 

He may have given that impression to others. To me, George epit-
omized all seven Army values. He was a gentle giant who led by 
example. He was a model soldier, professional, compassionate, 
caring, loyal, and funny. It was my honor and privilege to have known 
him for almost a half-century!  

George is in “VIP List, 2009” at the National Personnel Records 
Center, St. Louis, MO (https://www.governmentattic.org/3docs/NPRC_
VIP_List_2009.pdf). v

Read more about him at:
•	 findagrave.com: https://www.findagrave.com/memorial/49331829/

george_albert-vidrine)

•	 x.com: https://x.com/search?q=%22George%20A%20 
vidrine%22&src=typed_query&f=top — this link will take you to 
a page on X which includes posts that relate to George Vedrine.

•	 Veterans Legacy Memorial: https://www.vlm.cem.va.gov

•	 wikitree.com: A website for advanced genealogists and casual 
family historians to collaborate on a global family tree. The 
following link contains information about George Vidrine —  
https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Vidrine-491#Biography

•	 ViperHardy/RG: this link with take you to a thread about Vidrine 
on X https://x.com/HardyViper/status/1856684619560575453

•	 vidrinefamily.com: The Vidrine Family website is meant to 
provide information for those researching the history or roots 
of the Vidrine Family. The following link will take you to a page 
dedicated to George Albert Vidrine Sr.

	 https://vidrinefamily.com/rootspersona-tree/george-albert-vidrine-sr/
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Vietnamese lessons from Madame Nhu, the sister-in-law of the late 
president of Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem, while going through Special 
Forces training at Ft. Bragg, N.C. His thirst for knowledge was unending.

He was amazing, as people like me depended heavily on my S. 
Vietnamese interpreter to carry my conversation to fellow Vietnamese 
team members. Bacon could converse with them, giving him an extra 
level of trust.

During the monsoon season at FOB 1, there were intense Scrabble 
games, where he would pull esoteric words to fit the board without 
using the dictionary that we mere mortals depended on. None of 
us knew that Bacon had graduated as the Distinguished Honor 
Graduate of his Special Forces Training class 68-5 and that he had 
a photographic memory, according to SF Medic and Bacon friend 
Joe Parnar, co-author of the book SOG Medic.

NVA Sapper Attack
On Aug. 23,1968, Bacon was wounded during an NVA sapper attack 
at FOB 4 in Da Nang, where he and many SOG Green Berets had 
appeared before a promotion board on Aug. 22.

During the early morning hours of Aug. 23, as the attack raged, Bacon 
was patching up SOG men as a medic, before he was seriously 
wounded in the right shoulder/chest area. Bacon survived an attack 
that took the lives of 16 Green Berets – the highest single loss of 
Special Forces soldiers in its history.

When he returned to FOB 1, Bacon spent time helping medics in the 
dispensary while he healed from his wounds. Then he returned to 
his recon team until he was transferred to FOB 2 in Kontum in late 
1968, as the brass began to close FOB 1.

By John Stryker Meyer
Originally published by Soldier of Fortune Magazine (https://sofmag.
com/macv-sog-legend-george-washington-bacon-iii/) on August 27, 2025

When I read Soldier of Fortune Magazine recently, I was pleasantly 
surprised to see an article on a MACV-SOG legend. He was Green 
Beret medic and later CIA operative George Washington Bacon III, 
who met an untimely death in Angola at the hands of Cuban commies 
in February 1976 while working independently with a guerrilla force, 
no longer employed at the agency.

I met Bacon at one of the six top secret MACV-SOG compounds in 
S. Vietnam at FOB 1 in Phu Bai, during the summer of 1968. He soon 
impressed fellow Green Berets with how quickly he first picked up 
the dialect of the Bru Montagnard tribesmen who served in SOG.

READ MORE about George Washington Bacon III

Within a week, he was able to speak with the Bru. And, after a few 
weeks, he was speaking Vietnamese with our Vietnamese counter-
parts at FOB 1. At that time, none of us realized that Bacon had taken 

During a break in helicopter training at FOB 1 Phu Bai, George W. Bacon III clowns around with the 30 caliber machine gun on the CH-34 S. Vietnamese 
Air Force helicopter, code named Kingbee. All photos courtesy of Shannon Childers, son of Richard Childers.

In Vietnam With MACV-
SOG Legend George 
Washington Bacon III: 
A Story From Teammate ‘Tilt’
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Bacon stands in front of the Green Beret Lounge at FOB 1 Phu Bai in the 
summer of 1968, with fellow SOG recon Green Beret Chuck Willoughby. 
Bacon points to bandages from wounds he received in the morning of sapper 
attack at SOG FOB 4 base in Da Nang on Aug. 23, 1968.

George W. Bacon III is all smiles, sitting inside the Green Beret Lounge at FOB 1 Phu Bai, with Steve Bayliss, a member of SOG recon team Virginia.

A Well-Kept Secret
Another relatively well-kept fact about Bacon was that his manhood 
was “well endowed,” according to a fellow SOG recon friend. One 
day after a hot morning on base, Bacon went into the shower where 
one of the house maids was cleaning, and when he stepped under 
a shower the maid was “shocked” when she viewed his manhood, 
and said he was too well endowed for sexual intercourse or oral 
sex, just hand action.

After his tour of duty with SOG, Bacon returned to college for a 
year before applying for a job with the CIA, where he became 
employed in 1970 as a case officer. After finishing his CIA training, 
Bacon “served in Laos as a personal adviser to General Vang Pao, 
the leader of the Hmong tribesmen fighting the NVA on the Plain of 
Jars, in northern Laos.

“George was awarded the Intelligence Star, the second highest 
award for valor presented by the CIA,” according to SOG Medic, 
co-authored by Joe Parnar and Robert Dumont. v

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
John Stryker Meyer is known to friends and colleagues as “Tilt.” A 
former Green Beret, he served two tours of duty in MACV-SOG with 
RT Idaho. He is the author of a number of books, including Across 
the Fence – The Secret War in Vietnam; plus On The Ground; and 
SOG Chronicles Vol. 1. He is host of the popular podcast SOGCast: 
Untold Stories of MACV-SOG. Episodes are posted on Apple, 
Spotify and YouTube. You also can find him here, on his website.
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Connect
with SFA Chapter 78! or visit specialforces78.com/links/

Photos by James McLanahanSFA Chapter 78 Out and About

Veterans Day Youth 
Leadership Experience
American Legion Post 283 invited Chapter 78 members to the 
Veterans Day Youth Leadership Experience on November 9th 
at Bob Hope Patriotic Hall in Los Angeles. The event connected 
high school students with Special Forces veterans and military 
leaders to explore courage, character, and leadership through 
talks, mentoring, and hands-on exhibits. Keynote speaker Medal 
of Honor recipient Gary Littrell inspired attendees with his mes-
sage of service and perseverance.

At top left, Chapter 78 member and Post 283 Jr. Past Commander Jim 
Cragg prepares on stage.
Bottom left, Medal of Honor recipient Gary Littrell in front of a screen 
displaying key terms in his presentation
Bottom left, left to right, on stage are three West Point officials, including 
CPT Ryan Barrios, a Signal Corps Officer and West Point computer 
science graduate with experience in Middle East operations and 
tech leadership; LTC Erin S. Fritzler, Commander of the Los Angeles 
Recruiting Battalion, a West Point graduate and Army leader with over 
20 years’ experience in military police and leadership development; CPT 
Dean Smith, an active-duty infantry officer, a West Point graduate, and 
a former collegiate boxing champion who has demonstrated operational 
leadership in Europe; and Jim Cragg speaking on the three factors for 
forming a foundation for growth—mindset, awareness, and preparation.
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