SLIDE AMVETS  Of the last 41 Names on the Viet Nam wall, the bodies of 17 of them were left behind in Koh Tang Cambodia.

SLIDE logo In the spring of 1975, the Vietnam War was supposedly over.  But on May 12th, 1975, just two weeks after the evacuation of the U.S. Embassy in Saigon, elements of the Cambodian, Khmer Rouge Navy captured the S.S. MAYAGUEZ; SLIDE US SHIP a U.S. flagged, unarmed merchant ship.  The MAYAGUEZ was in international waters with a crew of forty, when it came under fire.  She was captured and taken to a little island 27 miles off the coast of Cambodia called Koh Tang.  SLIDE – THE RESCUE  As she was being boarded, they got out a SOS that set things in motion.  President Ford ordered immediate action be taken.  SLIDE –TIME FORD   There was great concern that if the crew of the MAYAGUEZ were taken to the mainland, their rescue would be extremely difficult.  


SLIDE –MAYAGUEZ STORY  As a result, a hastily thrown together operation was rushed into action with totally incorrect intelligence.  SLIDE –THE LAST FIRE FIGHT   The battle plan was based on this bad intelligence and to make things worse required joint operations between units that had never trained together. SLIDE –THE WALL  This resulted in the deaths of forty-one U.S. servicemen, who hold the dubious honor of being the last forty-one names on the Vietnam Memorial Wall.


SLIDE –2/9 PATCH  The only ground troops in the area were Marines on Okinawa, Japan. I was literally 3 days out of boot camp and assigned to SLIDE –Golf sign  Golf Company in 2nd Battalion 9th Marines. We were the "Ready" unit and was called into action. We were given 30 minutes to gear-up for the 5 hour ride to Kadena Air Base in southern Okinawa. I hadn’t even been issued a rifle yet so went to the armory and the armor handed me a M16 that looked like it had been well used and abused and I thought then I wondered if it even worked. After the ride to Kadena, we were onboard Air Force C-141s and flown 2000 miles to Uttapo Air Force base in Thailand,   SLIDE –UTTAPO 1 We were quickly formed up on the tarmac and issued live ammunition. SLIDE – UTTAPO 2  Up until that moment my platoon leaders had been saying all along that this was just an alert and they had been on alert several times in the last 2 months. 
I’m beginning to wonder though, They had just spent a bunch of money flying a battalion of Marines halfway around the world and they don’t pass out live ammo for alerts.  We still had no clue what was going on or why we were there but most of us hadn't had any sleep for about 30 hours now…
      SLIDE -MAYAGUEZ  Intelligence had the crew being held on Koh Tang Island, with the MAYAGUEZ being anchored just off shore. They also told us they thought there was 20-25 fisherman/militia defending the Island with just small arms. SLIDE –MAP 1   There were no maps available of the island.  Our command staff took a small airplane and flew over the island and took some pictures with a 35mm camera and when the got back came up with a battle plan.  SLIDE -ISLAND   .  Koh Tang is mostly dense jungle.  The only place helicopters could land were on two very small strips of beach on the northern end of the island. SLIDE –MAP 2  The assault would require a two hour trip from U-Tapao, Thailand to Koh Tang utilizing the only large helicopters in Southeast Asia, U.S. Air Force HH-53’s; SLIDE –CH53  called Jolly Green Giants. Its the same aricraft that the President uses today Called Marine One. SLIDE –CH53-2 These helicopters and their crews were from special operations and search and rescue squadrons and had no experience inserting Marines into assault operations, but they were the only helicopters available that could fly the distances involved. 
I was feeling pretty confident about he mission… A reinforced Battalion, roughly 500 Marines put on a Island against 20 fisherman/ militia types. I liked those odds, were going to be ok.

SLIDE – Golf company   With the exception of our senior officers and a few staff NCO’s, our Company had no combat experience.  The C.I.A. intelligence reports were grossly inaccurate. SLIDE – Marine logo  Instead of less than twenty lightly armed fishermen, it was later learned that Cambodia and Vietnam were arguing over who owned the island and the island was now defended by a reinforced battalion of over four hundred heavy armed, experienced troops. 
SLIDE – Helo  I was on the 1st helicopter to land on the West Beech, we took off for the 2 hr flight as we were supposed to land before daylight.  Because of Washington Delays we took off late and as we approached the island the sun popped out which ruined the element of surprise.  As we came into the landing zone we started hearing some popping sounds, loud snaps. It only took a few seconds to realize that the noises we were hearing were bullets going thru the aircraft.  By now the sun was shining bright and with every round that went thru there was a new beam of light streaming thru the aircraft. By the time he sat the aircraft down we were already pretty shot up, the rear gunner motioned for us to get out and you can imagine our hesitation...  but about that time another bullet came thru and hit a fuel line and it started spraying fluid all over the inside… which happens to be the universal sign for get  the heck out of there… 

We exited to a beach covered in tall grass under extremely heavy fire. The Helo struggled to  take off and only made it 5-600 yards and sat down in the water, tipped over and sank.
 My sgt was standing in the tall grass pointing to where he wanted his troops to deploy but I was looking at the hooch with the enemy shooting at him. SLIDE –hooch  I stood up and with my M16 on full auto pulled the trigger and all I got was one round. Shells don’t eject.

 It shoots 1 round and then the gun has to be broken down and the empty shell casing has to be pried out of the chamber, put back together and reloaded... Welcome to the Marine Corps   OORah…

The next three helos that try to land receive so much gun & rocket fire that they have to abort and that included the command staff chopper with all our radio equipment.
SLIDE –CRASHED 53  As bad as things were on the West beach were I was, The East beach was even worse. It was an immediate disaster.  The Cambodians using heavy machine guns SLIDE –CRASHED #2 literally blasted the first two helicopters in on East Beach right out of the sky.  The first one in exploded in a gigantic fireball that blew off the front end of the chopper.  It crash landed in about five feet of water, resulting in thirteen killed and thirteen more swimming out to sea to avoid being shot by the Khmer Rouge. No one knew there were any survivors and they treaded water for over 3 hours SLIDE -SWIMMERS  before a destroyer discovered them by accident and rescued them    The second chopper in on East Beach had its tail rotor blown off with a RPG and twenty Marines and the Air Force crew of five, several of whom were wounded, ran to the beach where they took cover in some rocks.  SLIDE –logo  They would remain isolated there the next 10 hours.  They could have been easily overrun, but the experienced Khmer Rouge used them for bait where they were able to severely damage several more helicopters thought the day, who attempted to rescue them.




SLIDE – DAMAGED HELO  Several more choppers tried to land, including our command staff helo.  It was so shot up that it had to head back to Uttappo. It also crashed before it made it back. 

It wasn’t till 55 minutes later at 7:AM, that another chopper was finally able to land and offload some very needed reinforcements to us.  Several were shot and severely wounded. SLIDE – DAMAGED HELO 2   We would not receive any more reinforcements for two and a half hours.
While all this was going on the Air Force decided they were going to drop a Blue82 or Daisy Cutter 15000 lbs.. Bomb. SLIDE –C-130  This is the largest non-nuclear bomb in its arsenal. It is used to clear landing zones in the forest. This thing is so huge that they roll it out the back of a C130 on a pallet and a parachute opens and it floats down. As it was coming down about 2000 yards away we thought it was resupply for us and were mad that they missed our landing zone and the enemy was going to get our supplies and then it went off... I have never felt anything that powerful since.  The earth shook, it sucked the air right out of you and rained toothpicks for 10 minutes.

SLIDE Logo- For the next few hours things quieted down, I don't know if they needed to regroup after the bomb or what the deal was but we were finally able to land some choppers and get some supplies and get wounded off the island. During this quiet time I was able to acquire a working M16.
SLIDE -Crew– At about noon we found out that the crew of the Mayaguez had been recovered and was never on the Island they sent us to... when we attacked Koh Tang, the Cambodians realized it wasn't a bluff and the released the crew.

Now the mission completely changes, it goes from a rescue mission to getting us off the island.  The biggest problem was the number of helicopters available. SLIDE – CORAL SEA  The aircraft carrier CORAL SEA had been steaming towards Koh Tang all day and was about a half-hour away, so the  Air Force helos could drop us off on the carrier instead of the four-hour round trip to Thailand and back.
At about 5pm it was decided that they really needed to get us off the Island. SLIDE –logo They knew once they started they had to finish because with 200 on the Island they still outnumbered us 3 to 1 but as each load was removed those odds got substantially worse.  
I know things now that I didn’t 38 years ago.  Knowing all the facts, there is no way that I should be standing here this morning. There should be many more names on The Vietnam Wall from this mission. I believe its only by the grace of God that got us off that Island.
There are 200 Marines on the Island that 12 Helicopters brought in. Of those 12, 10 were either shot down, destroyed or out of service… This leaves 2 birds to get 200 Marines off the Island. 
Back in Thailand they are listening to the radio traffic on the island and knew we were toast.  There was a helo crew that earlier that day had lost their bird but saw another hh-53 on the tarmac and he asked why it wasn’t flying. The answer was that is wasn’t air worthy, It was Red Tagged. They ordered it fueled, and said if it could hover,  they were going to take it. There were some words exchanged but in the end it hovered and they took off for Koh Tang with out orders and against regulations flying a red tagged aircraft. Now we have 3 Aircraft to get 200 marines out. It is now getting dark and this aircraft known as Knife51 flew right to the island and picked up 41 Marines and headed to the Coral Sea.
Right behind him was Jolly 44 who picked up 40 marines and as he was coming in he had the advantage of night vision. As he is loading he realized that he might not have enough time to go to the aircraft carrier and back before we get overrun. So he takes off and makes a decision that saved my and many lives.  SLIDE Holt  He contacts a little destroyer that was circling the island,  the USS Holt and tells them that he is going to drop off this load and go back for another right away. They basically tell him it can’t be done that he is way too big for them, Jolly 44 says he will come in at an angle and keep 50% power on his rotors as not to crush the landing pad. ,so while the ship is moving, in complete darkness, with His rotor blades about 6 feet from the conning tower, he unloads 40 Marines out of the side gunners door. .  An incredible feat of flying.
SLIDE Helo interior shot While he was dropping off his Marines Jolly 43 goes in and he removes 54 Marines which is over double the normal capacity of the aircraft and heads for the Coral Sea.
By this time Jolly 44 who just unloaded on the little Destroyer comes in for his second load and picks up another 34 and this time he heads for the Coral Sea also.

There were now twenty-nine Marines left including me. SLIDE Logo  As we pulled back our perimeter, the enemy moved forward into the fighting positions we had worked so hard to build. We waited about 15 minutes, which seemed like hours to be picked up… It was really intense, our last radio took a round and now we didn’t have any communication with the Helo coming in to get us...  Its been 40 hours since we have had any rest.  I’m completely spent but absolutely wired at the same time. There are huge holes in our perimeter, 20-30 yards between each position now and truth be known it’s so dark I couldn’t see them coming thru the lines if they did.  The Jungle is very dark during the day and when the sun goes down, its just plain black. The enemy would pop a flare now and then and that really made things worse because as the flare come floating down, they create moving shadows and the jungle seemed to come alive. You could hear them creeping up on our positions. We didn’t have flashlights, it was the muzzle flash from the guns that was our only light.
A runner came around and informed us that the next chopper was the last one. He told us when we heard it land,  empty our guns into the jungle and beet feet to the chopper. Again it was so dark we were told to run to the sound.   It finally arrived,  I emptied my gun and headed for the chopper. After about 3 steps a grenade exploded to my front right, knocking me clear off my feet. You ever heard the stories of a chicken having it head cut off and it still runs around, I can relate to that… I was so wound up that my adrenaline didn’t even let me slow down, I was back on my feet in no time. I knew I was hurt but couldn’t tell how bad.   All I know is that I’m not going to miss that Helo… To dark to see and I have a concussion and I can’t hear anything either. By the time I reached the chopper, I don’t know if my feet are even touching the ground I’m going so fast. The chopper don’t have any lights on because that just gives the Cambodians something to aim at… my left foot hit the ramp but my right one misses and I plant my head right into the side of the bird… They dragged me into the chopper and took off at 9:10pm, 14 hours after I had landed, finishing the longest day of my life.

SLIDE Memorial 1  A few days later on the Coral Sea, We had a memorial Service for those who gave the ultimate sacrifice. We were not able to recover any of the bodies that died that day.  In the last couple of years the JTF SLIDE  JTF DIG  has been working very hard to recover those left behind. Several members of the KohTang Mayaguez Vets SLIDE DIG STAFF have went back to Koh Tang with the JTF helping dig, looking for our lost Brothers. As a result, Just two weeks ago, SLIDE ARLINGTON on the 38th Anniversary of our mission, 13 of the 17 we were missing were laid to rest at Arlington National Cemetery. SLIDE CASKET The families involved requested a common grave. SLIDE FLAGS2 Those Marines had fought and died together and had been taking care of each other for 37 years now. SLIDE ORDERS  They wanted to keep them together. SLIDE SALUTE. 
The Ceremony at Arlington would have made all of you  proud. SLIDE BAND There were approximately 350 people in attendance, Family members, Koh Tang Vets, All the different service groups, like the Amvets, American Legion, Viet Nam vets of America  SLIDE PATRIOT RIDERS and many of the Patriot Guard Riders who have done so much for the Koh Tang Vets as we have been bringing our missing home.. SLIDE FLAGS Arlington pulled out all the stops and brought in the Presidents own Marine Corps Band, SLIDE DRILL TEAM  The Marine Drill team from 8th & I, SLIDE HURST and The horse drawn hurst. It was a very moving experience. 
The comments over the years have been very interesting… Only in Washington can can you throw together a plan, Order in the Marines, have 70% of your forces killed or wounded and call it a astounding success. 

I have been asked several times in my life whether it was worth it? We lost 41 men to save a boat,  and a crew of 40...

It has to be.  Americans , no matter where they are in the world need to know that when in distress , they can count on their country to come to their aid.  That's what we train for. That's what we do.
Can I have the  Veterans Please stand if you can for a moment.  

You may have seen this before but it is so true. This is a description of what a veteran is. SLIDE Veteran saying
 “A Veteran – whether active duty, discharged, retired, or reserve – is someone who, at one point in his life, wrote a blank check made payable to “ The United States of America,” for an amount of “up to, and including his life.”

Please help me thank them. Thank you for your service to our country.       

We can never forget the significance of Memorial Day, To never forget those who have unselflishly given their lives so that we can live in a free country.

It is an honor and a privilege to be here today, God Bless you all, and God Bless the United States of America.  SLIDE Final Slide
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