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A helicopter on a low-level mission in Vietnam

A Vietnam Report

Death on a Sampan

By Helen Emmerich

Chronicle Foreign Service

Saigon

The first time I saw the Viet-
namese, he was- standing below us
drifting in a sampan, arms oul-
streiched, a broad grin on his up-
turned face.

The next time I saw him.yhis body

was slumped across the sampan, sec-
onds before it slipped into the water.
The last time I saw him, he was
chunks of flesh mixed with splinters
of sampan, bobbing gently in the red
stained rice paddy. _
About 200 empty machine gun

shell casings littered the deck of
our helicopter where the left gunner
sat.

We were on a Department of the
Army photo mission, {lying over
Chau Duc Province, taking films of
canals, highways and mountain
areas and along inside the Cambo-
dian border, for use by artillery
schools in the United States.

By midmorning we had photo-
graphed severa] targets before drop-
ping down to refuel on a Navy ship.
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[dressed in black and green
' clothing and were “atfempt-

American helicopters 2t- ing to evade.” he said.

tween Americal troops and
elements of the Second Divi-
sion of the North Vietnamese

i
1

ills 14

flared 16 miles wesl and 18
miles south of Saigon, with 42
enemy reported killed by |

|
|
|
|
|
|
1

tacked a group of civilian
with rockets and machine
gun fire after wmistaking
them for Viet Cong, killing
14 and wounding seven,

the United States com-
mand said vesterday.
The accident. which oc¢-

curred Tuesday 25 miles
west of Tam Ky, capital of
northern Quang Tin prov-
ince. is being investigated. a
spokesman said.

The Vietnamese were sus-
pected of being Viet Cong by
Americal Division helicopter
crews because they were

“battles and skirmishes

A team of American mili-
‘\tary advisers who went into
i the area later discovered that
112 men and two. women were
ikilled and seven men wound-
ced.

' The helicopter atlack was
. the second such incident in a
little more than a week. Sev-
en South Vietnamese civilians
were killed and 17 wounded
in a U.S. helicopter raid Sep-
tember 16 in the Mekong Del-
ta south of Saigon.

The latest incident oc-
cwred in a region which has
been the scene of several
he-

army.

Elsewhere. South Vietnam-
ese spokesmen said Com-
munist forces killed one c¢ivil-
ian and wounded another
about midnight Thursday in
an attack on a hamlet near
Duc Thanh, about 65 miles
southwest of Saigon.

A US. Armytransport
helicopter was shot down by
ground fire Thursday about
1120 miles southwest of Sai-
i gon. a communique reparted.
| It said the crew escaped
| without injury.

i Lale yesterday fire fights

I

U.S. troops backed by heli-
copters. |

The U.S. Command said 26!
enemy soldiers were killed in |
one battle along the rim of |
the Mekong Delta south of !
the capital at a cost of two!
American Ninth Infantry Di-|
vision soldiers wounded. |

West of Saigon, troops of
the U.S 8nd Airborne Bri-
gade ran into an estimated 20
enemy soldiers and killed 16,
the U.S. Command said. It
reported American losses
were two men Kkilled and four
wounded.

Reuters end U.P..
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From Page 1

The Department of Army pho-
tographer cupped his hands
over his ears, shouting ovel!
the roar of the rotors, “I saw |
a Vietnamese in a sampan, i
wearing a headset—we're go-|
ing back to look for him . . .” I

[ thought that was a little,
far out. How could he singlei
out a particular Vletnamose,
oul of all of those people in|
the sampans, passing oadm
and forth in the rice paddies f
helow. Some time passed and |
I forgot all about the Viet-|
namese and the headset. Wei
continued to film targets. ‘

Quite unexpectedly. hof
helicopter began to circle, |
dropping to 500 feet, then 250.
We started circling over the
Vietnamese in a sampan, !
who looked up to us with his
arms outstretched, smiling. !
He was wearing a powder
blue spert shirt hanging over |
darker pants. He looked to be
about 16 to 20 years old.

THE KILL

We continued to circle f{ov
a couple of minutes, then
dropped to about 50 feet.
Quite abruptly. the left rear
gunner opened up with his
60 mm. machine gun. We
made four or five more
passes, until there was noth-
ing left but splinters of the
boy and the sampan.

There were no doors on the
helicopter, front or back; no
seat belts except for the pi-
lots’. T had been standing
hack of the pilots. leaning out
the left side above where the
Department of Army photoz-
rapher sat.

I looked back at the cap-
tain. who had also gone along
for the ride — he was on the
hack seal, standing up fock-
ing — holding his camera in
his hands.

T leaned over to the pilot -—
“Why did we pick him oui?”
te told me he’d explain
when we landed and asked
me if ’d like to have hmo"’
at Chau Duc Special Force:
Camp.

# * b

‘Captain Bruce Brenneman
‘walked with e from the hel-
dcopter pad to where a hole
in the barbed wire perimeter
led to a path to the special
forces camp. He was shaking
his head back and forth
“God, that withered me.”

“Why did they do it? Why
did they just pick him out, go
down and blast him io
pieces?”

Brenneman looked at me
~1 don’t know why they shot

Chim: T thought we were in &
cease fire.”

“Even if we weren't, why
did we kill someone w ho was
not firing on us . . " 1 was
asking myself as weH as
Brenneman.

Brenneman said perhaps
we ought not to tell anyone,
since it wasn’t cléar how the
cease fire stood. I asked him
it he got any pictures. He
said he wasn’t sure, that he
thought he’d run out of fiim

LOTHING

[ asked our pilot., WOL
David Boden. if he would be
ticked off if I asked him
some questions. He said no.

“Would you please tell me
why we shot up that kid?”

1 asked my rear gunner if
he looked like a VC. The gun-
ner has been here for months
and he said he thought he
looked like a VC. The man
“had a uniform on.”

“Come on, Mr. Boden. He
had on a plain, ordinary
sport shirt. Why did we di-
vert from a photo mission to
kill a Vietnamese who wasn’t
firing on us?”

“The photographer told me
he thought he saw one AK or
SK rifle and mavbe the huit
of another under the bhoat
seat.” Boden locked at his
hands and I looked at Boden.
He could not have been much
older than the man we’d just
shot. A cleancut, American
young man. with a hint of a

{blond moustache  struasling
tor growth on his upper lip.

j ANGRY ]
| UThen why didn’t we 20 |
fdowu and pick him up — or*
.w]l one of the Navy boats. |
might have been good in-!
telligence.” :
| Boden locked at me. {inally
- “We couldn’t land in that!
ater. Besides, 1 have a €O,
1 who 15,
He told us to!

i (commandin

|

|
i

a West Pointe
imever pick up a

Lm he wasn't shooting at
Sus—""

“Listen, I had mv ship shoi !
out from under e two days
fago. So did two buddies of
mine.” Boden was getiing!
ticked ¢!,

“Where was this?” ‘_

“In a landing zone. Wel
were malking troop iﬂser-i
‘tions.” !

“But thal’s conventionall
warfare. You can expect {o|
get shol at anytime you ""0'
to an LZ. There’s no com-!
‘ison here.” :
“That VO had plenty ol
lime to L'iam an 1D card. or
to hold up a rifle to show he.
was friendl,\a Besides. the:
tphotographer saw him move
Hhis feet to kick a rifle out of
(the wav—"" Now he was an-|

nvone—""

int
pai

The kid was standing in!

the short end of the hoat. If
;he had kicked he would have,
|pusied whatever was there:
cout Into the empty end of the!
 heat--" ]
. Look.” ‘i’oden was stand-
7in°‘ new. I had a buddy shot!
rdown the other day when he’
‘ww( to take a look—"

CAIN right. Mr. Boden.” 1)
jsald. “ome more question. |
tWhy did we make so many |
m“ ses after it was clear he,

as dead. Why did we have |
t shoot him until there Was |
Inothing ieft?”

ool saw the fest bullets g0 |
Jinto his head. He slipped
over and started to swim. |
"You know how those V( are !
~~~~~ they never give up.” ;
I gave up. for the moment.
(Dwas afraid to question him
any further.. We still had a
(mission to complete. which’
rwe did in ominous areas of!
o man's land — long. dark

How sweeps through twisting
cvallevs in the mouniains, Un- |
‘questionably, this land be-:
longed to Chariie. He could!
have shot al us anytime..
Jfrom any one of the nmoun- |
t tains above us.
f We arrvived back al Can{
(Tho at 3 p.m. T went fo myl
i voom to think. I knew I had a
sstory but I needed more an-|
L swers. 1
; * oK & ‘

i
i
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Wednesday morning T ook
pa list ool questions o the
‘press cenfer downstairs. |
i They made a couple of )h(mu
icalls and said 1 had a 2 2 p.m.
,appomtment at intelligence
tand a 2:20 appointment (-M
Loperations. both of !hn 1(74’11'

¢

icopter Company.

Inielligence was wauilin g]
or me, The off 1(ex scanned |
he questions and handed
hem back 1o me. “Oh, vou
lon’t want to talk to me, you
want operations.”

At operations several offi-
cers read my questions,
stared at me through gl:
windows, came back. let
again, came back again. ‘Ewn
said. “‘Sorry. the answers 10'
vour questions is pII\f][(””dI
information which could oan{
be given out by MACV in Sai- |

* Kx ok

Laier that afterncen Cap-
fain Raymond Cuaneen:
called to say he would be in-|
vestigating the ‘“incident.”|
Would I get together - w1r1|
him in the vrmmmo I

A short time later .xchun
Brenneman called to say he
hiad been vouted out of béd toj
answer questions. T don’t
Kknow anything: about the!
shooting.” he told me, !
cowldn’t see anything.” i
an to get the feeling T
as taking on the whole U.S. |

5:90 a major called me|
ihe vilot had reported |
ng two rifles under the
seat. that he shot the Vietr
1amese after he had made
‘m Covert move.”

Mow, there were {wo rifles.
‘The major invited me 1o
iave a drink that evening at:
Lie downlown vitla he shared
vith 50 other officers.

I joined the major and his
friends at the villa. They
talked for more {han an hour
on aceidents. how most acei-
dents looked worse than they
asually are. To a maean. they
each had an accident story to |
tell. T had two drinks and
lefl. There was no doubt in
my mind I was being given
a hint. T hadn't seen what
happened tha

1
i
'
{

3

{ morning. !




* * *
Thursday, 1 received a call !
that the Meeting with Cap- |
tain Cunneen had heen post- |
poned until 7 p.m. Friday.

Friday. I received a ‘“Let-
ter of Notification” telling |
me to appear at the 164th|
Aviation Group Conference
Room to discuss ‘‘facts and |
circumstances  surrounding |
the shooting of o suspected!
VO The letler suggested 1
have the right to an ati'or'neﬁf?
if T so desired. 1 did not de-
sive. !

The questions I had uskedj
ealier were in Captain Cun-|
neen’s hands: ““What are the
ground rules for shootin gi
when not being fired on?|
What are the ground J'des;
for tlaking a suspect alive? |
Was it a cease [lire? Was it a |
free fire zone? Did the vilot!
have permission to {ire? Was |
the shooting reported?”

There were two carbon)
copies of two statements on{
the conference table. :

The first read: ~On 11!
Seplember, 1969, at 1500
hours, I called the 44th Spe-|
cial Tactical Zone and talked |
to Capt. McDavit, in rei’er-i
ence to the shooting. He said!
it was most probable that the :
target was either VC or NVA
in coordinates WS 023 744, He
added that the aircraft com-
mander should have contact-
ed Chau Duc Province but
that under the normal rules
of engagement, the shooting
was justified.” This was
signed by Cunneen.

ENGAGEMENT’

“The normal rules of en-
gagement” caught my eye —
it takes two to engage. No,
one had engaged us. i

‘The second statemenl.
signed by a Captain Michael
J. Arruli, read: :

“On 9 September. 1969,

WOI David Boden had a mis-
sion to report to Can Tho
Soccer Field. He was to fly a |
photo team. A Captain;
Brenneman was to give him
a briefing and tell him where
to fly.

“Upon return from his mis-
sion he reported one (1) KBA
(killed by action) vicinity co-
ordinates WS 023 749. Ie had
received fire from a male in!
a biue uniform. approximate
age 20 years. The individual
was carrying an AK (AK-47
automaltic rifle) with move -
weapons in the botlom of the
sampan. :

“Boden received permis-;
sion frorn his hackseat to re-
turn fire. These are the true
facts to the best of my knowi- |
edge.” !

An the boat. Did you see
i them?™

WEAPONS |

My mind raced as I read:t
these two pieces of testimo- |
ny, marked exhibit 1 and ex- |
hibit H.

Now. there were three
weapons, plus one in the uni- |
formed VC’s hand. Now, the
pilot had received permission
to fire from Captain Brenne-
man. senior officer ahoard.
known as the backseat. Cap-
tain Brenneman had told me
he knew nething of the acei-
dent, had explained at Chay !
Duc that he didn’t know why
the gunner shot the Vietnam. |
ese. had called me on the
phone to say he couldn’t see
the shooting. did not have a |
headset on to communicate |
with the pilot.

1 really felt alone.
Cunneen asked each of us,
including the Department of |
Army photographer. S. Sgt. |
Hector Robertin, and co-piloLl
Virgil Bensen to write g|
statement. 1 gave him thef
three-page. single-spaced. |
typewritten statement I had |
made for my own informa- |
tion on arrival home from |
the mission. |

|
‘SHOOTING' . |

J
1
|
i

One by one, Cunneen called |
us into a private office. had |
us raise our right hand and |
swear to tell the truth. He |
asked me if I'd ever been on .
a helicopter that had been
shot at. f‘

“Many times. Captain Cun- ‘
neen. but this wasn’t one of
them.” |

“Can you describe the uni- |
form the man was wearing?”’ |

“He was wearing an ordi—?
nary blue sports shirt.” i

“Is it possible you may not |
have heard the shooting?” |

“Remotely. but therc is an.
other point I'm not clear on |
— when I have been in helj- |
copters that received fire |
in all instances, we immedi- |
ately went to altitude. Not so
on Tuesday morning. We |
made several twrns over this |
Vietnamese, descending low- |
er and lower, and reached 50 |
feet — we made several{
turns before the gunner |
opened up. The photographer |
never stopped taking pic- ]
tures. although his feet were |
hanging over the left side of§
the helicopter. Don’t you im-
agine he would have made
some effort to move if we |
had been fired at?” ;

FILM

“There were several rif]est‘

!
|
H
i
I

|
“No. but from the begin- |

ning there was only thei

. chance of a rifle and the butt
jof another — now there’sf
jone in his hand and at least |

three in the boat . . .» |

“You were sitting on the |
right band side. How could |
you see?” f

I explained again where 1!
was standing — "It is possi- |
ble. as it was for everyone. |
thal T lost my vantage point |

when we made a 180-degree .
turn —" )
I have statements from |
four people who say the heli-
copter was fired on by a uni-
formed VC —
~ “Captain Cunneen, I would |
love to be proved wrong. Ag |
early as Tuesday, I suggest- |
ed the film be looked af — it |
is all there on film.” :

“The film has been sent {o .
Washington — it would {ake
30 davs.”

* A K

Later, back in (he confer- .
ence room, Cunneen looked i
at us. saying: - i

“1 think we will all agree
that the VC was an eligible.
that is he was over 16-18. He
was wearing a blue uniform.
Although that isn’t always
the case. We've shot them
wearing just aboul every-
thing. from uniforms to old
clothes.”

“Now." Cunneen contin-
ued. “'this is a hot area. Any-
one could be and probably is
VC or NVA. I'm convinced
WOL Boden used good judg-
ment. This is not a free five
area. In a free fire area. for
instance. everyone is fair
game. The other day one of
,our pilots saw a couple in a
sampan. Probably just a cou-
ple of peasants but in a free
fire zone. He got permission
from his back seat to fire, He
went down and shot the area
around the sampan. The man
jumped out. He pursued and
killed the man — but allowed
ithe woman to live. You see.
jeven in a free fire zone we
;don’t kill them all.”

ZONE

I looked at the young mar
talking. Cunneen lookes
about 23 or 24 years old
-square and stock, handsom
‘and blonde. But I couldn’t be-
lieve what he was saying.

“Then please tell me. was
this a [ree fire zone?” |
asked.

“No.” Cunneen said. Thi:
is a limited fire zone. Tha!
means the decision to shoot
is up to the pilot's discretior
or up to the senior in the
back seat.”

“That means we can kil
one at any time -7
neen turned to Brenne
man. Do you have iyihin
to ada?”




renndman répe
statement. °



