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by some of the old hands. In one cave, my group 
managed to capture an NVA soldier. He had resolutely 
defended his cave and shot frequently at infantrymen 
as they approached its entrance. The enemy was told 
that we would torlure them, so they would never 
surrender. 

Before entering each cave, I had a council of war 
with my fellow cave rats. We were discussing how to 
silence the enemy soldiers when one of the First 
Cavalry soldiers, hearing of our plans, ran into the 
cave, apparently to attempt to talk the soldiers into 
surrender. He went about 80 feet into the cave when 
the NVA shot h i .  We could hear his cries for help. 

We went into the cave after him, and our Vietnam- 
ese interpreter (on loan from G5) went in with us and 
told the enemy that were in the cave solely to rescue 
the wounded soldier. The soldier believed us because 
he did not fire at us as we rescued the wounded soldier 
and got him out of the cave to a waiting medic. 

We needed to interrogate a live prisoner so, using a 
flamethrower we'd brought along, we sent a stream of 
flame shooting alongside the NVA soldier. It didn't 
take him long to begin talking. Although he claimed to 
be a "rice carrier," his uniform and demeanor spoke 
NVA. He had no weapons, but going back into the 
cave, I quickly found an SKS carbine. I don't know 
what happened to him after that, but he was talking up 
a storm as he was flown out on the helicopter. 

Although danger is a ready companion to those 
working in caves and tunnels, there are some lighter 
sides as well. In one cave complex we explored, the 
cave mute suddenly turned into five separate tunnel 
passageways. Since only three men were in the team, 
it was thought that it would be easier to use CS gas to 
prep the five tunnel openings and learn if any NVA 
were ahead. 

A box of CS grenades was procured and roped down 
to us. Each member had a pile of CS grenades and tossed 
them into the tunnel opening as fast as the pins could be 
pulled. As a result of all this frantic tossing, a mammoth 
cloud of white CS smoke engulfed us with visibility 
similar to that of looking through milk. We got out of 
the tunnel fast. 

The infantry support had pulled back a bit from the 
entrance when the clouds of white smoke began to 

billow out of the cave opening. They saw the team 
rapidly exit the tunnel and run for the nearest water. 
Luckily there was a small pond nearby and all three of 
us jumped in. The CS was affecting our bodies where 
sweat had accumulated, and it was getting rather 
uncomfortable. The sky troopers of the 1st Cavalry 
didn't help us at first. They were laughing too hard to 
do anything. 

Another incident, while not funny at the time, grew 
so over the years. It was the team's first use of a flame 
thrower to prepare tfre cave opening for entrance. Two 
members of the team crawled up to the opening with 
the flame thrower and proceeded to douse the opening 
with a sheet of flame. 

Unfortunately, the cave had a sharp turn to the left, 
so the flame, in effect, bounced off the wall and came 
back through the opening. I was observing the opera- 
tion from farther up the hill and as I watched the flame 
come out of the tunnel, it went right over the prone 
bodies of the flame team. I thought they were "toast," ) 
but as luck would have it, the team was hugging the 
ground after tiring the shot and were not injured as the 
flame stream passed over their heads. We learned the 
hard way that it is much safer to shoot the fuel in first, 
then light it. 

During another cave expedition, the team came to 
the field with a new M79 CS round. We were always 
game to try something new, so I borrowed an M79 
from the infantry. Before going up to the cave entrance, 
the infantry commander asked me if he should pull 
back his unit. They had no protective masks and could 
be doused with the CS. Given the size of the round, I 
didn't think anything so small could produce much CS. 
I told him to hang around because we would be going 
in as soon as the CS dissipated. 

I fued the round into the cave and within seconds, 
a huge billow of white CS smoke came pouring out of 
the entrance, engulfing not only my team but the 
infantry as well. We both fell back to safer and higher 
ground coughing and crying. My team was persona 
non grata with the infantry for a few days. 

Cave exploring in Vietnam was often a dirty busi- 
ness. Sometimes we worked in caves for several days. 
When the team boarded the helicopter for a return to f l  \ 
the base camp, I had the bird land outside in the village 
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next to Landing Zone Two Bits. There we enjoyed a 
hot shower and a cold beer while our clothes and boots 
were cleaned. When we walked thmugh the front gate, 
we looked like good dragon soldiers standing tall. 

In all the caves we explored, we found a lot of 
equipment, but few of the enemy. The team captured 
only one NVA soldier. I might have bagged another, 
hut the people at the top kept yelling for me to return 
to the surface. Finally I did. 

When the team exited the cave entrance, one lone 
helicopter (engine running) remained of the infantry 
company and its helicopters that had been there when 
we went underground. The helicopter crew said the 

company had been called to another area and had only 
15 minutes of fuel remaining. Had we not come to the 
surface when we did, the walk hack to LZ Evans would 
have been a bit long. 

Nearly three decades after my tunnel rat days, I can 
still remember much of those adventures. I do so 
because I worked with good soldiers who volunteered 
to go deep underground in search of the enemy. Work- 
ing with these men is something I will always treasure. 

As a tunnel rat, I made almost every mistake in 
tunnel exploitation that a soldier can make. Perhaps 
my experience will help future tunnel rats not make 
the same mistakes. 
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AU-African-American Chemical Units include the date and units involved. 

The 71st Chemical Battalion was an All-Africa- Tunnel Rats 
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makes little, if any, mention of the use of smoke other (205) 848-4615, DSN 865-4615. Write me at my 

than to mark targets. Does any CCRA member know e-mail address: wrightb@mcclellan-emIs.anny.mil 

January 1998 29 




