Mortar Platoon fire of August 6-7, 1969

A senior 1LT, | was assigned on July 16, 1969 asgany Commander, Headquarters
Company, 1 Battalion, 77 Armor, the tank battalion in"1Brigade &' Infantry Division
(Mech), located on LZ Nancy in Quang Tri Provindetdam. The subject incident
happened on the night of August 6, 1969, four desfere my date of rank (DOR) to
Captain. The 4.2" (107mm) mortar platoon was |latak@vn the side of a ravine below my
'hooch’. The vehicle path went by my place, theD&achment’s tent, the base Chapel on
the east, and the HQ Tank Section tent and Heatdggs&ompany Motor Pool on the west,
and down the hill to the south. The mortar plate@s providing supporting illumination
fire for the Scout (Recon) Platoon, which reportedtact with an enemy patrol west of LZ
Nancy. It was late, maybe 11pm, when, as the tangeed, the #4 gun emplacement fired
over its own ammo bunker, and muzzle sparks st fire. The extremely volatile excess
propellant wafershad been discarded on the dirt floor, rather gwfrly stowed in the
covered pit.

| ran down the hill and joined mortar crew membgh® were trying to put out the fire using
shovels, throwing dirt, etc. A large road constiarcwater tankeroperated by a Navy
Seabee called Jake (CM1 Milford Marvin Tognazjiname barreling up and stopped near
the mortar bunker and vehicle. By this time, th€0& gun carrier vehicle (an armored
Personnel Carrier similar to an M113) was alsoign fPointing to the hose reel at the back,
the Seabee yelled, “Grab that hose”. | pullednibge from the reel, pointed it toward the
fire, and the first blast of water knocked me down.

Transportation SGT (Acting) Herbert Snowden of B&bmpany arrived driving a water
tanker truck. He ran over and joined me in tryiagut out the fire using the hose. Sgt
Snowden and | stood together and held the highspresvater hose, while 'Jake' stood on
the gas pedal on top of the vehicle to speed upuhgp engine. As we directed a stream of
water at the fire and the open hatch of the M1Q&raendous explosion happened,
obliterating the vehicle. I hit the ground on mack. When | stood up, | saw the entire side
of the PC lying on the ground behind me. By thadérof God, it had somehow missed me.
Sgt Snowden lay on the ground, in extreme paionasof the wheels from the vehicle had
struck him, breaking his leg at the thigh, as waslhis arm. 'Jake’, atop the water tanker, was
killed. Debris from the burning ammo boxes felt@mthe other 3 gun emplacement bunkers
and M106 vehicles, as well as the fire directiontee (FDC) bunker and M577 vehicle,
setting them all on fire. Major J. David Bradsh&M S-3, took a Headquarters tank into the
fire area, and located Jake's body. Major Bradshéavmed me that ‘Jake’ was on the
ground opposite the water tanker vehicle from thial explosion, had definitely been

killed, and that recovery of his body would haveuait until morning, because the intensity
of the explosions had increased. By this timentiagn trench (dug by a bulldozer) full of
ammo started erupting, including White Phosphongs@S gas rounds, making it necessary
to abandon the area. Mortar platoon members madrtagidrive two of the remaining three
M106 vehicles, and the M577 out of the area, with¥1577 dragging the burning command
post tent material behind. The last M106 was daddogyond salvage.

Several people were injured; 7 of them receivegRUrdeart awards at the time. Due to the
date change at midnight, some are listed as injoneflug 6, while others are listed as

injured on August 7, as is the death of CM1 TogmazZLLT Jesse Silva, mortar platoon
leader, was evacuated to the hospital ship offsleeding from his ears. The USS
Sanctuary and the USS Repose alternated on stattbe Gulf of Tonkin off the coast from

the Brigade’s area of operation. Jesse returnédtipseveral days later, and was assigned to
a tank company, as he had already been repladkd atortar platoon. Other injured were
evacuated from the Battalion Aid Station on LZ Natwthe 18' Surgical Hospital, Mobile
Army (MASH) located about 5 miles south at Campris/&com December 1968 to

November 1969, or to 85th Evacuation Hospital at Béi, located south of Hue.



The bunkers and ammo dump burned and mortar razordsued to explode all night,
causing damage over part of the base. A tailgiere an exploded mortar round penetrated
the plywood wall of the HHC orderly room, narrowtyssing First SGT R. B. (Ben)
Finkenbiner. The 5/4 Artillery had a battery offggopelled 155mm howitzers located on
the west side of the LZ. They called the next @deng | went over there with a jeep and
trailer to retrieve the hatch lid from the M106edtimate that it weighed at least 30 or 40
pounds, and it was lying in their yard. SP5 Waleans and Bob Basner recall that the top
front piece of the M106 carrier landed in the Hagatters Tank Section area at the top of the
hill. Two men were unable to lift it. Scout Platoleader LT W. Brooks Styles reports that
he heard and saw the explosions from his locatowdit in the field west of LZ Nancy.
Although it had burned down considerably, the s finally snuffed out the next morning
by a foam truck, sent over from the airfield at @aivans, which was about 5 miles south of
LZ Nancy.

Much to their credit, the men of the mortar platgumckly had the FDC and 2 mortar guns
back in operation, and resumed fire support wheeslad. Temporary support was provided
by 81mm mortar, compliments of a company of the 1/fantry located on base. The
bunkers were quickly rebuilt, new equipment recej\and the platoon was fully operational
within a few days.

On Nov 2, 2004, former MP SGT Joseph (Joe) Fislngnrsed me with a call after 35 years.
Joe was, at the time of the explosion, squad leaitiie Military Police Detachment based

on LZ Nancy, a unit of Headquarters CompariyBDE 5" INF DIV. He and Seabee ‘Jake’
were personal friends at the time, and Joe wantézhtn about him, his full name, and more
about what happened that day. Joe recalled tbknowing where local unit commanders
were, he radioed Major Short, Brigade Provost Maltshnd got the frequencies needed to
call for a medevac chopper. | have also wondesethe past 35 years who that Seabee was,
so | started looking for information. This rep@the result.

Floyd A. Robertson

4702 61st St

Lubbock TX 79414-4527

806-799-4174

47robertson02@nts-online.net

Formerly,

Captain, Armor, Commanding (July 16-Dec 6 1969)
Headquarters Company

1% Battalion, 77 Armor




Note I The 4.2” (107mm) mortar rounds were factory matR per box, with the maximum
amount of propellant factory installed on each dun the form of layers of wafers. Wafers
were removed by the mortar crewmen to leave theuatmequired to reduce the range of the
round to the target distance, as calculated byrtfeeDirection Center (FDC). The mortar
men called these wafers ‘cheese packs’ becauseiofappearance, which looks like a
KRAFT singles cheese slice. Each wafer has aihateand is slit for easy removal from

the perforated pipe at the bottom end of the rouRae pipe, in turn, contains a ‘shotgun
shell’ that is ignited by a projection which actsaafiring pin at the bottom of the gun tube.
The shotgun shell blast ignites the propellantuglothe tube perforations, and sends the
mortar round on its way. The discarded excessraafmused the initial fire.

Note 2 The ‘Water Distributor’ was a very large roachstruction machine; it had tires
about 6 feet tall with 25 inch rims, and consistédn MRS (Mississippi Road Supply, out
of business since the 1970s) model I-110 tractevhdel drive, 4-wheel steer, with open top
seating for one man, towing a Klein model KT-80 Mf&8k with a capacity of 8000 gallons.
It included a Klein 1400 gallon per minute pump ttee road spraying attachments on front
and back. See the 12 photos of the scene | todkugnst 7, 1969. The Historical
Construction Equipment Association of Bowling Gréid provided a specification sheet
with photo of the MRS tractor with road scraperri@aover) blade attachment, and the
Scott Klein Company provided specifications onwaer tank.

Note 3 Photos of Tognazzini lifted from somewhere omweb.

e g
Faken in 1955 Taken in 1967

‘Jake’ was actually Navy CM1-E-6 Milford Marvin §aazzini of Naval Mobile

Construction Battalion (Seabee) MCB11, based alb#rcy to build the new Highway 1.
Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund records on him cafolind at ‘virtual wall’ website
http://www.vvmf.org//index.cfm?sectioniD=110. A remembrance posted by his daughter in 2001
accurately describes the incident.

The Vietnam Veterans Memorial websitéhétp://www.thewall-usa.com/index2.htr(dearch
Tognazzini) characterizes the death of Tognazar ground casualty ‘misadventure’ due to
hostile action, which is appropriate terminology.

A remembrance posting by Tognazzini’'s daughterbmfound on this site, also. Although
the injuries and death from this incident weod caused by incoming enemy mortar or
rocket fire (as is incorrectly stated in some aotsuthe action did start with support of the
1/77" Armor Scout Platoon while engaged with enemy.
The names of Army personnel awarded the Purpletkeae taken from Jerry Brown’s and
Jesse Silva’s Purple Heart orders, General Orderldén 146, Dept of Army, HQ,*1
Infantry Brigade, B Infantry Division (Mech): Sp4 James A. BennettT1Jesse B. Silva,
Sp4 Barry J. Varner, CPT Jerry A. Brown, CPT DaBidaubert, SSG William H. Knepp,
all of HHC 1™ Battalion 77" Armor; and Sp4 Herbert E. Snowden of D Compaty 1
Battalion 77" Armor.
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In addition to the Purple Heart awarded Army pemebnseveral Navy Seabees of MCB11
(Dutch Van Tassel, Peter Poillon, and James Bengg) belatedly awarded the Purple
Heart in May 2001, due to the efforts of Seabeen@agini’s daughter, Jean Cox of
California. Seabees John T. Brown, Gerald Fitzsomsnp and Roy Adams, though eligible,
were not located in time for the award ceremony.

According to Seabee Tognazzini’s daughter, he wathpmously awarded the Soldier’s
Medal. In addition, a Bronze Star Medal was awdrdeMajor James David Bradshaw,
SSG William H. Knepp, and CPT Jerry A. Brown fotiac on August 7, 1969.

Note 4 M50 tanker, a 2% ton truck with 1000-gallon wate
tank, based on the M35 cargo truck, similar toNH©C fuel
tanker. When Sgt Snowden was evacuated, the nagk
have been left overnight in the mortar platoon area
Representative photo of similar truck is from olo@b.com.

Recall below written by Tom Loehr: 2/22/2005:

| lost the hearing in my right ear the night thet theese packs in the bunker ignited and
decimated our little piece of heaven. | headedafslit trench next to the shower when LT
Silva came back up the hill looking for me. Thatlsen he got hit. | don't remember the
Seabee getting it...l was still teary eyed from@&gas exploding about 50 feet from me. |
don't know if LT Silva ever made it back home.

| haven't thought about this in years. Maybe ludtidnave.

| was in the FDC tent when we got a Fire Missiolhfcam our FO, Tom Carney, for an
illumination fire mission. He was with the HHC RecPlatoon (Scouts) engaged in a Fire
Fight. We began firing from the number 1 gun untgjot too hot, then the number 4 gun
took over. A few of us were carrying ammo from thenber 1 ammo bunker over to
number 4. The guys were just inside the door aeboxes and setting charges when a hot
ember from the tube floated in and started thelagrdition. The cheese packs were all over
the floor of the bunker and we tried kicking dirt them when it became too intense so we
‘didi maoed™. The guys were scattering everywhame | ended up in the trench next to the
shower and a hooch**. A shell landed on the rdahe hooch, rolled down and landed on
my back. Still have back trouble. LT Silva camaning by and told me to head to the
Seabee's area on the other side of the ravine @didd't see him until things settled down
later. It was then that | learned that he was wledn He saved my life and a lot of others. |
still remember the stench of CS gas the followirmymng when we went back to the knoll.

Unlike that night, | have a lot of fond memorie®abthose times.

Tom Loehr

3% gun

Mortar Platoon
1/77 Armor

*didi mao was a Vietnamese phrase commonly use@ltsyto mean ‘get out of here, move
out’.

**hooch: common soldier’s term for the semi-perman®EAhut (South East Asia hut) built
by Engineers and Seabees using standard lumbealyamdod.
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Information below provided by Jesse Silva on 4/2b6R

Floyd,

Here are the names on general order number 146
Department of the Army

HQ, 1st Infantry Brigade, 5th Infantry Division (I¢le)

Bennett, James SP4, 6 Aug 1969 MOS P11C20
Varner, Barry J. SP4, 6 Aug 1969 MOS P11C20
Brown Jerry A. CPT, 6 Aug 1969 MOS 1203 AR
Daubert, David B. CPT, 7 Aug 1969 MOS 1203AR
Knepp, William H. SSG, 7 Aug 1967 P71i40

All above with HHC 1st Bn 77th Armor

Snowden, Herbert E. SP4, 7 Aug 1969 SP4 P63b20
Co D 1st Bn 77th Armor

There was a James D. Bradshaw Maj., Armor HQ 14 Bidh Inf. Div(sic) got a Bronze
Star Medal for action on Aug 7 1969. Also SSG Kmgpt a Bronze Star for action on Aug
7 1969 as well as Jerry A Brown CPT, action onséi@e date.

Regards, Jesse B. Silva
Former 1LT, Mortar Platoon Leader

Recall below written by Jerry Brown, dated 2/15/200

It is great to hear from you and | hope that | nhilgl able to give some additional
information about that night when the Seabee wideski

At the time, | was the Battalion Adjutant for Cab Miller, the commander. | was in the
TOC when Col Miller was informed that a fire hadken out in the ammo dump area near a
mortar position. | remember that it was an enenoytan or rocket attack that hit the ammo
dump and there might be wounded in the area. untekred to lead a group down to the
ammo dump to see if we could put out the fires @atuate any wounded. My Personnel
Sergeant, SSG William Knepp, also volunteered.ag wold that a Navy group, the local
Seabees would be bringing a water truck to be aseath expedient fire truck. | remember
that the Water Truck was a very high water tank m@di on a 5 or 10-ton truck chassis. We
did not find any wounded and we were successfakitmguishing all of the fires. Someone
said that the mortar track looked like it mightdoefire, the Water Truck pulled up alongside
the track. | remember that the Seabee was staondingp of the water tank and | was
standing on the ground about 6 feet from the dswasrner. They were beginning to pump
water into the open hatches. When | looked inéodtiver's vision blocks, | could see that
the inside of the track was glowing red and | tart@yell at the men on top of the water
truck that the track is on fire when | saw a whii#gsh and | lost consciousness.

The track had exploded in our faces, but it wasrg unusual explosion because there was
no indication that the ammo had been cooking bigually you will have individual rounds
going off, but this vehicle released all of its bpgive energy at once. | was blown about 30
feet and when | regained consciousness a few sedatad, | was lying down face first in a
pool of mud. The track was an inferno and | foumelted aluminum in my flack jacket. |
couldn't see out of my left eye initially so mystithought was that | had lost an eye or
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worse, however, when | finally got enough couragéeel my head, | found that my eye was
caked with mud. | crawled over to the Seabee awds dead. His body had been badly
mangled. | heard that Major Bradshaw went bati tihe area to evacuate the body of the
Seabee.

Some of the men were badly wounded. We crawleabilte ammo dump and evacuated
the wounded to the Battalion Aid Station where sovaee sent to the MASH at Phu Bai.

My wounds were minor although the Eye Doctor relgestclaimed, “Do you know you

have metal slivers in your retina?” | told himtivadeed | did know that and | am blessed by
God that | can see and see well.

| pulled my Purple Heart Orders out and found tleahes Bennett, SP4, Jesse Silva, 1LT,
L??Varner, SP4 were wounded on 6 Aug 69, wheraasllsted as being wounded on 7Aug
69 along with another CPT whose name | cannot fleadid B.????, Armor Officer of HHC,
SSG Knepp, and SP4 Snowden of D Co. The diffetatdgs were probably as a result of
injuries listed before and after midnight.

Jerry Brown
Captain, Armor
Battalion S-1, 1/77 Armor

Recall below written by Tom Miller, dated 3/28/20@&count was received 3/28/2005 in the
form of three jpg scans, which could not be corectihto a document. Transcribed as
originally written by Floyd Robertson, then proatdeby Tom Miller)

Mortar Platoon Fire

In the early night of August™ 1969, a Scout Platoon ambush trapped and desteopatrol
of about 10 armed and uniformed North Viethamesdiexs headed from one of their base
camps in the jungle foothills of Quang Tri Provinot a Vietnamese village. A contact
report was made by radio. | ordered that the Schetassisted by lighting up the area with
4.2 inch mortar illumination rounds. The Scoutedet to check the battlefield, retrieve
enemy weapons and documents, and anything on thesbihat could help identify their
unit. The Scouts also needed to avoid a counteuamfrom possible follow on NVA, and
escape to a safe position to wait out the nighpfok up the next morning.

So, our Mortar Platoon adjusted fire to where iswa best help to the Scouts, and put up a
new round every one to two minutes. llluminationmds were taken from ammo boxes, and
stacked near the firing mortar. As rounds were adgthe correct propellant charge was set
by removing the excess charges and disposing of.tBach of the mortar revetments had a
pit for this purpose, and each pit had a coveretgpkout the sparks that flew out of the barrel
each time a round was fired. After 10 — 15 minwatethis, the firing sequence became
routine and boring. One of the men handling thendodid not take the time to close the pit
before each firing. As was eventually bound to leap@ spark dropped into the pit, setting
off a big flash of fire. In turn, that fire igndesverything close by that was combustible,
including the charges on the rounds waiting to $edu That was the origin of the fire. There
were no enemy mortar or rocket rounds involvedpdeit to ourselves.

The Mortar Platoon Leader, 1LT Jesse Silva, repdtie fire and its cause to the Tactical
Operations Center. He informed us that he neealpthte another mortar into operation,
and he would miss firing two or three rounds befmng ready to fire again. He was also
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going to evacuate unneeded equipment away frorfirtheand that would reduce the number
of people he had to fight the fire. Then CPT J&mgwn, the Adjutant, collected a small
crew of volunteers to walk to the Mortar Platooeaato check on injured soldiers and help
put out the fire. The Mortar Platoon resumed firiagd continued illuminating the Scout
position. Word came that the Seabee Detachmerteldedth us on Landing Zone Nancy
had brought a large water truck to the fire, arad thwas almost extinguished. To that point,
no one was hurt and there was minimal damage tipgunt.

In just a few more minutes, we in the TOC bunkearleand felt a tremendous explosion. It
was really a short time later that CPT Brown cameklon the radio to inform us one of the
tracked mortar carriers had blown up. The whole@las covered with burning debris,
ammunition boxes in the ready ammo revetments afgene, and some of the troopers

were hurt. He followed up shortly after that byisgythey were leaving the area as too
dangerous to try to contain the fire, and that3kabee had been killed. The number of
mortar rounds “cooking off” from the heat of tharfies, or exploding because nearby rounds
had exploded, sympathetic explosions, increase, sharted to slowly decrease.

At the height of the explosions, the Battalion 4&jor David Bradshaw, got a driver for

one of the Headquarters tanks and drove into thedvlBlatoon area. He first radioed me
that he wanted to check on the Seabee, then &gierted the Seabee definitely was dead,
and they had left the body because of the dangeeiafy outside the tank. The Battalion
Surgeon reported that some of the troopers at thitaviPlatoon site were injured severely
enough to be medically evacuated that night. Thetdélatoon leader was considered to be
the most seriously wounded. He was bleeding froth bars and showed symptoms of
possible brain injury. There were some broken bameswhat he hoped to be temporary
deafness. While the fire, all the injuries, andahe death occurred before midnight, it was
after midnight before the medevac took place. Tgasions slowed, then stopped. The fires
burned out and the area became dark. We settlédifitacthe standard night defense
posture.

At daybreak the next day, | went with my driverthe Mortar Platoon area. It was totally
burned out, with mortar shells all over that hadied out rather than exploded. The
remnants of the blown up track were there, as agfpieces and fragments of the exploded
ordnance. One complete mortar was still in plaoe ane where the fire had started. The
engine of the water truck was still running, andwse only sound to be heard. | opened the
door to the truck cab and found the body of theb8eaHe was sitting in the seat and showed
little of the injuries that had killed him instaytl reached over his body to turn off the
engine.

The Seabee’s body was later evacuated. We had gixel@rdinance Disposal check the
area for dangerous unexploded ammunition, anddkeelared the area safe. The left-behind
mortar tube and sight were sent to Ordinance Maartee to be checked out, only to be
returned the next day as serviceable. The Mor&tioBh moved back in and set up again
with a smaller stockpile of ready ammunition. Theeirection Center was set up in a new
tent. We had four operational mortars, and thregantracks. The fourth mortar track was
replaced within a couple of weeks. After about ¢éhdays, the Mortar Platoon Leader
returned fit for duty. The injured, except for aretwo who were replaced soon, were back
to duty. We were back in action at full strength.

As a side note, In January, 1970, | reported fay duthe Pentagon. The first person | came
upon was then LTC Carmelo P. Milia, my predeceascaCommander of the 1/77 Armor. He
told me that by the time the story reached thedgmt, an explosion from an incoming

-7 -



mortar or rocket hit in the Mortar Platoon readynaorevetment causing the whole place to
explode or burn, with multiple casualties. It waparted as a memorable and great loss. It
was a great loss for the family of the volunteeat#®. And, it was memorable for all
connected with it. At least two of the participahtsl hearing damage sever enough to cause
them to leave the service before they wished. Taetah and emotional trauma still lives on
with a few, and may have contributed to the acdmledeath by “friendly fire” of another
mortar crewman just a few weeks later.

This is an account as | remember it. When match#dather's memory, some disagreement
is to be expected. However, from the total ofrdq@orts, the truth should be discernable.
Bless the sole of the deceased, the one man whaotlithve to be there. And, bless the
minds and bodies of the survivors.

Thomas (Tom) A. Miller, Jr
Then Lieutenant Colonel
Commander, 1/77 Armor
March 28, 2005

After reading the reports of others, | now beliévat MAJ Bradshaw must have placed the
body in the water tanker cab to get it off the gruas | have a vivid recollection of reaching
across the body to turn off the engine.

Thomas Miller
January 16, 2006

Mortar Platoon the morning after - Aug 7, 1969

65) Seabee MRS Water tanker and remains of M1(
HQ44. Shower with hole through barrel.




67) Remains of bunker #4, HQ44 at left 68) SGT Schreiber inspects damage during cleanu

69) First SGT R.B. Finkenbiner & SGT Nick 70) Remains of M106 HQ44, MRS tractor in
Schreiber inspect scene background

71) Collapsed bunker; Shower with hole in barrel | 72) First SGT Finkenbiner — MRS Water tanker —
HQ Tanks in background
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73) MRS tractor — pieces fell into the Tanker area, | 74) First SGT Finkenbiner and SGT Schreiber --
visible in background — Scout M113s on hilltop Remains of fuel storage bldg

75) Supply SGT Jack Crews holding exploded mortaf5@) MP SGT Joe Fisher with CPT Robertson (the
shell 1LT) taking inventory (Joe Fisherfshoto)

Industrial version MRS tractor with scraper blade.
Photo provided by The Historical Construction

Piece of front end of M106 in Tanker area, Sconts iEqument Association of Bowling Green OH.

Motor Pool in background. (Bob Basner’s photo)

Rev7: 1/13/2011 M50 inserted, email corrected.sHaticle will be revised if needed.
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