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Taking off from the Phu Bai Airfield in mid afternoon, a forward air controller (FAC) was flying 
in a westerly direction to arrive at his station in the vicinity of the A Shau Valley when he 
noticed a large concentration of enemy troops about 1 mile or so South of the “Rock Crusher,” a 
Marine combat base located on QL 547 in Thua Thien Province. It was about 1730 on 29 
January 1968. This enemy force was attempting to cross the Ta Trach River at a ferry crossing 
from the west side of the river. The FAC called in the coordinates, and the enemy formation was 
taken under fire from artillery batteries and fighter bombers intermittently until 0330 on 30 
January. The 12 North Vietnamese Army (NVA) soldiers killed at that location were members of 
the 804th Infantry Battalion and the 2d Sapper Battalion, 5th NVA Regiment. Unknown to 
American forces at the time, these units were a part of the 2,500-man strong Southern Assault 
Wing of the NVA, who were infiltrating from the south and southwest into the City of Hue to 
launch simultaneous attacks against the city. These NVA units had the misfortune of arriving at 
the crossing site early and prior to nightfall. No U.S. ground action was launched to exploit the 
success of the air and arty attacks. The 1st Sapper Battalion and the remainder of the 804th, the 
815th, and 818th Infantry Battalions of the 5th NVA Regiment, along with the command group 
of the Southern Assault Wing, crossed the river successfully during the early morning hours of 
30 January. The Southern Assault Wing was a portion of the 14 NVA battalions assembling for 
the attack on Hue City. Coordinated Communist attacks were to take place throughout South 
Vietnam on 31 January 1968, but attacks were carried out prematurely on 30 January in 12 cities. 
Oddly enough, these actions did not overly concern the Military Assistance Command Vietnam 
(MACV) as they set about the task of trying to understand the enemy situation. The objective of 
the Communist forces was to foster a popular uprising throughout South Vietnam and in Hue to 
capture the symbolic Citadel. 

During the Communist planning phase for the attack on Hue, consideration was given to using 
QL 547, which ran west to east from the A Shau Valley to the Hue-Phu Bai area, as the primary 
invasion route. The only obstacle on that route was a U.S. Navy SeaBee rock quarry known as 
the Rock Crusher, which was guarded by Company C, 1st Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment (1/1). 
This 150-or-so-man force was commanded by Capt M.J. “Jim” Lindsey. Lindsey was well 
thought of and well respected among his men and peers. Capt Lindsey was laboring under no 
illusions about the defense of the Rock Crusher. It was almost impossible to defend with the 
number of Marines allocated to its defense. Most Marines there felt that they would be mere 
“speed bumps” for a numerically superior NVA invasion force. Company C also had a detached 
platoon guarding a pontoon bridge that spanned the Song Huong (Perfume River) some three-
quarters of a mile distant to the east of the Rock Crusher, further detracting from and 
complicating the overall defense of the Rock Crusher. Battery B, 1/11, and Company B, 9th 
Engineers, joined Company C at the end of January. The NVA elected to use the more difficult 
invasion route through the mountains and jungle rather than engage in combat with the Marines 
and tip their hand to the impending attack on the City of Hue. 



In the City of Hue, the U.S. military presence was small in numbers. No more than 200 or so 
U.S. servicemen were present throughout the city, and the majority of them were not combatants. 
They were assigned to military intelligence units, were advisors to the National Police, operated 
the radio station, and were assigned to the MACV compound. They were billeted throughout the 
city in hotels and rented houses and the MACV compound. There were a number of American 
civilians present in Hue, U.S. Government employees, construction workers, and missionaries to 
name a few. The Communists, long in advance, had collected intelligence on who was who, what 
they did, and where their offices were located, along with the location of their residences. 

A little after 0300 on 31 January, the NVA fired flares to signal the onset of the NVA Tet 
Offensive in Hue. The Communist forces, both Viet Cong (VC) and NVA, set about attacking 
their objectives. Most of the city fell quickly, leaving 
isolated pockets of resistance at the Citadel, the MACV 
compound, the Voice of America Radio Station, the 
National Police Headquarters, and a few hotels. The 135th 
Military Intelligence (135th MI) Group Regional Team 
occupied one of the rental villas. They came under a fierce 
attack by the NVA. These Army personnel kept the NVA at 
bay throughout the hours of darkness and braved 
descending to the first floor of the villa to destroy sensitive 
documents. The 135th MI personnel were armed with a few 
.45 caliber M3A1 “grease guns,” two M14 rifles, and five 
1911A1 .45 caliber pistols. Low on ammunition and under 
intense enemy fire, the team fought its way out of its 
building and into the adjacent building. Cpl Barry Wolk was 
killed in this movement. The building was occupied by 
civilian employees of the U.S. Department of Defense 
(DoD). Judging from the volume of fire, it seemed that 
every soldier in the NVA was outside of the building that they occupied, shooting at them. All 
day and into the night the fighting continued to rage on until the team was out of ammunition. 
With their ability to resist dwindling rapidly, Capt Theodore 
Gostas and Sgts Robert Hayhurst, Edward Dierling, and 
Donald Rander were captured by the NVA. They were 
dragged through the streets of Hue until they reached the 
villa of Paul Manhard, a U.S. Department of State Foreign 
Service officer. Manhard and several civilian employees of 
Pacific Architects and Engineers were under guard at the 
villa, having been captured on 31 January. 

The 135th MI people devised a cover story to explain their 
presence to the NVA. They told the NVA that they were 
civilian employees of the DoD who were doing background 
checks on Vietnamese nationals who sought employment 
with the U.S. Government. They hoped that this would 
explain their civilian clothes and identifications. They had 
carried a badly wounded Everett King (leg wounds) with 



them to Manhard’s residence. The NVA placed King on a table and tied and bound the able-
bodied and shoved them all into a shower stall for 
the night. When an aircraft flew nearby, the NVA 
would dash out of the house onto the street and fire 
at the aircraft. There were two squads of NVA 
assigned to guard the prisoners of war (POWs). One 
squad went out into the city leaving the other on 
guard. The guard squad received orders to move the 
POWs. They took the POWs from the shower stall 
and marched them to a new holding area. They left 
King on the table, knowing that he could not move 
under his own power. After their departure, King 
crawled down from the table, crawled behind a 
couch, and pulled the couch to the wall concealing 
him from view. The first squad returned, found the villa to be empty, and assumed that the 
second squad had taken King with them. King would hide behind that couch for 6 days without 
food or water until he heard American voices near by and began yelling at them. He got their 
attention and found himself being treated in a U.S. hospital that very night. 

As the battle raged on, the South Vietnamese military commander at the Citadel, Gen Truong 
frantically asked the headquarters (HQ) of Task Force (TF) X-Ray, a Marine command in Phu 
Bai, for assistance. On 1 February BGen LaHue, the TF commander, assigned LtCol M. Gravel, 
the commander of 1/1, the task of providing assistance to Gen Truong. Truong’s forces were 
barely holding on to a small portion of the Citadel and a part of the airfield. Hastily, two 
companies of Marines were told to head to Hue and find out what the situation was there. At the 
same time, an ad hoc platoon was assembled from Headquarters and Service Company, 1/1; told 
to board two CH–46 Sea Knight helicopters; depart for Gen Truong’s HQ; and bring him to Phu 
Bai. In midflight the order was rescinded, and the platoon was dropped off at the Rock Crusher. 
LCpl Alex Ruiz was one of those Marines. From the reports of the two companies trying to enter 
Hue, LtCol Gravel now understood that this was a major engagement and that it would require 
many more Marines. He so informed BGen LaHue of his finding. On 3 February elements of 2/5 
would be placed under the operational control of 1/1 and sent into the firestorm at Hue. 

A radio station was built on Con Te Island just east of Hue. The radio station not only broadcast 
the Voice of America but also had a secondary role of broadcasting to Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) agent teams operating in Cambodia, Laos, and North Vietnam. The 1st Counter 
Intelligence Team (1st CI) was responsible for the security at this radio transmitter. The security 
guards were mostly convicts, who were good fighters but had a tendency to steal everything that 
wasn’t nailed down. Sgt Bender (1st CI) manned the site. The Marines abandoned this site and 
fought their way to the MACV compound. 

Marine CWO 2 Godwin was assigned as an advisor to the Vietnamese National Police. He had 
taken refuge at their headquarters during the initial NVA siege of Hue. He and four National 
Policemen had thus far held out against the invaders. Godwin had pieced together a functioning 
radio from many damaged radio sets, and he managed to call artillery down on the NVA 
surrounding their building, alert the CI team that he was alive, and relay his location. He 



destroyed weapons, files, and sensitive documents to prevent them from falling into enemy 
hands. They held out until 5 February when a heavy mortar barrage and an all-out NVA ground 
assault on their position wounded all of them. They were subsequently captured. Godwin had 
managed to kill 12 enemy soldiers prior to his capture. He was taken to a makeshift medical 
facility for treatment of his wounds and prepared for movement out of the city. 

The North Vietnamese forces were running low on critical items, and their communications had 
broken down. They requested to be resupplied. In Hanoi the NVA leadership decided to send 
four Soviet-built IL–14 medium transport planes to South Vietnam to accomplish this task. Two 
of the aircraft were converted to drop bombs, and the other two were loaded with antitank mines, 
communications wire, and an assortment of critical items in dire need by their forces fighting in 
Hue. The weather on 7 February was heavy overcast with low ceilings. The temperatures in Hue 
were in the 50s at night and in the mid- to low-60s during the day with intermittent rain showers. 
This flight of NVA aircraft could not find Hue, so the cargo planes dropped their loads into a 
lagoon 5 miles north of Hue. The converted bombers could not find the Citadel, their target, so 
they turned around and flew back to Hanoi. On the return trip, one of the cargo planes flew into 
the side of a mountain. On 12 February the NVA high command decided to fly the mission 
again. As with the first attempt, the aircraft could not locate their targets or Hue because of 
weather. Two of the aircraft turned out to sea to drop their bombs and were never heard from or 
seen again. 

Elsewhere in I Corps, the special forces camp at 
Lang Vei was overrun by NVA tanks on 7 
February. Capt Lindsey (Company C, 1/1) 
learned of the tank attack at Lang Vie and 
ordered the two M–50 Ontos (tracked vehicles 
with six 106mm recoilless rifles) not to 
accompany a rough rider convoy returning to 
Phu Bai from the Rock Crusher but to stay on 
station to defend against the possibility of an 
NVA armor attack on the Rock Crusher. Sgt 
Prather disregarded this order. Prophetically the 
convoy was ambushed by elements 
of the NVA 804th Battalion and the 
818th Battalion that were in 
position to the south on the 
outskirts of Hue, just off of 
Provincial Route QL 547. This 
demoralizing action destroyed 23 
of the 25 Marine vehicles and, in 
less than 4 hours, took the lives of 
20 Marines killed in action (KIA) 
and 39 more Marines wounded in 
action (WIA). Three of the WIAs 
would later die of wounds. The 
NVA paid a much higher price than 



the Marines. Sgt Prather was killed in 
this ambush. 

A large group of prisoners was 
marched to the south away from Hue 
in the direction of Phu Bai. They 
reached a temporary camp that would 
be their home for a few days. There 
they encountered two American 
females, Dr. Marjorie Nelson and 
Sandra Johnson, who had been taken 
prisoner on 1 February in Hue. They 
also encountered Eugene Weaver, the 
CIA representative in charge of the Hue area Civil Operations and Rural Development Support 
(CORDS). Weaver would see his cover story fall apart when he was identified by a VC who had 
been interrogated during Weaver’s presence. Life for Gene Weaver would quickly turn into a 
living hell. The 20 or so POWs were herded into a small bunker, where they had to take turns 
standing up to allow others to sit. A high-level VC political tribunal held a trial and convicted an 
unnamed CORDS official for refusing to sign a document enumerating his atrocities against the 
people of North Vietnam. His hands were bound and he was forced to kneel as a pistol was 
placed to the back of his head and he was executed. 

The 1st and 5th Marines were clearing Hue of NVA soldiers in bitter house-to-house, street-to-
street fighting. CWO Godwin’s residence was searched, and his CI credentials were found in his 
mattress. His status was changed from missing in action to POW. 1st CI teams were driving 
through the city, skirting the hotspots looking for U.S. personnel who where still holding out or 
hiding from the enemy. They encountered some very disturbing sights. In one instance, they 
came across a building with dead U.S. Army soldiers scattered about the building with their 
hands tied behind their backs and bullet wounds to the back of their heads. Much of the city had 
been reduced to rubble. A confidential source was encountered who apprised the CI team of the 
location of the NVA Southern Assault 
Wing HQ. This HQ was located in the 
Tu Dam Pogoda on the outskirts of 
Hue. A provisional recon unit (PRU) 
was tasked to conduct a raid on the 
Pagoda. Twenty-eight PRU troops 
participated in this raid. They killed a 
number of second and third echelon 
NVA staff members, but the general 
staff was not present. Constant and 
accurate artillery fires from Battery B, 
1/11, kept this staff constantly on the 
move. Only 6 of the original 28 PRU 
patrol members survived to return to 
friendly lines.  





The column of American POWs was being moved farther and farther away from Hue, ( see map 
previous page ) and fewer NVA guards were now watching them. The POWs were fed very 
little, their footwear was taken away from them, and they slept in the open with no protection 
from the elements About half of the group had been wounded in Hue, and they were given no 
medical treatment on the trail. Dr. Nelson tried to administer antibiotics to both U.S. and NVA 
wounded, but the NVA would not allow her to do this. They would move from way station to 
way station heading west. Their footwear was returned to them during the movement phase. 
They were bound and blindfolded and carried rucksacks with 20 pounds of rice per person for 
their long journey to Hanoi. As security became more relaxed, a few of the POWs started to 
hatch an escape plan. They thought that they could overpower the four armed guards, but there 
might be shooting. They felt the need to apprise the other POWs of the plan, so they (others) 
could hug the deck if shooting erupted. Upon hearing the plan, Dr. Nelson and Sandra Johnson 
immediately informed the guards of the plan, and punishment and security increased. On 19 
February CWO 2 Godwin and a few other POWs were separated from the main group and 
moved to a new location. Godwin’s wounds had worsened. 

On 14 February Cpl Jimmy “Mugsey” Fitzsimmons was returning to Company C after 
completing the NCO course on Okinawa. Mugsey and about 14 other Marines were driven from 
Phu Bai. The vehicles turned to the west on QL 547. 
Less than 1 mile from where they had turned, the 
vehicles stopped. The driver demanded that the 
Marines dismount and walk the remaining 5 miles to 
the Rock Crusher. No one argued the point, and they 
moved off. They walked into the graveyard and 
discovered the remains of a Marine convoy. They 
noticed that there were thousands and thousands of 
spent shell casings everywhere. They had no idea 
what had occurred there on 7 February, but they felt 
an uneasiness as they walked along. When they 
finally reached the Rock Crusher and reported in, they 

wretched at the odor produced by the decomposing 
corpses stacked inside of one of the Southeast Asia 
huts. There had been little success in arranging for 
transportation of the KIAs’ remains to the Naval 
Support Activity in Da Nang. Food and ammunition 
were not being resupplied. The Marines at the Rock 
Crusher would loose an average of 30 pounds per man 
during the month of February. They were forced to 
scour the dump for unopened cans of C Rations and 
forage to maintain body weight. There was no chance 
of resupply by land, and the tactical situation in Hue 
took precedence. The weather was terrible, and it 
would be many more days before ammo and food 
could be brought in by air. 



The main group of POWs continued to move toward the north-northwest. The trails were steep 
and winding. On 22 February Sgts Hayhurst and Dierling seized the opportunity to escape when 
a sharp turn interrupted the observation of the POWs by the guards. The sergeants dropped out of 
sight. They slid down an embankment into a river and floated with the current. When they were 
finally missed by their fellow POWs and the guards, the guards told the remaining POWs that 
the two had been shot while trying to escape. Hayhurst and Dierling had no idea where they 
were, but they rationalized that rivers eventually flowed into oceans. They eventually could see a 
clay road and decided to chance walking on it. They passed the moonscape aftermath of B–52 
bombing raids and evaded down the road (QL 547) until they came across concertina wire and 
bunkers at 1400 on 23 February. They passed through the entrance of the Rock Crusher and were 
greeted by an M60 machinegun. LCpl Garner of Company B, 9th Engineers, looked on in 
disbelief. Two emaciated, bearded men wearing rags were knocking on his door. He directed 
them to the Company C, 1/1 command post. Capt Lindsey and SSgt Henry Vozka listened 
intently to the escapees astonishing story and relayed their finding to LtCol Gravel. Capt Lindsey 
quickly started putting teams together to search for the POW column. It seemed as if his whole 
company of Marines volunteered to go. 1stLt O’Brien, the second platoon commander selected 
four members of his platoon to go with him, and they 
departed toward the A Shau Valley. Many thought that 
this would be a one-way mission to attempt to repatriate 
the POWs. A short while later, Capt Lindsey received 
word to recall his patrols and abort the search. Sgts 
Hayhurst and Dierling were choppered out, and they left 
behind some very disappointed Marines lingering in a 
feeling of helplessness at not being able to help free 
their fellow Americans from captivity. 

The two females, Dr. Nelson and Sandra Johnson were 
released on 31 March 1968. On 28 February 1968, 
CWO 2 Godwin died of his wounds while in captivity. 
The remainder of the POWs in the column were 
imprisoned in North Vietnam. Mr. Manhard went on to 
become a U.S. Ambassador after his release in 1973, 
and Eugene Weaver suffered many torture sessions at 
the hands of the NVA and interrogations by the Russian 
KGB (the committee for state security for Russia) for 5 
very long years until his release in 1973. 

Marines do what they have always done—look the beast in the eye and smile as they walk down 
the road to the graveyard. 

Author’s Note: This article is based on several interviews with participants in the action, after-
action reports, oral histories, and command chronologies of units involved in the action, and 
books written about the events. 
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