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by 2-6 Indin

Raclio Telephone Operator. Sounds like a
cushy job. Air conditioned office § am o 5
pm. Monday through Friday, Nights, week
enils, anl hohidays ofl.

Mot even close,

The U5, Army sem me o Viet Mam in
19ah. | servied a8 & combal infaniryman, a
riflernan,; assigned to the Second Platoon of
Company [}, First Battalion, Seventh Covalry,
First Cavalry Division. During my 1rst [wo
mepniths, [ was just another grume humping the
boonies, [ hmd always been detail onented.
and drew the diagrams swluen we se1 wp auo-
matic ambuashes, An AA consisted of several
Claymore mines lnked by del cord; they
exploded when a sample tng wire device was
toiched. My job was o record where each
Claymore was ploced and wherne the trigp wire,
hlasting caps, amd ignitkon lare wene kocated
My sketch would be used the next moming
in Inentz and safely disable the mines. This
altention o detanl pob me an Dine 10 become
the mext BT when a vacancy accarred

I cach infamiry platoon of 20 men, thens
is & platoon keader, nsually a lisobensmi, amd &
plateon serpeant, Each bas an RTO asalgned
gaclusively to him for communication. The
radios are the lifeline to other platoons, e
company  commander, meedevacs,  anillery
support. guiships, and resupply. The men
carrying the rodios are called mdio ielephone
operators, BETO for shor. There 15 no formal
training ather than observing an BTO for
a day or two. The rest is kenmed on the job.
An BETO is an infantryman, bal his first job 15
racly commTmumpCations.

[n lae February 19M0, my company was
on LE Compion, o remote fire base in S00g
Bé province. when ihe Morth Yiemamese
Areny bnunchwed a ferocions monar attack, The
plaioon command bunker ook o direct Rif.
Chme man was killed and six were wouanded
Armong the dead and wounded was the acling
|1'..|||u,'||| lepder, the new platoon serpeant, anxd
hoth their RTOs.

The mewt day our new platoon leader. a
fresh-faced second liegtenant, amived  and
[ became his BT, The first thing | haxd o
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Each letter of the alphabet s represented by a
specific word. A'Alpha, BiBrave, C/Charlie,
aned s on. Words are used instead of letters o
avoid confusion with letiers that sound alike.

The next task was o leamn the specific
identifiess for the company. The company
commander was designated 6. Ench platoon
lender was designated by the plotoon number
and then &, 5o, lirst placeon leader was 1-6,
second platoon besder was 2-6. Each platoon
gergcant wis <57 So, the secomd platoon
sergeant was 2-5, and a0 on. Bach RTO
was designated s “India” So the company
commander's BT was 6-lndia. As  the
second platoon leader s BTO, [ was 2-6-India.
Our plateon sergeant’s RTO was 2-5-India.
This rmuay sound confusing . bat it was actually
simple, made sense, and was quickly keamed,

A5 an RTO, the radio became part of
me. ond 1 aflsched myself w the lisutenant,
carrving the madieo on my back attached to
oy rucksack. By foday's standarde, the
eadio was big ond heavy, In Cact, the PRC-25
ipronouiced “prick-257) was the first solid
state Fivl backpack radio used by the Army.
It hied 920 channels spaced 50 kHz apan,
operating in the 30-T3 95 MHz specirom. 0t
iransmitied about 15 watts of power, The
operuting distance was three 10 seven miles, It
weighed about 25 pounds, was approximate]y
four to five inches thick, ten o 12 inches
wide, and obowt 18 inches long. It kad o metal
case, painted subdued green. There was a
black cord, similar to a home telephone of the
day, and a black plastic handset tha resem-
bled 3 small wersion of that on o regular fele-
phore., On wp of the radio were several dials.
These were used o change the frequencies on
which we communicated. These iregquencies
were changed on an irregular basis. A change
wsually cocurred in the middle of the night.
Simee it would be totally dark, the second
dial could be preset so that 3 one click e of
that dial would accomplish the change &t the
approimted time just by feel,

The radio bself was water resistant. |
never totally submerged i, so 1 don’t know if
it would <l operate. We RTOs did our hest
fo keep it dry when crossing sireams or rivers,
The handdset was thowght to be damaged
by water. When it raned, we wrapped the
handset in plostic, which did not iterfere
with commo. For most uses, a small, flexibbe

whip antenna, about two ond a half feel lnri!?."'l
protrsted from the top of the mdio, T could
wilk through most jungle conditions with
no problems. On occasion we used o fokding
aniennp, whowt ten feet in length, which
incrensed the frequency sirengih, but was so
iall and rigid it could only be used when we
were nod moving. Considering everything |
encountered, | felt confident with this radio. 1
never experienced a situation when the radio
i mot fumction. The radie ook on water,
duest, dirt, heat, bumps, bangs, amd drops, and
mever failed.

Regulations  required the  baliery be
replaced daily, Mo exceptions. The batteries,
three o four inches thick - the length and
width of the radio - looked like cardboard
bricks. They clicked into place on the bottom
of the radio in & purpese-buill compartment,
which protected them from the elerbents.
Once o new battery was insialled, the old
barery, which siill contpined power, was
destroyesd; the enemy had iheir own booby
traps for us, Several methods of destruction
were emploved. In relatively safe arcas, we
srnashed the battery with a shovel or a rock, or
hacked it with n machete. Whese oise was o
problem, two wires in the battery were pulled
out and atached together, The batery would
get imensely bot, start 10 smoke, anmnd evaito-
ally short itself out, rendering it useless,

In the jungle, we were usually resupplied
by helicopters every three doys. Each RTO
received three new batteries during each
resupply. We would immediately reploce the
old battery, but had to carry the others - which
weighed thres poumds each - in our packs.
Due w the weight of the radie and batteries,
RTOs did not cary Claymone mines and
M50 machine gan ammumition, which every
man excepl the medic hod fo do. O juigle
patrols, | walked directly behind the platoon
leader, giving him the handset as needed, This
allowed him to give and receive orders on the
radio while still moving forward. When we
stopped 1o seb up o temporary position, the
platoon leader woubd determine on the mag
oisr exact position. He would then give me our
latiude and lopgitde coordinstes, [ would
take the numerse coordinates amd convert
them o alphabet letters using o code book.

The cisde book had different numenc
alphabel conversions for each day and for
each 12 hour portien of each day. Therefore,
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fit was critical to go to the correct page for that
day and time o make the correct conversion.
Onir posdthon would be pecorded by an artillery
crew on @ cigstant fire base. IF we came under
attack T would call in our encrypled coodi=
nates for adiflery fire, Any mistake coald
reault in “short rounds.” ie.. adillery shells
that dropped on us mstead of NVA or VC.
Aler 1 made the conversion, | would call my
mudin counterpart ot the company level and tell
him our coded location. For example, [ woukd
say: "' Imdia, this is 2-6 India. Our location is
Tulser Mike Ciodf Delta Victor Sicera Romea. |
say again, Jubiet Mike Golf Delta Victor Sierra
Romeo.” & Indin would then read the letlers
bock to0 me to confirm a correct transmis-
sion. We never used the word “repeat.’’ The
wird “repeal™ was only used when we wainted
artillery 1o fire exactly the same coordimates
pgain and aguin. 5ome BT0s did not use the
phrase I say again” They wsed instead the
plrase, “1 shackbe,” and then read the letters.
I was aware that ETO: in other platoons had
their coordinate conversions checked by the
platoen leader before transmission.

My plateon beader never checked my
conversions, Although 1 appreciated Ini% trust
in me, krvwing & mistake could have deadly
consequences, [ always had the platoon
sergeant's RTO check my conversion. When
wi stopped ar the end of the day and set up
a ni_E;J'LI p&ﬁn‘m!uf, | had zeveral duties, Either
mysell or the sergeant’s RTC would accom-
pany the fire feam setting owt the automatic
ambush, wsually & bhundred metess from
where we were, Ouar job wias 1o mainiain rado
contact with the company and announcs our
redum 1 the night pefimeter onee the A4 was
sgt up. This ensured that we would not be
mistaken for the enermy. The next dury would
b 1oy comvert our |'r|.|£i.'|.'i|.1n o the ulpha. code, |
would say, “This is 2-8 India, Our November
Delta Papa is Oscar Hotel Quebec, sic”
Curing the night, [ would initiate =it reps,
which were wed o ensure that the men on
guand duty in foxholes around the perimeter
were awake nnd monitoring the radic, Sofily, 1
wiould speak into the handset, *This is Silver-
gpartin 26 Indy, what i= your sit rep? The
wsual response was “My sitreps &e negative
at this tme." If the answer was anything else,
bor example, “I have movement,” the pintoon
leader would speak with thiat man immedi-
ately. If absolute silence was reguired, my
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request woukld be, “TF your sit rep 1% rl.:l:uti'-*:—:'"
break squelch twice.” A push of the transmil
button on the radio handset made a noise
known as squelch on the recciving emd. To
break squelch twice, the handset button was
pushed twice quickly in succession, Simple,
bt etfective, and totally silent,

Dwring an ambush, firefight, or mortar
attack, things changed. The plateon leader
would  communicate  with  has counler-
part uf the company level, and with artil-
lery and helicopder gunships. Most, if mod
all of this communbcation would be “in the
open.” There was simply o time o encrypl
wonds and coordinuies, On occasion | sould
communicote with gunship pilots, Usaally
this concerned the cobor of smoke grenndes.
Purple was “Grape” of “Goofy Grape”
Yellow was “Banana,” Green was “Cireen
Griant,” Red smaoke was “Ruby Bed.” One day
while on LZ Compton, o Cobra gunship pilot
came to talk with the RTOs. It was his day
ofT, but e hitched a ndde on a resupply bisd
to get i the fircbase. He spent several hours
with us discussing communication fechnigues
aind o to dmprove our effectiveness. He was
neM bectluning us, bul rather seemexl siscere in
his desine to learn and improve,

O Apnil 25, 1970, 1 was on geard duty
on LZ Francis, a fire base in Ty Ninh prov-
ince. [ was a1 a fighting position on the base
P:ri.ml:ll:r. The radiy was [m“ul. gy .agu.'im:l
sandfhaps, as it had been all night long with
the changing guards. At about 4 am, we came
under an inberse mortar attack . The first round
lancded about 5 meters directly in feont of my
paosition. Afler shating the alarmm, | grabbed
the resdio and stared running fo my bunker, A
round exploded and 1 was hit with shrapnel,
amd 'came face down in the dirt. T crawled 1o
the bunker, pushing the radbo abead of me.
The licutenant amd others pulled me inside.
Using information that 1 gove to him, the lieo-
tenant directed outgoing astillery fire towands
the source of the iscondng mortars, eventu-
ally silencing them, Severely wounded, T was
medevaced 1o Saigon, Many months passed
before my physical woonds properly healed
amd 1 could walk without a cane.

1 enjoyed being an K10, | liked being in
the mformation koo, [ willingly scoepted the
responsihility that came with the PRC 25, 1'm
happy to report my sit reps ane negative,

Showr owrs: thied planeon medic,
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