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Memo:THE LIEUTENANT OF ALPHA TROOP

   U.S. ATTORNEY DEXTER LEHTINEN FOUGHT IN VIETNAM. BUT DID HE WIN HIS

                        BATTLE? \

              SYDNEY P. FREEDBERG Herald Staff Writer

THE LIEUTENANT OF

ALPHA TROOP

20March 1971, 1635 hours. A hot clear Saturday. 14 kilometers south of

the DMZ, 20 kilometers

east of the Laotian border. Vietnam.

The men of second platoon, Alpha Troop, sprawl in uneasy boredom, one

shaving with water in

his helmet, one picking at his C-rations. For days, they'd complained

about their suckerbait

position on a small hill.

The 24-year-old lieutenant from Miami, sitting in his M-113 armored

personnel carrier, is reading a

letter from home.

Suddenly, the sssssssshhhhhhhhh of mortar fire.

"Incoming!" Sgt. David McAllister hollers, ducking.

The lieutenant grabs a hand mike to report the attack.

Then, the explosion.

Something hit a box of C-4s, flares and Claymore mines atop the

lieutenant's vehicle.

He falls, moaning, covering his face.

"The L.T. got it!" someone shouts. "Medic!"

Sgt. Bill McCune, himself injured, reaches for the first- aid pouch

strapped to the lieutenant's

waist.

*

Almost 19 years later, Dexter Wayne Lehtinen, U.S. attorney in Miami,

bears the scars of his

Vietnam combat experience.

The shrapnel disfiguration is on the left side of his face. Out of his

left eye, he sometimes mistakes

numbers. Out of his right eye, he sees 20-400. On occasion, he says,

nerves burn beneath his

skin. He says surgeons used part of his hip bone in reconstruction of

his face.

There are no emotional scars, he says. Though his temper is reportedly

explosive at times, he

doesn't believe the trauma of war had much effect on him personally.

Publicly, he cultivates a combat mystique.

On his lapel, he wears a Purple Heart pin.

In the U.S. attorney's office, he portrays himself as a battlefield

commander.

For a while, he draped his office with the crossed-sword flag of his

Vietnam cavalry unit: Second

platoon, Troop A, Fourth Squadron, 12th Cavalry, First Brigade, Fifth

Mechanized Infantry Division,

U.S. Army.

In his public life, he talks about his "missions" and his "grit." Among

prosecutors, he is noted for

his "No Guts, No Glory" message, once wielding a replica of an AK-47 in

his office.

"Learn the chain-of-command and follow it," he tells them. His

assistants sometimes mockingly

march through the halls after a Lehtinen command.

Lehtinen says he cultivates his assistant prosecutors with a can-do

attitude, not unlike the way he

cultivated his troops in Vietnam.

Of his assistants, he says, "I want people who put their lives on the

line and demonstrate their

willingness to give up their life before they start criticizing people

who do."

He likes the comparison between his office and the military. "All it is

is accountability for your

acts."

Lehtinen's permanent appointment as U.S. attorney for the Southern

District of Florida is mired in

controversy. The White House still has not sent his nomination to the

Senate.

Twenty months ago, when Lehtinen, then a state senator,

applied for the job, he marketed his Vietnam experience.

"I told them, 'Look, I took a platoon under fire,' " he says of his

conversation with then-Attorney

General Ed Meese and his top aide, Frank Keating. " 'Taking over a U.S.

attorney's office is not a

problem.' "

This article is the most detailed account Lehtinen has given of his

Vietnam experience and the way

he was wounded -- events that helped define this public man.

On the hill that day, Lehtinen showed a lot of guts. But there was no

glory. The final count: six

Americans wounded, no enemy casualties reported.

Lehtinen says there have been misconceptions about his combat experience

because of "sloppy"

reporting and civilian ignorance of military matters. He also says he

doesn't remember many details

because of the severity of his injury.

"I was unconscious for three days. Three days later, what do I remember?

I mean, you have

dreams. . . . A lot of things happened. . . . I thought I was walking on

top of the hill."

Until recently, Lehtinen said he could not recall the name of a single

GI on the hill with him, though

he remembered a "big black platoon sergeant."

His name was Brooks, Earl Brooks. And there was Copper and

Hawn and Barnes and Bradley, about 35 soldiers in all on the hill --

assigned to Alpha Troop with

Cowboy, Pillsbury Dough Boy, Ducky and Supersport and their Vietnamese

Kit Carson scout, Boy

Song.

Near the end of America's most unglorious war, love beads dangled from

their chests. GIs flashed

peace signs. They named their war machines, Sheridans and APCs, in

keeping with the hippie

world: "Aquarius," "Blood, Sweat and Tears" and "Canned HE" (High

Explosive).

Dexter Lehtinen was different. For as long as his friends can remember,

he had a military soul.

Fiercely competitive, he never lost his temper. After high school, he

marched off to the Coast Guard

Academy. His friend, Ed Lachey, a West Pointer, says "Dex" probably

would have preferred the

Point, but appointments there were political and he didn't seem to have

the pull.

Lehtinen says now he didn't prefer the Point. He says he left the CG

academy because he didn't

like the engineering curriculum.

He transferred to the University of Miami in 1965, joining Army ROTC,

training as a pilot, rising to

cadet commander. Recently he released an evaluation from his college

professor of military

science: "Militarily he is without parallel." Cadet Lehtinen spoke in

Army lingo and wanted

"SITREPs" -- situation reports, says his boyhood pal, Ron Lieberman.

But in May 1968, after the Army offered him a regular

commission, Lehtinen declined. "I did not dislike the Army; I respected

it," he says, but he turned it

down to study at Columbia University, where cops battled anti-war

protesters.

His Army-authorized four-year leave from active duty, though, lasted but

a year. With a master's

degree, Lehtinen attended the basic armor officer course at Fort Knox,

Ky. He

went to Fort Benning, Ga., for infantry training. He volunteered for the

Rangers, crack hunter-killer

commandos.

But the Army assigned Lehtinen to a cavalry unit in Europe, where he

patrolled a divided Germany

for 4 1/2 months.

In Washington, the Nixon administration, while publicly vowing to end

the war, plotted a secret

assault on the border of Laos.

At Camp Red Devil, south of the DMZ, the promise of a scaled-down war

meant little to Copper and

Hawn and Barnes and many of the Alpha Troop "Red Devils," tired and

angry, unraveling like the

war around them. They complained about mud and scorpions and leeches

sucking under their

smelly fatigues, supplies that never came, night ambushes that seemed to

have no meaning, an

invisible enemy that shot green tracers from caves, booby traps that cut

their friends down one by

one.

To many of the men, there were no glory battles in Vietnam -- no

Gettysburg, no Verdun, no

Normandy. Victory was getting home alive.

Dexter Lehtinen says he can't remember exactly when he went to Vietnam,

but the Alpha Troop

roster lists his arrival as 10 November 1970.

Lehtinen doesn't recall specifically his first company assignment: a

tedious, nonglamour job with

First Battalion, 77 Armor, Company D. A support outfit, it managed cooks

and mechanics in the

rear and supplied field forces with fuel and ammunition. "We went into

the field to refuel the tanks,"

Lehtinen says.

Lehtinen remembers life in the field with Alpha Troop, where he was

transferred before Christmas

1970. "I never saw the city. . . . We got out of our APCs more than the

infantry did. . . . (We were)

deployed in the field, I'm sure, more than any of the other . . . units"

in the division.

Lehtinen says it was a "young Army," but he doesn't recall specifically

many of the problems --

racial, disciplinary, drugs and criminal -- that plagued his units in

Vietnam.

"The sense of mission of the individual soldier had been destroyed,"

says Gen. John Hill Jr., a

retired two-star who commanded the Laos operation. "There were attempts

to assassinate officers.

Hell, that's history. There is no point in denying it."

Lehtinen says he doesn't remember intimidation of officers. But in one

instance, a radar man in the

armor battalion shot in the head two majors, one fatally, in a dispute

about a loud stereo. Two

lieutenants in Alpha Troop talk about "punks" threatening them, and some

of the GIs remember

collecting $2,000 for a bounty on a strait-laced captain.

Nor does Lehtinen remember drugs in the field, explaining he exercised

"proper leadership

techniques" to control it.

"Why is that so surprising?" he asks. "My life was in the field. Do you

think I'm gonna have men

stoned in the field? . . . I'm not gonna get myself killed or my men

killed with people stoned in the

field."

Some soldiers remember differently.

During the rumor-rampant days of patrolling for the unseen enemy, GIs

say they smoked Salems

rolled with pot. They hid the smell with incense-type sticks that seemed

to keep the mosquitoes

away. They called the sticks "punks." Some used heroin and amphetamines.

"In the field, in the rear, it was just something the guys used to do to

keep their sanity," says

Clarence Pierce Jr., a mess hall cook now with the Dallas Water

Department.

Gen. Hill says one of the toughest jobs in the war was to be a young

lieutenant commanding

draftees who didn't want to be there.

"None of them were soldiers," says Kenneth Hatcher, a lifer sergeant

from Davenport, Iowa. He got

out after "20 years, three months, 13 days and six hours."

"These were hard-core druggies, jerks from New York, just lower-class

people . . . peace-loving

wiseasses," he says.

Lt. Lehtinen was "somewhat of an anomaly" in Vietnam, says his good

friend, Ed Lachey.

"He didn't allow himself to be walked on by the troops," says Lachey,

who served as Alpha Troop's

executive officer.

He and "Dex," Lachey says, played by the book while others

bent the rules to keep casualties down.

"Lehtinen was a classy guy, a hardass," Sgt. Hatcher says fondly. He

gave Lehtinen a souvenir

AK-47 from an ambush.

One rainy night, Hatcher recalls, Lehtinen was upset at his soldiers for

refusing to answer their

radio. He jerked open the door to one of the vehicles and found "the

(pot) heads" huddled inside.

"He tried to put a stop to it, but you can't stop people

from doing drugs if they get their hands on it."

Lachey, now a purchasing manager for Chicago-based firm, says the

closest he ever saw Lehtinen

come to losing his temper was when a subordinate refused to obey orders.

Lehtinen took the GI

outside the barracks. "Let's settle this right now," Lachey quoted

Lehtinen. The GI wouldn't throw

the first punch.

The young lieutenant, piercing blue eyes, sandy hair and round face, was

all-Army, all

spit-and-polish, a little worried about getting trench foot in the

field, Hatcher says. The sergeant

remembers Lehtinen sitting there, applying foot powder and clean socks.

"He was super gung-ho, a perfect-image, parade-ground officer," says

former Lt. Albion Bergstrom,

now a lieutenant colonel and National Security Fellow at Harvard. "He

acted the role of the total

professional, which could turn off some of the troops because most of us

were grungy-looking from

being out in the field."

To his captain, Woodrow Waldrup of Helena, Ala., Lehtinen was a splendid

officer. Lehtinen

recently released Waldrup's evaluation report dated the day after

Lehtinen was wounded, saying he

displayed a "professionalism and performance usually not found in an

officer of his grade."

Some enlisted men express a different view.

"He'd make us do things that were dangerous and a big waste of our

time," says David Copper,

now a construction worker in Colorado. "Once, it had been raining, and

he wanted us to do a night

ambush, and we said, what good did it do just laying in the soaking

paddies and freezing all night.

"The instant we told him we weren't going out, he told us you better go

out or you'll get an Article

15 (nonjudicial punishment). And we more or less told him to go to hell

and it didn't make any

sense -- and we went."

Earl Brooks, a 20-year Army man, says Lehtinen was "combat- green," a

"mediocre" lieutenant.

"Sometimes he did things so straight-by-the-book that some of the troops

thought he'd like to get

them hurt . . . I didn't like for my men to go on ambushes because they

weren't infantry-trained."

Lehtinen doesn't recall ever threatening to court martial anyone and now

rejects the idea that he

was a by-the-book leader who took unnecessary risks.

"There is no book" for combat situations, he says. "I'm certainly an

officer who accomplished the

mission."

In an interview last November, he acknowledged that some of his men

originally thought he was

"unreasonable and maybe risked" their lives. Then, he said, they began

to see him as a leader who

"saved" their lives.

The terrain where Lt. Lehtinen almost died was known as the Rockpile, a

jungle-covered granite

ridge surrounded by brushy flatlands. It overlooked QL 9, a

French-colonial road, and a metal

bridge, built by the Army.

Alpha Troop hated the Rockpile. From the hills around it, the GIs looked

down on a wreckage

around Vandegrift, once a Marine base, abandoned earlier in the war and

reopened by the Army for

the Laos operation. They could see burned-out U.S. trucks and blown-up

bunkers.

Alpha Troop's mission: Secure the hills. Keep the road open for the

friendly convoys going to and

from Laos. The trouble was that Charlie, the enemy, pretty much owned

the hills, the caves and the

spider holes.

"We were sitting ducks," says Peter Scott Barnes, a gunner who is now a

Kansas hog farmer. He

nicknamed his Sheridan "Dial 152 for Death."

Sgt. Jim Littlepage, now a fireman in Hillsboro, Ore., says he

considered the Rockpile mission

"crazy" and "suicidal." He talked his way out of it, persuading some

higher-up to let him out of

Vietnam 10 days early.

In January 1971, Bergstrom's "herd" sat on a hill about three kilometers

south of the Rockpile. "I

felt ill at ease," he says. "I didn't like being in the open." He

ordered his troops to move. "Split

seconds later, the bad guys wasted the place."

On or about 15 March 1971, maybe a day or two before or after, Lehtinen

received orders to take

his platoon to the same hill.

At dusk every night, the enemy fired mortars and sometimes rockets at

them.

"I did not like staying on that hill a long time," Lehtinen says. "You

should never occupy a position

more than a couple of days because what it does is it allows the

infiltrators to move closer and it

allows them to plan an operation.

"Figuratively speaking, they can zero in on you."

Sgt. Hatcher says Lehtinen complained to his commanders. "Sitting there,

we all knew it was

wrong . . . They wouldn't let us leave."

Barnes wrote home to his parents: "One of my buddies got dusted off last

night. We're sitting on

top of a small hill overlooking QL 9. . . . The last three days we've

been sitting up here relaxing."

Saturday, 20 March, dawned hot and clear on the hill.

Lehtinen was fixing to leave Alpha Troop for the unit he always talked

about: the Rangers. His

replacement, Lt. Leroy Carlson, had just arrived.

Lehtinen remembers taking out a ground patrol that day, probably about

eight men. "I don't know

when we left. . . . I remember coming back. . . . The thing that was

seared in my memory was

coming back from the patrol."

The patrol was brief. "I don't think they were out a half- hour," says

Hatcher. The troops did not

encounter the enemy.

At the hill, some of the sergeants chatted with Carlson, the new

lieutenant.

The mail came. Danny Hawn's mother sent chocolate chip cookies and

homemade walnut fudge

from Tennessee. Lehtinen got some canned goods from his wife in New

York, Hatcher says. He

joked with Lehtinen about who got the most mail.

Lehtinen's APC, one of about eight vehicles, was positioned in the

middle of a wagon train circle.

He sat on its lowered ramp, reading a letter.

Then it happened. "Incoming!" Sgt. David McAllister yelled.

"We came under fire," Lehtinen says. "I was immediately wounded at the

beginning of the action. .

. . I think I had my helmet in my hand."

Ron Bradley of Blackshear, Ga., hugged the ground. "You could hear them

coming, like a whistle."

"You knew it was hitting close," says Hawn. "Everybody tried to cover."

"The lieutenant got up on top of his APC to see where they were coming

from," says Bradley. "I

remember seeing him on top with a radio."

So does Hawn. "He was calling the firebase for artillery support. While

he was on the radio, the

round hit that screwed him up."

Sgt. Bill McCune says a round struck the explosives box atop Lehtinen's

APC. Most of the men on

the hill believed it was a 140-pound Chinese-made rocket, fired after

the mortars.

The box exploded, spewing shrapnel everywhere. "Just a puff of smoke.

And a few flashes," says

McCune.

"It was like the big magic man come with a broom and swept the top of

that APC clean, scalped it

like an Indian," says Jim Bryant, another sergeant from Sacramento,

Calif.

The impact knocked Bryant and McCune down the hill. With metal embedded

in his chest and left

arm, Hawn crawled into a waist-deep foxhole.

Hatcher saw Lehtinen lying on the ground. "He was holding his head. His

hair was burned off. He

wanted help."

Two of the sergeants, McCune and Brooks, reached him first. McCune

bandaged Lehtinen's face

and comforted him.

Brooks cradled him in his arms.

"You're gonna live," Brooks says he told Lehtinen. "You're gonna see

that freedom bird take you

back to the States."

Lehtinen remembers the blades of the Huey med-evac -- "Bububububub" --

lifting him to the USS

Sanctuary, a hospital ship off Danang.

Sgt. Brooks took over the platoon as the helicopter lifted. More rockets

lit up the hill. Brooks fired

his .50-caliber machinegun.

Moments later, enemy troops, coming from a different direction, fired

rocket-propelled grenades,

Brooks says.

One got him, along with his driver, gunner and loader.

Another chopper took them to the hospital ship. With 73 pieces of

shrapnel in his body, Brooks

thought everyone was dead.

Not until Thursday did he realize Lehtinen survived. Sgt. Bryant thought

the same thing. "I thought

he was dead," he says, bursting into tears a few days ago, 19 years

after the attack.

Second platoon, Alpha Troop, moved off the hill almost immediately.

"The troops felt, 'There's another lieutenant blown away. It's too bad.

Next,' " says Bergstrom.

"Tough break," McCune thought.

The first casualty report stated: "Seriously injured . . . multiple frag

wounds to left side of face.

Extent to possible eye or brain damage unknown at this time."

His parents in Miami got the word March 22, 1971: "The secretary of the

Army has asked me to

inform you. . . . "

The Army transferred Lehtinen to St. Albans, a Veterans' Administration

hospital in New York. He

was an inpatient for three months.

Surgeons operated four times, he says, once performing a "reverse face

lift."

"I was sick. I was dizzy and everything else," Lehtinen says. "When I

was in the hospital, I would

get violently dizzy. . . . The room spins rapidly around and you can't

stop it. Touch your hand to

your eyes and your eyes are moving. They're flipping. That's why you're

dizzy."

In law school, "It was a problem running. . . . I would still get dizzy,

badly dizzy sometimes."

That was years ago, Lehtinen says. He is fine now. He says he is proud

that -- "with a little bit of

grit" -- he qualified as a Green Beret reservist.

Lehtinen declines to release his medical records. He says he never

received psychiatric treatment

but that had standard "discussions" with a "social worker or somebody

like that" who told him "how

I seemed to be doing great."

"My medical records contain pictures of me in conditions near death. I

do not intend to release any

such records since they have no relevance to any public discussion. . .

."

In an interview last November -- prior to publication of allegations

about his violent temper --

Lehtinen said of his head wound:

"It's the most difficult kind of wound to deal with psychologically. . .

. You know how I know how I

look different? It's kids in a Burger King. . . . And once in a while in

an elementary school, a kid will

stand up and say, 'What happened to your face?' "

For his combat wounds, Lehtinen received a Purple Heart. But it wasn't

until 1987 -- nine years

after he entered public life -- that he wrote the Pentagon to ask for

two often-routine awards, Army

Commendation and the Bronze Star. He said he had been promised them

years before.

The Army wrote back: No orders were on file.

"You can take these awards and you can have 15 of them and be the worst

guy in the world,"

Lehtinen says.

"Reminds me of a Bill Mauldin cartoon. Willie or Joe in World War II.

He's standing in front of the

aid guy and they're fixing him or something, you know, and they're

holding a Purple Heart.

"And Willie just says, 'Look, just give me the aspirin. I already got a

Purple Heart.' "

Herald staff writer Heather Dewar contributed to this report.
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