
Corporal D R Smith - “A” Co 1st AT Battalion 

It was February 1968, and the famous TET Offensive was raging across the length of South 
Vietnam. But in Thua Thien Province the situation was particularly severe, for at the outset of 
the TET Holiday ( Jan 31st ) a force of no less than 14 North Vietnamese Infantry Battalions 
supported by Sapper, Artillery and Local Viet Cong Battalions overran and occupied Hue City 
and the surrounding areas.  This invasion force of nearly 12,000 communist troops established 
such a strong grip on the area that it took the US Marines, US Army and ARVN 1st Division a 
full month of intense bitter close combat to destroy the enemy and to regain control.

On February 1st this is the setting that Corporal DR Smith found himself in as his M-50 Ontos 
was traveling west on road 547 toward an isolated firebase.   Cpl Smith and Sgt Prather each the 
NCOIC of the 2 Ontos riding security on the 11th Marines resupply convoy carrying much 
needed artillery ammunition to “B” Btry located at FB Rock Crusher.  The convoy finally made 
it to its destination with all of its vehicles but with some difficulty, they had suffered an ambush 
losing 1 KIA and several WIAs.

FB Rock Crusher was located west of the Song Huong astride of road 547 and was assigned 
multiple missions - 105 artillery support - act as a blocking force on road 547 protecting the 
western approaches to Hue/Phu Bai area - to protect the tactical pontoon bridge crossing the 
Song Houng.  After coming out with the convoy of the 1st  both “A” Co Ontos were retained at 
the ‘Crusher as additional anti-tank defense. The threat of a large NVA armor attack mounted 
out of Laos with Russian tanks was considered a high probability.

The morning of February 7th 11th Marines was forced to send out another resupply convoy.  In 
spite of the serious tactical situation the convoy made it out to the ‘Crusher unscathed by about 
midday. The convoy was unloaded and for the return trip to Phu Bai, four “B” Co 9th Eng Bn 
dump trucks and the two Ontos were attached.  Task Force X-Ray in Phu Bai wanted the Ontos 
so they could be sent into Hue City.   Ontos A-11 ( NCOIC Cpl Smith and driver PFC Powell 
Fort Worth, Texas ) took the convoy lead, and A-13 ( NCOIC Sgt Prather, driver PFC Beierle 
and loader PFC Stewart? ) took rear security.  

As the convoy began it’s return trip to Phu Bai, the OIC, Capt Brown ( 1/11 ) was riding in the 
cab of the lead truck with A-11 following, the command jeep next in line. They had travelled 
north along the river road for approximately 3.5 miles, and just as they turned right at an 
intersection the lead truck was disabled by a command detonated mine. There were no serious 
casualties.  Capt Brown had the disabled truck pushed from the roadway, the men redistributed 
to other vehicles and himself climbed on the front of Cpl Smith’s Ontos.  He ordered Smith to 
take the lead and the convoy moved off.  Shortly, somewhere in the vicinity of the bypass, the 



convoy lead vehicles began to take harassing small arms fire, but the Marines returned fire and 
pushed on. 

The convoy lead travelled eastward past the village of Nam Giao into the westernmost extents of 
the large Hue City Municipal Graveyard, but meanwhile there was another mine incident when 
one of the trucks in the center of the convoy was destroyed by a command detonated mine. The 
rear of the convoy became separated from the lead vehicles and was backed up to the Bypass.  

Cpl Smith, with Capt Brown on his front deck continued to lead the front of the convoy into the 
Graveyard.  When he was approaching a sharp ninety degree turn, the enemy fired a rocker 
propelled grenade across his front, missing A-11 and hitting a truck behind the following 
command jeep.  Just as they made about 100 feet past the turn, the enemy opened up with very 
heavy machinegun, rifle and rocket fire.  Capt Brown ordered Cpl Smith to “kick it in the ass – 
get the hell out of here.” That was Capt Brown’s last command, because he was killed almost 



immediately.  His body caught on something and remained gruesomely suspended on the front 
of A-11. 

Cpl Smith and PFC Powell did as ordered by Capt Brown.  They stormed straight through the 
hail of heavy fire and travelled over a small bridge and across a rice paddy, stopping only when 
they realized that they were no longer taking fire.  Cpl Smith looked back and saw that no one 
was able to make it out with them, and looking further down the road, he could also see some of 
the lead trucks being shot to pieces as they lay stopped in the ambush kill zone.

Even though Capt Brown’s last order was to fight their way out of the kill zone, the Capt was 
now dead.  Cpl Smith and PFC Powell could see that their fellow Marines were terribly 
outnumbered and desperately needed their help.   Without hesitation, they turned around, and 
Cpl Smith had PFC Powell load two of the 106mm recoilless rifles.  In total disregard of their 
own safety, These heroic Marines came storming back down the road straight into the kill zone, 
with Cpl Smith firing the 30 cal machine gun continuously, PFC Powell driving, and Capt 
Brown’s body caught suspended on the front deck of the track.   They penetrated the kill zone 
for about a hundred yards, passing several damaged trucks.  A group of surviving Marines in a 
ditch on the right next to the road pointed out a major NVA position in a brick masonry building 
(probably a HQ ), where there was a large concentration of NVA soldiers with a machine gun 
and mortars.   Cpl Smith had Powell stop and turn the track toward the enemy position, while he 
fired a spotter round through the window opening.  Cpl Smith then took out the NVA position 
with a 106mm, silencing the machine gun, killing and wounding numerous enemy soldiers.  
After taking out the NVA position, A-11 came under very heavy rifle and machine gun fire, and 
before they could acquire the next target, they were hit on the left side with a 57 recoilless rifle, 
coming thru the hull near the driver’s head, knocking out the vehicle, killing PFC Powell and 
badly wounding Cpl Smith.

Though Ontos A-11 did not survive for very long on the battlefield, it had a profound effect on 
the battle.  The fearless ferocity that was exhibited by Cpl Smith and PFC Powell when 
storming back into the ambush was a tremendous morale lifter to the convoy Marines.  And of 
course taking out the NVA position had a significant tactical effect.  The surviving Marines 
were truly holding on by their fingernails, with little more than guts and a fierce determination 
to live.  Many dead, the rest mostly wounded and all running out of ammunition.

As this action was taking place in the Graveyard, another desperate fight was ongoing at the 
other end of the convoy. The last two vehicles of the convoy, Sgt Prather’s Ontos, A-13 and a 
“B” Co dump truck, were caught at the Bypass about 2.5 miles back down the road. The fighting 
there was so severe that three of the four Marines in the dump truck were killed and the sole 
survivor was very badly wounded, surviving only by feigning to be dead.  At the Ontos, Sgt 



Prather fought valiantly manning the 30 cal until overwhelmed, when he and PFC Beirely were 
killed.  The third member of the crew we have not decisively identified, but it has been reported 
that the loader was PFC Dave Stewart, and that he did survive.  We have not been able to 
contact Stewart to confirm.

The “A” Company Marines that crewed these two destroyed Ontos,
 performed splendidly, in the true traditions of the United States Marine Corps.  Sgt Prather was 
awarded the Silver Star posthumously for his valiant performance at the Bypass.  In the case of 
Cpl Smith and PFC Powell, Powell was killed and Smith was seriously wounded, med-evaced to 
Japan and then on to the States. There were other survivors of the fight at the Graveyard but 
most were wounded themselves, evacuated to hospitals that night and none of them were 
connected to “A” Company. No one would have been available to provide a statement of events 
in current.  Therefore it is highly unlikely that any Officers of “A” Company would have been 
aware of the details, so no recommendation for an award would have been generated at the time. 

There is a grass roots effort by several Marines that survived the hell of the Graveyard to 
nominate Cpl Smith and PFC Powell for awards of valor the fact that these recommendations 
came totally unsolicited and from Marines of different units provides undeniable testimony to 
the level of heroism exhibited by these Marines.

Unfortunately current law, OPNAV 1650/3, requires that the official recommendation by 
submitted by an officer in the direct chain of command.  We have identified three officers that 
could legally provide this function but to date we have been unable to locate either.

Erle “Butch” Plunkett Capt USMC ret.
Semper Fi


