






















































































































































































Eventually, they diminished to one every couple of weeks.

‘To ensure continued success, and that this success would
extend far beyond Hill 55, Land’s crew sought specific
Marines — men who were accomplished marksmen, well dis-
ciplined, possessed exceptional field skills, were in top phys-
ical condition and had a good working knowledge of Marine
Corps operations. It is the same criteria that remain neces-
sary in the sniper community to this day.

“[Hathcock] really set the tone for snipers in the Marine
Corps,” said Gunnery Sgt. Robert Reidsma, Staff NCOIC of
Scout Sniper Instructor School in Quantico. “Not only with
field and marksmanship skills but with his personality — the
patience, the humility, the discipline. That’s what it takes to
be a sniper, and Carlos Hathcock was the best.”

“ ... Shooting Gomes Last.”

Sgt. Dagan Vanoosten agrees. A sniper of six years who
most recently saw action in Iraq as part of 1st Battalion, 5th
Marines, Vanoosten says he’s amazed at the determination
and discipline Hathcock harnessed. _

“He could hear things in his mind, smell things in the
dirt,” Vanoosten said. “He was part of the environment.”

It was a talent Hathcock took to heart. As he liked to say,
“sniping isn’t just shooting; shooting comes last.”

Students at Hill 55 quickly learned why natural ability
and operational knowledge was so vital. Each Marine repeat-
edly ventured into the bush to conduct actual sniping mis-
sions with an instructor. In addition to instructing, Hill 55
snipers also supported countless operations. As a result,
Hathcock found himself spending the majority of his time in
the bug-infested jungle. Sometimes alone, sometimes with a
spotter, he would remain in the bush for days at a time, eat-
ing John Wayne crackers and peanut butter and keeping his
movements to a painstaking minimum.

Land points to such missions as good examples of how
snipers should be employed — offensively, first and foremost.

Reidsma, a 17-year Marine vet, describes snipers in such
missions as tactical surgeons who eliminate the cancers that
plague the battlefield.

Hathcock saw the missions as the chance to save
Marine lives.

“It's a man, a rifle and a bullet ... you have to cultivate the
mentality of the man behind the rifle to do the job. I didn’t
feel anything; I just had a job to do,” he said of sniping the
enemy. “We were surrounded by bad guys, and they had no
sense of humor. They were going to take out my fellow
Marines, so I dumped them.”

Hathcock grew quite adept at demoralizing enemy sol-
diers. They heard of how “Long Tra'ng” had pinned down
and nearly wiped out an entire company 20 kilometers north-
west of DaNang. They heard of how he crossed 1,500 yards
of open terrain over a four-day period, completely unseen, to
kill an NVA general at his guarded headquarters. They heard
of how he waited at the flanks of search-and-destroy missions
to halt any enemy soldiers who broke free from the fighting.

And if the types of missions he accomplished didn’t strike
fear into the soldiers, his accuracy did. Tales quickly spread
of how the Marine sniper took out a French
collaborator/interrogator deep behind enemy lines. And then
there’s the famous, even ultimate, shot Hathcock made in Duc
Pho. He used a tripod-mounted .50-caliber machine gun that
had been converted to single-shot operation and bore an
Unertl scope. That was the weapon he used to snipe an
enemy soldier at 2,500 yards — an astonishing 1.42 miles.
Such shots sent fear through the ranks — especially the offi-
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cer ranks — which White Feather was known to snipe first
in order to sever enemy leadership.

The manner in which Hathcock pulled off this remarkable
shots is legendary in its own right. It was the combination of
his fieldcraft and a process he referred to as “going in the
bubble” — a feat that fascinated Land.

“Carlos used to say, ‘In the bubble, you're not hot, you're
not cold, you're not hungry, you're not sick, you're not tired ...
you're totally focused,” Land recalled. “Shooting wasn’t the
thing that made him the outstanding sniper that he was. It was
his ability to totally integrate himself into the environment.
Every breeze, every leaf, every insect, every bird, every smell
— everything meant something to him. Carlos was able to look
at an area and know exactly what was going on in that area.

“It was his field craft that made him as good as he was —
made him the best.”

While he didn’t recognize any as his definitive shot,
Hathcock admitted that killing “Apache” was his most reward-
ing mission. “Apache” was the code name given to a female
Viet Cong who led numerous ambushes against Marines, and
routinely tortured captured Americans so their screams would
echo in the valley for all their brothers-in-arms to hear.

Yet each successful sniping mission bore a new level of
hatred for Hathcock by the NVA commanders. They wanted
him dead, and they made their want well known. The NVA
had put an $8 bounty on every sniper, but the price for White
Feather was a little more enticing. The person who brought
Hathcock back, dead or alive, would receive $30,000 — a
reward equal to the pay a middle-class city worker would
earn in three years.

The bounty affected Hathcock quite differently than his
adversaries had hoped. Instead of striking fear in the fighter,
Hathcock grasped the bounty as a challenge of sorts. While
acknowledging he was by no means invincible, Hathcock was
confident that he could outmaneuver and outshoot his foe.
He respected the enemy, but openly warned that the harder
they hunted him, the harder he would get.

The result was a magnificent war within a war in which
countless snipers made their way to Hill 55 to rip White
Feather from his flight. Entire sniper platoons filled the ter-
rain that had taken a blood oath not to return without
Hathcock’s scalp and trademark feather. One sniper, howev-
er, stood out among his peers; one considered the best by
many of his fellow countrymen.

The NVA sniper picked a position from which he routine-
ly would shoot Marines atop Hill 55. It was a poor tactic for
a sniper, but Hathcock recognized that the enemy was trying
to draw him from the hill. Hathcock quickly obliged. A strate-
gic game of cat and mouse ensued when Hathcock chose to
pursue the enemy sniper. He took with him Lance Corporal
John Roland Burke — a Marine Hathcock considered to be
the best spotter in country, and one with whom he had
formed an impenetrable bond as a friend and sniping partner.

The NVA and Marine snipers stalked and baited each other
throughout the day as sniper/counter-sniper tactics reached
new levels. In the final maneuver, the two snipers practically
had traded hide positions. In doing so, Hathcock and Burke
looked upon the area they had just left. There he saw it — a
small flash of light, a reflection in the sun. If it wasn’t the
enemy sniper, a shot by Hathcock would give his position
away. But without pondering possible scenarios, Hathcock put
the rifle in his shoulder and the crosshairs on the reflection. A
moment later, the enemy sniper’s lifeless body fell back from

Continued on page 78
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