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Overdue Salute to Valor
Medal of Honor Neur for Vietnamm Medic From Md.

By Steve Vouet
Washityton fost Stalf \vriter
Thursday. November | 1. 193Y: Paye AG)

Duty. honor and country, in Alfrcd Rascon's words, sometimes boil
down o aking care of the man next 10 you.

That's what Rescon did 1hat day a third of a century ago when his
Army platoon was pinned down during a lieree firefight in a
Viernamese jungle. Rascon. a medic, dashed througbh machine gt
fire and grenade blusts to treat the wounded. Twice he jumped on top
of woundcd soldicrs 10 save them frumn grenades, taking the shirapnel
himself. He was shot as he shielded another soldier. A grenade
exploded in his face. but he mced forward to retrieve an abandoned
machine gun. saving the platoon from being overrun.

Rascon's actions on March {6, 1966, are remarkable, even by the
standards of the Medal of Honor. Buat getiing Rascon the medal has
been a battle in itcelf after the ariginal recocamendation that he
receive it was lost and efforts to correct the oversight foundercd for
years in the Pentagon bureauctacy.

Now. on Veterans Day, Rascon is on the verge of receiving the Medal
of Hanor. Papers were sent this week 1o President Clinion to award
the nation's highest military honort 1o Rascon, who was born into
poverty in MeXico and now serves as inspcctor general for the
Selective Service System in Arlingion.

Rascon, a 54-year-old soft-spoken Laurel resident with an easy wit, is
uncomforrabie abowt 1he pending honor. "1t has nothiug to do with
me." said Rascon. forever known as "Doc" to his fcllow soldiers. "It's
just a mager of me doing what I had o do shat day, like any other
day. It just 50 happens it was a bad day.”

But 10 Ray Compton and Neil Haffey, platoon mates whao with other
veterans pushed tor yeaes for Ruscon's medal, it {s a personal matter,

as personal as it pts.

"1 bave a heaunful wite. | have four childeen and jour grandchiidren.”
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Halfey said. "I wouldn't have any of that without Doc, 1 was dead.”

Compton said: “You huve to pay your debts. If you feel like you owe
somcbody your lile. it's forever.”

[t was a debr Rascon tigured he owed that promipted him to join tix
Array. Not Jong atter he was ham in 1945, his parcnts [efl the
Mexican staie of Chihuahua for California. where they worked as
lalrers und raised 1heir only child in the town of Oxnard. nonth of
Los Angcles.

There was no money for college, so Rascon badyered his parents o
sign an age waiver aod let him enlist ia the Army at [ 7. Though not
citizens. Rascon and his family were lepal permanent residents, and
he had always thought of himsclif as an Americon This was how he
could pay his cauntry back.

After finishing jump school and being trained as a medie, Rascon was
scot 10 Qkinawa ia 1964 (o join the 1 73rd Aicbornc Brigade, created
the previous year as a fire brigade for Southcast Asia. In May 1965, it
was the {irst Army combat unit sent o South Vietnam.

For Rascon, at 19 & kid like the other paratroopers, there was no
foccboding. only excitement. Almost imbicdiately, the 173rd was
engascd in dexdly scarch-and-desoy missions, and Rascon's unit—
the rcconnuissance platoon for the hcadquartess company of the st
Bamalion, 503rd Recgiment—was in the thick of iL

[n March 1966, the 173rd was launched ao Operation Silver City, a
helicopter assault aimed at clearing the enemy from an area near the
Song Be River in Long Khanh Provizee.

The platoon awoke March L6 to the sounds of a massive firefight ia
the distance. The brigade's 2nd Battalion had been surroundcd by a
reinforccd North Victnamese Army regiment and was being attacked
from all direchons. The fighting was desperaté—according to soldiers,
the NV A chained machine guaners to trees to cnsure they would fight
until the bitter end.

The 1sc Battalion was sent to assist, and the recon platoon hurricd
toward the battle.

After sevenal hours, Compton, the squad sergeant and point man,
brought the recon platoon 10 a halt. Through the thick jungie, he'd
spotted enemy soldiers ubous 20 yards ahead, nearly close enough 10
spit on. They were NVA regulars, wearing dark green uniforms with
khaki pants and pith helmcts. Compton reported tlic possible ambush
10 the platoon commander.
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Hatfey, 1 private first class. was ordered to fire his grenade launcher
at the NV A position. The North Vietnamesc responded with a

terocious barrage [romy machine puns and rifle grenades. To Haffey. 1t
louked fike it was snawing fire.

Raseon could hear cries tor a medic from up (ront. about 25 yards in
front of the man budy of the platoon. Rascon started forward and
kept going despite calls from Sgt. 13t Class Jacob Cooke. the piatoen
commander: "Stay down und keep out of the way, Doc, or you're
worny to get kiiled.”

As he edyed forward. Rascon saw thet Ptc. William Thompson, a
machine gunner, had been hit and was lying cxposed on a treil, next
to lus M-60 machine gun and two boxes of extra ammo. Rascon
reached Thompson and lay behind bim. unable to get to his wounds.
He could feel Thonupson quivenag as he was hit agaia by enemy fire.

Rascon crawled uver Thompsun, putting his own body in the path of
the incoming fire. Almost immediately, Rascon was hit by shrapnel
from a grenade. Then he felt a stinging pain. as if someonc werc
slapping him. A bullct had hit him in the hip, ripped through him
parallcl 10 his spinc und come out by his shoulder biade.

Rascon dragged Thompson off the trail. By the rime they reached the
cover of the jungie, the soldier was dead.

Behind him, Rascon could hear Pfc. Larry Gibson, the other machine
gunner, yelling that he was ruaning out of ammunition. Gibson was
bleeding, and Rascon crawled over 1o chesk him. "Get the hell out of
here. Doc. 171 okay."” Gibson said.

But the wonnded medic moved forward to Thompson's body. Rascon
grabbed two Bandoliers of machiae gun bullets from Thompsor's
chest and brought them to Gibson, wha was able to resume lifc-
saving covesing fire,

As Rascon searched for more soldiers to meut, a grenade exploded in

front of him, throwing shrapnel in his face. Seconds later, another
grenade cipped his mouth open.

“Oh. my God, my face is gone.” Rascon thought. He could sce blood
spurting oul and it scared him. But he caimed himself. " You've got to
take care of your people.” he thought.

Rascon suw Halfey gt hit. and then scveral grenades landed near
him.

Haffey saw the grenades. 100, and resigned himself to death. ‘Then he
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felt a body on p of him. {1 was Doc. The grenades exploded, and

Rascon tookK che biast. Rascon could hardly walk, and the pain was
inteasc. but it seemed irrefevant. He began treating Haffey's bullct

wound. "Nerl, you're going 10 be akay,” Rascon said. "Everything's
fine. We're all going to make it.”

Compton had seen Rascan jumy on 10p of Haffey and caich the blast.
He kniew they both must have been killed. But suddenly Rascon was
next (0 him, gxanuning Compton's wounds. Then he feit Rascon's
wetght on top of him. knocking him ra the ground.

Rascon had spotied another grenade copmng in and had jumped on
top of Compten. The medic had lost his hearing und was blceding
fram the ears and nosc. Rascon started to check Compton's condition.

The sergeant was ircredulous. "Get your asé to the back," Compton
gasped.

Rascon instead tumed 10 Thompson's machine gun, still lying in the

ail with two boxes of ammunition. NVA soidiers were inching
toward iL

Haffey saw a blur run by; it was Doc. He was back on the trail,
cxposed to cnemy fire. dragging the machine gun and ammunition off
the trai! so another soldier could take them.

With the additional firepower, the tide turned. The NVA broke off the
fight, and the jungle grew quiet.

Rascon treated the wounded until others forcibly dragged him back.
They rcached a clearing zone, where the wounded and dead were
being flown out in helicopters. Rascon's arms were draped over the
shoulders of two soldiers. Rascon noticed a photographer coming
toward him. He didn't want to be embaiTassed.

"I'm going to walk.” Rascon told the soldiers.

Rascon walked two or three steps, then fell back in the arms of his
fellow soldiers.

"Common valor was a common-day issue thare every day, especially
on that day," Rascon says "Everybody was a hero, because everyone
was doing whatever they had 10 do to try to savc their friends.”

But those who saw Rascon's actions that day had no doubt that he
meriied the Medal of Honor.

"It did not surpasc me, because that was Doc.” said Gibson. "What
surprised me was that e lived through i *
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Compton recommentded Rascan for the medal within days of the
action. but in the confusion of the escalating war, it was not advanced
up the chain of command. Instead, Rascon received the Silver Star.

Rascon was evacuated to Japan and underwent months of Teatment
for wounds that pain him w0 this dsy. He went to school, earuing a
commission as an officer. and rejoined the Army in 1969,
volunieering in {972 for a second tour in Vietnam as an adviser.

Aitcr leaving the Acmy, Rascon scttled in Maryiand in 1983 and
began a law enforcement career with various Justice Depactment

agencies. He met ms wife, Caro}, at Justice, and they have raised two
children, Amanda. 1|, and Alan, 8.

it was not unnl the early 1990s, when he began contacting his old

platoon mates, that Rascon [camed he hiad been nominated for the
Medal of Honor.

“"How does it feel w be a Congressional Medal of Honor winner?"

Compton asked him in 1993, in their first conversation since leaving
Vietnamm.

"I don't know," Rascon replied.

Compton was oufraged. "it's almost like what he did for us went
unnoticed,” be said.

Compian ocated other platcon members, sncluding Haffcy and
Gibson, and they went to work resubmitting the nomination.

They ran into resistance from the Army Decarations Board, which,

following regulations, turmed it down because toa much titne had
passed.

Eventually, Rep. Lanc Evans (D-111.), an advocate for Victnam
veferans, wok up the case, aiong with the Socicty of the 173¢d
Airbome Association.

Evans was frustrated with the Pentagon's refusal to reconsider cases
with obvious merit or serious errors in processing.

"The Pentagon saw Al Rascon's case as sctuing 2 precedent they didn't
like, and they were going 1o fight it every step of the way,” Evans
said.

Evans pushed the case to the Whits House, handing Clinton a
package of matcrial about the case at a social function in (997.
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