
BEACONS OF HOPE
Operation TOLLHOUSE demonstrates ARSOF’s last days 
in Vietnam

By Suzanne Harrison

For more than 50 years, Robert “Bob” Clayton, and the 
men who raised their hands for an unknown mission 
in Vietnam, kept a secret. The decades–old operation, 

tucked away in a cache of memories, military records, and 
photographs, could finally be pieced together when volun-
teers for Operation TOLLHOUSE met at Fort Liberty, North 
Carolina, in April 2024. This was the first time they had been 
together since August 1972.

The first Special Forces soldiers arrived in South Vietnam 
in 1957 to assist the fledgling Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
(ARVN). In 1962, as American participation increased, the 
U.S. established the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam 
(MACV) as the unified headquarters for U.S. Army, Navy and 
Air Force activities. At the height of the Vietnam War, more 
than 500,000 U.S. personnel were deployed to the Republic 

of Vietnam, many fighting alongside ARVN 
forces. However, the U.S. population grew 
weary of the long war.

In June 1969, President Richard Nixon 
laid out his plan to withdraw U.S. forces 
from Vietnam. Known as “Vietnamization,” 
it called for an incremental withdrawal of 
U.S. troops beginning the following month. 
The plan emphasized training and equip-
ping the South Vietnamese military to take 
over its own defense.1 On 11 August 1972, 
the last ground combat unit — 3rd Battalion, 
21st Infantry — departed Vietnam, leaving 
about 46,600 U.S. advisors remaining in 
country to await final withdrawal.2

It was then that Clayton, a captain with 
7th Special Forces Group (SFG), was 
hand–picked by Brigadier General Henry 
E. Emerson, commander of the John F.
Kennedy Center for Military Assistance (now 
known as the U.S. Army JFK Special Warfare Center and 
School), to lead a team of ten lieutenants drawn from 5th 
and 7th SFGs. Strangers before the mission and with little 
time to get acquainted, they remained that way until the six 
surviving veterans reunited to share their story in 2024.3

5th SFG Flash

7th SFG Flash

SIDE BAR:

LTG Henry E. “Gunfighter” Emerson
LTG Emerson commanded the U.S.
Army John F. Kennedy Center for
Military Assistance (USAJFKCENMA)
from January 1971 to March 1973 when 
he was a Brigadier General.36 He person-
ally selected volunteers for Operation
TOLLHOUSE and directed that the team 
provide him with regular updates.37

Cited as one of General Colin T. Powell’s 
mentors, Emerson created aviation tactics 
during Vietnam that set him apart from
other leaders and which earned him
the nickname, “Gunfighter.” Among the
tactics credited to him are the “checker-
board concept,” used to eliminate small
factions of guerrilla fighters, and the
“jitterbug,” which called for surrounding
enemy units with helicopters.38

Ironically, his USAJFKCENMA assign-
ment was a role he said he never
wanted. In a 2004 interview with the
U.S. Army Military History Institute
Oral History Program, he candidly
said that he would have preferred to go 
back to Vietnam to cap his career as
commander of a combat division. He
had previously led two different Infantry 
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brigades in Vietnam in 1965 and again 
in 1968, the latter of which he sustained 
serious burns when his helicopter was 
shot down over the Mekong Delta.39

After his recovery and command 
of the 7,000-strong 12th Support 
Command, Emerson again asked to 
go back to Vietnam. In 1971, he came 
close to getting his wish when General 
William C. Westmoreland, Army Chief 
of Staff, intervened. He had been 
tapped to lead the 1st Infantry Division, 
which would have given him credit for 
commanding at all levels of combat. 
He saw the CENMA assignment as a 
“bad break” for his career and did not 
shy from letting GEN Westmoreland, 
whom he called “Westy,” know he was 
unhappy. However, Emerson made the 
most of the position. “I liked the job at 
JFK [CENMA], but I didn’t like it as much 
as I would have liked going back to 
combat in some role,” he said. “It was a 
very interesting job getting in the special 
operations field. I loved that part of it, 
but it wasn’t like being back in combat.40

significant force cuts, which he believed  
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undermined Special Forces” important role in Vietnam 
and elsewhere. In a 1971 New York Times interview while 
USAJFKCENMA commander, he credited Special Forces with 
helping South Vietnamese citizens resist communist aggres-
sion and improve the livelihoods of the oppressed. “Many 
received medical care and a good diet for the first time “ 
They were taught improved farming methods, hygiene and 
many crafts. Things were definitely better for them because 
of the Green Berets.” With the SF cuts lingering, he noted that 
Special Forces were best used early to help deter aggression.41

Eager to get back to a conventional combat unit, Emerson 
spent two years of his 28-year career at the Center. He then 
commanded the 2nd Infantry Division in South Korea 
where he led future Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff 
and Secretary of State Colin Powell, who was a battalion 
commander in the 2nd Infantry Division.

Emerson retired in 1977. Among his many decorations 
were two Distinguished Service Crosses, two Distinguished 
Service Medals, five Silver Stars, two Legions of Merit and 
one Distinguished Flying Cross.

Clayton, suspecting they would be headed to Vietnam, 
recalls his concern about the lack of combat experience of 
his volunteers. As U.S. involvement in Vietnam was ending, 
the Army had already begun downsizing. The drawdown 
called for cutting Special Forces by a third; from 9,000 to 
6,000.4 Many officers he knew with combat experience had 
already left the service, as had senior noncommissioned offi-
cers. “I commented that most of the LT’s were green,” Clayton 
remembered. Emerson assured him that their Special Forces 
training prepared them for the mission. Emerson also 
directed him to bring everyone home safely.5

A CALL FOR VOLUNTEERS
Bloise “Bo” Hill, then a first lieutenant with 5th SFG, 

remembers receiving the call on a Friday night in August 
1972 from the adjutant of the Center of Military Assistance. 
He was asked if he was “still willing to go to that place we 
talked about?” Hill responded “yes” without hesitation and 
was instructed to have his bags packed and be ready to 
leave on Monday. “Can I tell anyone?” he asked. The adjutant 
responded with “no”.6

Russell Brooke, then a second lieutenant with 7th SFG, 
remembers the request, noting that it would be a “hazardous 
mission to a hostile fire area.” Volunteers were interviewed 
and selected. They received briefings, prepared wills, and 
were told when to report. “The 4th of August is my birthday, 

so I said to my parents, “you might want to come visit 
because I’m not going to be around for a while here.7

The volunteers received orders on 3 August 1972 to report 
to the First Special Operations Wing at Eglin Air Force Base, 
Florida, “on or about 6 August 1972.” There, they would 
receive training, followed by temporary duty (TDY) for about 
45 days. Although the group suspected they would be sent to 
Vietnam, the orders were vague, with no mission details or 
final destination.8 They later learned that their mission, was 
to teach ARVN soldiers to use transponder beacons to bring 
in close air support from U.S. Air Force gunships.9

The USAF had been using the beacons since 1965 to 
assist in the destruction of enemy targets. Earlier Special 
Operations teams has specifically requested them to support 
operations in Laos. However, by late December 1970, the U.S. 
Army was poised to suspend the ground beacon program 
and the USAF temporarily ceased beacon operations on 9 
March 1971.10

Special Forces revived it the following year by requesting 
beacon support around the time of the North Vietnamese 
Easter Offensive.11 According to a written account from 
Captain (CPT) James E. Butler, a Special Forces team from 
10th SFG began teaching the South Vietnamese how to use 
the beacon systems in May 1972. One of the team members, 
Staff Sergeant (SSG) Charles D. Gipson, was killed three 
weeks into the mission on 26 May 1972.12
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LEFT: Russell Brooke dons his green beret at Tan Son Nhut (TSN) Air Force Base in 
Saigon just before flying up to Pleiku in II Corp Central Highlands in late August 1972. 
RIGHT: Russell Brooke wears his “steel pot” helmet at Pleiku airport Central Highland 
Republic of Vietnam before flying back to TSN AFB, Saigon in mid-September 1972.

LEFT: TDY order, front (redacted)[Image credit: U.S. Army]. RIGHT: TDY order, 
back (redacted) [Image credit: U.S. Army].
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SIDE BAR: 

SSG Charles D. Gipson

Staff Sergeant (SSG) Charles Donnette 
Gipson died on 26 May 1972 from 
injuries sustained while supporting 
an earlier beacon training mission 
in the Republic of Vietnam prior to 
Operation TOLLHOUSE. Bob Clayton, 
TOLLHOUSE team leader, recalls 
learning about Gipson’s death upon 
accepting the assignment to lead the 
mission in 1972. Gipson was posthu-
mously awarded the Silver Star on 3 
May 1973. The citation reads:

“The President of the United States of 
America, authorized by Act of Congress 
July 9, 1918 (amended by an act of July 25, 
1963), takes pride in presenting the Silver 
Star (Posthumously) to Staff Sergeant 
Charles Donnette Gipson, United States 
Army, for gallantry in action while 
engaged in military operations in the 
Republic of Vietnam, on 25 May 1972. 
His actions, without regard for his own 
safety, reflect great credit on himself and 
the Armed Forces of the United States.”
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SSG Charles D. Gipson

Clayton and the lieutenants from Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina, began a week of orientation the morning of 7 August 
1972 with the 415th Special Operations Training Squadron. 
At Eglin, they were joined by CPT James E. Butler from 10th 
SFG, senior noncommissioned officers (NCOs) from various 
conventional Army units, and a U.S. Air Force (USAF) major 
and technical sergeant. The NCOs provided some combat 
experience, while the USAF personnel provided the tech-
nical oversight of their equipment. The training included 
familiarization with the AC–130 electronics capabilities and 
fire control systems as well as mission planning, beacon 
emplacement, communications, and field operations.13

They were supporting a USAF mission, dubbed Combat 
Sierra/Combat Rendezvous, which related to the type of 
aircraft that would be used by the Air Force gunships to home 
in on the beacons.14 The Special Forces teams, however, 
adopted the name Operation TOLLHOUSE. Each of the 24 
members was assigned a number. Clayton was TOLLHOUSE 
21. They would technically fall under MACV when they got to 
Vietnam, but were to report back to Emerson at Fort Bragg. 
The teams were trained on several types of beacons — 
UPN 34 transponders, Black Crow sensors, hand–held mini 
ponders, and airdrop beacons.15

The new, inexperienced Special Forces officers from Fort 
Bragg were paired with the NCOs and assigned a translator. 
MACV provided the weapons, supplies, and transportation 
when in–county. From Eglin, the team flew to Charleston Air 
Force Base (AFB), South Carolina, to Dover Air Force Base, 
Delaware, and then to Travis AFB, California.16
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CPT Bob Clayton and LT R.D. “Bob” McVey prepare to board a C-130 following a three-
day mission near Mang Buc. Clayton recalls telling Brooke not to take photos.

U.S. AIR FORCE HISTORY DIAGRAMS
The Tollhouse team trained ARVN soldiers 
on several types of beacons, including 
the PNN17 Transponder Beacon and AN/
UPN-34 Ground Locator Beacon. They 
were contained in small bags, making them 
easier to transport.

LEFT: PNN17 Transponder Beacon. RIGHT: AN/UPN-34 
Ground Locator Beacon [Image credit: U.S. Army]
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COMBAT SIERRA DIAGRAM:
The diagram shows how targets were triangulated 
by the U.S. Air Force B-52 and South Vietnamese 
air force gunship using an offset X-Band Beacon.
[Image credit: U.S. Army]

COMBAT RENDENZVOUS DIAGRAM:
The diagram shows how targets were triangulated by the 
U.S. Air Force AC-130s and South Vietnamese air force 
AC-119s using the offset X-Band Beacon.
[Image credit: U.S. Army]



Loaded into a virtually empty C–5A Galaxy cargo aircraft, 
Kent Neal, a lieutenant with 5th SFG, said the men were 
eager and excited to begin the mission. They killed time by 
throwing a frisbee in the open cargo hull. After a brief rest at 
Travis AFB, the team reboarded the aircraft and their dispo-
sition swiftly turned somber for the journey to Hawaii. “The 
whole cargo was full of aluminum caskets so that kind of got 
our attention and changed the mood.17

Due to aircraft maintenance issues, it took another week 
to get to Vietnam. They landed in Vietnam on 21 August 
1972, just 10 days after the last major troop withdrawal. 
Clayton and the others put their adaptability to the test as 
elements of the plan immediately failed to materialize. The 
first glitch came when the TOLLHOUSE group was initially 
denied permission to deplane and then nearly diverted to 
Thailand.18 Clayton provided the ground crew the blanket 
orders, which noted that the Fort Bragg officers were 
“Official Couriers” and “Individuals [were] authorized to 
carry weapons … [and] wear civilian clothes.19

LEARNING TO IMPROVISE
Once allowed to deplane in Saigon, the men split up into 
two–man Mobile Training Teams (MTTs) and spread out 
across South Vietnam, including Hue, Pleiku, Can Tho, Plei 
Me, Dak Seang, Dak Pek, Mang Buc, Mountanyard Village, 
Kontum, Ton Le Chon, and Chau Hiep, to train ARVN 
soldiers.20 Clayton and Butler, who also had Vietnam expe-
rience, handled operations and logistics. The teams moved 
frequently, and only Clayton knew where they were or would 
be going next. Clayton instructed the teams to call back to 
him daily to receive updates on their next training spots and 
with whom they would need to connect.21

Kent Neal recalls thinking that the ARVN forces were 
not very well prepared and had low morale. With his inter-
preter and training kit, he proceeded to instruct a dozen or 

so ARVN captains and lieutenants. “They were all eagerly 
awaiting to be informed about this miracle device and asset 
we were going to be providing them,” Neal said. Much later, 
Neal realized he was being too critical, given their situa-
tion. “Those guys weren’t on a tour for 13 months and come 
home. They were there until they were killed, captured, or 
maimed. That was the only end they had to their service, so 
understanding that now, I could sort of see why they might 
have been reluctant to engage the enemy and their morale 
might have been so low.22

Bo Hill was tasked to train soldiers from the ARVN 9th 
Infantry Division at a compound near Vinlong. He arrived 
at a camp in the midst of chaos. Before he arrived, the 
camp had been overrun by the enemy. “The bunkers were 
blown from the inside of the compound to the outside of the 
compound,” with an estimated 30 South Vietnamese killed.23

Justin Adams, then a lieutenant with 7th SFG, recalls the 
mission was hard work and required maximum flexibility, 
with mostly ad hoc transportation and little time for sleep. 
“I worked like hell — and never had a day off. I never knew 

Clayton ID Card (redacted)[Image credit: U.S. Army]
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TOP: Clayton Ration Card, front (redacted). BOTTOM: Clayton Ration Card, back (redacted)[Image credit: U.S. Army]



where I was going. I would just grab a helicopter or truck. I’d 
find a truck going someplace let me jump in the back.” Often 
on his own with no translator, Adams learned to improvise. 
“A couple times I made presentations where I didn’t have an 
interpreter. I had some great training aids that I actually modi-
fied after I got in the field, so I could work with people who 
didn’t speak English.” Sometimes, he resorted to drawing 
pictures in the sand. He sensed that they understood.24

COMPASSION AND CULTURE
Paul Hill, then a lieutenant with 5th SFG, was paired with 
Sergeant First Class William Marks and aligning with I Corps 
at Camp Eagle, an Army base southeast of Hue. He trained 
the members of the 1st and 3rd Vietnamese Army on one of 
the beacon systems. He developed compassion for ARVN 
soldiers. “You got a great deal of respect for the soldiers 
that you were training. It was their country, and it was life or 
death for them, and we were hopefully giving them a tool to 
improve the likelihood they would survive longer.25

Still, the green beret officers were aware they had a lot 
to learn and were always on guard. Adams recalls being 
served lunch by a South Vietnamese lieutenant colonel. 
The plate of rice with sauce and “a little green thing in the 
middle.” Unfamiliar with native cuisine, the food was a bit 
spicy. “I started chomping down on that little green thing 
in the middle of the plate of rice and it was so hot that I 
thought I’d been poisoned.26

Neal said the lieutenants learned quickly, called upon their 
Special Forces training, and pushed aside fear and unfamil-
iarity to focus on the mission. “None of us had been in combat 
before so this was our baptism. You don’t know what to expect 

and then after it’s all over and you reflect on it, you think, “I 
was scared,” but I really didn’t have time to think about it.27

Paul Hill credits Clayton with keeping the men focused. 
“I think the challenges were the logistics and administra-
tion and CPT Clayton was phenomenal. He minimized 
any impact on us. We were out there to do our job, and he 
made sure we had the stuff to do it.” He also said that as 
young lieutenants, they learned from seasoned NCOs on the 
teams they led before the mission. “The ability to respond 
to uncertainty in that was sort of ingrained to us through 
a lot of great NCOs. Each of us had a team, and NCOS that 
have been doing this for 15, 20 years. They sort of took that 
expertise and said, “lieutenant, we’re going to inject this into 
you,” and it became part of your mantra. You expected the 
unexpected, and you dealt with it.28

Clayton said the operation was like a “revolving door.” 
All of the missions were at night to minimize detection. The 
two–man teams were out for two or three nights a time. 
They would come back with barely enough time to shower 
and head back out again. “Sometimes they didn’t know 
where they were or were going — My job was to keep them 
deployed.” Clayton, too, went out on missions. As the end of 
45–day TDY neared, and considering the delays in getting 
to Vietnam, he worked to extend the mission.29 Eight of the 
24 officers and NCOs who trained at Eglin AFB in August, 
including Clayton and Butler, were granted approval to stay 
through the end of October 1972.30

THE HIGHS AND LOWS
Neal summed up the experience as having significant 
highs and lows. At times it was an adventure, but he also 
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Bloise “Bo” Hill, right, in the Republic of Vietnam with his interpreter, SSG Nuyen, 
in 1972.

A page from Russ Brooke’s handwritten notes detailing day-to-day 
details of his training missions in Vietnam. [Image credit: U.S. Army]
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experienced terror and depression. In the end, was proud 
of his work and believes the mission mattered to the South 
Vietnamese who received the training.31

Bo Hill remembers returning from Vietnam to protestors 
when he landed in Oakland, California. “I’d never seen protes-
tors like that before. They were yelling at us and spitting at us 
and [yelling] baby killer this and baby killer that.” The protes-
tors hit a nerve, but Bo greeted them with smiles and hand-
shakes. “I said, “no, I’m not a baby killer.” — I was smiling and 
laughing, and they didn’t know what to make of me.32

Most of the team returned to the United States in mid– to 
late September 1972. Clayton was the last to return to Fort 
Bragg on 12 November 1972. “Thankfully, nobody got hurt. 
Nobody got lost. Mission complete. We did a good job, I 
think.33 He “thinks” because they never got any feedback on 
the impact the mission had on the ARVN. The men often 
wonder if they made a difference. None had ever seen any 
statistics on the number of targets destroyed.

A U.S. Air Force historical study on the Combat Rendezvous 
beacon program provides some clarity. “These systems 
enabled USAF fixed wing gunships to deliver safe, sustained, 
and effective aerial fire on enemy ground forces in close prox-
imity to friendly forces when both are invisible from the air.” 
By August 1972, the beacons had undergone years of testing, 
evaluation, and improvements. The report notes that the 
beacon system “saved the lives of friendly ground forces who 
would otherwise have died had it not been for these systems.34

EPILOGUE
In January 1973, the United States negotiated a peace treaty 
with the North Vietnamese, in which the U.S. agreed to 
completely withdraw troops within 60 days. In exchange, 
the North Vietnamese agreed to a cease fire and to release 
American POWs. The official U.S. withdrawal was complete 
in March 1973.35

The USASOC Memorial Wall highlights the toll ARSOF 
soldiers paid in Vietnam. Among the U.S. service members 
who lost their lives were 796 ARSOF soldiers, including 
SGT Charles D. Gipson. Fortunately, all of the veterans of 
TOLLHOUSE made it home safely.

After returning from the mission in 1972, the Fort Bragg 
officers and enlisted men returned to their respective units. 
Some remained in the Army, while others were subject to 
military reductions or left the Army at the end of their service 
obligations. One TOLLHOUSE veteran, Russell “Russ” 
Brooke, tracked down the living officers who participated in 
the mission. In the Spring of 2024, he contacted the USASOC 
History Office and explained that they were having their first 
ever reunion at Fort Bragg in April 2024. The veterans all 
agreed to be interviewed as part of the reunion.

Of the TOLLHOUSE officers who shared their story, 
Adams left the Army in 1973 and went to law school. He 
then became a bond trader on Wall Street, then managed 
a profitable hedge fund before a retirement devoted to 
hunting, fishing, and climbing mountains. Kent Neal retired 
due to disability from a Military Freefall injury in 1974. He 
graduated from Law School at the University of Florida in 
1977 and served as an Assistant State Attorney in Broward 

County, Florida, until 1992. Brooke transitioned from Active 
Duty to the U.S. Army Reserve (USAR) in 1973, where he 
spent another 20 years and served in Operation DESERT 
STORM, rising to the rank of lieutenant colonel. He earned 
a Masters of Business Administration in Finance and had a 
successful civilian career at Coca–Cola, Delta Airlines, and 
finally the Transportation Security Administration before 
retiring in 2010.

Bo Hill achieved his dream of becoming an Army aviator 
and spent 22 years in the Army. After retiring as an LTC in 
1993, he taught public school until 2012. Paul Hill served 
a combined thirty–four years on active duty and in the 
USAR. His last assignment was as Commanding General of 
the 800th Military Police Brigade during Operation IRAQI 
FREEDOM. He also served 25 years in the Department of 
Veteran’s Affairs, retiring as associate director of the VA 
Medical Center, Washington, D.C., in 2000. He retired from 
the USAR as a brigadier general in 2005.

Clayton stayed in Special Operations for another decade 
after TOLLHOUSE, including three more years at 7th SFG. 
Then, at the redesignated U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Special 
Warfare Center (USAJFKSWC), he served as G–3 Ops and 
Training, and Chief of Plans. He later served at the renamed 
U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Institute for Military Assistance, 
SF Schools, and the Combat Developments Office, where 
he consulted on the next generation of radar beacons. He 
retired as a captain in June 1983.
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