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t.~ttv tried ro swallow. but the drv sensauon oJ cotton mouth made n - . 

1mpo~~thle. I he pulsaung rhythm of a hundred helicopters Jlying at 3000 

4eel on t :omhat Assault and heading due west, over the vast hazy and 

~moked covered Laotian Escarpment pulsated throughout the sky . l'he open 

radio roic wa~ l Hied with the chatter of men talking back and forth. pointing 

our po~s1hJe enemy positions. Kelly adjusted the audio level ol his aviation 

hP.adsets and with his left hand grabbed his left knee, trying to stop 1t I rom 

tapping up and down in an uncontrollable rhvmthic beat. He was scared 

l\Jraid he was ahout to die. He could leel his nineteen vear old heart 

rounding hard hehind his bullet proof vest. He switched ofL the salety 

~wttch on his M-60 machine gun and glanced down at the long brass string 

"' i fi 2 mm bullets that red into the top plate of the gun. "You better not , 

1am you ~tupid mother ... ··, he cursed at the gun and then squirmed 

11ncom.1nrtahly in his doorgunner seat, hand adjusting tor the hundredth 

time 1 he hall inch thick armor plate that protected his underside. It was 

the lirst time in Kellv ·s voung life that he felt unable to control his late. fhe 

n~alitv of the mission was slowty sinking in. A very big and historic military 

operation was about to ta.ke place and be would be a part of it. A verv 

~mall part ol it. Jesus·, he said almost prayer like, ··u I make it throu~h 

1 his .. .1 promise I'll quit ... " Suddenly the radio filled with a panicked 

voice . 'Mav Dav! Mav Dav! C) 1 Cals. on the east ridge! Hvdraulics out.. .. 
• • • 4 _ . • 

(ioin~ Down! May Dayf Going Downt" Kelly instinctively pointed the M-bO 

roward the smoke covered Laotian countryside . The radio now alive with a 

conJ usin~ mix ot voices and sounds or heavy gunfire. ··someone see where 

hr. wP-nt dnwnll ... Get a rescue ship over there!... I See them! ... Right oil the 

;·eltmv Brick Road. Jesus! SJ 's aH over that ridge line ... Tanks! There's tanks 



., .. 
on roadl fakin~ Firel l'aking riret.. Damn itl I don't beJive it4 A tank just 

~tlot at u~... leep the radio cleanf Where's the fire comin~ Jrom ?.. . .. Three 

Oclock . Ott ol OL9. Ob shit! Tbe whole area j~ hoL.- Get some ~uns down 

th.ere to protect that rescue shipL. Tbere·s ACK ACK at .3500 leet.. 

~-itchdoctor is taking fire .... taking firel... I got bad guys in tanks at 4-6-3-

A fire at 4 -6-3-8 ... Witchdoctor is downl ... I'm breaking oil. 2-9 take the 

lead . 2-C) take the leadl I'm breaking off to help Witchdoctor!... You ~et 

hack in tormation ... Recovery ship will take care or all downed birds ... l'm 

hreakin~ otl. damn ill". 

~elly lelt the adrenilne rush through his body. He knew that 

Witch doctor was his unit's rescue ship. He thought of the crew wondering ir 

they were still alive. Captain Johnson spoke into the choppers intercom. 

·"II ru~hl Ruys Were 5 minutes out from the Ll. we·re on 30 ·second 

~1 aggers. Something happens._.Jollow the river back ... got that...". No one 

answered. Johnson continued, ''We're the second flight in. Fire for Fire rule". 

Eddie Nichols. the chopper's crew chief shouted back ... My asst Fire for Fire! 

Were 20 clicks into Laos. I'm going in hotl" Kelly felt a little uneasy. tie 

didnt like heing the second flight into the Ll . . In Laos, the N.V.A. would Jet 

the tirst choppers in, and then open up with mortars and 51 Caliber machine 

~um~ as the re~t ot the choppers made there troop insertions. 

rhe radio exploded with pandemonium, ''Shark down!...Shark down!... 

Pilot hit in headl .... Roger, where you at ... I got a mark on 'em . .... unable to 

get in ... to much lire ... 5 l's all over ... get some f-4 's in hereL.Blow the little 

ha~tard~ oil that ridge linet...You people watch the tanks ... where in the hell 

are the F-'4's ... " 

~hove all the conJusion, at 12.000 feet, was the Command and Control 

~h.ip t town by Colonel Maxwell. known more for his willingness to sacrifice a 
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~hip I ult ot men than taking a chance to sacrifice himseU'. He spoke loudly 

ahove the commotion on the radio, "Dolphin group, This is C&C l, Stay away 

trom lhe north side ol the river. AH kinds of 23mm coming on that ridge 

line Follow the bend in the river where it turns South. Still fire for Fire 

rule. l'he Ll. should be marked" Kelly smirked, "You Son of a whore. Easy 

tor you to say when you're flying at 12.000 feet" . Kelly heard Johnson 

speak as he dropped pitch with the cyclic and lowered the RPM. "There·s so 

much smoke. Hope J can LD. the Ll.". Kelly glanced at Lt. Story, lhe co­

pilot It was his tirst mission with Storv and be hardlv knew him. fhe . , . 

helicopter began a gradual left turn and descent. The smoke covered Laotian 

hilltops coming closer. Eight ARVN Infantry Troops sat quietly on the metaJ 

chopper tloor. They looked frightened and uncomfortable. Each soldier was 

I 11lly geared and ready for combat. He caught eyes with one ot them and tor 

an tnstant Ke11y leJt a comradeship. It quickly went away as Kelly grasped 

the M-60 and peered down at the earth shutting out the panicked voices on 

1 he radio and the constant frightening sounds .of war. 

fhe chopper continued to descend slowly into the valley. fhev were 

at .;oo feet when he noticed something out of place near a group oJ 150 foot 

ta11 teak trees. He aimed his M-60 at the trees below him. In five more 

seconds he would open fire, "To hell with the stupid rules", he cursed to 

hiru~eU . ln an instant the trees seemed to quake. A deadly looking sizzling 

white tracer b~an Hying toward the chopper. k:elJy instinctively opened 

lire with his M-60 thinking he could shoot it out of the sky. He aimed at 

1 he head ol the arc, blazing M-60 tracer rounds at a rate ot l O rounds per 

~econd . fhe white arc now seemed to be moving in slow motion. Kelly 

changed the direction ot his fire into the group ot trees. The tracers 

appeared lo be bouncing off the area like they were hitting something made 
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nl mP.tal. Uh. (_;od :· yelled Kelly as tbe fierce looking arc climbed directly 

toward him, ··its gonna go right up my ..... Kelly shifted his weight thinking 

he r.nutd move out ol the way. WHOMPI It 'Smashed into the beHy ol the 

chopper. fhe lorce of the hit causing the chopper to rock slowly back and 

torth, like a boat in choppy water. Kelly instantly fired toward the trees, his 

M-bO ia1111n~. There was 1tfi eerie moment ·of -silence. U-pt-ain john-son -spok-e 

lirst "What the hell .... Did we take a hit?" Kelly fumbled with the ;am.med 

~un, Yeah ... f eah .. At three o'clock. Down in that group of trees on the east 

ridge. I don't know what it was, but, it was big and white". Eddie Nichols, 

screamed over the intercom as he tired his M-61>, "jeezuuz. There's all kinds 

of dinks down there. Tracers at eight o'clock". Johnson talked confidently 

int.o the radio, ''This is Dolphin 29. On approach to Ll. We're taking heavy 

lire lrom the west ridge and took a big hit from the east ridge. Checking 

tnstruments". Kelly looked down at his feet. Smoke was curling up trom 

underneath the chopper's belly. "Oh no ... ", the words stuck in his throat. 

Johnson·s voice seemed to change in pitch, ''This is 2-9. I'm ~etting 

warning lights. Hydraulics ~ticky~ Losing power". Story spo.ke qukkJY~ 

·what's the smoke from? There's all kinds of smoke''. Nichols screamed, "1... 

1 hink .... were on fire ..... ". Johnson yelled into the radio mic, ·· Dolphin Z-9 is 

going down .. May Dayf May Dayl 2-9 ... east of Ll ... .lots of firef ... heavy 

caliber ... were on rireL. May DayL. May Dayf Dolphin 2-... " The radio went 

dead. Kelly looked around in a panick. The biggest fear to any person who 

tlew on a combat chopper was happening to the crew of 2-9. They were on 

Hre and ~till 1 '\0 feet in the air. 

KP.Uy l"elt his stoma~h tighten. There was chaos aboard the ship. He 

took a quick glimpse out the right side of the ship seeing numerous tracer 

rounds flying at the them. The N.V.A. on the ground new they had a 
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r.hopper m trouble and were doing their best to t inish it on. KeUv felt a 

warm spla~h smash onto his leg. He looked down and seen blood. He 

glanced up and saw that several ot the ARYN had taken hits. One was hit in 

the head. lhe hlood spurting onto Kelly. Kelly grabbed his M-60 and tried 

t.o lire. torgetting that it had jammed. He cursed under his breath and 

reached over tor his M-16 rifle, grabbing the canvas strap bag that heJd 

several maRazines oJ M-16 rounds. He turned around, to look at the rear 

wall and could see the flames within the smalJ portholes that were used to 

check the oil and hydraulic levels. "God!" he shouted, "The fuel cell!" He was 

sitting right next to it and the thought of blowing up in midair overwhelmed 

him. l'he fierce N. V.A. fire continued tracking the burning ship as Captain 

John~on tried desperately to get the disabled chopper closer to the ground. 

KeJly was helpless as the event unfolded. Reality was playing in the familiar 

fatal slow motion he had witnessed before during combat in Vietnam. It 

was decision time and Kelly knew the wrong decision woutd mean the end of 

his liJe. Should he jump? They taught the gunners not to do that. You 

risked being cut in hail' by the main rotor blades because the chopper could 

he descending faster than tbe human being who had jumped out. ~etly 

released his seat belt then stepped out and onto the skid of the chopper. The 

wind blasting his face. The heat from the fire warming his back. He forgot 

about the N. V.A. and watched tbe ground coming toward him closer and 

closer He remembered what they bad taught him in paratrooper school, 

knowing that it was possible to safely jump from 15 feet. He grabbed 

tightly onto his M-16 and estimated they were SO feet in the air and going 

down. He waited. 40 feet. 30 feet. 20 feet. "The Hell with it !"he screamed 

and then he jumped. 
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The old paratrooper training must have worked. Kelly landed in a 

hear and could hear the battJe still raging on. The N.V.A. weopons tiring 

1 hroughout the area and being answered by the return fire or the helicopter 

f:unnen -and the blasts ol rockets and mini-guns from the gunships. tte 

turned and stared at the burning helicopter. ''Gotta help the crew" be rose 

"lowly not sure if he had broken anything. He glanced quickly around, 

cbecking lor N.V.A .• didn't see any and ran toward the downed chopper, up 

to the co-pilot door, and in one motion slung the M- J6 over his shoulder and 

1.ried to open the co-pilot's door. He could see both pilots. Story was 

lranticaHy trying to rid himself of the safety harness that bad now become a 

~piders web, trapping the co-pilot in his seat and Johnson trying vainJy to 

~but down the chopper. The chopper surged sJightJy forward with a deep 

$ounding groan, causing the main rotor to smash into a small tree. The ship 

shuddered vioJentJy and the rotor broke free from the head mast and Hung 

~Jowly through the air like a deadly stow flying machette. The force or the 

break was so ~trong that the 1=hopper began to roll over anci on top of Kelly. 

He lell to the ground, the M- 16 dropping off his shoulder. He felt helpless 

and could hear the horrible sounds of metal twisting and turning as the. huge 

metal monster sJowty tumbled over. Kelly looked up, frantically trying to 

move out of the way, but the gravity continued its deadly pull on the 

burning ship, Kelly pressed himself against the earth trying to find a 

recession and avoid being crushed to death. 

fhe chopper settled in and Kelly, although trapped under the chopper. 

was still alive. He cringe.d as two close gunshots rang out, glass shattering 

around him. He looked up to see Story, pistol in hand, climbing out the lront 

chopper window. He looked down the chopper toward the tailsection and 

remembered that the ship was on fire. He reached for his M- t 6. It fay just 
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out ot reach. He could hear a man screaming inside the chopper. Kellv 

figured it was Eddie Nichols. For some unknown reason he remembered 

that 1:-:ddie had an unusally high voice and it seemed to match the agonizing 

~cream . 

~elly stared at the burning tail section. A compJete calm had come 

ovP.r him He knew that in moments the cho_pper wouJd blow up. He thou_ght 

of his mother and lather, "What will they say when they get the news?". 

KelJy closed his eyes and prayed. "Dear Jesus, is this how I'm going to die?" 

~elly opened his eyes. He was now sitting in the thick elephant grass 

30 feet away lrom the burning helicopter. It lay on its side totally engulfed 

in Jlames. fhe deadly screaming voice continued to echo amidst the sounds 

ot battJe He shook his head trying to understand what had just happened, 

''How did I .... get out...". He had little time to consider. because not more 

•nan ten leet away, was an N.V.A. troop, walking slowly toward the Ll . . 

l(ellv heJd his breath. He'd never seen the enemy this close before. He 

reached J or his M-16 and realized it was still underneath the burning 

chopper . He stood perfectly still, amazed at the size of the N.V.A. soldier and 

how cool and calm he looked strolling through the jungle, his AK-47 held 

lirm1y with both hands, wearing faded blue-green jungle fatigues and a 

small pack on his back and, oddly enough, he was wearing sunglasses and 

smiling. Kelly watched him walk onward and disappear into the thick 

elephant grass. Kelly turned and looked back at the burning chopper. He 

couldn't believe bis eyes. It was Johnson. "My God", he yelled to himself as 

he rushed toward Johnson. Captain Johnson was stumbling around in the 

L.Z. waving his .38 pistol in the air. Kelly grabbed him and yelled ,"You 

O.K.f" Johnson looked quizzically at Kelly and struggling with his words said, 
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'Someone·s ... on ... ship ....... gotta help .. .'' They looked at each other, and in a 

comrade etrort, ran toward the burning ship hoping they might be able to 

save whoever was trapped inside. They could get no closer than ten 1eet 

hecause ot the intense heat. They looked at each other and in a futile bitter 

~hrug knew it was to late. Johnson frantically grabbed Kelly by the shoulder 

and -pointed -to a dearing -0n the -opposite side .of the burning .chopper. 

Miraculously, a pilot had landed and was attempting to rescue them. I'he 

gunner was standing on the ground waving and trying to get their attenuon. 
. . 

Kelly and Johnson began to run toward the rescue ship. The clever N. V .A. 

seemed to be waiting for the rescue effort and began laying down a fierce 

tine of fire. tracers filled the air. Kelly fell in behind Johnson running as 

fast as his weary legs would go. He could feel the bullets flying past him and 

see ·them hitting the dirt near his feet. He started to laugh like a crazy man. 

his adreneline pumping with every bullet that missed. He was weary, yet, 

determined that it wasn't his day to die, "No way mother fuckers .. .l'm gonna 

get out ... " he yelled to anyone who could bear. The final l 0 feet to tbe rescue 

ship took an eternity, the chopper was hovering a few feet above the ground 

and he had lo jump up and climb aboard with help of the gunner. 

Kelly hugged the warm metal floor of the chopper but the celebration 

was short. The gunner yelled at him to get in the gunner seat and start 

tiring back at the N.V.A.. Kelly quickly hopped into the seat. He glanced 

over and could see Captain Johnson on the floor and incredibly there sat 

Eddie Nichols. Kelly instinctivJy fired the M-60, peppering the hillsides with 

8poradic bursts. The chopper attempted lo lift off. He heard the gunner 

yetting and cursing and looked over and seen the gunner pointing his .38 

pistol at two ARVN soldiers who were hanging onto the skids and trying to 

get back on tbe chopper. They coudn't lift off with the extra weightl The 
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N.V .A.. tire continued flashing through the air and numerous rounds were 

finding their marks in the body of the chopper. The gunner cursed at the 

A.RV N's and alter several warning shots. He screamed, "GET ... BACK ... TO ... 

fOUR FUCKING .... LZ.r and then shot them dead, at point blank. Kelly 

watched the bodies tumble to the ground. the loss of the excess weight 

allowing the chopper to lift off. "This has got to be , hell" he figured. The 

chopper ascended slowly out of the valley. Fierce N.V.A. fire chasing them in 

the air as they llew upward. The gunner yelled at him for not firing the M­

hfl and pointed to the headset and motioned for him to plug it in. The 

aviation helmet filled up quickly with chaotic voices. He realized they were 

talking to him. "Did the co-pilot get out? Did the co-pilot get out?" Kelly was 

Loo tired to speak and simply nodded, yes. He listened to the pilot speaking 

Lo the lrazl.led C&C Commander, "Roger, Sir. I got three crewmembers. The 

gunner says he seen the co-pilot on the ground." Kelly felt a surge of hate 

a~ he listened to the conversation and spoke to himseff, "Asshole. Why don't 

ynu get your lifer ass down here and try flying in this shit". A new and 

calmer voice came over the radio, "Dolphin 1-7. BlackCat 1 here. Right 

outside vour door at three o'clock. Gonna cover ya, buddy, back to Khe Sahn. 

<;ood joh getting those boys out". Kelly looked out the door and could the 

Cobra Gunship on the flank. He looked down at the valley floor. It looked 

peacelul from 3000 feet up. "At last" he thought, "We're safe". A strong, 

~harp jerk tossed Kelly back against the metal wall behind him and the 

rescue ship began descending downward, quickly as if in autorotation. The 

pilot quickly stabilized the ship at a lower altitude. There were loud shouts 

and people talkjng frantically. Kelly saw Captain Johnson pointing out tbe 

chopper door on Kelly 's side. Kelly looked up and watched in isolated horror 

a single main rotor blade tumbling slowly to the earth and small pieces oJ 



10 

glistening metal and white paper shimmering in the sunlight spir~ling sJowJy 

down to the valley below. The B1ackCat cobra had disintegrated in midair, 

taking a direct hit from either a Surface to Air Missie or Anti- Aircralt tire. 

Kelly ~at back in his seat. Exhausted. The rescue ship chugging its way 

toward Khe Sahn. 

They JJew in silence. Gathering their .thou_ght.s., ~.aying private vr_ay_er-5 

and sobering up from the hell they had just left and knowing that tomorrow 

they 'd be Hying back again. The ship's pilot, switched on the AFVN radio 

network and the son voice of an announcer was giving the news report, 

··tooay in Vietnam was a quiet <>ne. There w~re no reports of American 

casuaJties from the units involved in the LamSon 719 Operation. Command 

Operations report light contact with the N.V.A .. Khe Sahn, Lan Vei and Fire 

Base Vandergrift report little or no enemy activity. The ARVN forces are 

pressing on toward T~hpo~~· ~.aos in there attempt to cut off the Ho Chi 

Mjnh trail Enemy losses for the week have been placed at 1357 N.V.A. 

Killed, 2345 wounded and 42 captured. ARYN losses, 23 Killed, 47 wounded 

and none missing. Hope you're having a great day,G.l.'s and now, how bout 

a tittle rock and roll to help make this day go by a little better. I got some 

Crosby, Stills. Nash and Young and a hot tune called, "Wooden Ships". 


