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Co~l~uniat troope charging up a hill in Laos: Suddenly, a co11vcntio al,wur 

of the· Nikon ,.dministration's policy in · all alorfg: of,.course, that the North Viet­
IndochinaJ And last week in Laos, where name.~e were well dug in, and tl1l·y had 
20,000 S1~11th Vietnamese troops were budgeted for losses running as J1igh as 
tr"ying to ~lice through the Bo Chi Minh 60 per cent among the Hueys ;1~:0.nt1lti11p: 

' Trail, Arheric~n hcli.coptcts were playing defended positions. liven so, there. were 
a crucial . role in what could he the unexpected difficulties. Sou h<"m Laos 
dimactic· h>attle of tlw Indochina war. was studded with enemy .mti-a ircr;1rt 
After a \l'el·klong pause-durini;· whid1 sites--principally 51-cal. rn.1chi1u1 guns 
South Viej11amese President Nguyen Van and high-firing 37-mm. flak gut) -and 
Thieu swt'pl hi.~ cupboard nearly bare some of the batteries proved \to be 
of rcserv~s-a U.S. helicopter Aotilla guided by radar. In addition, .'enemy 
leapfrogged fresh troops westward along tanks were prcseut in unforcseeri num­
Routc 9 and, dcspil~ stout North Viet- bcrs; they were hard for the gunships 
namc~e resistance, reportecJly captured lo knock out '(particularly since ni:my of 
the vital ~·rossroads around the town of · the choppers had not been issued armor­
Tchcpone/ Th!! CommJmists fought with piercing rockets), and they were surpris­
evcrythir1g they had; some 50 Soviet- ingly accurate when they fired l~ack ·at 
made' tanks ringed Tchcponc, and for .the the helicopters: "\Ve. never thought that 
first time in the war, enemy batteries in we would sec so many . tanks," s;,iid tlie 
North .Vietnam fired surface-tl)-air mis-. commander of one Cobra unit, "br that 
siles . a~ U:S. planes across the ·border, the anti-aircraft positions would [ he so 
drawfog r1ew "protective reaction" strikes numerous and well-designed." I 
in reply. /\t the same time, North Viet- The enemy barrage produced many 
nam(•se· gp11ners . iu Laos blazed away at crippled ships, like the Huey that War­
U.S. hcliqoplcrs, and with each hit they rant Officer Harold Smith manhandled· 
unclersco~Jd the choppers' chronic vul- back to ·the big Khe SarJh bi1se ir1 South 
nerability to ground fire. In the process, Vietnam last week, fuel tlrippit~g jfrom a 
they thrcµtel)ed no_t only the safety of jagged hole in its belly. "They 1111 us at 
allied troops, hut'm;lny of the Pentagon's 2,500 feet," Smith reported. "In Vietnam, 
pct theories anout the usefulness of heli- I've never even been fired at above 1,500 

·copters aJtai11~1 a \veil-equipped foe. feet." But the cripples were lucky, for 
·league: For now, after years of almost many choppers never came hacki at all. 

unchallen~ed : supremac:y against lightly By the end of thel'vcek, the U.S. com­
armcd guerrillas, helicopters were fi- mand listed 61 heJ\copters lost since the 
rn1lly running into a far more sophisticatc<l start of Operation IJam Son 719, linclud­
thrcat. All of thcm-frhrn the fragile ob- ing a few that crashed due lo ac9idents. 
servatioi1 ch<ippers td the squat Huey And that figure was conservative, fbr 
transports :.md even the potent, needle- . whenever the Army's rescue ship~ could 
nosed Cobra gunshipll-werc often easy recover the carcass of a downed hcli­
garne for· the vast army of enemy anti- copter, it wa.~ not counted as shot down, 
aircraft guns ' that waited in Laos. "The even if it happened to be a total wr~ck. 
moment the· South Vietnamese stepped The air crews themselves scoffed Jt these 
ovl'r the h1irder, they !were playing in :r efforts to play down the losses. "Man,'. I 
different league for mbch higher stakes," got shot down badly twice in ohe day 
said on.c experienced observer. "This isn't myself, and I saw them leave eigllt birds 
a guerrilla war or even a semi-guerrilla· behind at a single LZ," said one pilot. 
war. It's as close lo co11ventional warfare "The numbers they're putting out really 
as yon11 get in Southeast Asia." mislead people back home." 

Allied military plahners had known Because South Vietnam has few pilots 

and helicopters to spare (page -H), the 
Americans were carry)ng the brunt of 
the air battle. And as the Army of the 
Hepublic of Vietnam ( ARVN) renewed. 
its drive, U.S. losses climbed. In one as­
sault by the ARVN First Div· ion on an 
enemy position south of Hout · 9, 30 of 
the 60 Hueys involved were b dly dam­
aged, and eight, others were destroyed 
outright-all in less tha.n half an 1our. 

The North Vietnamese Ar y, how- • 
ever; was not the on{i enem. that the 
pilots had to contend wjth. Khe Sanh, the 
main forward base in South \'ietnam, 
was a vast bowl of red h1teritc Just that 
swirled up in gritty geysers ~ach time a 
helicopter landed, and soon clogged the 
delicate mechanisms of."every aircraft in . 
the operation. "Our co~prcssor blades 
look like ceramics," •complained one 
American commander. "The dust is caked 
on, justt as though it had been baked in· 
.an ove~ The. only thing that }'Oil c:an use 
to clean the compressor blades are wal­
nut shells-no kidding, wnlnut shells­
and they're in short supply." 

But in spite of everything, most of the 
traditional gung-ho spirit was still evident 
among the helicopter pilots. When the~· 
g_athered after a day's work, there was 
a distinct :1ura of the Lafa,·ette Esca­
drille or the' HAF during the Battle of 
Britain. At the air-cavalry ba.~e in Quang 
Tri, young pilots working the Laotian 
front play darts and raucous games of 
pool as they gulp their beers. On the 
wall is a roster of the. unit's pilots. and 
the names of the tle:1d or missing are 
turned 'poignantly upside down. And 
even indbOrs, the young Hiers like to 
swagger around in black stetsons. 

· Breed: The pilots do not try to hide 
their pride in belonging to an elite out­
fit. By virtue of the risks they take and 
the fantastically lethal. equipment they 
command, the chopper crews regard 
themselves as a breed apart from other 
soldiers, much less the folkS back home. 
"You've got to b~ a complete idiot or a 
medal-hunter to do this joh," exults one 
of them. "When I get home," says a black 
pilot, "some cop will probably hassle me 
sometime. I'm going to tell that mother 
that I fired more ·rounds in a minute · ' 
than he can buy in his lifetime. But then," 
he shn.igs, "how can you make people 
understand that I have a gun that can 
soak a football field with bullets in a few 
seconds? The American public probably 
can't absorb that." · 

But in n1any respects, it is not ·hard to 
understand the mystique that goes into 
being air cavalrymen. In an age of push­
button jets and missiles, they arc fly­
ing in slow, seat-of-the-pants aircraft 
that allow them to sample the Red Baron 
bravado of a bygone age in aerial war­
fare. "Up there, you feel like a fighter 
pilot in one of those old World War II 
Mustangs," explains Jack Loadholt of Sa­
vannah, Ga., who, .at 21, may be the 
youngest captain in the United States 
Army. Other pilots reach back even fur­
ther for 'COmparisons. "It must be a lot 

(Continued on Page 42) 


