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CAN CHOPPERS BE VIETNAMIZED?-
.. . i . 

Whenever Lt. Gen. Hoang· Xu:m Lam, · cult, however, has been the problem of 
commander of the · South V~etnam- producing trained and competent pilots. 

· ese drive in Luos, leads his troops into Until late in 1969, only 350 South Viet-
battle, he does 'so aboard a Huey heli- narnese had ,.been •'Jrained as helicopter 

, copter. SparklingJy clean and .mctlculous- , • pilots. ·Bu ti with the ;advent of Vietnam· 
'ly tuned, it is no.orclinaiy chopper; its in- ization, the U.S. Army and Air· Fore~· 
terior is ·beautifully recl-cnrpet~d land all were instructed to'. initiate : crash pro~ 
four of its crew ; members• are Aroerican. grams to train So~tli Vietnamese choppe~ 
Asked recent Iv if he would rather fll pilots :ind grou . crews. The goal wu 
with a South \'iC'tnames~ crew, the tal, set at 1,500 fully rained South Victnam-
reserved generiJI laughingly replied: ese chopper pilots, 'and mo5t have al.; 
"You must be jesting. No thank you." ready completed tqeir courses. The last: 

That General · Lam and most other of the hatch will lie graduated by early• 
South Vietnamese comma'nders f~el safer next yc-ar. . ; 
Hying in American-piloted helicopters has For the Victnam~~e cadets, it is au ar-~ 
not, of course, enhanc~d the rc~utntion duous program. Carefully chosen from. 
o~ the South Vietnamese choppef pilots. all levels of Vietnamese st>ciety, the can-; 
And recently that reputation sank .even didatcs 11111st first learn at leas.I u smut-~ 
lower after two South Vietname~c hcli- tering of English at Tan Son Nhut Air' 
copters went clown with the loss! of five Uase in Saigon. Tl~ose who pass (about; 
journalists and Lt. Gen. po ~ao ?'ri, the 7.5 per ce111 of the original class) al'C : 
ARYN commancl'er in Cambodia. ; Today, flown to Lnckland Air Force Base in Tex-: . 
in fact, there are many experts who as for si.'C weeks" additional study in Eng-'.. 
qucsfion whether the U.S., despite its · lish. Then they are sent to Fort Wolters,: 
avowed intention of turning the war over Jexas, for sixteen -Weeks of training it( 
to South Vietnam, will be able to with- the basic mysteri~s 'of the chopper. ;, 
draw its helicopter support fo( many There, if they do w'ell, they .ev·entually: 
years to come without ~ndangeilng the solo ·and go on for silfleen more \Veeks of· 
entire Vietnamization program. ~I .seri- advanced tactics trairing at the Hunter-'. 
ously .doubt," one American chopRer .pilot Stewart base complex near Savannah, Ga. ~ 
said last week, "that the helicop~er war Instruction: Maq~ of the trainees find) 
t·an be Vietnamized." · ! the program a very confusing experience. : 

Crash Programs: Nevertheless, the U.S. ' To begin with, there is 110 such thing as a · 
is attempting to do just "that. Les~ than helicopter repair rl')imual in Vietnamese. ; 
two years ago, \Vhen the, Vietuamitation All instruction is iii E111dish, and SO!lle i 
program went iqto high igear, tile. Viet- instructors lapse it\to pidgin, some into : 
namcse Air Force (VNAF) could boast jargon and others into· equally jmpene- • 
some 100 choppers. By now, the South , trablc Texan. Sometimes; when the train- ) 
Vietnamese helicopter force numbers 400 l' ees are asked. a ciuestion that they do ) 
helicopters, and 400 more arc.scheduled 1 not understand, they reply with ·an Ori- , 
to be delivered by 1972. Far more diffi- ental "yes" ju~~t to_ 'appease their instmc- : 

• t:t>•. • .' I ' tor. "Learning in a fqreign language, from. 
r :~ foreign instructors, in a foreign countrr · 

I 
and in a foreign technical environment, 

b)::;i[71~=:=;=; - ~ it's a wonder mw of them get 'through." · 
11.\ I ' comments one \\nlerican ins~ructor. "I 

j couldn't imagine \nyself going .:o~cr 'there 
1 to learn Vietnames~ancJ fly." 

Wllttam .I. Cook-N•••••ell 

Truiriing session: Too: confusing? 

, In fact, U.S. milii'll~, men are divided 
I over the ·question whether this type of 
i Stateside.~ training can turn out South 

Vietnamese chopper- pilots who are ca-, 
pablc of· carrying on the w~r· without 
massi'-;e -U.S. helic;Opter support. Some 
Americans, such as :Col. James Kidder, 

: head of t~1c training program flt IIuntC'r 
I Army Air Field, believe that the South 
Vietnamese are the equal of the A.mcrican 
gra<luatcs at For.I, Ru(-iccr. "A. man can 
either fly-or not," says Kidder. "It doesn't 
make any difference what the color of hi.~ 
skin is or where he is from.'' And this 
·View is supported by Col. John Hughes; 
a beribboned flier who has seen South 
Vietnamese helicopter pilots in action. 
"Absolutely they'll .be able to fight this 
kln<l of warfare," argues Colonel Hughes. 
"l have a · feeling that many Americans 
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Vic tna1P,cse cadet: Underrated?· 
. ll . 

still undelte Asians-in spite of Pearl 
Harbor.'' I . · 

On the 'her side, some 'American mil­
itary men ·rgue that the Vietnamese do 
not maintaik their aircraft properly. They 
point to t?e fact that only a handful 
of South \' ,ctnaniesc helicopter mainten­
ance men cccive Stateside training and 
that, as a esult, 1 nearly 75 Ptf cent of 
the \'NAF'. · fleet of chpppers is grounded 
by mechan%"·al tr~uble at any given time .• 
Among th : skeptics is retired Lt. Gen. 
James Gav1 , father of the "sky cavalry" 
concept, wHo says: "I don't think Viet­
namese acatlcmic background and manu­
al skills ate up '. to training sufficient 
numbers ofljthem to use helicopters well 
in the time ~ve have got left there. I don't 
see lcayi_ng~l·;ophistic•ltl'd helicopters and 
continuing ) replace them. Oh, no. That 
would be ikc clmpping them in the . 
Pacific Occ~n . " , 

Firepower: Indeed, even the most en­
thusiastic .1·1pportrrs of the helicopter- \ 
training prQf:ram admit that it would be 
a mistuke ti? expect ' the South Vietnam­
ese to srrvi4lc and fly the most advanced 
U.S. helicopters . As, a result, there arc. 
no present Rlans to give the VNAF com­
plPx Cobra 1g11nsliips. Instead, the VNAF 
will have t*' make <lo with Huey chop­
pers outfit t~d with guns. "They won't 
have quite' 1tlll' firepo\\'er we have," said 
one 1 · l'lcr.1~ American chopper pilot, 
"hut the I l;p<'\' is a good ship and the 
South \'iC't1iamesc. should still have a big 
edge over tl1c enemy if they use it right. 
The q11Pstid'1 is whether these Vietnam­
C'Se pilots 1\rn prove, themselves in com· 
hat. And t~1e only •place you will get 
lhat story fa in Vietnam after they go 
into action 1)n a major scale." 
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qften argues against the airmohility con­
cept. "The chopper is useful in transport­
ing troops and supplies in the hattlcfield 
area, hut its usefulness is limited," says 
an Air Force general. "It cannot survive 
when the erwmy has sophis'ricated anti­
aircraft. weapons or air power." :\fany 
neutral experts and even some Army 
men also believe that the Pentagon is 
putting.too much cmph:L~is !HI helicopter 
warfare. ":\{iljtary leaders always tend to 
he one war hchind," contends a dvilian 
aeronautical engineer. "Now they're tub- • 
thumping for a weapon that has a very 
doubtful va.lue in a conventional war set· 
tirig and even a .somewhat douhtfnl value 

Punship 1·rcwml'n l'hcl·k their rol'kct lnunl·hcrs: A lcthul i<11rroga1c 

in the so·l·allcd limited wm"." And retired 
Arn{y Lt. Gen. James .M. Cavin, one of 
the "fathers" of the airrnobility concept, 
charges that hcliropters are heing used 
for jobs that should · he done by other 
means~ "In some moments of despera­
tion, i is justified to use sky cavalry to 
solv«: t 1esc tactical problems," he says. 
"But ~-ou t'an't go· on doing il Sky caval-

incursion has d<•monstrated tll(' pott•ntial 
of !ht• hclkoptcr in t'Onventional wurfare 
of the sort that might oecur in Europe. "I 
think this really tough campaign has 
prov~ that the hl'lit~>(>IN has an aggres­
siV<' role to play against. sophisticated dc­
fensrs," say~ Coloil<'I Molinelli. "A 
combination of lwlicopters with fighter­
homlwrs overhead waiting to he call<'<I 
in is just about an unbeatable comhina­
tion." The Anny is already studying nn· 
other cornhination, an experimental "tri­
cap" (triple t'apacity) division to he 
formed by merging\ the First Air Cav 

· with the First Armored Division. The 
new outfit, earmadced for Europe, would 
have one lirignde of air cavalry, a bri­
gade of .armor and a brigade pf infantry, 
as WC'll as a reserye brigade of Nat ion a I 
Guard tanks. The Anny is also Imping 
that the Nixon Administration will re-. 
snme production of the new, heavily 
armed Cheyerme gunship, which was 
canccle1l because of rising costs, delivery 
d1•lays and shortcomings in performance. 
"The IJ('lit'opter gunship," insists one offi-
1·1·r, "may he the hest answer we have to 
th1· overwlwlming numbers of SoviCt bloc 
tanks in, Europe." 

ThrP,t: It is obvious, however, that 
gro1111() fire can pose a serious threat to 
lil'liwi :cts, to say nothing of cnrmy 
fighte( pl.arl('s, whit'h the choppers have 
not -y~t encountered. The Anny thinks 
that h1>th problems can be solved hy 
takiug:~ad,•antagc of "grourul clutter"­
prineipally lrt'l'S a11d huildings-to hide 
from a.n enl'rny. In this way, some olficers 
believe .that helicopters tan even cope 
with j11t fighters. Last fall, a .~cries of tests 
at tlui Anny's Jlunicr-Liggett base in 
California' piited Cobras against Navy 
F--1 and F-8 jets in simulated comhat. 
The results arc st ill classified, hut the 
Army i~ said to he cru.:ouraged. "Qn tli.e 
whole," says an Army .~pokcsman, "we 
fotmd that a lll'licopter alone on the 
dcd~. using its inherent agility, l'an have 
a low vulrl('rability to jets." 

fl -~1 -~.-. ... ., rnifil·~rv l•YnPrf .~ WOnclCr 

about Lliat. Tlwy note that, so' far, more 
than 1,900 U.S. hcl,icopters have been 
shot down and de.~troyt•cl in Ind1khi11a, 
oftt•n by riAe 'fire or hand grenades. Aod 
if the North Vietnanwse ever get their 
hand~ on a light weight, heat-seeking mis­
sile-similar to the one already developed 
in the U.S.-Arnerit'an helicopters may he 
more vulnerable st ill. The critics also 
point out that the helicopter is a notori­
ously fragile piece of equipment. "A 
llucy," remarks one pilot, "consists of 
hundreds of moving 'parts, each one try­
ing to tear the others lo shreds." Indeed, 
for every hour in the air, a helicopter 
normally requires four hours of mainte­
nance work. And even with these pre­
cautions, more than 2,300 helicopters 
have been wrecked in Indochina by acci­
dent, collision or mechanical failure. Al­
together, the 4,200 helicopters that the 
U.S. admits to having lost in Vietnam cost 
ai1 estimated $1..5 billion. · 

Predictably enough, the Air Force 

ry sh1)uld not be used to fight the heavy 
infantryman's buttlc, und it should not be 
used against strong anti-ain:raft fire. 
That's murder." : 

Many of the .men who do the actual 
fighting agree that Army ht>licopters 
should back off a bit ii1 Lam. "The high 
command hasn't realized that we're 
fighting a conventional \\··ar out there,'' 
says a Huey crewman. "It's 11<> good 
sending. in choppers, because they:re not 
h11ilt to tangle with those defenses." Says 
an officer: ''You just can't use the heli­
copter ·as a close-support ii1fantry weap­
on under these conditions. The Anny has 
got to change its tactical use of helicop­
ters. The trouble L~ that the bovs have 
found a new way of going to \~:u-, and 
they. don't want to change it." Not yet 
anyway. But if the first taste of conven­
tional warfare in Laos is any indication, 
the A1my may have to reappraise some:: 
of its grand designs for fighting land 
wars from the sky. 
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P.S. TO A BRIEFING. 

T wo weeks ago, in ·an attempt to rebut 
charges that the South Vietnamese in- ' 

vasion of Laos had produced only meager 
results, Secretary of Defense Melvin L!lird 
called upon Lt. Gen. John Vogt-known as 
"the best briefer in the Pentagon"-to pre­
sent the Administration's case to· the press. 
At a news conference, Vogt proclaimed that 
om~ of the major achievements of the drive 
into Laos had been the destruction of a vital 
enemy oil pipeline. To dramatize his point, 
Vogt displayed a 3-foot length of pipe 
which, he said, had been ripped out of the 
oil line.' Tedmically, that was true. Out last 
week, under questioning from r~porters, 
Laird admitted that the particular piece of 
pipe brandished by _Yogt had . no~ been 
seized during the current L'aos invasion but 
had been hrou14ht hat'k months ago . by a 
South Victnmncse intelligcnt.'C tenm. ._ _____ .. ______ ,,,.,,, _______ , ___ , Wally- N "N•m•.-N.-w••••k 

' Vogt di1playing pipe 


