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the A Shau Valley or these guys were simply tait. Other
engineering units had been air assaulted in to work east-
ward toward the other elements, speeding the road improve-
ments. In addition to the road and drainagz improvements,
seven large helicopter lar ding zones were cut.

After finishing the colonel’s business at Rendezvous,
he wanted a quick tour of the valley floor. We flew at one
hundred knots with a slight zigzag up along the old
Highway 548, which was a two-lane dirt road, obviously
in heavy use. From our ten-foot aliitude, we observed
well-placed, corrugated culverts at small creek andd =~ -
age areas. I asked him why they were there, and he said
simply, “The North Vietnamese maintain them. We go out
and blow them up now and then, but they rebuild them.”
He then wanted to 2ivert to Firebase O’Reilley, near Rip-
cord. A bulldozer w 1s working on :he mountaintop there.
Then the Colonel surprised me witl: a request for a low,
slow flyover of Ripcord. Ripcord had been closed since
the preceding summer when it was evacuated.

We did the flvover at Ripcord, low and slow. I thought
of Jim Saunders six months earlier, shot down and evad-
ing NVA on the very hill below me. Flying there was an
eerie feeling. I fe.t very exposed. We proceeded to O’Reil- » &\ Q

\

ley, where I landzd. I let the colonel off ° ' pt the
aircraft engine going at flight REM: . & __ _____ spent

several minutes tz'king to the people working. They were
clearing mines a:.d preparing new defensive positions.
After a few minutes he hopped back 1, and we departed.
Hether inted out a one-lane red clay road that . from
Ripcord to the A Shau Valley. It had been exposed oy
B-52 “c oliation” 1 bombing). I asked him when we built
that. He said, *“We didn’t build ti-at. The North Vietnam-
ese built that last summer. They still maintain it.” That
was a shock. There I was in my littlz Loach. flying south
0 d. The North  etnamese Army w. maintain-
il :cupying the land and being resusphied by truck
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them from a normal landing to a hover. The aircraft crashed
and burned on final approach, near the runway, killin:
Rauen, who was trapped in the burning wreckage. An-
other WORWAC 70-5 class member, John Rauen, dead.

On February 20, an emergency resupply of Ranger North
and extraction of Specialist Fuji was commenced. A flight
of twenty-one Hueys was led by a Phoenix Platoon. Capt.
Dave Nelson was the lead aircraft commander. The ¢ >m-
pany commander and flight leader was Maj. Jim L oyd,
flying in Nelson’s ! iuey.

SpS. Dennis Fuji, was stranded on Firebase Ranger
North, four miles inside Laos, west of the DMZ. The NVA
was massing tanks and prep 1gtoove  nit. Little time
was left. In desperation, a gambling attempt to extract Fuji
proceeded from Khe Sanh to Ranger North.

The Vietname: > Rangers had not been resupplied in
two days due to ininse antiaircraft fire. Lt. Col. William
Peachey, the air m:ssion commander, decided the flight
could not make the approach. However, Specialist Fuji
was still in radio contact.

An American was on the ground, in the m st dangerous
circumstances. Nelson and Lloyd agreed. They had to get
Fuji out. With Peachey’s acknowle dgment, they cashed in
low-level, flying between the trees, as fast as possible.
They slid to a landing among mortar bursts, uncour able
rounds of AK-47, .5I-caliber, and 23mm fire. Fuji w
hauled aboard, along with seventeen uninvited ARVNs
wl  pt ely wanted out.

As Nelson departed, the Phoenix Huey began trailing
" white smoke characteristic of vaporizing fuel and burn-
ing oil. A few seconds later, the turbine engine belch.-d
a black-donut smoke ring, indicating catastrophic er.gine
damage  =n fire erupted from the  gine compartrient,

flames leaping back tot! * " "»oor! Lieutenant Coionel
Peachey, radioed, ' . _-e! it! Get out!”
- L Ballantine Books
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they would retrieve them! Doan commenced a tightly spi-
raling dive, nearly vertical, down three thousand feet to
the left side of the burning Huey. Green .51-caliber tracers
and fluffy white puffs of 23mm air bursts enveloped them
during the descent. One 23mm struck the rotor mast, badly
damaging the main rotor system vibration dampeners.
Mckeaney would later tell other Phoenix pilots of what
could have been his last two thoughts, “Doan is fuck-
ing crazy, and now we’re gonna die!” Wh: n the acticn
was safely over, laughing at mortal threat released some
tension.

With Major Lloyd, the crew chief, and gunner aboard
D¢ s Phoenix bird, they departed under fire, taking
many more serious hits leaving Kanger South. Doan and
McKeaney, with their crewmen and passengers. bzrely
made it to Hill 30. They’d taken a 23mm hit on the main
rotor mast, which caused a horrible vertical vibration. The
Huey’s collective control actually bounced during the short
flight, As Doan crash landed at the larger ARVN position,
they radioed the others that they didn’t have Nelson on
board!

The Phoenix had been lucky, one more time. but good
luck was quickly being used up. Capt. John Bottman
called Doan to see if they’d gotten everyone out. After
a couple of minutes’ confusion, the call came: Nelson
was still on the ground. Covered by Skip Butler, Redskix
One- e, with 2d Lt. John } ry Bond in tt Cobra’s
front seat, Capt. Don Davis and Capt. Joi.n Bottman came
in1 L

Bottman descended the Huey east of Ranger South to
approach low-level, trying to avoid the murderous anti-
aircraft fire above the hill. Doan and McKeaney had barely
survived. Don Davis saw the intense antiz’.craft fire. As
they raced a couple of feet above the treetops, Davis saw
North Vietnamese ° ny troops eserywhere he looked.
The twirkling muzzle flashes of AKs were clearly vi:ible
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in broad daylight. As they raced between the trees, Davis,
the copilot, began calling out critical engine and flight
instruments while Bottman kept his eyes outside the cock-
pit. Then, incredibly, Davis called out, “Airspeed 145
knots.” In a desperate attempt to disrupt the North Viet-
namese Army gunners aim, Bottman had the empty Huey
exceeding its designed airspeed limit.

They landed on the right side of the smoking pile er
debris that had been Nelson’s Huey. Only a piece of the
tail boom remained. Bottman sat thirty very anxious sec-
onds, under fire, w.iting for Nelson, who finally came
high stepping out of the woods, running across the LZ
under fire. He ran on his heels so he wouldn’t scuff the
toes of his iegendary shined boots. Nelson dove into the
back of the aircraft, rolling on his back, feet in the air, as
he hit. He wouldn’t scuff his boots further. While climb-
ing out with bullets whizzing around them, Nelson tapped
Davis’ shoulder. Davis turned to find Nelson disgustedly
pointing to a scratch in the black mirror-g° toe of
his boot.

Fuji spent onec more night in Laos, at the safer ARVN
position, but he was evacuated early the next moming.
Bottman and Davis carried the Phoenix crew members
home to Camp Evans. The second rescue bird had been
the charm. The Phoenix lived their vow. When one bird
went down, another went to get them. It continued until
accomplished!

The Phoenix pilots’ actions were memorialized with Sil-
ver S for " : pilots. S "alist Five Fuji received a
Silver Star for his actions as a torward air controller, after
surviving the ]| "~ opter crash on Ranger North.

The Phcenix crew chiefs and door gunners had ex-
celled ir. their duties. Their personal courage and gun-
nery skills were acknowledged witt  stingy ed Flying
Crosses, very rare awards for army aircrew. Sp<. Ronald
Merek, Sp4. William Starbuck, Sp4 Briar. . zgerald, Sp4
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than the missions we’d flown on CCN because the land-
ing zones were preregistered by the North Vietnamese
artillery and ringed with antiaircraft weapons.

On some firebases the Phoenix resupplied, the NVA
were dug in just outside the wire. Even so, orders were
that the door gunners could not fire their machine guns for
fear of hitting friendly troops.

Hardin said CW2 John Michaelson packed an M-79
grenade launcher and used a couple of cases of ammuni-
tion per day. He was said to have made more NVA Kkills
than any other Huey pilot just while sitting on the ground,
unloading supp!  n Laos. Michaelson told him it didn’t
matter if he hit the NVA or not, he just felt better fir-
ir ~ back.

1 could only shake my head in amazement, grateful to
be in a Loach with the 163d.

That evening was eventful at Snoopy’s Pad, or hover
area. Warrant Officer Schwab, and a nonaviation CW2
got drur.k. They sang all night long, country and western
music. They didn’t cut it off until after 4:00 A.M. Then
Schwab decided to give the nonflying warrant officer
“hovering lessons” in a Loach. At 4:30 in the morning,
Schwab and his friend, who had never been trained to fly
anything, commenced to hover in the Snoopy’s Pad hover
area. Schwab gave his friend hovering lessons for about
twenty minutes then landed in the wrong revetment and
shtt down facing in the wrong direction. They were ap-

te.v cc  ted in the morning by the commandii
officer, w*o called Mr. Schwab and his ncnarated friend,
oby + I ing puppi  very early thit morning. A
notice was immediately posted that any flying activities
after dark and before sunrise would have to be cleared
with the staff duty officer. Everyone got a laugh out of that.

Februarv 26, 1971. _ 1stoff missions continued with

the 49¢th Medical Company. During another extraction
of wounded, WO John Souther took ground fire and be-

. Ballantine Books
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came an aircrew casualty. Another WORWAC Class 70-3
member dead.

February 28, 1971

My wife complained in a letter that my parents were
acting poorly, worrying about me. I wrote her that it should
have been expected. But I hated to hear it. Knowing I was
there, they had been religiously watching news coverage
of the Rock Pile and Khe Sanh areas. I’d learn later that
there was a lot more TV coverage in those areas than in
Laos; after several news-personnel deaths, cameramen
v n’t willing to fly into Leys with the VNAF, so TV
carried lots of scenes of trucks ¢ irrying wrecked Loaches
and Hueys. There were even horrifying scenes of dead
pilots being carried away, face down on stretchers, arm’s
dangling. The graphic news coverage sickened those with
loved ones committed there. But all I could do was write
and let my folks know I© “the “stjobinlI ~rpslI
could get. I wasn’t a hero nor a foo!. I wouid simply do
my job and come home.

March 1971

On the first of March, at lunch, I walked out of the
division mess hall and |  “ed back to the company. On
my way, I noticed a slick on the division pad and saw

Iph ] -a from the Pho rany. He yelled,
*“You REMF! What’cha doing?” 1 walked over, and as we
talked of the pzople we kne, he told me of Nelson’s
flight with Major Lloyd and Sp5. Fuji’s unexpected so-
journ with the ARVN.

Moreira laughzad as he told me cf Nelson replaying
action that night :n the Phoenix ofiicers club. Nelson, who
was the quiet, introspective type had ev  >ne in stitches.

. - 1 Ballantine Books
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“There I was, NVA everywhere, the whole world shoot-
ing at us, eighteen packs (passengers), losing hydraulics,
losing power, and the major gives me a fucking auto-
rotation!” All present had laughed themselves to tears.
Moreira and I laughed about Major Lloyd’s cutting the
fuel off. Only a real live officer would attempt that. We
shook hands, and I wished him well. I didn’t know it was
the last time 1’d shake hands with a Phoenix in Vietnam.

1 ~ 7 ntine Books
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Lolo: The Worst Landing Zone

By March 3, ARVN movement in Laos had bogged
down, and there were heavy tank battles between the
North Vietnamese Army and the outnumbered South Viet-
namese. A firebase on the northern flank was lost, and the
39th Ranger Battalion was overrun and wiped out. An-
other firebase held by an ARVN division was overrun and
an ARVN brigade commander captured. Large caliber ar-
tillery fire from North Vietnamese Army guns increased
markedly. Intense artiaircraft fire made heliborne move-
ment in the ar2a costly and dangerous. The North Vietnam-
ese Army units stepped up tank and infantry assauls.
Individual tanks were used as mobile gun platforms ..nd
antiaircraft weapons.

Complications of political influences in the South Viet-
namese government compounded the incapacity of the
ARVN comm:. nders to effectively control their troops in
Laos. Operations capabilities were degraded by ireffi-
ciencies in tactical air support from the U.S. Air Force.
Due to the lack of on-ground forward air controllers,
things became ¢ In an effort to reverse the trend
of events during late February, the original goal, Tche-
pone, was redesignated. The Tchepone assa It would be
smaller sized, as the site of a limited but cffective de-
laying action to prevent North Vietnamese forces from
pursuing the South Vietnamese, who were retreating to

Khe Sanh.
On March 3, the 71st Assault Helicopte: Company, the
219
- N Ballantine Books
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Rattlers led a combat assault into Laos that was to be a
“piece of cake.” The 71st had been temporarily posted
from Chu Lai to Quang Tri in late January or early Feb-
ruary to support LAM SON 719. They had flown some mis-
sions into Laos, but none as far as Lolo. In fact, they
should not have been there in the first place. The pilots
were under the impression that the company was standing
down, and the unit had a shortage of pilots. The unit did
have some experience flying Combat Control North
(CCN) missions for MACV-SOG across the border, but
was unfamiliar with the Loio area.

Regardless of those facts, they were chosen to lead the
assault onto Lolo. Planning prior to the March 3 cor:bat
assault suggested that forty UH-1Hs were required for the
initial combat assault to establish Fire Support Base
(FSB) Lolo. The name Lolo was derived from the name
of Italian mcvie actress, Gina Lolobrigida Lolo was on
fairly level terrain, forty-two kilometers west of Khe Sanh
on the escarpment in Laos, overlooking the Xe Pon River.
The map coordinates were XD 422375. Elevation was
723 r.eters above sea level.

The South \ ietnamese strategic plan was to secure mu-
tually supporting fire support bases along the escarpment
that was the east-west high ground overlooking High-
way 9 and the Xe Pon River as far as the abandoned town
of Tchepone, show a presence in the North Vie'namese
base areas, and then withdraw.

On the third of March, the 3d ARVN Reginm:ent exe-
cuted a series of airborne assaults to the west, ziong the
south  escarpn it of hills south of QLY. The Ist In-
fantry Division (ARVN) units air assaulted to successive
positions at Landing Zone Lclo on March 3, Landing Zone
Liz on Mearch 4, and Landing Zone Sophia on March 5.
The 2d ARVN Regiment assault to Landing Zone Lolo
was the first step of the plan to enter Tchepone, the core of
the Ho Chi Minh trail network. Landing Zone Lolo was
thirteen kilometers southeast of Tchepone. By March 3,

- ! Ballanti::e Books
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the assault had been postponed twice in two days because
additional preparations (bombing by air force jets) was
required to reduce the very strong antiaircraft defenses.
Of course, the fact that the area had been prepped for
combat assault for two days made clear to the North Viet-
namese th:t a landing would be made there, so the anti-
aircraft network encircling the area was strengthened.
Army aviation history would be made in the assault.

In the pilots’ briefing the night tefore the assault on
Landing Zone Lolo, the pilots were informed that a B-52
strike that night would prep the landing zone. They were
also told that because of the B-52s” preparation of the
landing zone, gunships would not prep the LZ. The crews
from the 71st Assault Helicopter Company had so little
experience in Laos that they even discussed the necessity
of wearing the bulky chicken plates worn by all pilots
active in I Corps. I Corps pilots “never left home without
it.”” The men of the 71st AHC wculd soon learn the
briefing was horrifyingly inaccurate. “Bogus” in the words
of some young warrant officers. They would aiso learn
they were the lead element simply bccause they were the
largest unit remaining; everyone else had been simply
shot to hell. Due to combat attrition, =i the other compa-
nies were makinz do with from eight to twelve slichs in-
stead of the usual twenty.

The helicopters assembled at Khe Sanh, then flew to
pick up the ARVNSs. From the pickup zone, t' ey headed
westward, deeper into Laos. Approaching th.e landing
zone, still not in sight, the air miss’'on commander di-
re. " them. The line of Hueys de: -ended into the dust
and smoke. The aftermath of the B-52 A:rc Light strike
reduced visibility to very poor visval flying conditions,
less than a mile visibility.

Capt. Dan Grigsby, Rattler Two-six, was the lezd ship,
Cl kOne, into tt nding Zone. On approach, all air-
craft took continuous fire for at least two minutes prior
to reaching the landing zone. One aircraft, a few miles

- 1 Ballantine Books
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behind the lead element, was shot down over LZ Brown.
Before Chalk One even reached Lolo, other aircraft were
taking hits. Two Charlie-model gun:hips were shot down
just east of the LZ. Once in the I. nding zone, Grigsby
took hits all over his aircraft from AK-47s, RPD machine
guns, and mortar fragmentation. The fire was predomi-
nantly small arms, but also included 12.7mm antiaircraft
slugs. Grigsby took off in a fusillade of fire and headed
back to Khe Sanh. On departing ihe landing zone, he saw
NVA running, crouched, to the left front of the aircraft. He
also watched his copilot’s head bobbing and weaving as if
he were doc ng bullets the way a boxer dodged punches.
He called Red Oak, Drason Two-zcro, and told him the
landing zone was surrounced and under ~ vy fire.

Clearly the landing zone had been compromised, and it
should have been moved elsewhere or the assault can-
celed. Red Oak Dragon responded, “Negative, negative,
keep putting ’em in, keep putting *em in.” All hell con-
tinued to break loose.

As Grigsby climbed out, he t © " to light a ci; tte,
keeping the cyclic between his knees, but his hands were
shaking so badly he couldn’t, so he asked his cojilot to
take over. After lighting a cigarette, he took the controls
back and started to decelerate airspeed from one hund:ed
knots back to the normal cruise of eighty knots. When
he pulled back on the cyclic, it wouldn’t move. He then
told the copilot something was binding the cyclic. Grigsby
looked back and saw bloodstainzad bullet holes in his cargo
floor, in the area of th Huey’s control push-pull tubes. He
knew then that he ccald lose aircraft control at any mo-
ment. Heading straight back for Khe Sanh, he informed
them that he had an emergency and co: 1d not slow below
ninety knots.

Khe Sanh tower replied, “Roger, Two-six. You’ll be
emergency rumber three following the aircraft burning
on short final.”

When Grigsby was on short final, another aircraft de-

- 1 Ballantine Boo::s
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clared a very frantic emergency. Grigsby then told the
tower he could put his aircraft on the ground beside the
runway. At ninety knots, that was not a wise decision.

The tower instructed him, “Two-six, put the fucking
thing on the goddamn runway. That’s what it’s there
for. We’ll get you off.” Patience hell, everyone had an
emergency!

The Huey came to a <liding, screeching halt using a
small portion of the runv.ay. The instant it was stopped,
an aircraft tug came over and hotsted the aircraft off with
chains wrapped around the rotor 1. st. Grigsby four. I that
a piece of shrapnel had lodged in the rotor system hell
crank. In typical army aviaior fashion, he got into another
Huey and flew another seven hours of sort  into Laos.

Back at Lolo, Cralk Twn. WO Gary Arne was call sign
Rattler Two-five. He approached Landing Zone Lolo and
also encountered the intense fire. Becoming low and slow
in his final approsch while waitir g for Chalk One to clear
the landing zone, he made an attractive target. In a ail of
withering fire, Chalk Two had his tail rotor a:.d hydraulics
system shot out. The ship began spinning, and three
ARVN passangers fell two hundred feet from the cargo
bay to their Jeaths as other helicopter pilots watched in
horror. The crew chief and door gu ~ner frantically wrapped
their microphone cords zround *he three remaining ARVN
soldiers to stop them from faiiing to their deaths.

Arne eparted the landing zone without dropping off
his three remaining troops, bit his engine was then shot
out at one hundred feet above the ground. Then he wetched
his windsi.ield explode as if in slow notion, while he took
three rounds in his chest protector from an AK-47. Addi-
tional rounds continued impacting on the sliding armorz
plate at the side of his seat even as they crashed back into
the landing zone. They evacuated the aircraft, anc hid

behind a log until things stabilized .. few hours later.
* * *
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WO Doug Womack, Chalk Three, watched the ARVNs
falling from Arne’s spinning Huey. To Womack, they
looked like rag dolls falling from the sky. Grigsby was
already on the radio telling command and control to call
off the combat assault. Womack did a 360-degree turn
and the aircraft behind him also commenced circling
turns.

The command-and-control ship agz'n refused to call
off the combat assault. When asked by a fellow pilot if he
was going in despite the camnage underway, Worack
replied, “Yeah, I'm going in.” Then, without hesi:uting,
continued his turn and went directly into the landing
zone, taking hits all over the aircraft during the run in,
short final. on the ground, and during the climb cut. The
gunmount post stopped one round that would have killed
his door gunner, and several rounds just cleared Wo-
mack’s head. Several just missed the crew chief but found
the main rotor transmission. Fragmentation from RPGs
and mortars struck the sides of the aircraft while it was in
the landing zone and both main rotor blades took hits.

To an army pilot, a “defined risk” is acceptatle expo-
sure to the enemy, and may be well planned as part of
mission. However, risk without constraints, as in Landing
Zone Lolo, is the ultimate, terrifying reality of control
lost—naked exposure to enemy fire. Those who experi-
enced the eerie sense of time expansion would later talk
of time slowing to an unlifelike quality.

Womack entered the twilight zone of time expansion,
mortal combat, in the presence of death.

With every revolution of the retor blade, he could
count the nicks and dents in the blades, while ¢nemy
tracers slowly wafted skyward at nine hundred feet per
second. Words were spoken in syrupy slow voices. The
question of mortality already understood, “Is this it. when
time stops?”

In the heat of battle, Luck smiled on Chalk ___ree, if
only for a moment.
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On climbing out, Womack saw that his transmission
pressure gauge was fluctuating wildly. He made a straight
line for Khe Sanh and on final approach, lowered his col-
lective to reduce power for descent. The transmission
pressure plummeted to zero and the red warning light
glowed “land now”! He barely made it back to Khe Sanh
and safely lended. Suffering from shock, ti.e young co-
pilot was replaced by a copilot from another shci-up
Huey, who’d lost his pilot and aircraft! In typical warrant
officer fashion, Womack and his new copilot flew several
more hours that day supporting the ARVNs.

The ship that followed Womack in was shot down in
the landing zone and burned. Eleven of the next fifteen
Hueys in the combat assault were shot down or shot up so
bad they had to be replace1! One of the pilots in an air-
craft shot down in the landing zone v as killed by his own
rotor blade while running from the burning helicopter
under enemy fire.

Bob Morris was the aircraft commznderof = 7 7 e-
seven into Lolo. Seconds out from the landing zone, they
started taking hits, and his crew chief called, “Uh, Mr.
Morris, you do know we’re on fire!” He then learned that
it had gotten so hot in the crew chief’s well that he had to
move into the cargo compartment. There was no choice
but to return to the landing zone. Morris landed in the
landing zone, taking still more hits from small-arms fire
as he touched down. ...zy evacua:zd the burning heli-
copter and ran to a trench. Fortunately, Capt. Jc Tty Crews,
a fc er Green Beret, now a pil-t, had also been shot
down on the landing zone. He borrowed a radio from the
ARVN to direct air strikes. Morris was Commanchero
Three-zero. He had plenty of experience on Special
Forces missions in Laos. He knew exactly what the situa-
tion was and how critical it was.

Crews told the command and control to halt the assault
until NVA on the south side of the landing zone could be

- L Ballantine Books
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removed. Crews pointed out that there was a fifty—fifty
chance of any approaching Huey’s g.iting shot down.
Another Commanchero ship, piloted by Steve Diehl, did
try to get in to pick up the air crewmen, but Diehl took so
much fire he couldn’t land. Command and control finally
decided to halt the assault and put more firepower into the
tree line to the south of the landing zone.

Nineteen Hueys flew in. Eight Hueys managed to fly
home, but they, too, were shot to hell. Useless after the
engagement.

With the assault temporarily halted, the Hueys returned
toc Khe Sanh to refuel and check out their aircraft. Some
aircraft were swapped for undamaged aircraft. Maj. Bob
Clewell, Commanchero Six, was cae of <zveral aircral
commanders from the four companies inv-.ived in th- ini-
tial assault who assembled at Khe Sanh. An ashen-i:ced
crowd of pilots quickly assembled. The Commancheros
had last lost an entire crew on the eighteenth of February
on a CCN mission. They were well-a. Juainted with the
fact that the war was ending—except, apparently, in 1
Corps. There were arguments about what to do. What
would be the best way to go back to LZ Lolo, how to put
more ARVN in and get the aircrews out? They compared
notes and estimated how many ARVN were on Lolc and
how many Americans. Chalks Two-zero and higher still
had ARVN soldiers on the aircraft.

Clewell and the Commancheros were det -rmined to go
after their downed crews, and asked how many would go
with them. _ . eryone was scared shitless, but all knew
they had to go. If they left the guys grounded in Laos
for long, the NVA would have them. Everyone present
volunteered-—all fifteen ships left flyable out of the flight
of forty-four heli -opters. For them, it was a turning point
in that particular battle. There were no northern units with

re combat experience from I Corps, and they’d long
been shot to hell. Many 101st compa:.ies had only one-

- Ballantine Books
196/Q-58A11438-018



bexm$$1l.gxd 1/26/98 17:38 hmim”

1 AGr 2 nIJOFS

THE PRICE OF EXIT 227

third strength at combat effectiveness. No one company
and no one battalion could sim»ly do it all themselves.
There were only pieces of flight platoons, companies, and
battalions left. The crews from down south quickly ab-
sorbed the experiences, and casualties, then they took their
place at the lead. The northern I Corps helicopter units
were then matched, loss for loss.

They reloaded the ARVNs, met up with the Cobras,
and proceeded back to Lolo. All within less thaz two
hours from the initial assault. They would approach low-
level, between the trees, from the northeast, actually
having to hover up to Landing Zone = 2. The air strikes
had Lzlped suppress enemy fire, but the Hueys still took
antiaircraft fire from entrenched positions. It began c: the
border of Laos and didn’t stop until they reentered Scath
Vietnam, west of Ki:e Sanh. courtesy of General Giap.

Two Char:ie-model gunships had been shot down just
outside the landing zone, and a total of eleven Hueys were
shot down on Lolo or nearby. One was shot down over
Landing Zone Brown, miles away. In all, jorty-four heli-
copters took serious hits from antiaircraft fire. __inooks
bringing in two D-4 bulldozers dropped their loads from
altitude under antiaircraft fire, destroying the bulldozers.
It was not until the following day that the first regiment
and second/1 Battalion had a battery of 105mm howitzers
brought onto Lolo. At the end of the second day, Fire
Support Base Lolo was established while a simultane-
ous operation crea  Landing Zo. Liz six ~ meters
west/northwest of Lolo, near Tchepone. Next atter Liz
would be Landing Zone Sophia, four kilometers northeast
of Tchepone, less than two miles fromm the announced
objective.

But the helicopter crews were taking a beating. Ex 2ry-
body was taking hits, and it wasn’t just cne trip a doy—
for the lift birds it v eight to twelve trips « v into
Laos, all under fire from twenty entrenched North Viet-
nam Armyani’ ~ raft”  “"ons. In athree-day period
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in early March, 122 UHls took serious battle damage,
and many were DEROSed (shipped Stateside) as salvage.
Twenty were destroyed.

Evening of March 3, 1971, Camp Evans, Phoenix
Hootches

Door gunrer Mike King finished a cassette-tape letter
to his mother he’d begun three days earlier:

Th sa ording, Mother, and I just want to see how

the sound ettect’s coming in and uh, I think it’s a littie
bit loud r” it now, and I'll > and play it back ...
Roger out.

Like I'm saying, I’m trying to make a recording, and
it’s kind of hectic around here. You know, I don’t ever
have any real privacy, so I just kinda came outside
here. It’s near the flight line, anyways, Alpha Com-
pany, so, it’s a flight line. Alpha Company flight line is,
you know, right near our flight line. And, sun’s just now
going down. It’s been a pretty nice day. Getting kind of
hot over here though. Well, I'd say it’s around one hun-
dred today. But, you know, I'd rather have it hot like
this than rain. I just thought I’d send you one of these
tapes.

I know listening to a tape is much better than just
' ing letters. There, it sount oset  But, thin2s here
lately have been pretty hot . . . But, uh, things really got
hot arcund Febn  + twenty-first.

On February twenty-first, my pilot got shot through
the leg, and it got pretty bad. The crew chief and I man-
aged to put him back in the back seat and, fortunately
enough, he’s not gonna lose his leg. He’ll keep it. But
heonly hadtv  ty daysleftinthea . That’s thereal
bummer about the whole thing. He’s as real fine per-
son. And, wz shouldn’teven ! nj g in that area,
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and he went back in. In this certain landing zone, they
{the NVA] were mortaring the LZ at the time wc went
in, and it was really ridiculous. That damn colonel—
you know the way colonels arc. He was about s:x thou-
sand feet above, in the air. He wasn’t getting shot at, so
he didn’t really give a damn. He said, ““Ah, you people
go on back in there, a' d get your ass shot off,” so we
went back in, and we got hit. It was a real bummer.
He’s a real fine person.

And, let me see, what else. Oh. yea. on February
twenty-third, I gci shot down. It wi:s notaing more than
a large piece of sh;pnel, cut a fuel line, and we hiad to
bring it in on an 2mergency larding at Firebase 31.
Firebase 31 has really got a uniqve history. It didn’t last
but about a week. It was ovi  n by an NVA bettal-
ior: of tanks and I think about five minutes after we left
the ship there, on Firebase 31, our hel: opter was de-
stroyed by heavy artillery. But, this Laos thing i< resliy
a bummer. Really depressing. So many people :ctting
killed.

Oh yeah, I sent you the door pin out of helicopter
number 288, that got shot down on Firebase 31, and
door pin [holds on! the door when you pull the door
back . . . If you don't have that little pin in, {when] you
get up high in the air, the wind will blow it off. . . .

You see, we got twenty helicepters, which is a ror-
mal stresgth of a Huey contbat 2:<ault slick compzny.
R™ " :now, we don’t have but six L>licopters. You see . . .
eveiyone is getting shot up, and p.etty bad. Helicopters
are really being *~ aged bad, :nd we havc a lot of
people over here to shoot at [us], but I think every-
thing’s gonna be all right. You know, you just gotta
mairtain my cool. And, you know, that’s what I'm try-
ing to tell you, Mom, just don’t get worric 1. You know,
th life’sjustareal cker.] :an, you're gonna have
the Green Machine on you, and sometimes you want to
know what it’l]l finally evolve in i>. This is no re
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than a little economical conquest for some fools who
want to make a lot of money or have their names in the
paper. It’s got me to where I think, as much I love my
county, I hate my government with a hell of a passion,
that’s all I got to say about it. And, if you could’ ve s~en
Firebase 30 ar 1 Firetase 31, you might have a little
understanding of what I mean.

People think war is good. Hcll, people think it’s
good when they’re not in it. You get in it a while, and
you see how good the war is.

Yesterday on Firebase 31, we hauled off enough
damn dead people. They had 'em lined up out there like
at a zoo. I've never seen anything like it. The ARVNs
don’t even know what they’re doing. You CA ’em out
into an area, and they’re so damn sca , they won’t
even move. That’s the reason they’re all getting killed.
They won’t even move. And when we come to pick
up, they hang on the damn skids to try to get out of
there. They’re like a human wave attack on your damn
helicopter. You’ve got to kick 'em in the mouth, kick
’em in the head, kick 'em everywhere. to keep ’em off.
A Huey slick won’t carry but about nine ARVNSs, and,
hell, we have carried as many as twenty out, hanging
on the slicks, grabbing ’em by the head and pullirg
them in to try to keep ’em from getting killed. But I s:iil
can’t help but feel sorry for those people ’cause they
really didn’t want this thing to happen. Just minding
their own business.

In fact, the people we CA’d in Laos didn’t even know
they were - "~ - there until we put ’em down on the
damn _ unu. __at’s pretty bad ir ' book.

If you go into Laos, you have to o more than they’re
doing. I'm not saying it’s the ARVNs fault «s much as
it is the command’s fault. The command doesn’t even
know what the hell it's doing. I mean, it throws them
out there on the damn mountaintop and expects them to
do ° won« . It just like thtrowing a bunch of
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learning a lot. I’ve still got a lot more to learn, and I
plan on doing that. But, enou :» for helicopters.

When I say I work eigiiteen hours a day, thct r.cans
I’ve put in about eighteen hours a day. I'm usually out
at the flight line about 6:00, and I get through cleaning
my gun at night around 9:00 or 10:00. Oh, that’s not
eighteen is it? That’s just fifteen. Oh. that’s not tox bad.
Oh, correction there. But, Mom, if you’re worrying, 1
want you to cut that out. Worrying never did no good
about nothing. . . .

I'm gonna go on back to the hootch and finish
taping. I don’t know why, I just have trouble thinking
these days. But, I'll see you later.

Here, we’ve got a young man here name Pireapple.
We | him Magnet Man in our company. I think
during the past week, Magne: Man was shot down once
or shot up twice, three times. .1 total of three times.

Well, here I am again the next night, which is around
March 3, and everything is going good, I guess. Didn’t
even have to fly tocay. Oh yeah, I flew an hour and a
half. Flew to Khe Sanh with the major. Major Lloyd,
he’s an outside guy. He’s not like the rest of the majors
in the army. He’s a Cobra pilot. Cobra gunship pilot.
He had pretty tough people. They have a vy hard job.
They really risk their lives every day. And he’s just
the kind of guy that just don’t e anything off of
anyone . .. He does stick up for you [even vhen] he
doesn’t have to. In fact, he’s just about the best man
I’ve ever seen in the United States Army . . .

I'm gonna continue to tz 3e so. you can hear my voice.
Idon’t ki v if it an; any or not. T guess I've
changed in the sh eriod since I’ve bcen gone . . .
about a month and a half, two morn:hs ago. But, there’s
one thing. This crew chief I’ve got, Joel tiatlev, he’s
from = va. He's a: »d y. He said ther.'s one
thing about life—no matter how bad it i7. how bad the
\ over here, you've always got to find something
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good about it. No matter how bad things are, if you can
find something good abou it, then it is bearable. I've
learned about life over here; to live in this world, even
back in the States, a perscn’s got to find something
good about it. Even something real small. Got to have
some little thing he takes pleasure in. [Even] if it is
nothing more than just being yourself. And I guess
that’s just what I take pleasure in, is being myself. I
don’t know even what I'm gonna do when I get out of
the army. I’m thinking about going back to school. I
might take a [course in] computers. I'll take up some-
thing; I’'m really not worried zbout it right now . . . War
puts people in sirange moods and makes em think
completely different. You know, everybody has his
own little world, and just kind of lives in it. And there
are so many different worlds in the whole world that
it’s really strange. Two or three years ago, I was going
to college, and I had it made. Then I'm over here, -at I
believe I’'m a better person, maybe, then when I was
just going to college, having it easy.

I tell ya, it’s a great pleasure just to be able to have
a place like the United States to come home to. Have a
mother like you, Mother. You’re one of the finest people
I know. Sure did a good job raising me and keeping my
brother up.

_ e to finish this tape up. I don’t have too far to go.

Mike King, three years earlier, hed been in college, and
like many his age, souzht adventure and the honor of ser-
v toh country,ju-t 1 orother and fr 3 4.4
a volunteer, he’d askzd for the long hours ot duty as a
helicopter door gunner. He also helped the crew chief.
Joel Eatley, in the daily mainterznce of their bird. His
opinion of the ARVNs and the operation was based upon
his firsthand experience. Other crewmen and pilots gener-
all: . ced with his observations. The crewmen of :he
helicopters were just as aware of the dangers as the pilots.

- i Ballantine Books
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They were equally committed volunteers who kept the
machines flying.

He’d talked of religion and personal fears with the men
around him, including Joel Hatley, who’d also been raised
in a Christian home. Mike King’s tape home was a mes-
sage of frustration, laced with anger over the conduct of
the war. He maintained his composure; he’d accepted his
responsibility to those around him, remaining calm in the
most depressing circumstances. Mike’s brother had served
in the Marires in Vietnam, losing a lung to an AK-47
round. Mike had written his brother, saying he “wouldn’t
be coming home.”

His tape home was a graphic, genuinz report of his ob-
servations and a lovi mes . to his mother. She re-
ceived it in the mail, snurtly atter notification of his death.
Elsie King, a Gold Star widow of World War II, became a
Gold Star mother during Vietnam, an incomprehensible
personal sacrifice.

March 5, 1971, Landing Zone Sophia, Laos

The combat assault into LZ Sophia was the final step-
ping stone toward the objective of Tchepone, Laos. Gun-
ships conducted a preparationon thela ~~ gzone forty
Hueys carrying South Vietnamese troops beat their way
to the landing zone. The slicks kept up the procession,
dropping /.. /Ns and returning to Vietnam to refuel and
pick up more troops. There was pandemonium or the
redios. Constant calls of ¢ :ing fire! Taking fire!.” The
lush green landscape was dotted with clouds of red smoke
_ nades, thrown to mark ene:'v antiaircraft loca:ions.
Heavy fire was coming up fro:: the roadways and the
creek beds out of heavily bunkered, concealed positions.
Antiaircraft fire included 12.7mm, 23mm, 37mm, and

'mm. _ enthe and-C ship at altitude w  aking flak.
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Laos. But the Huey’s kept coming. Not for Americans,
this time, but their allies, the ARVN, the Sc¢ .h Vietnam-
ese Army.

On final, the new lead aircraft, Chalk Two, took hits to
the tail and fuel cell, which forced a go-around. Mike
Cataldo, Chalk Three in the Phoenix formation, suddenly,
found himself the lead ship. Hz couldn’t see the landing
zone, which was obscured by smoke, dust, and the debris
of shell fire. Then he observed a heavy volume of 2> nm
golden tracers and green .51-caliber tracers coming right
at him. He reflexively made un evasive hard turn -nd
through luck, found the l:nding zone in front of hin.
Turning on final, decelerating to the landing zone, he to_k
very heavy hits, rounds stitching his aircraft. He lost
power and made an autorotation to thz perimeater of th2
landing zone, but not to the top of the hill. In his power-
less descent, he hit a tree and then stabilized the aircraft,
crashing on the skids with a twenty-degree slope down-
ward from the rear of the aircraft.

Crew chief Robert Vial watched in horror as his Huey
fell to the ground among Vietnamese soldiers, striking so
fast they couldn’t get out of the way. Vial saw the left
landing skid crush a soldier’s head, blood erupting from
the poor man’s nose and ears.

Not realizing it had been shot down, other Vietnamese
began scrambling aboard the nowerlcss Huey, hoping it
wor ~~ fly them to safety. Chaos and confusion, smoke
and explosions, overwhelmed the ARVNs.

Despite taki - hits. another Phoenix bird landed, ard
the « lot anu uoor gunner scr . aboard it as 1t
lifted off while being mobbed by Vietnamese.

Cataldo was . zed that his aircraft stayed u _ht.
There was just enou:h angle and just enough gravity to
Keep the aircraft in place without its tumbling backward
or over on its side. Again, he’d called for his copilot to shut
off el ( he once had with me),  in without re-

ol e hadn’t even called Mayday because, in the few
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seconds it took for him to go down, the radios were cha-
otic with calls of others “going down!” At the same time,
a jet had been shot down above them, and a command-
and-control ship had also been shot down as well as a
gunship beside him, and the two aircraft in front of him
had been shot down or badly damaged.

It took forty-five endless minutes for Cataldo and Vial
to be rescued. The ARVNSs in the landing zone were mob-
bing <ach ship that landed. They nearly trampled Cataldo
and his crew as they exiied his ship. Finall., Vial fired a
burst from his M-60 machine gun - :o the ground in front
of alandii Huey, which kept the ARVNs away from the
next ship. Cataldo and Vial were then abl: to climb on
and fly out. Heading back to Khe Sanh, Ca:aldo thought
he would at lezst get the rest of the day off. Hell, he’d just
had his bird shot out from under him. However, upon
arrival at Khe Sanh, he .ound another helicopter waiting.
Cataldo was upset that he’d lost his only flight jacket
under the seat back on the LZ. With only thirty-five days
left in cou: .1y, he had been shot down. As he joked later,
“That almcst Laosed up my life!”

Phoenix bird 389, regarded by some crew chiefs as the
best in the company. was destroyed by Cobra rocket fire.
Kingsman Zero-nine, an aircraft in the following wave,
called the C-and-C bird, “Dragon, you better get these
people under control down here. It’s out of control.”

Maj. Jack Barker, ¢ .nmanding officer of the Kings-

, called on 1the” 7 ¢ e, “I've
about fifteen AXVNs on ~oard, two tell oit my skids, and
I i{I' itthree on my .. It’s bad down there, we’ve

got to geu whe situation stabilized.”

It would not ge: better.

The loss of Dave Nelson, the m~st competent, the most
capable pilot shook the men of the Phoenix. From that
point forward, the . oenix pilots understood how little
control they had over their individual fates. Nelson’s loss
hit them hard, v very hard.
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March 10, 1971

Cobb and I continued to fly together on missions along
the DMZ. We directed artillery fire and also marked posi-
tions that were later relayed by the forward air controllers
to the jets. This time, I had my gunner take movies of the
artillery fire and jets attacking the Razorback.

A major at Vandegrift was sick and tired of being
shelled. He was convinced that the forwa: observers and
some of the artillery launching positions for the 122mm
rockets were located on the Razorback, a stone mountain
outcroppit northwest of the Rock Pile, rurning north-
westward to the DMZ. A huge, granitc-face, white rock
wall denoted the south end of the Razorback. Cobb and I
flew with our crew chicf/door gunners, the major in the
front seat with me, armed. Cobb also had another armed
passenger with a radio for artillery fire and adjustment if
necessary.

Starting at the south end, we went along the top of the
Razorback at a fairly fast seventy knots, right level with
the top. We saw a lot of evidence of past fights and bomb-
ings, and there were obvious paths that wezre used by
NVA. And huge rock outcroppings concealed caves used
by the NVA. On our second crisscross, purple smoke
appeared near the south end of the Razorback. Since nei-
ther one of us had thrown it, and we knew no Americans
to be on the mountain, I immedi --ely cove off the west

of tl mntain to  ‘oid pos:ible fi 2 sn
had been a deli»erate attempt to draw 1.2 down low and
ow. I w then t in a mountain-1’
dowi 0ok every ounce of power from the little

hine engine to bring me to a hov:r, just above dead
trees, the kind of obstacle you can’t see until it’s too late.
As I slowed to a hover with an overtemp and overtorque
strain to the Loach, I’d nearly lost it! The reserve engine
power of the Loach had saved my butt. I thenex:rcd to the
south at ninety knots, which, in my opinion, was not fast
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enough. I then told the FAC what happened, and he im-
mediately called in air strikes. For an hour A-7s and A-4s
dropped five hundred-pound bombs all over the Razor-
back. We were close enough to sec one large bomb, a dud,
glance off the side of the mountain onto the valley floor.
Once they found it, it probably would be used for maring
mines by the North Vietnamese.

During a mine sweep on the road at Vandegrift, a mine-
sweeping truck hit a very large mine. It was destroyed,
killing one GI and four ARVNs. M'resweeping was tedi-
ous, boring work, interspersed with the horror of sudden
losses of the kind that left the soldiers particu” 'y frus-
trated because there was no one to attack in rei: ibution.

We continued the day cruising a‘ong the DMZ to the
east-northeast of an area known as Helicopter Valley,
north of Firebase Fuller.

At one point, I heard a hair-raising call on UHF guard
frequency: “God on Guard! SAM! SAM! Channel One-
zero-three, (Dong Ha), two-eight-two Radial, two-two
miles!” That was within three or fcur miles of where we
were flying. Then I remembered that surface to air mis-
siles weren’t supposed to be a threat below two thousand
feet. We were maybe twenty feet above ground level.

We fiew into the DMZ northwes: >f Firebase Fuller and
found a huge mortar base plate, which was obviously for
a 120mm mortar. At that point, we marked the position
and went back to Vandegrift and reported the loce tion of

t % 3 e.Themajorthe eliev: ~ " tw [ " -
tion some ground units were receiving heavy mortar ‘ire
frc he 120mm 1 = " a five mile
raj ich and 175mm artillery were used to blast
the area.

Later that afternoon, we watched a line of eight Duster
tanks with twin 40mm rapid-fire cannons as they sat on
Purple Heart Rid¢ce firing toward the __1zorback, just lac-
ing it with golden tracers and explcsions. It looked
something I had seen in movies about Marir.cx in World
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set in. I had chosen to leave them. The senselessness of it
all. I would remember it as the day I refus:d to allow my
own tears, I'd not cry again for nineteen years. The deep-
ening grief and shock would eventually subside; the
demands of flying would drag my mind from them.

Nelson was a platoon leader you’d knowingly fly into
hell with, a man of experience and focus. He was viewed
by the warrants and commissioned officcrs alike as the
most capeble, the most likely to complete any mission.
We’d all been aware of our vulnerability, but the Phoenix
who flew with him were totally confident in his ability. I'd
flown with him into North Vietnam and Laos, my life
totally dependent on his skills and good luck.

Ca; "1 Nelson’s death was a travesty of fate. We all
knew he'd been a first-tour w  nt. He’d zccepted a di-
rect commission as a RLO and trained to fly the CH-54
Skycrane. He was supposed to have been assigned to fly
Skycranes in a unit at Da Nang. But the Green Machine
shipped him to the Phoenix. He'd accepted his leadership
role and dut:es with enthusiasm.

The days would drag on, but the word of Nelson and
Moreira’s deaths would resurface in my thoughts when
the routine did not consume my attention. To me, Nelson
was the most unlikely pilot to get killed: he was 100 expe-
rienced; too capable; too damn good! To me. Neison had
been the paragon of an army aviator.

Forme, the ssions suddenly  ‘erted to REMF  s-

3 E g as hell, but very scfe. It seemed  if there
was no :onger a war going on. That feecling would last for

twhi I~ ° yado nutdolly: dCross
worker) from C 2 to Fucvase Bastogne, where
she would spend the day entertaining troops, playing
games, bringing mail and Red Cross gifts. It was the first
time I flew a woman passenger. During the flight out we
took yellow tracers, .30-caliber machine-gun fire. That
surprised the hell out of me because the firebase was only
ten miles west of Camp Eagle. I was a single ship at two
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thousand five hundred feet and must have made a
tempting target, but the yellow tracers were way out in
front of us. The girl in the 'zft front seat didn’t even
notice, and I said nothing. Four hours later, I picked her
up at the firebase and returned her to Camp Eagle. The
return flight was uneventful, at a higher altitude.

March 17 was a long day of flying convoy escort and
general support. I spent it cruising the area north of the
Rock Pile around the DMZ with Fitzgerald. We came
across a few bunkers north of Firebase Fuller and came to
a hover to drop fragmentation and CS grenades into them,
but dica’t find any enemy. I guess they’d learnzd that
Loaches were only part of their problem. The FAC over-
head could really make them hurt with the jets he had
on call.

he DMZ was an am:zing landscape. It looked like
what I’d expected to see on the Moon or Mars. For at least
two miles there was nothing but pock-marked craters
from the continuous bombing. Red clay, water, and the
debris of war. While scouting the mountain hillsides in
the area, we ran across huge monitor lizards between six
and eight feet in length. Obviously, with them out sun-
ning, the North Vietnamese were not around. It had been
a tension-filled day of convoy escort but, luckily, without
contact. That night, I returned to Camp Eagle to pack. It
was time for my long awaited R & R week in Hawai® w..h
my wife.
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Rest and Rel~vation

On March 18 1 caught a flight in a Loach to Freedom
Hill, the ~° :at Da Nang where the jets came in from
Hawaii and the States. I went through out-processing and
had to spend the night there prior to my fight for Hor.c..ulu.

The flight from Da Nang to Honclulu was lorg, but
relaxing. In Stateside khakis I hadn’t worn in seven months,
I was sitting next to a second-tour warrant officer who’d
brought along his own flask of whiskey because z.:ohol
was not served on the government-charter flights. He
gave me a lot of good-natured kiddir  ibcut our arrival at
Honolulu. He said, ““You haven’t seen your wife in seven
months. She’s changed her hair, her weight is different,
everything is gonna be different. You’re not even gonna

recognize her! It gets so confusir2 when everybody
jumps off the bus and . shes to meet their wives and girl-
friends. Some guyvs end up wizh the wrong girls. Doesn’t

slow down the festivit' * wgh.” This is goi to be
crazy, I thought.
So it v  with some trepidation (and intense excite-

ment) that I stepped off the bus and saw the long line of
women waiting at the R & R reception center. But I
instantly picked out my lovely blonde wife. . .om then on,
Heaven was on Earth. Since I only had a carry-on bag, we
caught a cab to the Ilakai Hotel on Waikiki Beach. / we
made our way up to our room, I was in a near state of
shock. To touch my wife, hug and kiss her after not hav-
252
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ing seen or talked with her for seven m nths, was months
of dreams come true. Less th n fort: eight hours ear-
lier, I'd been flying a Loach alc g the DMZ and the Rock
Pile, dropping CS and fragmentation grenades, hunting the
enemy. Two short days later, I was in a gorgeous hotel
room on Waikiki Beach - ith my lovely wife.

Our personal reunion was as intense and joyous as one
could dream, and was, I'm sure, simultaneously repeated
by hundreds of other cov.sples under the same wartime
circumstances. A%

Later that evenipg, we had dinner in the rooftop restau-
rant of the Ilakai Afterward, I called my parents to talk
with them, the first time in seven months. The phone call
was a very difficult time, at best, and not a whole lot could
be said. The news reports obviously had them worried,
and I still had five months to go in Vietnam. They did not
understand the confidence and control I had over my risk.
There was no way to convey how n:uch safer I was now
that I no longer flew with the Phoenix.

We spent the first night in Honol 1lu, saw the Don Ho
show, listened ro “Tiny bubbles.” I w.. introduced to Mai
Tais and Leilani Hawaiian Rum. Then we flew to Kauai
and stayed at the Hanalei Bay Plantation, where South
Pacific had been filmed. For a t-oy raised on the beaches
of the Gulf of Mexico, it couldn’t have been any more
beautiful.

It was pure joy to have a room overlooking Hnalei
Bay and the mountain waterfalls. The setting was per-
fectly romantic, but it stunr>d me when I realized that the
mountains, which created t- ¢ Waimea Canyon, the back-
drop of Hanalei Bay. lookcd r  wrkably milar to the
Razorback and Rock Pile. The same dark green vegetation,
white-face mountain cliffs, and countless wispy waterfalls
under cloud shrouded mourtaintops. What was spectacu-

beauty in Hawaii was simply hell in Vietnam.

After the time at Hanalei Bay, we returned to Waikiki
Beach and the SurfRider Hotel. Eanging over us was the

h Ballantine Books
196/Q-58A11438-018



bexm$$l.gxd 1/26/98 17:38 Pa$54

254 Tom Marshall

fact that the six nights would end shortly, and I would be
returning to Vietnam for five more months, my wife, State-
side, alone. We talked of friends lost but spoke little of
what I was actually doiag though I tried to explain how
different things were compared to December. I had as go: d
a flying job as existed in I Corps. I wanted to mentally
remove myself from Vietnam as much as possible, and
she simply wanted the year to end quickly.

We spent the days walking the shopping areas and
lying on the beach. I bought a T-shirt with a picture of a
Phantom on the frort. It had the words, Fly the friendly

skies of Laos on the back.
We enjoyed our time tog€ther in a wayi.at can only be

made possible by seven \months of sepaxation, : 11 the
while living on the edge hope)\i}: knoisl'ng I was in-
volved in a deadly endeavoh At the end of the week, we
laughed when I reminded her iff Anderson’s say-
ing, “The reason they only give you six days of R & R?
That’s how long it takes to wear a couple out.” However,
the humor of his remark was overshadowed by Anderson’s
death in an instrument flight accident.
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seven from the Kingsmen (Bravo Company) and three
crews from Black Widows (Charlie Company). The emer-
gency extraction was, in the commanders eycs, to move
out of danger an ARVN battalion in danger of being over-
run at Fire Support Base Brown. Unknown to those in c.om-
mand, elements of other ARVN units were fighting their
way onto FSB Brown in hopes of also being extracted.
ARVN troops already there, were dropping their weapons
in fear. For three days, the South Vietnamese forces had
been under continuous contact, the enemy making repeated
probes. Finally a command decision was made: etract all
the forces left in the area. The remnants of four ARV'N
battalions located in and around Fire Support Base Brown
would be taken out.

March 20, 1971, would be rem  ered by the Dol-
phins, Kingsmen, Black Widows, and Minutemen as the
worst-ever day of army combat aviation. Pickup zones
around FSB Brown were the day’s objectives. And as
ARVNs were dropping their weapons. too panicked to
fight, the North Vietnamese carefully h.gged the perime-
ters, waiting for a shot at the army helicopters attempting
to evacuate the ARVNSs. It was a shooting gallery for the
NVA, who were just yards from the landir z zones. When
a Huey came to a low hover, the AR\ Ns clambered
aboard, many becoming casualties of -..{-47 fire. It was a
nightmarish, vory real rout under direct enemy fir -

CWO Al Fischer, Kingsmen One-eight, had only a

r th™ 7 ir county, of his twelve-month tour of duty.
He’d flown many CCN missions in suprort of Special
aswi  manymissi  support’ Rangerteams

throughout I _ ___s. Like most young w1t officers. he
felt risking U. S. aircrew lives rep.catedly for the ARVN
forces was not justified because the ARVN werz drof: ing
their weapons and refusing to fight, which only’ made the
7~ more dangerous for the air  ws. Terrified of dying
at the hands of the NVA, the ARVNs crowded aboard the
helicopter: hey™ led, creati- - 1volatile, lethal  vi-
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nearby. But as the Hucys broke ‘hrough the smoke on de-
scent to the pickup zone, they came under heavy automatic-
weapons fire. As they came closer to the pickup zone, the
antiaircraft fire became so intense they were forced to make
a go-around. While they attempnted a climb to a safer alti-
tude, they confirmed that all aircraft in their elemert were
still fiying. Barker’s aircraft received a round through the
heater compartment and out the tail rotor drive shaft. A
second round struck Captain Dugan’s seat armor as they
continued to approach, another hit the cockpit, leaving a
hole just above the major’s head and damaging one of the
structural beams of the airframe. Due to the intense fire
anc damage, the aircraft was rendered unsafe to fly, but
uncertain of the severity of damage to their Huey, they’d
made a go-around and rejoined the flight.

Amazingly, Major Barker, Ceptain Dugan, and their
enlisted crew members were uniiurt. But the second at-
tempt into the pickup zone was equally hot and unsuc-
cessful. Another Huey had been rendered unsafe to fly.

Behinc them during the first attempt CWO Al Fischer
was flying as Chalk Two, the second helicopter in forma-
tion. Fischer was thinking during the flight into Laos that
the operation had to be ending: it seemed as if every
pickup zone was hot, but scme hzd heavier caliber weap-
ons around them than others. The flight was very tense
and very ser sus. On the flight in, smoke from a B-52 Arc
Light bombing attack obscured the ground. As the ele-
ment approached the pickup zone, he ships spread out
into a loose trail formation. to keep a one minute sep.ra-
tion | (N would not ! the aircraft on
the ground, but « e to a five-foot hover above the PZ.
The crew chief and the door gunner would then pull
aboard enough ARVNSs for a safe full load. They knew
that if they set down on the ground they would be
swamped by panicked ARVNs and wculd not be able to
ta Off.
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Fischer watched as Major Barker rolled in left off the
smoke. It was hard for Fischer :3 keep him in sizht. Fis-
cher tried to maintain a one minute separation, but visi-
bility was less than a mile. Barker had taken heavy fire
and hits on short final. He executed a go-around without
picking up troops. Sixty scconts had expired with no
word from Barker. Fischer droppcd his collective and
skirted along the smoke screen, descending to the pickup
zone. He dived low, keeping his Huey’s air srceed at
120 knots, nearly 150 miles per hour. As he apy -oached
the ground, the landscape around the pickup zone was
sparkling. Little gold muzzle flashes from AK-47s were

everywhere.
Barker did not report his taking fire or hits in the
pick 11 was too busy trying to keep his aircraft

flyable through the go-around. Unaware tha: Barker had
taken heavy hits, Fischer continued his approach, taking
his own hits as he crossed the perimeter of the pickup
zone. Because he was coming hot and fast, he stood
the bird on its tail and pulled in all the power he could
to stop it. As he leveled the Huey to hover, his first sight
was ARVN soldiers. Through his chin burtle, he saw
them crouching in the middle of the pickup zone. It
was a demoralizing, disgusting sight to Fischer: none had
weapons.

At the same time, all hell opened up inside the Huey as
AK-47 rounds turned the Huey’s unde-side into a magne-
sium Swiss cheese.

Fischer’s copilot, W _ _ | __sh, jerked back as both
greenhouse windows above the nilots heads were shat-

. Through k' fight suit leg, __sh then took a round
that just missed his skin. A former Greer. Beret with two
tours ior to his aviation tour as a warrznt officer. Cash
had an M-16 wi:th a scope slung over fis seat. But an
A 47 round hz1 er " the eye p’ " exited the
side of the sco;.e. More AK 47 rounds 2w through the
radio controls and instrument control panel.
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from the immediate problems on his bird: he had a mor-
tally wounded helicopter. He continued to climb to alti-
tude and picked up Route 9, the dusty, one-lane road that
ran from Tchepone to Khe Sanh. He could fly right at the
base of the overhead cloud ceiling and follow the road
to Khe Sanh because visibility had greatly improved af-
ter he’d climbed above the low-level smoke and haze of
ground combat.

Fischer reached the cloud base at four-thousand-five-
hundred feet above ground level. In South Vietnam that
would have been a totally safe altitude, above the range
of small-arms fire. But Fischer intuitively sensed that
was not the case in Laos. But to some North Vietnamese
antiaircraft artillery gunner, he was a prominent silhou-
ette. Just another ex; si'  slow, tar;  just below the
clouds.

In a blinding instant, Fischer felt as if someone had
punched him between the eyes. He was momentarijy
knocked unconscious. Although, it was widely known
there were 37mm radar-controlled weapons in the area,
the pilots did not know that 57mm and even 120mm
weapons were being used as antiaircraft weapons.

Moments later Fischer awoke. He was looking through
the open front end of his Huey’s cockpit. The helicopter’s
nose, pilots’ windshields, ar.d canopies had been blown
away and the Huey was screaming towards the ground,
nearly vertical, at 120 knots. In three or fcour seconds
more the aircraft would have exceeded it's design-to-load
I ts and broken apart in mid-air, but Fischer ha. recov-
ered soon enough to pull back on the cyclic and add
pov  Hethen realizec stoftl ntpar  w
gone and the engine would only run at flight-idle; it pro-
duced no useable flying pcwer. He w  then in an auto-
rotation, in a combat-damaged aircraft, still a target of
antiaircraft fire.

Fischer’s copilot, Ed Cash, was slumped over in his
s ~ Fischer 1:d he was dead.
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Whatever hit them had been very powerful. Even the
center metal post that separated the pilot and copilot
windshields was gone. Wires were dangling and sparking
from the overhead control panel. Fischer tried to tatk to
Smith and Perales but heard no results. The intercom was
dead. He turned around to look at Smith. Smith was
st g back wide-eyed and talking. Fischer motiioned,
pointing to his ears, he could not hear Smith. With the
radios out, shouting was the only way to communicate.
Fischer then looked back again and noticed a holc the
size of a football in the transmission wall. That aione
wi  a fatal wound to the Huey. Fischer then wondered
if it would hold together long enough ‘o successfully
autor. =,

Perales had also been knocked out by the blast. Smith
had been forced back aga:nst the wall and could not get
forward during the dive. Below, in front of them, Fischer
saw where they were going to crash. In a powerless heli-
copter, you can only look down and see where you're
gonna lar. i Fortunately, it happened to be a hilltop t.at
was also a iire support base, Delta 1. Unfortunately, Fis-
cher confused it with Fire Support Base Delta. The cor.-
fusion between Delta and Delta 1 would later cuuse a
problem i their rescue because Fire Support Base Delta
was being attacked by the North Vietnamese. Thrre were
only four hundred ARVNs on it. Later in tae day it would
be overrun by Russian-made tanks.

| was autorotating with only enot  power
provide hydraulics and electricity for his now useless

i 1 to  they approached the fire
As Fi cher crossed over the perimeter of FS.- Del: . he

- eevy small-arms fire. It was just as b 2 as
PZ Browu. uuce again, a base was totally surrounded by
NVA, who were right up against the perimeter wires. As
soon as the skids touched down, Fischer bottomed the
collective pitch, slamming the bird to tie ground. He
didn’t want any chance of being a slow-r.oving target.
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were to finish removing ARVNs from Laos by sunset. The
Kingsmen had just one bird left that could fly, Huey 185.
The survivor of Fischer’s rescue, Singletary’s bird.

Fischer had survived the attempted rescue of ARVN
from Pickup Zone Brown. He’'d survived having his air-
craft mortally wounded hovering in the pickup zone.
He’d even survived the airburst over Delta 1 that blown
the nose off his Huey. Then he'd successfully completed
a powerless actorotation onto an enemy encircled landing
zone, taking more antiaircraft fire during the descent.
There he’d narrowly escaped under enemy fire after par-
ticipating in infantry z-ound combat. Having been knocked

1po  ily unconscious by an airturst was grounds for
an automatic medical grounding. But he was ordered to
take unother Hi ' to PZ Brown. With one month left in
country, Fischer had lost friends and seen {ar too many
wounded. Fischer told Major Barker it wius worthless to
try again; the pickup zone was totally encircled. The NVA
were using the ARVN as bait so that they could shoot
Hueys out of the sky. The ARVNs needed to find another
way out. His disgust was driven by his observation that
the ARVNs had simply dropped their weapons and were
just awaiting the encircling NVA.

By that point. Fischer had tested the limits of luck and
fate. He was disgusted with the entire operation. He
refused to be a target over PZ Brown, again. He’d risked
his life on behalf of the ARVNs in the momning and nearly
died four times. ~ WO Siit : rshared F her’s feel-
ings. At different times, both were called before Lieu-
tenant Colonel Peachey.

First, Peachey tiireatened _ scher, to no avail. Fischer
told Lieutenant Colonel ! eachey of the AXVNSs’, cow-

ig on Brown and Delta-1. Fischer tc d Lieutenant
Colonel Peachey that hz wouldn’t go just to extract
ARVNs. Without them fighting, trying to defend their
pickup zones, it was s y suicide. Fischer then told
Lieutenant Colonel ¢ , that “If one American was
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stranded on the ground, I’d go get him, and the sooner the
better.” After the day Fischer had endured, he’d not go
back for the ARVNSs. Lieutenant Colonel Peachey prom-
ised him a court-martial, to no avail.

Sometime late:. CWO Singletary was ordered to an
audience before Lieutenant Colonel Peachcy. In separate
interviews, the same conversation was repeated. Another
flight would be a waste of American lives. Both men had
pleaded with Peachey not to send more aircraft into PZ
Brown.P ey was adamant that the operation coniinue.

Fischer and Singletary were equally adamar: that it
would contince without their participation. For both men,
it was the only time either had refused an order. It was an
emotionally charged, gut-wrenching experience. Ne:ther
man had ever dreamed he’d be faced with an o. der to cer-
tain death. Fischer and Singletary knew any further at-
tempt would be suicide, not only for themselves, but their
crewmen as well.

Maj. Jack Barker, the Kingsmen commanding officer,
was not rated as an aircrafi commander. Neither was his
copilot, Capt. John Dugan. Prior to going throuch avia-
tion training and returning for his second tour in Vietnam
as an aviator, Barker had served a first tour on the ground.
Barker told Singleiary and Fischer that he and I .:gan
wi "7 7 the mission, with Singletary’s {vabie bird.
With crewmen Dillender and Chubb aboard, thcyv’d join
the other remnants of helicopter companies, continuing
the evacuation of PZ Brown. Singlet _ went t¢ Dugan
and begged him not to go. He said “You’re not on'y
gonna get your f killed, but the ott th you.” Fis-
cher also picaded with Dugan. Begging him rot to go.

L mply replied t  “duty called” ° cor
P for the  ssion. Fischer then begced Major
Barker, his comn ™ ; officer, not to go. It wouid cost

th:m their lives. Major Barker and John Dugan were
adamant. Dillei:Jer and Chubb had no reluctancc to go
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had told his men of the mission. Warning them it would
likely be a repeat of the disastrous one of March 20, he
informed the men he needed ten aircrews, all volunteers.
His leadership by example, with disregard for his own
personal safety, had already gotten him shot down on two
prior occasions. Knowing of Major Barker’s loss only
added to the gravity of his decision.

In the morning mission, Major Runting led his flight
of ten Blue Stars as the final string behind thirty other
Hueys. When they entered Laos, antiaircraft fire took its
toll. As Bunting listened to those ahead of him, he heard
horrifying commentaries of hits taken, wounded crew-
men, and constant calls of “Going down!” Every aircraft
in the first three flights of ten Hueys each was ¢'ther shot
dov ord .ged so badly it wouldn’t fly again.

The debacle of paricked, unarmed ARVNSs s. amping
hovering Hueys while NVA took target practice was
lunacy. Bunting realized that the pickup zone had to be
moved. He called Lieutenant Colonel Peachey ard asked
Peachey to call it off until the PZ could be moved a short
distance. Peachey was adamant. The extraction would
continue.

For Major Bunting, combat risk had obse-vable, care-
fully measured limits. Sanity had to set a limit. A month
earlier, Bunting had been told by General Sutherland that
a lift company was an acceptable sacrifice t¢  intain the
diplomacy of the army support of the ARVN effor..

But Bunting | [ reached a rational limit. There would
be no senseless sacrifice of his Blue Stars. He radioed
P otelli ~ y would not go in unti! the pickup
zone was movea. imunated, Peact.ey orderedimtc  o-
ceed. / in, Bunting requested that he move "1e PZ. A
Generau of the 101st Airborne Division circli,,g above,
callsign Right Guard. overheard the conversation. He
ordered Peachey and Bunting to meet him at the log pad
at Khe Sanh.

rordered b Blue St back to Khe Sinnh and
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U.S. losses were 3 killed in action, 5 with major
wounds, and 123 minor wounded. Wounds were called
miror if it wasn’t you, and you didn’t need hospitaliza-
tion. Four days later, D Trcop returned to its much more
secure base at Quang Tri. One Medal of Honor was
awarded as a result of the action.

March 23, 1971, White House, Washingtcen, D.C.

President Richard Nixon had a busy day with Secretary
of £ Henry Kissi: r. At the midday meeting, H. R.
Haldeman sat listening 10 a review of the action in Laos.
As Henry Kissinger wrapped up his presentation to the
__esident, he concluded with the statement, “Ii  mes out
as clearly not a success, but still a worthwhile operation.”

Kissinger and the president both felt they had been
mislead by army ger.eral Creighton Abrams. The original
evaluation of what might have been accomplished had
obviously not been attained. Abrams continued with the
plan to assault Tchepone, even though it was clear that the
original plan wasn’t working. Fissinger {zlt sirongly that
they should have followed Westmoreland’s advice and
gone south to cut off the Ho Chi Mirh trail. Instead,
they’d gone on to capture Tchepone. In the politician’s
eyes, the westwa:d move toward Tcheponehadt 2 out
to be a disaster.

Had they  ed the pilots who’d flown LZ Scphia and

3rown, the conclusions would’ ve been far r ore cer-
. e 1 Kissinger then discussed with Presiden:
Nixon the possibility of pulling Abr  out, of firing hin.

.2 president thought for a moment. Pensively. he
made a point. The Laotian invasion was the end of ciien-
sive military cperatns involving U.S. forces. In the
words of President Nixon, “So what difference would it
make?”

Abr. ; kept his job.
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about it. He also had to continue flying those missions
despite his personal awareness of mortality and fear. I'd
experienced it, only seven straight weeks on CCN, which
was the equivalent four to six months normal rotation and
exposure fc - some lift companies. He had been rotating
on it for moaths and had months to go. I had chosen to
leave it. He had no choice. The amount of risk servicemen
faced in Vietnam was not balanced or fair. What your job
was, coupled with where you were, determined heavy

burdens for some, and very li ~ = others.
For the moment, I was a convicted REMF. I was begin-
ni1 juestion my own sense of integrity. My frie1 -~ 'n

the Phoenix Company were still flying combat assaults 1n

the A Shau and missions into KartlhMemant‘ard’
Laos. I rotated between moderate risk, direct support of
the combat engineers battalion along the A Shau Valley

and convoy escort duties, to virtually no-risk courier irips

to the land of freedom birds in Da Nang.

The work only made me appreciate more my decision
to move to the 163d but I was gaining an even .'eeper
respect for those who served their entire tours wiih the
Phoenix and the other assauit helicopter companies. I'd
keep my mouth shut and or:inions to myself a-ound the
pilots in the clubs. I had plenty of ¢ mba: xperience. Not
as much as those spending a yecr in the 158th or 101st
Aviation Battalions, but a good deal more than pilots in
areas south of Hue. From time to time. I’d witness angry

ing contcsts I veen pilots about their flying ski'is
and degree of combat experience. Who got shot up most
.or who'd I shot = wnt was a truly
ridiculous argument, whzn most pcople removed from the
circumstances would agree once was too often!

I'd recover quickly from the insult. It did, however,
increas my understanding of others’ feelings, and remind
me how damn good I had it. Would I have changed places
with him! Hell no! I'd been there and done that! I knew
better!
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b I N

The following night, we had a Canadian show. Took
movies of it. Vietnam style. Just a couple of dancers with
their clothes . . . almost on.

The American band backing them up had two excellent
singers. One girl sang Ja ..¢ Joplin's, “A Piece of My
Heart.” It brought a complete silence to our rowdy, rau-
cous drunks. But, when the next girl sang James Taylor’s
song, “I've Seen Fire and Rain,” the words, “sweet dreams
and flying machines, in pieces on the ground.” were met
with a stunned appreciation, a whole new meaning to
the sor

I was officially promoted to chief warrant officer,

ade 2 (CW2). My indefinite status (lifer) was accepted.
1 d have thirty-one months of duty remaining when I
returned -tateside.

On the twelfth, I flew three hours, carried two Ameri-
can Red Cross girls out to Firebase Bastogne. Second
time I’d carried women on my a:: craft. In a letter home 1
wrote my wife, “Now, aren’t you glad it takes both hands
and both feet to fly a helicopter?”

I finally kilied the big damn rat that made daily visits to
my room. I baited a trap with C-ration chocolate (John
Wayne candy bars). The big atomic rat trap didn’t kill
him, just stuck around his neck but he couldn’t get away.
I held him by the tip of his nasty hairless tail, while he
squirmed to get awav. trving to bite me. I doused him in
jet fuel ind lit him. _ Jess I'm killing one large one a day.
When you wake up in the middle of the night with them

vling on you, it’s v than an tmare. The little
black presents they left were proof it wasn’t a t .d dream.

WhenI{  moved intc the 163d Avi.tion Company, I
had a cubicle assigned to me while another warrant of-
ficer was on leave in Taiwan. The first night there, I woke
up with a large rat sitting on my chest, licking my chin. As
I threw him off, he left a few round black presents on my
bed and me. I loathed them ever since.

. 1 Ballantine Books
196/Q-58A11438-018




PA

bexm$S$1l.gxd 1/26/98 17:3: Paﬁ;Bl

1..OOFS

THE PRICE OF EXIT 281

The next day, Bill Gordy came walking in. I told him
“I’ve had another rat in my cubicle. Have you killed the
one after your food?"”

“Yeah,” he replied, “but I thin} we still need to do
something. Why don’t we use so™1e mogas (gzsoline) and
clean out the graves around :s, and the drainpipes?
They’re either living in those graves, or they’re coming in
through the drainpipe by the bunker.”

“Okay, let’s do it.” So, out we marched. We picked up
a five-gallon jerrican and filled it with gasoline at the
maintenance hangar just below our hootch. Only a few

t from our back door, there was a , round Bud-
dhist grave, which was recessed about two and a half to
three feet deep. It had a small mound in th: middle, and
was corple 2ly overgrown with weeds. We spread the
five gallon: of gas arourd it and a rat ran o':t. Then we lit
the gas. To our amazement, we were then singed by a
huge orange-black mushroom cloud. It billowed into the
air, high above our hcotch rooftop! It was an awesome
sight.

At the same time, having drcpped off General Phu and
returning home for the night, Mumby was or. final in his
Huey. When he saw the orange-t zck mushroom cloud at
Snoopy’s Pad, he called Camp Eagle tower, “Eagle,” it
appears you have incoming at Snoopy’s Pad. Executing
go-round.” Muraby initiated a flyby rathe- than come to a
hover and stop. He though: he had just witnessed a rocket

wtar attack. rdy and [ were nged by the {7 es
but we were laughing hysterically. 1t got more silly as we
i ed) S M Dy flew by. We  derstor
that he’d done wic pu-around because of us. As the fire
continued, we heard - pping sounds, and after it burned
down, we found the rzmnants of probably twenty ..ass
vials that had contuined cocaine.

With that outstanding moment of success, we then took
the jerrican and filled it with fuel again. This time, how-
ever, we went back to the drain.  : pipes that allowed the

L Ballantine Books
) T - 106/Q-58A11438-018



bexm$$l.qxd 1/26/98 17:38 pa%g’ 82

PAGE PROOFS

282 Tom Marshall

flow of rain water out of our company living quarters. We
doused as much gas as we could and then lit the drain
pipes, and almost immediately, about twenty rats ran out
on fire. However, there was a muffled explosion about
twenty yards down hil! at the adjacent company where
people had been sitting around just talking and drink-
ing brewskies until the drain pipe at their feet suddenly
exploded in flames. Then rats on fire ran wildly among
them. It was a scene from some comedic Dante’s Inferno!
Then a couple of officers came running up, demanding
to know “Who did that?” Gordy replied, “Swamp gas,”
and I collapsed in cramps from laughing. A short wt.ile
later, Mumby came walking up asking, “Where's the
barbeque?”’

Inaletter frt ho . itsounc  like my brother Steve
had made his high school graduation party a 1.emcrable
one. My wife told me his favorite saying is “draft beer,
not students!” I’ll second that!

The Recon Team of the 3d Battalion (Airmobile) 187th
Infantry, operating south of Firebase Fury was attacked
by the NVA. While attempting a hot-string extraction, a
Huey of the 101st Aviation Battalion was shot down on
top of them. One Ranger survived the disaster and left to
make contact with other U.S. forces nearby. After telling
them of the situation, he returned to help his friends. He
would, however, not return. He would later be listed
PATA.DT y three years later, he’d o n as a former
POW, unwilling to discuss his capture or the loss of his
friends.

any, 2d _ ittal A ibile, 502d Infantry,
was inserted to help in locating the downed UH-1. The
company met fierce resistance from the NVA. Then A
Company, Ist Battalion (Airmobile) was air assculted in
for additional stret 2. The aircraft was f{>und. The
wounded were recovered at a high cost, ten U.S. killed,
twenty U.S. wounded, and three missing in action.

- Ballantine Books
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The Kingsmen Company was just across the hover pad
from our company area, and several of our pilots had
transferred in from the Kingsmen. But there were per-
sonal friendships that didn’t end simply because acquain-
tances transferred to a nearby unit.

Cobb was a very good friend of one pilot killed. Cobb
had personally survived our daylong engagement north of
the Rock Pile, cruising the DMZ in a Loach, and count-
less other risks flying convoy escort between Vandegrift
and Khe Sanh.

Fitzgerald had flown similar missions with me in the
~ v He n 'y died hitiit a tree in a Loach, while
trying to avoid a midair ccllision with a Huey outside of
Vandegrift. He flew it back to Quang Tri, but the aircraft
was )Sed.

A 101st pilot was drinking with us last night. Only had
three months left in his tour. Today, he’s dead, his Huey
shot down by an NVA .51- :aliber while inserting ARVNs
on the east side of the A Yhau Valley, near O’Reilley.
Fitzgerald and Cobb were both sickened. They were close
friends. Some complain, “What’s the point? W’re leav-
ing.” The fucking war really was over, fcr some.

We had been celebrating the end of DEWEY CANYON
and LAM SON 719. For us, the closing of Khe Sanh was the
end of high-risk missions. Their deaths jerked us back
into the grim awareness and admiration of the essault
helicopter cor.panies who continued combat assaults

il the units DEROSed.

April 29, 1971. CW2 = "1 Evans, serviarg with
Bravo __oop, 7th of the valry, t2ci  : the next
casualty by enemy fire for Warrant Officer Rotary Wing
Aviator Class 70-5.

CW2 William E .sselman was working with the 155th

Assault Helicopter Company at Da Nang. During a main-
tenance post-flight inspection, he w alked into the tail rotor

- i Ballantine Books
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of a Huey and was killed. Another WORWAC 70-3/70-5
class member was dead.

On April 29, T got my pay slip. Two other guys and I
downed a quart of gin and two quarts of lemonade during
the movie Love Your Wife with Elliott Gould. I'm told it
was a real funny show, watching us lead the movie.

May 3, 1971, A Shau Valley

" ecial Forces Reon ™ Asp consisted of staff
sergeants Klaus Bingham, James Luttrell, Lewis Walton,
and three Montagnards. They were dropped into the
jungle near the big valley’s north end to investigate NVA
road-building activity. Ten minutes after they were on the
ground, they radioed a “Team okay.” It was their last
transmission. They were believed captured since no call
for air support was made. They would be listed as missing
in action.

May 4, 1971, Stateside

Police and military units were used to arrest twelve
thousand antiwar protestors who tried to shut down the
Pentagon and Capitol. They were detailed at the Wash-
i o s practice field.

May 10, 1971

Ninety-eight days to go. Still a long time but sure
sounded better than three hundred. Army Secretary Resor
came to Eagle, and I didn’t even know it. VIPs were com-
monplace because the 10ist Airborne was the argest
combat vision ren ' ‘ng in Viet | and with them

- /J!\ Ballantine Books
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came hordes of newsmen. After what I'd seen of
newsmen I felt it would be hard to find a network I would
believe. The ones I crossed paths with appeared out to
make a fast buck on a big war story. I thought most of
them were prohippie, antiwar, I felt I could be called
antiwar, but certainly not in the same way.

PN Ballantine Books
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the hours of 7:00 A M. and 3:30 in the afternoon, Warrant
Officer Soyland and Captain Davis flew several resupply
missions in the flatlands east of the mountains between
Camp Eagle and Camp Evans.

Butler, in the meantime, had been monitoring the ef-
forts o Special Forces Team Alaska, which had been in-
serted west of the A Shau Valley along the Laotian border.
The team had reported numerous NVA in the area. Butler
suspected that the team would be discovered by the ene:ny.
That afternoon, upon return from the resupply missions,
Soyland’s aircraft was put on standby, and the crew went
to wait in their hootches at the Phoenix Nest at Camp
Evans. In the mec-time, Sovland met with Pearce, who
said he would be able to fly if the aircraft was recalled.
Dav d and proceeded with another flight that was
on stancby for an infantry extraction.

Butler was busy leading a team of two Cobra light-fire
teams to assist in the insertion of another eight-man
reconnaissance team. While the first insertion had been
successful, the team already in the field had heen com-
promised. Butler received a call that the CNN eight-man
team was in contact, pinned down. They quickly suffered
two dead and several wounded. He immediately scra:nbled
four guns, and CCN control launched the 'ift aircraft, Cc-
mancheros from Alpha Company, 101st Assault Helicopter
Battalion at Camp Eagle. During the flight out, the for-
v~ ' controller, in an air force plane overhead, briefed
them ot what to expzact.

Rutler decided that it would be best to extract the de: d
anc wounded with one slick and the remainder with a
second lift ship. _ it directed gu hree and four to pit
a heavy prep on the wood line to the north and northeast
where the concentrated en¢ ' fire wi s coming from. __¢e
pickup zone, which had been predesi. nated, was slightly
below the top of the highest point in the zrea. Butler held
everybody three kilometers to the northeast at an ali:tude
of five thousand feet to avoid nall-arms fire.

- | Ballantine  oks

E 5 196/Q-58A11438-018






bexm$$l.gxd 1/26/98 17:38 Pa$89

PAGE PROOFS

THE PRICE OF EXIT 289

in, along with two more gunshiips. Cn the third attempt,
the second set of guns made two passes on the enemy
location as the Huey began his approach. With four re-
maining guns ready for heavy suppression, it did no good.

The VNA then shot up the next slick, wounded the
copilot and badly damaged the aircraft. The Comanchercs
thought they were having a bod day, but it would get
worse for the Phoenix. As the Comanchero Huey was
climbing out, white smoke was pouring out of the belly.
Capt. Steve Cook flew beside it in his Cobra and saw that
it was fuel. Although there was an immediate danger of a

rophic explosion and fire, the pilot elected to con-
tinue flying back to the forward combat base, Mai Loc,
where he could at least land in the safety of friendly
troops.

The forward air controller then called jets into the area
to drop snake-eye bombs and napalm. A second tlig! - of
F-4 Phantoms was used to saturate the enemyv with cluster
bombs. Then the gunships continued puttisig rockets as
close as they could in the vicinity of the team. One of the
team members on the ground called, “Some of the stuff is
exploding at the top of the trees, falling on us, but keep it
coming!” While the fast movers were working over the
area, the helicopters returned for fuel. At Quang Tri,
Butler requested an additional fire team of two Cobras
from the Redskins.

A call was then made by the Redskins for any available
slicks to assist in a Prz Fire (hot extraction). It was a
chilling term undersiood by those with CCN experience:

an im had been cor _ om and v in

a:ger of being overrun. WO1 David Soyland

of the Phoenix, with WO1 Dale Pearce as his copilot,
were called by Phoenix operations to respond. The Red-
skins wouid have a total of e.ght Cch  They rearmed
and he ° d back to the area and were joined by another
of guns from the Redskins and three slicks f 1
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Scrugham’s arm and shouted into the intercom *‘Control
said call it off! Listen to your radio!” He was horrified but
relieved.

Jerked backed into the moment, Scrugham aborted the
approach and climbed away. At that penft he realized

there was nothing he or anyone else could do for Soy-
land. A personal friend. A Nam buddy. Another hootch-
mate gone.

The two Redskin gunships dove into the target area,
circling low and slow. They reported that Soyland’s air-
craft was immersed in thick v¢ :tation and couldn’t be
seen. Due to critically low fuel, all of the gunships ex-
pended their ordnance and returned to Quang Tri for fuel
and rearming.

While the gunships and other Phoenix birds returned to
reiuel, a SOG Bright Light team was inserted nearby in an
attempt to link up with the rzconnaissance team and rein-
force them in their ground fight. The NVA discovered
suddenly found the Bi" "1t Light team attacking them.
The Redskins had deparied the .rea to refuel and rearm.
Gunships from the 101st Aviation Battalion now sup-
ported the team. With a kilometer (.62 mile) separating
the Bright Light response team from the team pinned
down, the Cobras were called to support them.

The Cobras placed rockets as close as possib!z to the
team. Butler and Cook quickly returned, observing the
other Cobras working out. Suddenly he heard screams on

“o.“Ch ":fire! Check i.re! You're hitting us!”” The
Cobras broke ott.

The report from the ground was one U.S. killed by
friendly fire, Sgt. Dale Dehnke, who died coming to the
aid of Lt. Danny Entricar. Sp4. Gary Hollingsworth, and
the other Special Forces RT Alaska members. The link-up
did not occur due to darkness. A first-light extraction was
scheduled for the follewing morning.

Special Forces officers with multiple tours on CCN,
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would later speculate on how events happened. David
Soyland had been stunned by the crash and wandered
semiconscious out of it. Soyland was believed captured
shortly afterward by the North Vietnamese as they
swarmed over their conquest. He was marched up the hill
and told if he tried to escape, he would be hunted down
and executed. They then took his boots and :ocks off,
along with his green Nomex shirt, leaving him barefoot in
his Nomex green pants and white T-shirt. The T-shirt left
him an excellent tarzet in the shadowy jungle.

Sometime later, just before darkness, Gary Allcorn
slowly regained consciousness. He became aware that he
was lying on a very sharply sloping hillside, his head
pointed downhill. He couldn’t see out of his right eye. His
weapon and helicopter were nowhere to be seen. Needing
to conceal himself, he crawled over to a dense stand of
brush. Along the way, he found a flashlight from the heli-
copter. It would be his only survival tool for the next
twenty-four hours.

The North Vietnamese were noisily working on the
ridgeline above him. The noise and level of activity was
scary. Swarms of NVA were searching the hillside around

“etween air strikes.

Later that night, after dark, he heard an AC-130 gun-
ship and helicopters overhead. He took a banar.. palm
leaf and wrapped it around b lashlight, trying to focus it
upward like a strobe. He pointed it toward the AC-130,
which w it j S¢ m at the downed heli-
copter was also signaling. Luckily, he stopped the sig-
1 ""1g because the / ~ 130 thought he was N'VA and was
preparing to shoot him up.

Lapsing in and out of consciousness, Allccin again
concealed hir If in the jungle vegetation. He awoke at
first light and decided to attempt to find the Huey. As he

- L Ballantine Books
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climbed up the hill, he heard noises on the opposite ridge-
line. He saw a figure in a white T-shirt running as fast as
possible, down a hillside, using palm trees to propel him
faster down the hill. He was astonished to see large num-
bers of NVA on the ridge. Moments later, he heard a burst
of automat: -weapons fire. Shortly aftc- that, a single shot
echoed through the valley.

Allcorn then moved downhill until rockets started im-
pacting in front of him. He then went down the mountain-
side, half jur, ing, half flying, to a stream below. Rockets
and bombs exploded nearby as he ran from the expio-
sions, down the stream to a large open field of elephant
grass where very tall blades of grass formed a natural
tunnel for him to rur: through.

As he struggled tc get aw2y from the firing, an air torce
B-57 Canberra jet came by at eye level, dropping napalm.
A wall of flames approached him but stopped short of
engulfing him.

Exhausted, having suffered a concussion and loss of
blood, he sank to his knees in the elephant grass, sobbing
a final prayer. T:-1 he clearly heard the voice of his
grandmother, “It’ll be all right.” Unbelieving:y, he Leard
it a second time, “It’1l be all right.” With those words, he
regained his composure and moved away from the
flames. His grandmother had been dead two years.

He ran farther across the field and climbed into a tree to

:ape the onrushing _.rass fire. Then Viett ese Air
_.rce Al  Skyraiders dropping bombs ahead ot the wall
of flames passed by him at eye level without sze:ng him.
In an effort to attr: i - attention, | rir;  off his
white boxer shorts and waved them at the planes, to no
avail.

Exhausted, he climbed down the tree, hopped throvgh
the passing wall of fire, and collapsed on the hillsice.
Staring into the sky, he wondered 1i everything was going
to turn out afl right. As he stared into the skv. an O-2 Sky-
1 er with a forwzrd air controller begzn to dive at him.

- N Ballantine Books
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Startled, he waved the shorts again and the plane banked
away. A few minutes later, a Huey picked him up and flew
to the Quang Tri hospital.

During the night before, the rescue force, which had
been inserted late the previous evening, was struck by
enemy rocket-propelled grenades. One Special Forces
soldier was killed, and several others were wounded.
Shortly afterward, they found the remains of the original
ground force, Team Alaska, which had been in contact
and overrun by enemy forces.

Later that day &zt 12:45, there were three more air
strikes and a second rescue team was inserted to sweep
through the area of the contact and c¢: 1sh. Recet ing spo-
radic enemy fire, the second rescuc force succeeded in
locating two survivors of the aircraft. Specialist Five
Parker, the crew chief, and Specialisi Four Allcorn, the

"door gunner were recovered. The recovery team also

found three bodies of the ground force. The leader of the
second rescue team informed the commanding officer
that there was another body in the downed aircraft, but he
was unable to extract it. From the rescue team’s descrip-
tion, the casualty appeared to be heavier -han Soyland and
was believed to be Dale Pearce. The boly was otherwise
unii tifiable due to injuries sustaines in the crushing of
the cabin.

The downed helicopter was upside down and pointing
uphill from the bottom of the steep ravine. The tail boom
was broken off, as were both of the rotors. The side of the
an twasl llyd: ged,and the right front seat had
been almost completely ripped out of the aircraft. The
seatbelt and shoulder hamess had been completely ripped
out. However, the left seat (Soylan::’s) was intact, as was
the left side of the Huey. The armor plate on the left side
of the aircraft was moved back and no blood was found
« the pilot’s side. All indications were that the pilot
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would not shake his hand. He was DEROSing shortly,
and I simply didn’t want to jinx him.

More Phoenix casualties, when the “war was over”
elsewhere. The final Phoenix casualties came fron: the
Phoenix 1st Platoon, where I'd been. Including Stewart
and Doody in February, Nelson and Moreira. All pre-
ceded by Finn and Baldwin in the preceding September.
Eight Phoenix pilots (seven in 1st Platocn), had died in
nine months. Three had slept in the same cubicle I’d lived
in. The worst imaginable events that I'd feared in Decem-
ber 1970 had culminated in a series of horrifying accidents
and combat losses. Soyland and Pearce had the unwanted
honor of being the last Phoenix combat casualties.

Icc "“onlyshakemyh ° sadly, thankfully. It hadn’t
been me.

May 26, 1971, Phoenix 1st Platoon
Hootch Camp Evans

The hopeless search for David Soyland and Dale
Pearce had ended. All search operations were pulled out,
and no further attempt would be made. The air cavalry
unit that normally worked the area would remain vigilant.

Soyland’s and Pearce :ffects had been: fully gath-
ered, organized, and prepared for shipment home. The
m« abhorred duty for officers who knew them was com-
pleted: the letters to relatives, their survivors.

Soyland’s cubiclz was then railed shut, never again to
contain a living 1st. . ..itoon pilot. Soylanc  :all sign, _ so-
two, would not be tsed again by Phozni>.

It had been Paul Stewart’s call sig: also be:  his loss
in Laos. WO Dean Grau accompanied Soyland to their
instructor pilot course earlier that sprir g, and Greu had

“ed Soyland about his intention to rcuse the call sign
_ o-two. Soyland told Grau he wasn’t superstitious and
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had no reservations using it. Two-two, double deuce,
no slack! The call sign had rolled rhythmically from the
lips of many in the Nam, as easily as drinking water. In the
Phoenix it had evolved to a totally different understanding.
Three Phoenix pilots with the call sign “Two-two,” all in
first platoon, had died in combat «ction.

Nineteen years later, Skip Butler still wore a POW-
MIA bracelet with Scyland’s name on it. Dean Grau, the
other instructor pilot in the Phoenix, also wore one with
Soyland’s name. Crew chief Larry Frazier would also re-
member. There were men who’d not ferget him or Dale
Pearce in their lifetimes.

In terms of combut casualties, the Phoenix earned the
reputation of being the hard luck cerfipany in the 101st
Airborne ~ ‘vision, but its record{simply re%ected the
danger ot the missions its helico terWﬂ\cre s flew.
The 158th Aviation Battalion earnad the repytation of
being the Flying Cross Battalion becabse of théir combat
awards.

May 29, 1971 Camp Evans

WO Phil Rutledge had just arrived a day earlier in the
Phoenix. He was lounging in his bunk, slowly assimi-
latii - the envir nt. He’d already seen the company
mission board, where Soyland and Pearce were listed as
missing in action. That was an ominous sign to a newbie.
I d also endured CWO Butch Doan’s DEROS purty the
night before. Some said it was Doan'’s 364th such party, in
{

A ground shaking KA-BAAM! threw Rutledge to his

d rn :inthe . Butch Doan. ning by,
grabbed Kutledge by the shirt, “Come 01, Newbie!” They
dove into the bunker just outside the door of the hootch.

After several seconcs, there were no mere 122mm
rockets. D:.an stood up. dusted off the oran; red clay of
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I Corps, then without speaking to Rutledge, went inside
the hootch and picked up his bags. Doan then headed
down to the flight line, catching a flight to DEROS. Doan
returned to the States after an action-filled, heavily deco-
rated tour. He’d served in the last two major actions in I
Corps and was one of very few who’d flown both the Rip-
cord evacuation and the LAM SON 719 invasion. Rutledge,
as all newbies to the Phoenix, could only shake his head
in wonderment.
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July 1971

On July 14, I flew seven hours for the engineers. Told
my wife to  >p writing on the fifth. That made me feel
short. I only had twenty-five flying days '2ft. 1 would
leave the civision three days prior to DEROS, and I'd
have to quit flying a week before that. I thought the worst
part of leaving would be the wait for the plane at Cam
Ranh Bay.

As the 1015t began to star.d down, more and more mis-
sions were oriented towards the Da Nang area. WO Mike
Goodman had transferred into the unit and finished his in-
country check out. I took him on his orientation ride
around the area of operations, and we flew out near Van-
degrift and the Rock Pile. He told me of his best buddy,
Steve Hansen, who was a warrant officer with a unit at
Qua: Tr. Hansen had gotten married just before he
came w Vietnam. His wife, Eleanor, and Mike’s fiancée,
Carol Burdeshaw, were best friends. Mike had been best
man in their weddingz.

That night, Mike and I did e than a little drinking;
v pothy p 3y du_. e guy who slept in the
room next to him was a second tour CW2, new to the
( [ took a big cement-filled sandbag and threw it
| rugated m¢ ~ roof above him. When Lit by a
large rock, the sheet-metal roof sounded like a 122mm
rocket going off. We then stumbled in his room and found
the guy hiding under his bed waitii  for the next one to
hit. I hadn’t laughed so hard in six months. I was a short-

304
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I called the Hawk gunships, “Hey you guys, wanta see
alion?”

One of the Cobra pilots came back laughing. “You’ve
been here too long if you're seeing lions. They’re only in
Africa.”

I said, “Whoops! I think you’re right. What are those
big gold and yellow things?” I tumed back and hovered
over the tiger. He just walked slowly, stopped once,
looked up at me and my door gunner. Then slowly, delib-
erately, walked on.

He looked as big as my Loach.

I said, “If you guys wantto .eeh  he’s right below
me.” So the Cob: as made low, slow passes. Or.e of them
wanted to shoot him, but I told him to leave it alone. No
need to bother him. Besides, if he was casually walking
around, there probably weren’t any NVA in the area. We
then dropped off the radios with the unit on the ground
and retumed home. The team was able to establish con-
tact and get resupplied. I think they were pulled out later
that day without incident.

Ail the way back, I was laughing at Moorehead. The
worst mission the 163d Aviation Company could give me.
It was fun, memorable, and I had a photograph of a tiger
in the wild.

Short! . . . and still lucky!

August 2. 1971

August finally arrived.

At lunch in division headq ~ , I met WO Steve
Hansen, Mike Goodman's o~ 'y v t man in his
wedding before he came to Nam. Steve told me about his
wife and Mike’s girlfriend being best friends in Dothan,

e His ° * 2r wa: rchapiatn,, .S easked
me to look them up when I got back.
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working with Pat told jokes ridiculing Vietnam vets. I'd
hear them repeated to me at home, without revealing my
disgust.

At the end of the reception, Mike and Carol came to us

and said they wanted to get married immediately. They
asked us to drive them to Georgia. That evening, we
drove them to Bainbridge, some forty miles of

Dothan. There they applied for their marriage license and
took the required blood test. The next day they were mar-
ried. Two days later, Mike returned to the 163d Aviation
Company at Camp Eagle.

Mike’s return to South Vietnam had to be hell. After
burying his best friend, getting married, and returning to
South Vietnam from Stateside, he had to be bouncing
between the widest emotions.

October 1971

When I'd reported into the warrant officers’ personnel
branch at Fort Rucker, I spent a 7 minutes with my
placement officer, who asked me it 1 was staying in the
army for twenty years or what plans I had. I replied, “I'd
like to try and finish as much college as y ossible, at night.
I'd really like to finish a degree curing the three-yea:
tour.” He said, “I’ve got just the place for yvou! Flying
OH-58s in the Rotary Wing Qualification Course. You
have in-country 58 time, which is a pius. You’ll be transi-
tioning fixed-wing rated pilots into helicopters. It’s the

job a. e yow man” I id
thanks and waited outside his othce while my orders were
cut for instructor pilot training in the little Jet Rar.ger.

A few days later, I reported to instructor training. In
ground school, I leamed that two 58s had had fatal
crashes over the previous three months, caused by the tail

boom | ing and falling f. What I'd known as a
' ne Boc
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very safe aircraft had since been revealed to have an engi-
neering weakness. The downed aircraft were suspected of
having hard tail stinger sirikes during practice autorota-
tions. These had supposedly caused the crashes. While
engineering stuc:es were nearing completion to cure the
problem, I began instru. tor pilot training without touch-
down autorotations.

A test pilot had interviewed the very lucky survivor of
one of the accidents. The pilot’s practiced respon-se, when
an aircraft begins spinning to the right, was to : ttempt a
left-compensating pedal or a coordina  left-cyclic turn.
However, when the tail boom buckled, the standard re-
sponse merely acceleratced the departure of the tail boom,
inverting and destroying the helicopter. Helicopters were
incapable of u " wn without catastrophic
destruction. We were then taught that if the 1ail boom or
rotor was damaged, we would have to override trained
reflexes, and turn ir to (with) the right turn of the aircraft,
flying it to the groind in a descending, accelerating left
spiral.

Just or:.- more thing for a highly experienced helicopter
pilot to brood about! Preparation H was he:vi'y used for
the next month, until the pilots were convinced the en-
gineering and training modifications worked. In :Novem-
ber, we were permitted to continue auiorotations to the

cund.

I finished my transition as an instructor pilot in the
Rotury Wing Qualification Course for previously rated
(2 _ ane) aviators. I’dal > 1 studying at Troy State
University at night. I had a very full schedule flying at
" 70 A.M. until : h - udyi Tgoll o
school from 4:00 to Y:00 at mgnt.

My cails . was Rzcon Six-one at Fort Rucker. My first
student in Rotary Wing Qualification Course (RWQC) was
Endashaw Endiri, an Ethiopian flight student with an ex-
cellent command of the Er: zlish lar.zuaz~. Unlike most of
( adents, who were jet-rated air force or army fixed-
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Mike had to bum a truck ride to the PX; walking had
been banned due to drug sellers and pimps. Mike found
his way into the USO, which was stuffed by a doughnut
dolly selling tacos.

There were two aviators, one from the 101st, sitting at
the adjacent table in the USO. They were two young war-
rant officers, Chinook pilots, who had either attended
flight school or the CH-47 transition course together, and
had not seen each other in quite a while. A serious con-
versation was underway. % he one from the 101st men-
tioned how pilots in their unit were damned if they did,
and d: d if they didn’t.

The somber discussion regarded a CH-47 aircraft com-
mander who’d responded to an emergency call from a
downed Loach pilot, west of Quang Tri. He heard on the
radio an emergency beacon activate 1 on UHF gi:ard fre-
quency. He responded, “Beeper, Beeper, come up voice.”
Apparently, the Chinook was the f-st one on the scene.
The pilot had been shot down, was alone and heard NVA
pursuii ~ The Chinu = »ilot instinctively understood
that he had to get the Loach pilot out by any means pos-
sible or the fellow would quickly be dead. The Chinook
pilot instructed the crew chief to extract the downed pilot
by securing a rope to the aircraft floor. The crew chief
dropped it down through the hole in the center of the Chi-
nook floor. But as they w zre liftirg the C11-47 to clear the
pilot out of the ope br 1 WO Steve Han-
sen fell to his death.

The yow  10lst warrant officer was particu™ 'y up-
set. _ ere was open discussion that the Chinook aircraft
commander would be co. rt-martialed for his attempred
rescue. Mike’s first reaction was disgust. Then he began
thinking of the heavy responsibility an aircraft ccm-
mander has ‘n a combat environrient. Damned if you do
and damned if you don’t. Havir2 spent a year on the
groundinz 7 he would always respor.d to a call

- llantine Boo
19¢ 58A11438-018






bexm$$l.gxd 1/26/98 17:38 Paﬁ:élB

318 Tom Marshall

appropriate. The warrant officers began to write on the
back of the emblem the names of all the Phoenix pilots
they could remember. When they ran out of names, they
continued writing Phoenix call signs. Phoenix six ¢ :d
others were added in succession. There were more drinks,
toasts in remembrance of those lost, peppered with stories
of actions unbelievably survived. The plaque was then
carried outside.

The group included Warrant Officer Rutledge, Lieu-
tenant Brea, Lt. Eddie Stafire, and several others. They ir-
reverently offered a profane toast, as the Phoenix:  lem
was set ablaze in in the time-honored warrior tradition,
withl ter fluid.

Mythology blended with reality.

In the twilight landscape of Camp Evans Combat Base,
the Phoenix ascended,
resurrected in a swirling ascension,
flames, ash, and smoke,

freed from the tribulations of I Corps . . . the rite
completed.

So ended the Phoenix presence at Camp Evans. . .

and the ___public of South Fucking Vi

. L Ballantine Books
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and young Bobby Gentry
went walking away.

Like a warrior of the skies
he was too proud to cry

as he looked to the heave:.s
and quietly slipped away

to the land where slain warriors
of battles do play.

Oh, I heard his mother cry
and his father drop to his knees,
his brothers and sisters
all screamed toward the sky
cursing the wind
that one fateful day
when young Bobby Gentry
went walking away.

Fort Rucker

In 1972, I continued taking college courses. I had con-
stantly sought a sense of normaicy after my return from
Vietnam. In late 1972, the army required all aviators to
have a standard instrument ticket. In addition to flying as
an instructor pilot, I had to fly as a student pilot in the
afternoon to earn my standard instrument ticket. I con-
tinued finishing colle; an tIw b s ° with fin-
ishing college as quickly as possible and getting out of

1 successfully completed requirements for the army’s
stan” 1 helicopter instrument ticket and then, using my
VA benefits, continued flyinz as a student in civilian air-
craft. I finished a bachelor of science degree in business
administration at Troy State University, paying for it with
the army " ion assistance plan. While I was on active
duty, the army paid 75 percent of my tuition. By 1973, I"'d
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completed a fixed-wing, commercial, multiengine instru-
ment rating using VA benefits as well. I’d tried to obtain
the maximum educational benefits from my enlistment.

In March 1972, I watched on television the fall of such
familiar places as Camp Carroll, Mai Loc, and Quang Tri
City. Phil Rutledge, then out of the army and back home
in Bakersfield, California, also watched the evening news
in amazement as Camp Evans was destroyed by North
Vietnamese Army artillery. He’d only been home three
months. In the previous November, he’d discussed with
others at Camp Evans the Corregidor mentality that per-
vaded daily activities. They knew the _ . . A were capable,
and would choose when. The Easter Offensive in March
1972 was when. Fortwy  :ly,itw  well af ¢
ture of the 101st Airborne Division.

. ' ntine ]
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left of the North Vietnamese stockpile. Of 150 U.S. air-
craft attacking, all returned safely.

At the completion of the twelve-day campaign, North
Vietnam’s military potential, its industry, and economy
lay in ruins. Finally, the United States’ unrestricted raids
had destroyed North Vietnam’s ability to defend itself
against further attacks from the air. Its airfields had been
destroyed, and it had expended all of its surface-to-air
missiles. During the last three days, United States aircraft
were virtually not fired on.

Unrecognized by the uncaring American voting public,
a semblance of mil"  / victory had finally been attained
by the air force. At the time, only 24,200 American troops
remained in South Viet:

In response to the North V:ietnamese Army Faster
attacks, B-52 bombers had been first used in North Viet-
nam during 1972. By year’s end, approximately 20 per-
cent of South Vietnam had been concedc:i to the North
Vietnamese Army. However, the round-the-clock bomb-
ings of North Vietnam in December 1972, forced the North
Vietnamese leaders to agree to an American withdrawal
and repatriation of prisoners. Until then, they’d had no need
to negotiate anything. The air force bombing and Presi-
dent Nixon had finally accomplished the goal of getting
North Vietn: s undivided attention.

On December 30, :972, President Nixon haited the

abin;

On January 23, 1972, an agreement was signed permit-

‘epatriation of American prisorers of war.

vyndon Johnson’s decision not ‘o run for a second
presidential term represented a tragic watershed. Years
later, former Defense Secretary Robert McNamara would
reveal his purported belief that Vie.am was an unwin-
nable war. More U.S. servicemen and women died in the
war after Johnson’s decision, than before it.

On March 29, 1973, President Nixon, then re ™ 3
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been executed, died of injuries, or killed during escape
and evasion.

The French had lost 36,979 men as prisoners during the
Dien Bien Phu defeat. Only 10,754 were retu-ned a'ive.
Over sixty percent of French Legionnaires ind U ion
Forces died in Viet Minh captivity. Starvation, brutal
treatment, disease, and executions were the rule, rather
than the exception. The Viet Minh had learned the meth-
ods of their Japanese captors during World “Var II. and
ratcheted atrocities to an ¢ ven highcr level. Even the infa-
mous atrocities worked on the American Lost Battalion
early in 1942, cost “only” 40 percent killed at the hands of
Japanese captors.

The B-52 bombings, jet fichter attacks, artillery raids

ion for
ammmy o g simply
kill or be killed, just as we were briefed prior to our first
CCN mission. The little bastards s* nply killed those they
captured in Laos. Years later, ie North Viztnamese
would blame the Communist Pathet Lao. But Americans
knew who occupied, controlled, and operated the Ho Chi
Minh trail . . . the North Vietnamese Army.

The South Vietnamese governmen: did not coilapse un-
til two years after the prisoner release, not until April 30,
1975. General Phu, whom I'd fiow n as copilot forin 1971,
killed himself with a hand grenade as the North Vietnam-
ese  anyover ~ ° n.Sv nsofSouth Viet  :se
attempted to reacn amc-icar. ships and escape. Most did
not succeed. The par.ic and anarcty were wel: docu:inented
on ision.

On May 17, 1975, tt: Amer can freighter Mayag ez
was ¢ 1 by C  nun ;5 cff a Cambodiar isl.nd.
One of the fifteen Americans killed in the combat asscult
to free it was a former army v ant officer with Vietnam
experience, piloting an air force CH-53 helicopter. A
rocket-propelled grenade killed him as he touched down
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compared to the rage I held for my government. I, too,
perceived the government as uncaring, {or not seeking
men like Nelson, to free them after years of a living hell.
I was equally disgusted with myself for not having done
anything to help. It was an attitude and perception shared
by many veterans. But it was one b.sed upon the deepest
emotions, not facts.

The following Thursday night, I went to a Sertoma
civic club party at Seville Quarter in Pensacola. I drank
until I crashed a: d burned. I attempted to drive home, but
succeeded only in wrapping my car around a telephone
pole,:  owly escapi - my old enemy, Death.

Later, carefully uncunfi-ned television news reports
continued. Dave Nelson had been reported on national
television, as seen hy  ugees. Alive. In Laos.

The stories would not end, . . . until Octotzr, 1990.

In 1988, Lt. Col. Mike Sloniker, then assigne:: to the
Pentagon, attended his first Vietnam Helicopte: Pilots
Association reunion at Fort Worth, Texas. Slonii.er met
veterans of one unit he’d served with during his second
tour as an avia' r in 1971, the 174th Assault Helicoptzr
Company, the Dolphins and S:arks. When he’d joined the
unitin July 1971, many .AM ¢,:< 719 veterans were there,
and they passed on their cockpit experieaces. In the
spring of 1972, d g the Easter Offer.sive of 1972 he’c
successfully put their teachinzs to test. His company from

)th Assailt Helicopter Battal'.n, 3d Br
y Division, supported the Sout’s Vietnamese defense
Ninh and An Loc. Like Laos, it was a *“mid-
intensity” antiaircraft environment. But this time replete
with Strela (Russian for “arrow’) shoulder-fired surface-
to-air missiles used against helicopters. For helicopter
pilots it was as bad as Laos had been, but with a more-
effective helicopter-killer. And it seem: 1 as if every pri-
vate in the North Vietnamese army had ..t least one Strela.

Avyearaf 1sf  VHPA reunion in June 1989, after

4{; antine  0ks
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some horrifying landing zones. The skills, courage, and
professionalism of Blue Max pilots were unquestion:bly
part of his survival equation.

Sloniker attended the Arlington funeral for Captain
Spengler. There was a family reception afterward at the
welcome center of the national cemetery. Spengler was a
1968 West Peint graduate, and thirty or so of his class-
mates attended in uniform. When Sloniker was intro-
duced to Spengler’s mother, she mentioned that she did
not remember his naiv;: in her son’s class. He responded
that he wasn’t a West Point graduate, but was there paying
personal respects, representing those who’d been pro-
tected by the Blue Max. She im:nediately introduccd him
to the other family members.

Sloniker attenc . the VHPA convention in Chicago
during the July 4 weekend, 1989. There, he chanced upon
a Phoenix minireunion where “hirty >hoenix pilots had a
well-organized meeting under way. It was obvious a great
deal of personal effort was made to organize and get vet-
erans there. They had their own meeting room with a slide
show, movies, and beer. Obviourly, many were extremely
close even ‘ter eighteen years. The camaraderie im-
pressed him.

Mike rewurned to his job at the Pentagon, where he
worked in the office of the secrctary of defense, special

rations staff and was ivvclved in special operations
aircraft acquisition. He cotinued his disc.ssicns with
“1l. Joe Schlatter. The fact th.i the Phoenix 1 ° been
very ac:ive on CCN missions, to the point of even bein,

[uested specifically for sorie missions, was not lost on
Mike. Those were f lative  ss: 'ns of the Green
Berets, evolvii:g to the Special Operatinns Forces of today.

He then bezan reviewing docume: is concerning Phoe-
nix KIAs. Mike realized tha: the Phoenix had sustained
one of the heaviest tolls of those kilied in action of the lift
companies in the 101st Airborne Division. In November
1989, in an effort to assist the D in locating some of the
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estate investment taxation, beginning a decline in demand
for real estate services, including mine. The October 1987
stock market crash, Black Monday, further worsened mat-
ters by extending losses into the savings and banking
business, culminating in nationwide banking closures. My
appraisal business refiected the national trend. It was down,
way down. »

In June 1989, a year and a half after my divorce was
final, my business hit rock bottom. Emotionally and
financially, I was at an all time low. While driving in Pen-
sacola, I saw a billboard advertisement for the Vietnam
Helicopter Pilots Association reunion in Chicago. Jim
Cronley, a successful contractor and developer had en-
cou :dme to join. Jim had been a warrant officer a few
years anead of me. Jim had 1lso introduced me to Robert
Mason’s book Chickenhaw::. 1 decided to go to Chicago
as a gift to myself.

I’d saved erough frequent flyer miles to trade in on
a round-trip, first-class ticket to Chicago. Not knowing
what to expect in my first VHPA r¢ :=ion, I arrived at
the Hyatt Hotel and cautiously observed the festivities
underway.

I quickly discovered a patriotic fourth of July setting.
Any sense of decorum was destroyed by the gregarious
reunions. Flight jac! ats, T-shirts. cavalry hats, and bcer
were everywhere. Any somber or subtic feelings were
instantly swept away in the color and camaraderie.

When I entered the lobby of the Hyvatt Ho: 2}, I realized
there was a Charlie Company, 158th Aviation Battalion,
mini nion. I  nembered vzguely of having served
with them. I had my book of pt »graphs underarm.
Eighteen ye:  after my service, I wzlred slowly into the
room. I was instantly dumfounded to recognize the names
and some of the faces. I then met Ken Mayberry and Pat
McKeaney, whe both denied I'd ever teen in Charlie
(  any ace they did not 1emberr I pull out
my pho:ographs and showed them a picture of me sitting
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Hail and Farewell

In late 1989, the remairs of a Phoenix crew lost on
March 5, 1971, were returned to “he United States for the
tedious task of forensic idzntification. They were defi-
nitely from a Cl ‘ie Company, 158 Aviation Bat:alion,
aircraft. The wedding band of the copilot, WO Ralph
Moreira, was found with his name on the inside. Pictures
of the crash site showed the exactness of the archaeo-
logical excavation. The area was cleared of brush, the dirt
was sifted, and the bone fragments and teeth were re-
turned. Then the remains were reviewed by numerous
agencies so that multiple sources could provide ‘heir
opinions. The process took a year.

Lt. Col. Mike Sloniker retired after twenty-three years
of active duty on October 1, 1990. He continued to work
out in the Pentagon Officers Athletic Center, and on
October second, he ran irio Colonel S:-hlatter, who’d

led from a le1 ay trip. Schlat  told Mike that a
Phoenix crew was going to be buricd at 10:00 A.M. on
F - fi"" That one informz. comment. amo
acquaintances in the Pent:gc 1 Officers Athletic b, be-
came a call to honor comrade. missing for over nineteen
years.

Forensic investigators had confirmned the remains. It
was a C Company, 158th Assault Helicopter Battalion
Phoenix flight crew. It had been shot down ir = os souin-
east of Landing Zone Sophia on March 5, 1971. Auc'i)n

338
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Pat McKeaney could not make it from the west coast in
time. But we all talked to him on the phone, very late that
night.

The next morning, we assembled at breakfast and went
in convoy to the National Cemetery, Arlington. We pro-
ceeded to a small chapel on the hill. At the entrance, were
the names of Katley, King, Moreira, and Nelson, in al-
phabetical order without rank. A caisson pulled up a
single flag-draped coffin which held the bone fragments

ated from the crash site in Laos. A formal U.S.
Army color guard and marching band acccmpanied it.
The coffin v carefully removed &nd carried into the
sanctuary.

We filed inside and sat on the pews. Included among
the mourners were several generals, senior officers, and
numerous Special Forces and Ranger NCOs. A chap! iin

. opened the service with an invocation. Eyes closed, I

began thinking back to the service for Steve Hansen, and
his father. a chaplain. We sang the National Hy:1n and
were addressed by an army chaplain who introduced Ars.
Evelyn Hatley. Then, her son, Joel Hatley, the crew chief
on Nelson’s ship, wa< remembered by his mother. She
had written a poem. She explained how she c:.me to writ-
ing it through her grief and sorrow.

The tone of the chapel service was  ‘mn ately by
Joel Hatley’s mother. She began telling us the exact hour
and  ite that Joel had been born, and paid tribute to
the blessing of his short life by rcading the poe that
she wrote. It had r-2en her attempt to overcome grief. Al-
though her voice remained stea’y throughout her read-
ing, the emotion of the words gripped those who filled
chapel.

AFic’ :, AFlag and a Gold Star Pin

Evelyn Laton Hatley
. A Bzllantine Boc
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In memory of
SP4. JOEL C. HATLEY
Co. C, 158th Avn Bn
101st Airborne Div.
A.P.O San Francisco, CA 96383

That night I kissed my son Good-bye, and watched his
plane soar to the sky.

Little did I know as he held my hand, that soon he’d lie
in some strange land.

I still can see his smiling face, and feel his arms in last
embrace.

His quiet voice and tender touch, his loving ways all
meant so much.

He said, “Mother please don’t cry tonight”. I said, “I
won’t”, I promised with throat so tight.

I held him close; I loved him so, and it hurt so much to
see him go.

I'll be alright and I luv ya’ll, were his last words going
down the hall.

He waved goodbye going to the plane, and suddenly I
felt so strange.

I thought—he’s going where he’s never been, tho ’Nam
was his destination again.

Ididn’t know wh ddn’tunde ~ 1—but “Heaven”
flashed through r.y mind then.

I felt we had r "'y said good-bye, and he truly v
gone to the sky.

I felt strange peace and calm within, and I felt I'd never

e him age

I watched his plane go out of sight, as he was lost in the
still, dark night.

I love my son. Why must he go? My heart cried out,
now it ached so.

He went to ’Narr., but I soon learned, he really was lost,
never to rett
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MISSING IN ACTION ... the telegram read, but
inside I knew our Joel was dead.

He’d been shot down, the helicopter lost ... Dear
Lord! My son! Oh, what a cost!

And then we wait and wait and pray, and hope we’ll
hear that he’s okay.

The time was short, tho it seemed long. The grief was
great but love was strong.

Each day seemed .ike a million years, as time was
washed away with tears.

At last word came, and what I knew within my heart,
was finally true.

KILLED IN ACTION ... this telegram read, crashed
in flames ... nos  vors it said.

KILLED ... NOT MISSING NOW it read, My Joel!
My Joel! Our Joel was dead!

Oh Lord! Oh Lord! Oh no, no please! And then I fell on
bended knee.

Dear God! I cried in unbelief, my heart exploded then
in grief.

The tears then like a river did flow; our Joel! Oh Lord!
What a way to go!

In crushed remembrance of his love, I bowed my head
to God above;

to thank Him for that life so sweet, and prayed
son lay 1 we’'d meet.

I felt his hauu and tender touch, his last good-bye all
meant so much.

Just then I saw his face, his le,and 1 traced
across the miles.

__ join his heurt in that last br: ath, to share his fate, to
share his death.

To die with him in burning flames, 12 leave with me
only his name.

There’s no remaii no grave to be, nothing except
sweet memories.

Ballantine Books
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A picture of him is left instead, and a folded flag w0
show L2’s dead.

Always I'll look at the smiling f:ce, of the picture I
hold here in his "lace.

Always I'll hold in grief and strife, this flag as if it were
my life.

Always a Gold Star Pin I’ll wear, in memory of a life so
sweet and fair.

A Picture, A Flag, and a Gold Star Pin, I'll always hold
in the place of him.

After the memorial service, while famil o the
burial site, the Phoenix veterans assembled behind the
horse-drawn caisson, army band, firing party, and funeral
detail. The soldiers were from the 3d "1fantry Old Guard,
an army ceremonial unit, so visible z: the Tombs of the
Unknown Soldiers at Arlington National Cemetery.

We watched as the cof:in was gently placed back on the
horse-drawn caisson. Led by a formal honor guard and
military bard, we walked behind the caissca as it was
drawn appr. ximately a mile and a quarter down the hill to
the burial site. Ken Mayberry was in his wheeichair.
Halfway down the hill, he had a flat tire due to a National
Defense Service Medal falling off one of the s>ldiers in
the procession. It punctured his inner tube. Phoenix kept
jostling Dean Grau for the honor of assisting Mayberry
along, who now endured MS.

After the flag presentations to the families, . vis,
who’d rescued Dave Nelson off of Ranger South in Feb-

1971,pla lapairol i1 jun boo  ongsi
the cask:t in memory of Dave’s being the only person
who could walk around Camp Evans in the mcns.: ns
without geiting his highly shined boots muc.iy. Mike
Sloniker had worn the boots in Vietnam during his first
tour of duty with the 101st Airborne Division.

With TV cameras rolling, some family members present
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early 1973, Charles Shelton was not among the fewer
than six hundred POWs returned. Even so Marian could
not believe her husband dead. At this time the govern-
ment began to take steps “convorting” MIAs to KIAs,
killed in action, with the classification “Presumptive
finding of death.” But Marian Shelicn refused to accept a
presumptive finding of death. She continued badgering
the air force for more information.

She eventually learned from governmert reports t at
her husband had safely eizcted from his crippled aircraft,
parachuted to ihe ground and radioed that he was in god
condition, on the ground in Laos.

A villager later described the episode to U.S. authori-
ties, st—*"~ ~ that the airman had been captured alive by
Pathet Lao (Communist) troops.

In 1973, Marian went to Indochina in search of her hus-
band. There, she bribed a boatman to t:.ke her into Laos.
After seven weeks in Laos and Thaila~d, she returned
home with no new information. Sie would remain active
in POW/MIA political issues across the nation.

For Mrs. Shelton, the mental torture created by her hus-
band’s absence never ended. Every alleged sighi.ng kept
her hopes alive. She had travcled from mountain villages
in Laos to refugee camps in Afghanistan in her search for
him. She took her story to top TV shows and podiums
across the United States.

As a child, Marian Shelton had lost her older brother,

ngin action, ir  »rld War II. L rerhus’  dJto
the unknown fzte of missing, presumed dead, was a hor-

coirci:  ce. Addii tol feri w  the ~
that bec: ise of her efforts the air torce hau changed her
hi and's status from “Presumed finding of death™ to
“Mussing in action” and ceremonielly promoted him to
colonel from captain. Colcnel Shelton became the last
MIA of the Vietnam era.

By September, 1990, Marian had finally reached the
unhappy conclusion that her husband probably had died

. ) llantine Books
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in captivity. At 11:00 p.M. on the night of October 4, 1990,
in despair that her decades of searching and pain had been
for nothing, alone in the yard of her California home, she
placed a .22-caliber pistol to her head and ended her life.
At the very moment Marian Shelton took her life, Phoe-
nix were in Washington, convening for the memorial cere-
mony for David Nelson, Ralph Moreira, Joel Hatley, and
Mike King.

The press would refer to Marian Shelton as the last
casualty of the Vietram War.
On September 24, 1994, Col. Charles E. Shelton was
finally declared killed in action. ~ | the followir ‘to-
ber 4, the anniversary of Mrs. Shelton’s suicide, a memo-

ew York Timegy said
y)zt: plaged upon Thes‘%Vall.
not be so.
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The Price of Exit

Hits Downed, Casualties, Veterans

After the ceremony at Arlington, Mike Sloniker gra-
ciously shared witl, me a copy of the LaM SON 719 after-
action report that had been prepared for army archives.
Dated 24 April 1971, the report was address d to the com-
manding general, 101st Airborne Division. It had been
declassified in 1989. The one hundred-fifty-plus pages
were filled with army acronyms, statistics, and statements
regarding mission successes and reasonabie aircraft and
personnel losses.

I read the carefully couched descriptions of actions.
The military language, acronyms, and contractions read
like a foreign language. 1 initially took the vague refer-
ences to successes and the reasonablene:s of losses as the
grossest understatement and misstaterent of results.
Many pilots and crewmen I knew vehemently disagreed
with ¢ slus tt eprobably! ~“een suc-
cessful accomplishments, but who determines an accept-

?

‘I'he military planners had hoped to repeat the success
of the Cambodian invasion of 1970, in v hich American
ground forces were used in conjunction with the ARVN,
but the Laotian invzsion differed from the outset; the
Cooper-Church Amendment had pr. vented American
ground troops’ entering ~ s. Even more important,
American advisers, artillery observers, and forward air
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controllers were not permitted to accompany the ARVN
units they had lived and fought with. These factors helped
foster a lack of confidence in the operation that was mag-
nified by communications problems with supporting U.S.
aircraft and artillery. The stated goal of the invasion were
to spend ninety days in Laos, destroying the enemy base
arcas 604 and 611. But American planners had not an-
ticipated General Giap’s October 1970, move of twenty
heavy antiaircraft battalions to the area. The impact cf
tactical air st: itkes was reduced since the antiaircraft posi-
tions were heavily bunkered, and as at Dien Bien Phu in
1954, artillery pi tions | ~ deen tunnei:d it position.
The helicopter crews suffered heavily from the misjudg-
ments of the planners.

The plannzd ninety days ended after only forty-five
days. Both South Vietnam and Nortn Vietnam clairied
victory.

The XXIV Corps after-action report claimed 19,360
North Vietnamese Army dead and inferred the permanently
di: :bled casualties of 6,776. In all, this was roughly one-
half of the fifty thousand enemy forces in the ¢ 2a.

The ARV Ns reported 7,683 casuaiiies, including 1,764
killed in action. Newsweek magazine, however, specu-
lated on April 5, 1971, that 3,800 ARV Ns were killec and
5,975 wound ° l.e., that all the ARV xs who participzted
in the initial 8,000-man thrust were wounded or killed!

In material, the North Vietnamese Army reportedly
lost 2,001 trucks, 106 tanks, and 13 artillery pieces. The
ARVN reported losing 211 trucks, 87 combat vehicles. 54

| and 96 piect of artillery. However, 15,000 North
Vietnamese Army vehicles had beer. ~ounted moving on
just one day in December, 1970, so very few had been
destroyed.

The United States reported 108 helicopters destroyed
and 618 damaged. The number was actually four tim:s
higher. In the approximate ferty-five days of the :.aotian

- ! Ballantinc  oks
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power, attaining a potential we couldn’t even dream of
in 1971.

I began to appreciate the career officers who remained
in the army after Vietnam to refine airmobile tactics, pro-
cedures, and mission risk assessment. They had gotten the
military’s act together. Both militarily and politically.
lessons had been learned from our experiences. Most
important, the national will was firmly in support of the
people who put their lives on the line. A newly grateful
nation had blossomed with yellow ribbons for all who
served in the _ 1If War and before.

In 1991, a national spirit, empowered by the military
institutions’ ability to win, once again emergedin¢  rica.
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tragedy remain the families of those lost. The bureau-
cracy in p’ace during and just after the war years provided
minimal acknowledgment of the families’ losses. Little or
no help was proferred, or interest expressed after the
funerals: a short ceremony, a Purple Heart, a flag, and a
Gold Star pin, and that was all. They were then left on
their own, to grieve and reconcile their feclings.

Every genera:ion’s leaders and politicians shou: 1 knayw
the cost of a call to arms. War is godless, and the losses
transcend generations. The leaders and politicians should
also know that witl. each new generation there are tho-c
who seek the young warrior’s chzllenges.

Itisthe 1° :hat »>lements the national resolve,
whether rizht or wiong. It is ti*e¢ soldier’s duty not to
qu the policy, merely to ~ »leme:.t that policy by

following orders. In cc»memorating those lost, we are
mindful of liberty’s cost.

During the past few years, I’ve frequently heard mis-
stateme::s regarding the numbers of Americans who
served aud the number of casualties taken. Achilles in
Vietnam we: written by Dr. Jo:athan Shay, a psychologist
with the Veteran’s Administration ir New York State. Dr.
Shay surimarized the population :1d numbers of those
served, wounded, and killed in the actior:s in Vietnam. I
have taken the numbers provided by Dr. Shay and
extended those for combatants and for the Warrant Of-
ficer Rotary Wing Aviator Classes 70-3/70-5. I have also
included sta* :tics “or the infantry as found in A Life in a
Year, by Ja. Eber. ern | 2 follov

. ! B..lantine Books
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It is no small measure of tribute to the courage of thiose
who served in the army aircrews during the Vietnzam war.
The casualty rates were known to be high but did not
equal the level of Special Forces units. Compared to all
combatants, when casualties happened in a helicopter,
there was a much higher fatality rate among helicopter
pilots and crewmen than found in ground action. This was
evidenced by the 41 percent of all combatants who were
wounded in action, with only 7 percent killed in zction.

In my army aviator class, roughly 30 percent were killed
in action. The two rotary wing aviator classes were repre-
sentative of the broader experience during the later course
of the war. Piloting a helicopter had four times the aver-
age combatant mortality rate.

It v in the reality of war’s experienc:  both those
lost and the veterans who returned, were consecrated as
warriors and patriots.

The families should know . . . we lost them. . . . too.
- o TTe—
We do have Prayers . . . you know . ..

Prayers . . . for forgiveness . . .

And the prayers trail after ... trying to heal the
wounds.

'hoenix, the Charioteer,
tutor and comrade to Achilles
. inHon  The Iliad, Book IX,
¢ c. 800 B.C,, tr. by Fragles
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example of determination and skill at Landing Zone Lolo
in Laos, March 1971. With the lead aircraft shot up bedly,
then watching the second aircraft shot down in the
landing zone, he continued the assault. His aircraft was
also shot up beyond use. He barely made it back to Khe
Sanh. His young copilot was in such a state of shock he
was replaced. Then Womack returned to Laos for more
sorties in support of the South Vietnamese.

William Fitzgerald had one of the best views of the
Ripcord evacuation in July 1970. Flying near the end of
the green line of Huey helicopters, the Black Widows, he
was among the last to extract troops under rocket, artil-
lery, and small-arms fire.

Rick Lukens went on to Aviation Maintenance Officers
Course, and! an he maintenance officer for the Red-
skins, Cobra gunships at Camp Evans.

Ralph Moulton flew OH-6A loaches for the combat
engineers at Camp Eagle.

Richard Smith died in a helicopter accident after com-
pleting his tour. A € Q0 ebrn Covnmch. ¢ b )
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