


WORDING FOR FRONT COVER

PATRIO:1»> TOLL
o LY v.a.

Varrio  jouls
the price of exit

Firebase Ripcord, 1970
LZ Lolo and Pickup Zone Brown, Laos, 1971

TOM MARSHALL












Qeges

January 24, 197
Camp Eagle. I Corps
Republic of Vietnam

Camp Eagle, the headquarters of the 101st Airborne Division,
Airmobile, was located northwest of Hue (pronounced Way). I
had just transferred into the 163rd Aviation Company in the

101st Avi-*' -~ 7= T-- - **-yas a godsend, to be
transferre ild once again, fly solo
missions

I’d entere 1970. I’d already served

three months of relatively light duty supporting the 1st Brigade
of the 4th Infantry Division at An Khe, located in the central
highlands region of II Corps. After three months of the "good
life", I was transferred to the 101st Airborne Division. I was
"infused" to Charlie Company, Assault Helicopter Company,
158th Aviation Battalion at Camp Evgns Combat Base. Camp
Evans was a forward combat operatiofig} base north of Camp
Eagle, twenty miles south of the DMZ and North Vietnam.
My two months with the Phoenix in Charlie Company were
action filled, both flying and combat.

My time with the 4th Infantry Division had reinforced the
advice given me by Captain David Anderson, whom I’d served
with stateside prior to coming overseas. With the experiences

as an assistant exec the Airfield Company at
Fort Rucker, I lean ne inner workings of the
Army. At An Khe tunity to view the war from
the level of my pas rere mainly Captains and
Lieutenant Colonel: opener. I’d also witnessed
the restriction on ¢ ed as the 4th Infantry pulled
out. I was intimate withdrawal of American
forces n Vi’ as not apparent to those in I

“IIps. v those iL .. Cuips, w ~ar was s ly over. Not
won or lost. We were simply folding our tents and moving on.












of American units, early-outs for Warrant Officers not makine
the Army a career, and the possibility of twelve month tours
being shortened to accelerate the withdrawal of troops.

It was a festive, jubilant atmosphere with the general consensus
that the war was over and life was great in a "REMF" unit.

Little did we know, that in the next 60 days, the 101st
Airborne, supported by helicopter companies from "down
south” would move 8,000 ARVN troops into Laos and support
them for 45 days.

659 helicopters would b

1,072 helicopters would

444 helicopters would be shot down.

Of those in the room with me, all would take antiaircraft fire

during the next 45 » pilot would be shot down and

evacuated to the stawc> wuu vompression of the spine and burn

iI ther pllot wonld narrawlv avert Inging his life,

avolaing a mud-air colli ;t propelled

grenade fragmentation : ot would be

shot down in Laos witk e the hocley- Q O v atl
—0nes.



Pensacola News, Friday, May 11, 1979, Page 2D

"The thing is, helicopters are different from planes. An
airplane, by its nature, wants to fly, and if not interfered with
too strongly by unusual events or by deliberately incompetent
pilots, it will fly.

A helicopter does not want to fly.

It is maintained in the air by a variety of forces and controls
working in opposition to each other, and if there is any

disturbance in this delicate balance, the helicopter stops flying,

immediately and disastrously.

There is no such thing as a gliding helicopter. This is why
being a helicopter pilot is so different from being an airplane
pilot, and why, in general, airplane pilots are open, clear eyed,
buoyant extroverts, and helicopter pilots are brooders,
introspective anticipators of trouble. They know if something
bad has not happened, it is about to."

Harry Reasoner, July, 1977.
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In 1994, President Bill Clinton, who’d refused his Country’s
call to service during the Vietnam Era, signed a law permitting
business and trade with the People of Vietham. By years end,
one-fourth of tourists to the country were American college
students. One-half of the businessmen visiting were
Americans.

President Clinton, however, was not alone in his opposition to
"the war". He’d worked for Arkansas Senator J. William
Fulbright, a long-time opponent of the war, during Clinton’s
college years. In Fulbright’s 1966 book, The Arrogance of
Power, he influenced the anti-war movement with his
statement, "In a democracy, dissent is an act of faith, to
criticize one’s country is to do it a service....it is an act of
patriotism."

Some Americans would seek college defferment from the
military draft. Some would move to foreign lands, revoking
their American citizenship. Some would join local Reserve or
National Guard Units, knowing service in Vietnam was
unlikely.

One-third of the men’s population would honor the selective
service draft or volunteer for specific duties.

Only 32% of the total American men’s population served in the
military during the Vietnam Era.

Only 12% of the total men’s population served in Vietnam.

A very small number, less than 3% of the men’s population
served as combatants, according to military sources.

However, those who served "in-country" understood all were
subject to 122mm rockets and 82mm mortar raids. Even in the
supposedly "secure rear areas”, of "non combatants".

This is the story of many who served in the last two major
actions in I Corps during the U.S. withdrawal in 1970 and
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revolutionaries of Mao Zedong ruled China. They would
become the supplier and trainers, sanctioning the war against
France, and later, America. This was an element that the
French had no control or influence over. The same problem
would afflict the ensuing American effort.

From 1949 forward, Giap’s Vietminh had the sanctuary without
which any revolutionary war succeeds. China was Red
Communist. The door to the high mountain plains of China
was wide open and would never be closed to the Vietminh or
the descendent N.V.A. Adopting Chinese communist
philosophies and strategies, Giap began preparing division size
elements for overcoming French rule.

The French tried to protect their Indochina frontier with
communist China through a series of base areas, surrounded by
several company size outposts. The base system stretched
loosely from the Tonkin Gulf to Eastern Laos in 1950.

The end of French Colonial Rule was predestined when they
lost control of the China frontier. The French positions
consisted of embattled outposts with wooden walls and log
bunkers. They were dispersed on muddy hilltops along Route
Coloniale 4. First the Vietminh would pound them with
mortars and artillery. Later, they would be engulfed by waves
of angrily screaming little men with bayonets.

When the French conceded the Chinese frontier, it simply
meant the Vietminh wou__ never be stopped. The communists
could always find a safe haven and unlimited supplies. They
had unlimited access to Kwangsi and Yunan China, a vast area,
safe to train in. There was an inexhaustible supply of modern
Soviet block arms and equipment. There was also an
inexhaustible supply of young men, peasant children, raised to
hate, fight and overthrow the French Colonial power.

.,.om 1¢_) forward, the Vietminh would | guerril ; no more.






simply bombarded the post to hell. Giap had learned how to
counter the superlative courage, leadership and fighting quality
in the French paratroopers of the French Foreign Legion.

Shortly afterwards, in May, 1950, at a godforsaken mudhole
(outpost) near Dong Khe, Giap repeated his efforts against a
much larger French garrison. He brought well trained
battalions and regiments in from China, armed with automatic
weapons, heavy mortars, bazookas and recoilless rifles.
Convoys of molotova trucks hauled supplies to the Chinese
border. There, vast numbers of coolies carried supplies on
their backs or by bicycle to the frontier where the battle was to
take place.

Dong Khe also lay in a valley surrounded by limestone hills.
The small garrison could not hold the high ground outside the
post. For two days and nights, dozens of mortars and artillery
pieces smashed the outpost. When the bunkers were in ruins
and the French heavy weapons were destroyed, waves of
Vietminh came running through the night. In human wave
attack, they stoically took casualties until they simply
submerged the garrison in bodies. At 3 a.m. on the 28th of
May, it was over. Dong Khe’s radio fell silent to anguished
comrades listening in Hanoi.

General Giap had chosen both the time and place well. The
clouds and rain of the monsoon had grounded the French
aircraft. There was no air support. There were no French
forces of any size that could reach the post in time. All the
French command could do was sit by its radios and listen to
Dong Khe die, alone, in the black night of northern Vietnam.

The French would insert paratroopers and bravely retake Dong
Khe a few days later.

~"ip, hov
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The little history teacher, now a General, had learned the
crucial lessons. Unlimited supplies and manpower were
required for victory. | ' o o
lesson, and they woul
tactics were simple en
swarms of men and w
the high ground overl
batter the position ¢

infantry waves.

The lessons lost on the rrencn sealea e 1ate or American
leaders and military planners. There were immense numbers of
men and women available to do whatever Giap needed. The
availability of supplies through a supply network that could not
be stopped was essential. The unlimited supplies and safe
areas in China would direct the fate of future war efforts.

Years after Dien Bien Phu, it would be compared to Khe Sanh,
Ripcord and Laos. However, none of the comparisons were
accurate. The true lessons Giap learned at Pho Lu and Dong
Khe were never understood by the media or the press writers
and quite possibly American military historians. The Battles of
Pho Lu and Dong Khe had made possible the loss of Dien Bien
Phu.

It was the lessons learned by the little history teacher that made
inevitable the French defeat.

It was the lessons unlearned by American military and political
leaders that permitted the beginning of the American tragedy in
Vietnam.

Years later, Giap’s methods and the media would contribute to
a public perception of a senseless military victory at
Hamburger Hill, on the western slope of the A Shau Valley in
"7539 " “erwards, a la=~ eofthe 1

popu as well as politicians, would turn violently against






had 100 years before.

As the American exit accellerated, it was the helicopter pilots,
crewchiefs and gunners, who paid the price.

Some we
volunteer

When th
only be |

in Warric

the Patri
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the hum of a jet engine and the physically encompassing vibration
of the main rotors overhead, beating the air into submission, with
the whopping sound that would symbolize the Helicopter war.

After several hours training in the jet turbine powered Huey, I
had not correctly handled the proper emergency procedures for an
electrical malfunction, involving the inverter. All electrical
instrumentation was powered by the inverter which had a three
position switch, on, off, and spare. I was facing a very serious
standardization check ride. The instructor was a retired Army
Major, now flying as a Civilian Instructor, who oversaw all
instructors in the department. If I failed the ride, I would either
be sent back to the preceding class or placed in enlisted ranks and
shipped on to advanced infantry training and a ground tour in
Vietnam.

Army helicopter training involved repetitive training in emergency
procedures. The most serious emergency, a loss of engine power,
involved autorotation (a powerless descent) to a full stop on the
ground. It wasn’t called a glide because where you looked down,
was where you were going. The idea was to land there without
damage to the aircraft or your passengers. There were no
parachutes on helicopter crewmembers due to the rotor blades.
There were no ejection seats or parachutes, simply because you
couldn’t escape the overhead rotor blades.

Autorotations were made possible if the pilot recognized the loss
of power. He would have to reduce to collective (rotor blade
pitch and engine power) to flat (bottom) allowing the upward
(reverse) flow of air through the rotor blades. The "pinwheel
effect” of the falling helicopter would spin the blades, allowing
one terminal pull upward of the collective, cushioning the aircraft
from a 2,000 foot per minute descent to a soft landing. If the
pilot raised the collective too early, the helicopter would flutter
to a stop too early, rolling upside down, killing those aboard. If
“ep T otpulled( " d)¢ T ° tooc” anequally fatalst h
into the ground could occur.
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thirteen. The aircraft tail number had seven digits, ending with
thirteen. To top it off, it was parked on pad thirteen! "Oh boy,
this will be interesting," I thought to myself.

Later that morning after the weather briefing, I met Mr. Harry
Baldwin, a former warrant officer, who retired as a major and
was a civilian standardization instructor pilot in the Huey. We
completed the pre-flight and took off. We went through a variety
of autorotations and a detailed review of emergency procedures.

During the last trip around the traffic pattern, Mr. Baldwin
simulated a failure of my primary electrical buss and I was slowly
losing my engine instruments. While I had my eyes out of the
cockpit, Mr. Baldwin pulled two circuit breakers. The first
disabled the flashing yellow caution lights and red warning light
system. The second circuit breaker disabled my inverter, the
source of electrical power for my critical engine instruments. To
further complicate matters, he turned the inverter to off.

As we continued around the pattern, I began calling out the
prelanding check, from memory. "Engine, transmission
instruments, ...." Then I noticed they were not "green" (normal).
I was surprised to see them at 30% of the normal level and I'd
had no caution or warning light indication.

After a few seconds of mentally reviewing the steps to take, I
checked a circuit breaker and found part of the problem.

Obviously I had an electrical problem. First thing to check, all
circuit breakers, "Aha! Two disabled" I thought to myself. I
looked back at the instruments, still no change. That was
obviously only part of the problem. I recycled my essential and
non-essential electrical buss circuit breakers. Damn, ..... R
stumped!..... I kept visually checking for something else, all the
time ill flying in the traffic pattern, watching traffic, maintaining
speed, heading and altitude. As I looked up at the overhead
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months. When the term "decimation" started in the days of the
Roman army, it meant one out of ten people were killed.
Worwac Class 70-3/70-5 was not much different from most Army
helicopter pilot classes. Casualties would be high and should be
expected. Those who volunteered to apply for the Warrant
Officer Candidate Program knew this well in advance.
Additionally, we had volunteered for duty in Vietnam as part of
their application for army helicopter training.

The year before, I’d entered three months of Army basic training
at the "armpit of the universe", Fort Polk, Louisiana. Afterwards,
we entered flight school at Fort Wolters, Texas. We then trained
for nine months, including eighteen hours of daily harassment in
pre-flight. The days then evolved to sixteen hour days of
classrooms, link instrument trainers and 220 hours of student pilot
"stick time" in TH-55’s, OH-13, and UH-1 helicopters.

As a class, we had been told that one out of three would be killed
in action and others would be claimed by accidents.

Most of us believed we would live through it. Our greatest fear
was becoming a "crispy critter", one who survived a crash and
fire, minus nose, ears, fingers and toes. The speaker at our last
safety meeting, prior to graduation at Fort Rucker, was a Warrant
Officer who had reconstructive surgery at Fort Sam Houston,
Texas. He was a grim reminder of the risks and realities we
faced, no ears, nose or fingers. What else he might also have
lost, we were left to imagine.

We were, however, highly motivated volunteers, eager to accept
the physical and mental challenges, having been drilled in the
virtues of Duty, Honor, Country. When I’d enlisted, I went
through the routine batteries of qualifying exams given all
enlistees. During Basic Training at Fort Polk, Louisiana, I was
offered a slot in Officer Candidate School or a slot in the Army
Preparatory School for W P~ " I “to ot i d
fly helicopters, so I refused both. I also suspected I'd miss the
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docked on the MeKong River, in the Delta, the southernmost
region in South Vietnam. "Tom," Anderson said, "be sure to take
lots of film. Always keep your camera on hand and, if you can,
get hold of a good movie camera. I’ve enjoyed my movies much
more than the slides. But, sometimes you’ll be too busy to take
photographs." We enjoyed a good laugh.

19






Captain Anderson explained, "Tom, you’ve seen my movies and
slides. Remember my slides near Cambodia with the Slicks
(Hueys shot) down" The way things happen in combat, you want
to be anywhere but in a Huey’s cockpit. When gunships get shot
down, more Huey’s are lost. Even flying Scouts is more
survivable than a "hot C.A (combat assault)" in Hueys.

With that explanation, I requested the training slot. I'd never
heard that in flight school!

* * * * * *

Sawp vagiy
[-Corps

Republic of Vietnam

“olonel Benjamin Harrison assumed command of the 3rd
3rigade, 101st Airborne Division "Currahee”. His initial orders
were to set up a forward command post near the Demilitarized
Zone. A plan was set to reopen Firebase Shepard overlooking the
abandoned Khe Sanh airfield. The move was in response to
numerous sightings and armed "contact" by the 2/17th Air
Cavalry Squadron. North Vietnamese regular forces were openly
moving through Khe Sanh, the DaKrong and A Shau Valley
areas. The level of NVA activity increased around Khe Sanh and
the A Shau. The harrassment of ARVN Firebases O’Reilley and
Barnett was soon overshadowed by intense contact in the Ripcord
area of operations.

Vo Nguyen Giap, the North Vietnamese General, had apparently
commenced another major offensive. It was designed to extract
a high price in American casualties. It was a carefully veiled
attempt to humiliate American troops in the eyes of the
international press reporters.

* x  x %k %k ok
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North Vietnamese Regular Army forces living along the border
areas of Cambodia and Laos, conducting operations in South
Vietnam.

In November, 1965, more than 400 men of the Ist Air Cavalry
were helicoptered into the Ia Drang Valley. Despite being
encircled and suffering horrible losses, the North Vietnamese
attacking from Cambodia suffered even greater losses. The
helicopter war would underpin the history that followed. The
Huey helicopter would earn its place, not only in history, but in
loving respect as the machine that carried soldiers to safety.

Despite news reports to the contrary, the strength of the Viet
Cong local guerrillas was essentially destroyed in the TET
offensive of February, 1968. The North Vietnamese would
expand the war with small unit ambushes and assaults, using
commando tactics referred to as "sapper" strikes. Reducing the
size of the combat units, limited potential losses to him.

The mounting loses and war protesters convinced Lyndon
Johnson not to run for re-election. In November, 1968, Richard
Nixon was elected President. He met President Thieu of South
Vietnam on June 8, 1969, at Midway Island in the Pacific. The
Vietnamization process; replacing Americans in combat with
trained Vietnamese was agreed upon, as well as the departure of
American troops. They jointly announced the withdrawal of the
first 25,000 U.S. troops. It began with the withdrawal of the 9th
Infantry Division in the Delta of South Vietnam.

American troop strength in Vietnam peaked in 1968 with 536,000
men and women. In 1969, the decline had begun, with a troop
level down to 475,000. Unknown to me, the 1970 troop strength
would decline to 334,600, a 38% decline from 1968. By the end
of 1971, only 156,800 troops would remain, a mere 29% of the
1968 peak.

Now, in June, 1970, the icission of the .onkin _ulf
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gone, as well as the 25th Infantry, the "Tropical Lightening"
which returned to Hawaii. The First Infantry Division, the "Big
Red 1", was also gone. The 4th Infantry Division at An Khe
would be next. With dramatic American troop reductions
underway, some offensive moves had to be made to put the
NVA'’s heads down and disrupt any offensive intentions they had.

Ripcord was part of the overall plan that General Creighton
Abrams would culminate with an as yet unknown invasion to the
heart of enemy forces, in Laos. I Corps, home of the 101st
Airborne Division, was nearest the NVA homeland and subject to
the greatest military threat. It was widely considered the "worst
A.Q." (area of operations). The Cambodian Invasion in May,
1970, was one of the critical offensive moves to buy time for the
withdrawal, hitting the enemy as hard as possible, where he least
expected it.

Specialist John Mihalko was a member of a reconnaissance
(Recon) platoon in the 101st Airborne Division at Camp Evans.
The Recon Platoon members were well trained, seasoned veterans
blended with new guys who fit in well. The men were a proud
and diverse group of personalities. They worked well together,
their confidence was based upon combat experience and reliance
upon each other in the most difficult of situations.

They were concerned that their platoon leader, a lieutenant, had
derosed ‘Mnte Expected Return from Overseas Duty) and was
replaced with another. The familiar questions ran through John’s
mind. Is the new Lieutenant Wilson "gung ho"? Does he have
his shit together? John would never learn the answers to those
concerns. The Lieutenant’s tour of duty would come to an end
in 48 hours on Ripcord.

Reports were coming in over the radios that the April Fool’s Day
insertion on top Ripcord was not going well. The combat assault
in was "hot", "v. _,v _ hot". Repc ;s ofc inuous mortar fire,
machineguns and AK-47’s pc:d from the lios.
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of critical exposure, that he could do nothing about. In their own
ways, each member of the platoon was working with his
innermost fears. Time waiting had permitted their fears to
consume their thoughts and reak havoc with nerves. There were
no jovial "thumbs up" signs between teams as they boarded
Slicks. They were faced with the fear and the impending reality
of a hot combat assault, in circumstances they normally would
avoid.

As they arrived on station and began circling near Ripcord, all
aboard the helicopters could see the carnage under way. Mortar
fire prevented their helicopters from landing immediately, so they
circled in helicopter "daisy chains" just out of range. During one
of the turns, John glanced down and got his first glimpse of
Ripcord. It didn’t look like much at altitude, simply a bald
mountain top, surrounded by lush green jungle. As they began
their approach, he could see incoming mortar rounds impacting
on the hill. He also saw a Slick lying in the jungle, shot down by
the North Vietnamese. It was a sickening sight. They circled,
descending, finally the crewchief shouted above the roar of the
rotor blades and jet engine, "We’re going in, get ready!"

A mile out, on extended final approach to Ripcord, the
doorgunner shouted, "Taking fire" and began laughing as he
opened up his M-60 machinegun. John watched Cobras working
out beside them. Now the crewchief and doorgunner were both
firing. Mortar rounds were impacting on the hill where they were
supposed to land.

John thought the doorgunner had to be one of the most "gung ho"
people in the Army, or simply crazy! With mortal combat
underway below them, the doorgunner shouted, "Isn’t this neat?!"
On final, the mortar rounds came in like a hail of rain. The
landscape ahead was spewed into the sky in front of them. The
helicopter was shuddering in deceleration, shaking as it lost
airspeed. With mortars impacting on the LZ and all around it, the

lot init | a"go -ound". B ig T the appr he
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Ripcord area of operations. Not known to John and others, the
combat assault into Ripcord was a "piece of cake", compared to
the extraction under artillery siege, which would occur on July
23rd.

Ripcord was expanded by combat engineers to house 400 men.
It was the starting point for many foot patrols, searching the hills
and valleys below. Infantry patrols would walk the hills below
the 2,800 foot mountaintop, searching for the enemy. The
"Screaming Eagles" presence at Ripcord would block the NVA
Divisions from moving into the area of Hue, the Provincial
Capital and largest population center north of Da Nang.

On the 28th of April, Company B, 2nd Battalion, 502nd Infantry,
while patrolling a valley floor below Ripcord, discovered an
occupied NVA position. They successfully assaulted and killed
15 NVA. Among the weaponry captured, they were startled to
find US equipment. An M-60 machinegun, an M-79 grenade
launcher and most importantly, a PRC-25, FM radio were
discovered. It was now obvious, the NVA units in the field were
monitoring American radio conversations. Contacts, vicious
firefights and nighttime battles would continue.

* * * * * *

On the 17th of May, the NVA stepped up activity across I Corps.
A Chinook helicopter was shot down in the mountains, west of
Firebase Nancy. The entire crew was lost. Other aircraft were
taking heavy antiaircraft fire resupplying the ARVN Firebase,
O’Reilley, near Ripcord. The pilots were now taking fire at
places they generally considered safe. "Something was up" with
the NVA.

The next day, just south of Fire Support Base O’Reilley, a
Phoenix Huey supporting combat engineers was shot down in
flames. Three crewmembers and two passengers were killed in
the crash. A Phoenix crewchief, Specialist - 4 Easterling, for the
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skills would not be the last instance.

Also on May 18th, Rangers operating southwest of Tun Tavern,
destroyed two NVA trucks. One a small 2 1/2 ton truck and one
a larger five ton model. Both were carrying supplies toward
O’Reilley and Ripcord. The sequence of these events
demonstrated the North Vietnamese were successfully infiltrating
not only men, but weapons and supplies on a scale not publicly
acknowledged in Saigon or Washington D.C.

Enemy contact generally subsided at the mountaintop firebase
until July 1, 1970. Things dramatically changed when
infantrymen of the 803d NVA regiment used assault rifles, rocket
propelled grenades and sachel charges to attack night defensive
positions of the battalion, spread on the valley floor.

* * * * * *

On July 2, Firebase Ripcord came under sustained recoilless rifle
fire for the first time. Ripcord was being pounded from Hill
1000, the first high ground to it’s west. Ground assaults
conducted by Americans in Delta and Charlie Company, 2/506th,
were disappointing. There had been several friendly casualties.
The reluctance of the company commander, to lead the men up
the hill in the face of obviously horrendous odds, was angrily
observed by the upper ranks. Most units were operating at 60%
of assigned strength. Only so much could be realistically asked
of them.

That evening, Ripcord began receiving 120 millimeter mortar
attacks. It was the first use of the 120’s except on the DMZ.
The very large mortars indicated a major logistic success by the
enemy. It was now obvious to all they were being supplied by
trucks or tracked vehicles. Vehicles were necessary to transport
these very heavy mortars, base plates, and ammunition. The
122mm rocket was well known by all those servi~~ in Vietnam.
It was, however, an indiscriminant weapon which was not very
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rockets and RPG’s flashed into the American positions.

NVA swarmed through the positions, shooting, grenading and
bayoneting. In the surreal nightscape of tripflares, explosions,
tracers, automatic weapons and screams, the company commander
and seven other GI’s died. Six others were wounded in action
and one missing, believed captured. The NVA left 15 bodies.
Several more were believed killed or wounded.

The platoon medic, who survived the onslaught, reorganized the
defensive perimeter with the survivors and called for artillery and
gunships. Jets would also come to their aid. It was much like
actions depicted by Hollywood many years later. The movies
would have visual accuracy, but the Hollywood script writers and
directors, in their metaphoric interpretations, would miss the
targets of truth and meaning.

* * * * * *

On the afternoon of July 5, Sergeant Robert Granberry was
informed his Recon team of E Company, 2/506th, would search
Hill 1000, located just west of Firebase Ripcord. Granberry was
raised hunting and fishing in the woods of northwest Florida. He
was comfortable in the "bush". His father had been a decorated
Navy Corpsman(Medic), serving in the South Pacific in World
War II. Granberry and his men were an experienced, very
successful recon team.

Granberry was over the hump of his tour and had developed the
"sixth sense", awareness of danger and enemy threats. He and his
team had survived countless ambushes they’d perpetrated on
NVA. They had once been bombed mistakenly by two F-4
Phantoms directed by a "visually impaired" Air Force Forward
Air Controller. When the Phantom dove on Granberry and his
men, they knew to run until the high pitched screaming sound
changed as the bombs were released and the jet climbed skyward.
The bombs had been close, but not clo wough. A Cobra
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There was obviously a company defending them, if not more.

He called in the observation to a 2nd Lieutenant atop Ripcord and
asked for instructions. A few minutes later, the reply came,
"engage the enemy position." Granberry couldn’t believe it!
Including himself, there was a radioman, a medic, and four
soldiers. Astonished, he informed the Lieutenant he was only a
recon team, and asked him to reconsider. The Lieutenant,
obviously obeying a superior, repeated, "this is a direct, lawful
order. Engage the enemy!"

Granberry informed his team members of the order. With his
men, he carefully reviewed the options; refuse the order in mutiny
and face a court martial. They could attack the position and get
killed or wounded (if very lucky). With anger and trepidation,
they agreed to proceed with the attack. Greatly outnumbered,
under-manned and without the cover of darkness, they silently
moved forward.

They quietly moved up the hill, utilizing as much natural cover
as possible. The sounds were now louder, mixed with NVA
voices. They were getting close, but could not see the enemy
defensive positions. In the next blinding instant, three rocket
propelled grenades exploded above them. A series of deafening
roars showered shrapnel from above, badly wounding all six men
hugging the ground.

The PRC-25 radio on the back of "Dixie" Gaskins disintegrated
in the explosion, saving his life. Granberry awoke in pain to the
moans of others, his M-16 melted to the shape of a "C", useless.
Shrapnel had hit all over his back and legs. He drew his 45
caliber pistol, awaiting the charge of NVA soldiers to finish them
off. Thankfully, it never came. Instead, a soldier from Company
D led the rescue from behind them. They were carried out of the
firezone and medevaced.

...y " d followed orde w' ' they ™ :w were ply -._pid.
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This was the second loss of a 2/319th Artillery Battery in the
same region. Beginning at 3:00am, May 13, 1969, "C" Battery,
2nd Battalion/319th Field Artillery was overrun at Firebase
Airborne, while firing support for the fighting at Dong Ap Bia
(Hamburger Hill). NVA sappers claimed 22 U.S. killed from a
battery of approximately 60 artillery men. The guns were
destroyed, rendering the battery combat ineffective.

With the destruction of the Chinook helicopter on top of
Ripcord’s 105mm howitzer battery, the tactical situation and
defensive capabilities of Ripcord were now greatly diminished.
105Smm howitzers were necessary because they were capable of
"close and continuous" fire support with a high rate of fire. The
adjustment capabilities of the 105mm were instantaneous. Their
fires were adjusted instantly by those depending upon them. The
larger 155mm howitzer battery was designed to back up the
Direct Support 105Smm units. The Ripcord 105mm artillery was
now destroyed, leaving the base incapable of close-in artillery
support. The beginning of the end of Ripcord was begun.
American patrols in the hills surrounding the firebase were taking
considerable losses.

Colonel Harrison then requested Brigadier General Sid Berry to
immediately reopen Firebase Gladiator. There was an immediate
need to position a battery of 10Smm howitzers to support the
troops in the Ripcord area. That evening, an engineer mine and
booby trap element was dispatched from Camp Evans with a
recon platoon for security. They were flown to commence the
mine clearance of Firebase Galdiator. The following morning, a
105 howitzer battery was operating at Gladiator. By nightfall, the
105 battery was providing direct support to troops in the field
around Ripcord.

On the evening of the 19th, Colonel Harrison realized he had five
of eight total infantry battalions in the division under his
operational control. All five had some elements in fire fights and
hot con :t w ' the r troops. Itw |1 ‘ t
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regiments, with up to 12,000 men surrounding Ripcord. Their
sole purpose was clearly the destruction of the firebase. Colonel
Harrison was shocked to realize they had four NVA divisions
attacking. They obviously weren’t going to run away. He
immediately ordered his staff to develop plans to destroy the
enemy regiments. The staff came up with a plan requiring six
additional U.S. Battalions to be inserted in the fight. In the
middle of the night, Colonel Harrison realized the severity of the
situation for Alpha Company and immediately ordered them
extracted. @ They were extracted under fire at first light,
successfully.

General Berry realized that with a division headquarters on the
valley floor below Ripcord, the North Vietnamese were there to
stay. They were there, in a force with troops numbering between
8,000 and 12,000 regular soldiers. The force was adequate in size
to initiate a land attack against the capital of Hue or to stand in
positions and attack Firebase Ripcord and the patrols surrounding
it.

Early the next morning (July 21), Brigadier General Sid Berry
called Colonel Harrison and said, "We’re closing Ripcord. What
do you need in the way of support?” Colonel Harrison was
surprised. It had never occurred to him to withdraw. Harrison
had been entirely too close to the situation in terms of the tactical
operations and had not observed the overall picture. For the
infantrymen around Ripcord, it was a little late. One platoon had
been reported overrun by NVA, while a company was now in
danger of being overrun. Berry was able to observe that the
battle forming was going to claim an even greater number of
lives. The firebase was already scheduled to be closed due to
weather in October. Rather than continuing daily losses, General
Berry concluded it was time to withdraw the troops. They would
pound the enemy after the closing with artillery and tactical air
power.

General Berry had asked Colonel Harrison what was needed for
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Ripcord, flying through a visual display of anti-aircraft tracers.
Green 12.7mm rounds were visible in all sectors of the operation,
as well as some intended solely for his Phoenix Huey.

Six heavily laden infantrymen scrambled aboard amid the
cacophony of incoming and outgoing fire. The Huey hovered
with one skid touching a fallen log. With outgoing troops aboard,
the crewchief shouted on the intercom, "clear!"

Mears steadily pulled in collective power, the Phoenix Huey
ascending through the same anti-aircraft fire found on the way in.
The co-pilot was reading out critical instruments for Mears, who
had to keep his eyes on the rotor blades and encircling trees,
warning him, "you’re gonna overtorque...redline...there it goes!"

Mears replied, "Fuck it, we gotta get out!" The ascension
continued, carrying very thankful troops to safety. It was no
surprise that a very popular chorus in the Phoenix Officers Club
was h the refrain, "We gotta get outta
this

The flight of his Phoenix Huey would be repeated many times
today.

On the morning of July 22, after the TAC Air Strikes (jets),
artillery bombardment, while Cobra’s shot up the area, the Hueys
returned to extract other troops below Ripcord.

During the night of July 22nd and the early morning of July 23rd,
over 2,200 rounds of artillery pounded the surrounding area.
Navy, Air Force and Marine fighter bombers began flying
continuous strikes commencing at daybreak on July 23rd.

* * * * * *
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provide 10 or 12 of the normal 20 Hueys per company. The two
Aviation Battalions of Camp Evans and Camp Eagle would work
together.

Captain Randy House, Platoon leader from C Company, 158
Aviation Battalion, correctly observed it was time to get on with
the mission, but there’d been no contact from the Command and
Control ship flying high above. The NVA and some highly
qualified Communist Chinese advisors were denying use of the
radio frequencies normally used. Alternate frequencies one, two
and three were jammed with voices, or the keyed mikes of the
enemy. After boring donut holes in the sky for twenty minutes,
Captain House, the Phoenix lead, departed his flight to overfly
Ripcord. With no further communication from Colonel Harrison,
House instinctively knew a "clusterfuck" was in the making,
unless positive steps were taken.

He observed the upper pad, by the 155mm howitzers was taking
much less mortar fire than the lower pad, now under continuous
shelling and partially blocked by the burning Chinook wreckage.
House made contact with a pathfinder on Ripcord, ready to
continue the extraction. The pathfinder briefed him with specific
landing recommendations.

House ordered the Phoenix birds to commence the extraction,
coming inbound along a river bed, turning over the mountain
waterfalls, inbound to Ripcord. Others from both the 158th
Aviation Battalion and the 101st Aviation Battalion would follow,
until all soldiers were extracted. House then instructed them to
the pads with thirty second intervals between Hueys. As the
mission proceeded, the Pathfinders on Ripcord would instruct
some birds to different pads. The NVA were listening to the
Pathfinders. If a Huey was directed to Pad 1, mortars were fired
on Pad 1. Hearing the mortar shells fired, the Pathfinders would
divert the Huey to another pad at the last second. Five soldiers
would sc r would ¢ art, just prior to
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For Mayberry, it was the quiet acceptance of one more "hot PZ
(vickup zone)'. The Huev had effectivelv been destroved bv

e g x - -

aviator said he DEROS’ed (Date Eligible for Return from
Overseas Duty) his bird, those in the business understood an
extremely difficult mission had taken it’s toll on the aircraft, as
well as the pilots and crew. Everyone knew there were limits to
the amount of "good luck" one started the tour of duty with.

* * * * * *

While atop Ripcord, Specialist-5, Larry Frazier, the crewchief on
Wolfe’s Phoenix Huey, had helped six infantrymen scramble
aboard under fire. Shortly after they lifted off to the relative
safety of "only anti-aircraft fire" a rifleman motioned to Frazier.
He handed Frazier a piece of paper from his chest pocket.
Frazier read it and handed it to the pilots. It read, "Thanks for
saving our asses."

] heartfelt than" — - ’ B ¢
] | that the GI | )
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continued the extraction with the other lift companies. They were
now circling in sight of Ripcord, fully aware of the deadly
landing zones marked by mortar explosions. Captain House
remained in the empty position of Command and Control, circling
above Ripcord.

House called Ghostrider Lead, "Rider one six, (Phoenix) zero-

b |

six
Ghostrider one-six, "Go!"

House had just observed his Phoenix birds getting shot to hell,
while getting the job done. He was painfully aware of the troops
still on Ripcord, waiting for extraction. House also knew he had
to continue his role of impromptu Air Mission Commander. The
sooner they finished, the better.

House, "This is Phoenix Lead, the other briefers are not up. It’s
pretty strong (fire) west of Ripcord. I hate to be the one to keep
this damn thing going, but give me your poz" (position).

Ghostrider Lead, "Between Phong Dien, blueline by Jack"
(southwest of Camp Evans Combat Base over the river).

House then gave instructions on the best approach direction and
separation. Ghostrider Lead briefed the other birds in his flight,
but all could see the continuous bombardment underway.
Ghostrider Lead continued, "I’'m not gonna order you into that
stuff, but if you think you can get onto the pad, do it!"

The gravity of the life and death mission, to extract those in
danger of being overrun was understood by all. The radio
conversations continued in tense staccato. The sparsity of words
manifested grim determination of the pilots.

The essence of the "Phoenix Rule" was also a requisite for
T o Tl "ric in tl "y l
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Lead called, "Abort, Chalk Seven!"

Chalk Seven, "No, I’ve aborted three times already, I’ll just
continue in!"

Ghostrider Lead, "I’ll leave it up to you, go in if you can!"

Another bird called, "POL just went up, took a mortar, right
beside me."

The Ghostriders, Lancers, Comancheros, and Kingsmen aircraft
continued the procession, just as the Phoenix had. Many were
taking hits, suffering wounded crewmen.

The smoke of fires, streams of green and gold enemy tracers, the
sight of jets swooping low, laying napalm, with Cobras attacking
lines of enemy troops, overwhelmed the senses. But the Hueys
kept coming. When one was shot down, another dove down to
retrieve the crewmembers.

As long as there were soldiers on Ripcord, they would come.

By noon, only 18 fighting men remained atop Ripcord from a
force of nearly 400. Driven from their secure positions by
155mm ammunition exploding from flames, they ran to the other
end of the firebase to form a security perimeter. They could see
NVA soldiers, swarming up the mountainside like ants, breaching
the lower perimeter wires, less than a hundred yards away. Most
of the GI’s were now carrying M-60 machineguns, spraying the
enemy. Rambo would have been proud, the way they would
move from one position to another, firing M-60 machineguns
from the hip, on the move, but they simply wanted to get off the
godforsaken mountain, alive. PFC Dainiel Biggs watched as a
Huey approached the pad. Two mortar shells hit directly on the
pad. The pilot continued his landing to the exact spot within
three con later told a Stars 1 Stri] ; cor md
"He came right in, aidn’t turn away or nothin".
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doorgunners who received AirMedals with "V" for valor.

By early afternoon, all known living soldiers on Ripcord had been
carried back to Camp Evans. Several shell shocked men, hiding
in their bunkers would not run the gauntlet of mortars to the
Huey’s. They would even hide from the men searching the
bunkers to assure everyone got out. They would die by
flamethrowers or bayoneted in their bunkers that night. NVA
swarmed their conquest until air strikes ended their celebration.
Some American soldiers’ remains would be recovered six weeks
later.

The last fighting men off the mountain were members of B
Company, 2nd Battalion, 506th Infantry. They’d also been the
first ones out there in April.

* * * x  ® *

The day after Ripcord was evacuated, on the 24th, Colonel
Harrison conducted a press conference at Camp Evans. Between
25 and 30 members of the media, mostly from Saigon news
offices, showed up to hear the story of Ripcord. Some newsmen
were obviously disappointed that it wasn’t a major U.S. disaster.
Unknown to the newsmen, Captain House’s decisive action
avoided major problems. Colonel Harrison’s communication with
House and others had been denied by enemy jamming and
mechanical failures.

Colonel Harrison would extol the virtues of the Chinook pilots
who’d worked the mountaintop under continuous fire, until one
was shot down blocking the largest landing pad. They deserved
the praise they’d received.

Virtually no mention was made of the Phoenix, Ghostriders,
Lan King :n, ____ancheros, _.ack Widov  ad others who
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than 50% became casualties. The defender/casualty rate of 2.2%
on Ripcord was actually higher than the French suffered at Dien
Bien Phu.

Ripcord was a highly successful fighting withdrawal. It left the
enemy in control of the jungle, but nothing else. Their offensive
threat to Hue and the lowlands ended for two years. They were
then pounded continuously with B-52’s and tactical air.
Helicopters, including gun ships, as well as lift ships were critical
to Ripcord. The withdrawal could not have been made without
the courage and daring of Huey pilots braving direct mortar fire,
recoilless rifle fire and walls of 51 calibre anti-aircraft tracers.

Beginning with April 1, continuing through July 31, 1970, a
reported 135 UH-1H Hueys took serious antiaircraft damage,
rendering them unflyable. The vast majority of the Division
pilots and crewmembers had survived combat damage to their
aircraft.

10 AH-1G Cobras and 3 Loaches (OH-6A) also sustained serious
hits.

Only two of the six Huey lift companies did not lose a crew
killed in action. Even in the usually "safe" missions of the larger
twin rotor Chinook, 38 sustained serious damage, with three
crews killed.

The pilots among the companies of the 101st Airborne Division
agreed that Ripcord was about as bad as it could get. Those still
remaining in-country in March, 1971, would learn that Ripcord
was just "a training mission".

The sum of all damage and casualties, in four months of the
Ripcord operations, would be exceeded in one day, the coming
March S.

As if the horrors of "LZ Lolo" wouldn’t sat y the dogs of war,
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the harrowing of that day would be repeated at "Pickup Zone
Brown" on March 20, 1971.

T T

Sergeant Robert Granberry, who’d led the near fatal assault on
Hill 1000, back on July 5, was lying in a hotel bed on his
stomach, slowly sipping whiskey in Honolulu, Hawaii, on R and
R leave. The whiskey eased the pain as his fiance changed the
numerous bandages of his RPG wounds. Watching the TV news
coverage of Ripcord, he had an omniscient understanding of the
event, not conveyed in the evening news.

He still had five months to finish in his tour of duty, in the worst
A.O.
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O
AUGUST, 1970

Fort Rucker, Alabama

In the month of July, I completed the transition at Fort Rucker.
The "58" was a dream to fly, but it had extremely sensitive
controls for a new pilot. I had a very difficult time the first ten
hours of student flight. I was beginning to wonder whether I'd
master it at all. I only had 220 hours in flight school and was not
an experienced helicopter pilot. I did, however, have experienced
instructor pilots who were very patient, and by the time I
completed the 25 hour course, 1 could at least take off, land
safely and perform autorotations.

Captain Donaldson, my instructor pilot, and I were debriefing
after I completed my check ride with a standardization instructor
pilot. I asked, "Sir, do you have any last words of advice for me
prior to my tour in Vietnam?" "Mr. Marshall," he carefully
replied, "you can basically fly the machine now. But be careful
as you build time. Don’t over-extend yourself, don’t do anything
you don’t plan, and most of all, don’t get yourself killed." That
seemed to be the "canned" response by most veteran instructor
pilots, but I would learn they were "pearls of wisdom" rooted in
combat experience. "Thank you, sir. That’s excellent advice.
I’ll do my utmost to follow." 1 departed for leave at home, in
Pensacola, Florida, on the way to South Vietnam.

Pensacola, Florida
On the evening of July 25, while home in Pensacola, Florida,

with my wife and parents, we watched ABC TV news. The
correspondent was standing on a pad at Camp Evans in I Corps.
The 101st Airborne had an emergency evacuation of Firebase
Ripcord underway. In the background, you could see smoke from
a mountain top and a near continuous st m of Hi 's gc :to

| 1in l d uld
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flying low-level at high speed up a steep ravine, lost power,
rolled over and exploded. It sounded suspiciously as if they had
been hit by anti aircraft fire, but there was no verification, no
witnesses other than at a long distance, and nothing left of the
wreckage. The Army had a policy, that without witnesses or
wreckage obviously from antiaircraft fire, it would be chalked up
as an "accident" rather than a combat loss.

* * * * * *

On July 18th, 1970, Mike Dickus was the left seat observer
during an OH-6A flight orientation to a Scout Platoon. His
aircraft took intense ground fire, crashed and burned. He died of
burns in Japan.

Also on July 18th, Jim Dunnavant’s gunship crashed west of Tam
Ky. He was with the 176th Aviation Company. He was a
helicopter air casualty by ground fire.

* * * * * *

Ed Crouse died on July 20, 1970. He was shot while riding as a
gunner observer on a Loach (OH-6A) while training for aircraft
commander of an OH6 helicopter.

* * * * * *

I hadn’t even left the country yet and the killing of my fellow
flight school classmates had started. With the knowledge of their
losses, I had taken the first step toward an awareness of the grim
reality of war, and becoming a "veteran". The war was now
taking on a personal dimension I had not anticipated. North
Vietnamese were the enemy, but death was the ultimate opponent.
The R T ) ’ o
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61



mortality and the lethal environment I’d volunteered for.
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Replacement unit at Long Binh. [ figured I was about 11,500
miles from Pensacola, and eleven hours ahead during the next
day. I had hoped of being immediately assigned to a unit and
getting shipped out right away.

I would spend the next two days filling out necessary paperwork
and go through an initial briefing with the personnel officer. He
told me that he expected me to be assigned to the 4th Infantry
Division, which was getting newly arrived OH58’s. That was my
primary reason for being assigned there, due to the new inventory
of the aircraft and few readily trained pilots.

That afternoon, I was sipping a beer in the Officers Club when
sirens announced a rocket attack at Long Bihn, but it was 10
miles away. I didn’t even hear the explosions.

On August 23rd I was formally assigned to the 1st Brigade
Headquarters in the Headquarters Company of the 4th Infantry
Division. I was told I would be the brigade aviation
communications officer until my aircraft arrived sometime during
mid or late September.

By Monday, August 24, I was tired of sitting on my can with
nothing to do. Chris Rummel had left this morning to fly Cobras
in the Delta. I was supposed to leave today for An Khe, but the
Air Force C-130 had maintenance trouble. I was told [ won’t get
there before the 26th of August. Typical Army situation. Hurry
up like hell to get there, and then hurry up and wait, and wait,
and wait.

The next day, August 25th, Barry Godfrey, another classmate,
died during a high-speed, low-level turn. His main rotor blades
hit the ground at Binh Hoa Airfield, not far from where I was
sitting on my can. He died during an orientation and
demonstration flight. Army flying was a high-risk endeavor.
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or not.

[ sat around the Officer’s Club that afternoon and met another
warrant officer who had flown OHS58’s up north. His unit had
"stood down", been deactivated, and the colors shipped stateside.
He had several months left in-country and had the experience to
enjoy time away from combat. I asked him if they were putting
mini-guns on the OH 58’s. He said the initial experience with
mini-guns was so unfavorable that the birds were not coming
back (getting shot down). In an effort to make the pilots more
cautious and improve safety, they removed the mini-guns and had
a greatly reduced casualty ratio with the "58." We talked about
the 101st activity going on at Firebase O’Reilley now. It seems
that after Ripcord, O’Reilley, an ARVN firebase, was the next to
fall. Things were not going well in I-Corps. [ spent the
afternoon playing the slot machines, which were managed by the
NCO Association. I got so bored, I listened to country music for
the first time in my life. Late that evening, the word came, pack
up for an early morning departure.

On August 28, at 4:30 am, I packed up my duffle bag and
boarded a school bus for the Air Force flight line. We were
dropped off beside a large, four engine turboprop transport, a C-
130 Hercules. Our bags were secured in cargo netting on the rear
ramp and we assumed our seats in the "tactical" web frames along
the windowless fuselage. In a roar of jet engines, we departed for
An Khe.

A little more than an hour later the C130 made a steep approach
into a very small airfield at An Khe, which was just outside
Camp Radcliffe. After a rapid descent from approximately
10,000 feet where the air was cool and dry, we were again hit by
the wave of heat and humidity. There was the smell of jet fuel,
the noise of helicopter operations, and outgoing artillery fire. The
noises were quickly overcome by the smell of burning feces in a
mixture o ol " :l. My senses v-~=~ ~tmmmnend ao
) S ] 1g M w
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of time. I was fresh from the states, with a very positive attitude
and a determination to do my very best as a warrant officer and
helicopter pilot. I was like a race horse, ~*mping at the bit, to
get going ying win the wa

The Army, however, had different plans. I had already been in-
country since the 22nd of August. [ was told I had four days of
indoctrination and two days of intelligence briefings. Then, I
would serve as a communications officer in a bunker 25 feet
below ground until my OHS58 arrived sometime in late September.
That would mean that I would have almost one month in-country
time before even starting flying. I thought it was absurd that I
wasn’t flying the next day.

On Saturday morning, August 29, I began my aviation briefing
with the Division Aviation Officer, Captain Hunter at Division
Headquarters. He was well organized and had the entire area of
operations mapped with major areas of activity and incidences
marked. He looked at me as I came in the door. "Mr. Marshall,
a newbie to fly jet rangers."

"Yes, sir."

He said, "I bet you’re full of piss and vinegar, anxious to get
going. You want to go out and hop in one and start flying
tomorrow, right?"

"Yes, sir. I’m ready."

"Well, you're going to find the Army has different plans and
you’ll be doing it the Army way." He gave me volumes of
information to read regarding the area operations, nature of the
operations underway, and precautions to take in day to day
operations. After the initial briefing, the realities of the "green
machine" were sinking in. [ was sent away with reading
instructions and or¢ s to return that afternoon.
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and fight the war." "Last," he said, "obey the rules of
engagement." Captain Hunter then began talking about the My
Lai incident, which had only been a year and a half earlier with
the trial still pending. It was then the rules of engagement were
handed to me. I was also given several pages of security forms
to acknowledge security leve _ security codes, communication
procedures, th: I signed the rules of engagement statement.

I walked back to the replacement unit bachelor officer’s quarters
and began to meet the other officers coming in-country. I was
the only warrant officer in the group. The rest were lieutenants
who were scheduled to replace lieutenants in infantry field units
and support units. I was also the only aviator in the group. On
the following day, Tuesday, I got my orders. I was assigned to
the 1st Brigade, Headquarter’s Comr iny, 4th Infantry Division.
I was designated a command and control pilot carrying colonels,
lieutenant colonels, majors and captains around "at altitude". I
was told that meant no gunships or scout missions unless I got
bored and asked for one with another unit. I was getting a brand-
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