
"Flying Dragons" Light Charlie's Fire 

52nd Combat Aviation 
Battalion 

Mountainous areas have always 
been a refuge for outlaws and 
guerrilla bands. The Central High­
lands of South Vietnam provide 
a splendid stronghold for the des­
perate men who are menacing 
that_ nation's government. Moun~ 
lain peaks which stretch 7,000 
feet into the clouds, triple canopy 
jungfc, natural caves, and over 
all, as rugged a terrain as anyone 
would find 011 this glQuc, abound 
in the Central Highlands. 

If the conditions are excellent 
for secreting the movements and 
hiding places of small groups of 
men, they arc terrible i(lf mCH who 
fly in search of these desperados. 
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Such is the task of the 52nd 
Combat Aviation Battalion head­
quartered at Camp Holloway, 
near Pleiku. 

"T'he adverse conditions that we 
fly in include jutting mountain 
peaks, deeply gorged valleys, 
ground fog, morning fog, evening 
fog, and 200 foot tall trees. There 
1s a lack of horizontal LZ's, as 
well as a lack of emergency landing 
arcas. During the respective sea­
sons there are sudden monsoon 
storms, marginal flying conditions, 
or vision defying dust bowls. These 
are more diflkult to contend with 
liJr the helicopter pilot than the 
Viet Cong or the NVA," says LTC 

Patrick O'Grady, Commanding 
Officer of the 52nd. 

The UFlyillg Dragon" is aile of 
the largest assault helicopter bat­
talions in the Republic ofVielnam. 

The 189th Assault Helicopter 
Company, commanded by MAJ 
John P. Ratliff, the 170th Assault 
Helicopter Company, commanded 
by MAJ Douglas H. Snell, the 
361st Aerial Weapons Company, 
cOlllmanded by MAJ John L. 
Deryek, and the 179th Assault 
Support Helicopter Company, 
commanded by MAJ John E. 
Pirkle are all located at Camp 
Holloway. The 57th Assault Heli­
copter Company is based at 
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gllnships has('d al Ball tde Thuol). 
()II allY givell clay a ~hip IhHlI allY 
or the 5211(1!s C()III\)flllk~ lJIight 
filld itself !lying: anywhere ill 11 
Corps. As the need arises, the 
dim'rellt companies are assigned 
Iheir missions, 

Recently two Bird Dog airplanes 
providillg l'('cOIlllaissallce {()r the 
"Famolls" 'hh 11l1~\Iltry wcnt down 
!'Iolm'wbe-IT ill the nortlnvcstern 
sectioll or II (:orps. The main 
portion or the starch wcnt 10 thc 
IH9th "(;llOst Riders," hut thc 
:1()\sl "Pink Panlli('n;!' suppli('d 
!-iOIlH' (:oilras Ii", (,1\1,.'('1' and till' 

Plans for the dt£Y's o/Jeraliolls are dis- II ~)(h "Alligators" provided a Ihv 
C1lssed by Gj])U camj) cuml1/allder lind ships Jel!' S('i\l'CI1 end), 
"Ghost 'Rider" pilot, (::r:- .... 'f~:r''- .... 1 M-,,#I' .... ) If the operation calls 1'01' iI, it is 

KOlltutn and cOTllmallded by IvlAJ 
John D. Chari .. ". The 119tll As­
sault Helicopter Company has 
recent.ly made the move ii'om 
Pleiku to An Khc ullder the COJll­
Illaou of !VIA.J Jobo 1'. Frrnald. 

rl 'he 52nd '5 mission is t,o provide 
airlift support throughout the 
Central Highiallus with priority 
given, to the 4th Illf~\Iltry Division. 
Their policy is «to get the jou 
done. " 

The "1"lying Dragons" al'(; 
spread fi.'01l1 KOlllUIIl to the llOrth, 
to Ban IvIe Thuot ill the sOllth 
(some or their assault helicopter 
companies have a portion of lheir 

Hot unusual to see ships iI'om sev~ 
eral dilr('ITllt "Flying 1)ragon" 
cOlllpanies "lIlarry lip" and ,'vork 
togclhcr on a mission. 

'rhe 52nd pulls every kind of a 
missioll fi'olll ('oJlli>at assaults, to 
!'('supplying fire hast's, to insertillg 
long range patrol (LRP) teams, 
"snoopy" Jlights, "scorpion" 
flights, IIlcucvac, providing cover 
for convoys; the list is never 
enuing alld eve!' varil'd. 

Inserting LIZI' teams ill J I 
(!orps is a chal\(,llgc tn any heli­
copter pilot's skill ami {'(Jllragt~, 

There arc very few good landillg 
zOlles ill the up and dowll terrain 
of the Central Highlands. I\Jost 

FI)illg into a rough 1..2 a 119th "Alligator" slick pre/Jares 10 extract a LRP team. 
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If "(,'/10,1/ UidO''' ,llid i,1 l'II,ll'd illfo il,l 

r('lIt1l1/l'IIt wrl1jJ/Jjll/!, ujJ ollo/hl'r dl!)', 

olten "hover links" Inllst hI' cut 
illlo tilt, thick jUIIg-k-likc Ii.m'slll 10 
(~llaule the ships 10 gel close ('llollgh 
to the groulld !ill' Ih(' LRP tcalll 
to JUIIlP out. Pathlllldns or all~ 
ollll'r LRP t('am llIighl walk in 
with axes alld cuI a hole ill lill' 
trecs hig ellough to accolllJllodat(' 
a chopper. SOllll'liJ]Jes the Air 
Fol'C'(, is tailed ill to drop their 
10,000 POllll<l "l)aisy Clltl('I''' 
hOlllbs to blast a hm'{T hole. 
Eilhn way, Ilwl'{' is il\n'itah!y ,a 
1I1<'\'1: Ii,\\, f(-ct or ('karallfT lill' Ill!' 
!'>lick's rotor hlades as tlte pilot 
gingerly lowers it lo\\'ard Iht' 
groulld. Oflen, dul' to the !'>tUlllpS 
lcn from the cullillg or explosioll, 
a log platf()l'1I1 lllust 1)(' (,()lIstnlC"lf'd 
Oil which tlH~ hl'licoptn ('all lalld 
so tltat its uIHi('J'side is not 1)1111('­
tured. This provides, at best, a 
rocky resting place ror the 
chopper's skids. 

Contendillg with all Ihese oh­
stacles should create ulcers (,Ilough, 
bllt when Charlie arrives <lud 
begills to throw lead, it can 1ll,,1{(~ 
ail old man out of a youllg pilot 
ill a very J(:w )lIillllt('S. AJI{I yet 
this type oj" I1yiug is ollly to b(~ 
expected of the lIl!'n who fly the 
Gladiator, GhoSI Rider, Bikini or 
Alligator slicks 01" the 52nd. 

The "Flying Dragoll" gUllships 
work very closely with tlte dillc.'rl'nt" 
units of the "Famous" 4th, The 
Avengers, Pink Pallthcrs, (:roco­
diles, Buccanct'l's, and lile Cougars 
all arc lll(lstns of" close at'l'iai 
support I()r the illfalltry, 

HAWK 



Like most Chinook cOlllpanies 
in Vietllam IIH~ 179tll will, and 
docs, haul anything ill tlic'ir ships. 
lelf you call rig it into a 7,000 
pound load, we'll carry it either 
inside the ship or slung uncleI' it," 
noted one of thc Shrimp Boat 
pilots. 

A team oj uShrimjJ Boat" mechanics removes the rotor blades i"om their CIl~47 
Chinook. 

Unlike most Chinook com­
panies in Vietnam, the 179th 
often supplies locations over a 
Iidle high. This attitude restricts 
their load capacity to 7000 pounds. 
They have an answer for this re­
striction, howcvn. Gradually they 
are replacing their present ships 
wilh new 'Tull C" model Chinooks 
which have new, improved and 
larger engines. At the altitudes the 
Shrimp Boals operate, the new 
craft is au Ie to carry loads up to 
I O,{)()() pO\lncfs. 

"They would rather have us 
out there supporting them thall 
the artillery, II says C\'\f2 Dennis 
L. Santos, a 119th Crocodile pilot. 
uWe not only have voice to voice 
contacl with them, but Ji'cqucntly 
eye to eye contact as well. Even 
in-the jungle when we can't see 
exactly where they arc, all they 
havc to do is set off a smoke 
grcnade and inform us as to the 
distance and direction the cncmy 
is positioned in relation to the 
smoke." 

Close aerial support is the word 
wi th the 52nd. They believe that 
right down near the enemy is the 
best place not only to do a job 
ou Charlie but, in most instances, 
a safer position from which to 
fight. Even the 36I,t Pink Pan­
.thers, the only entirely Cobra' 
audit in Il Corps, believc ill thc 
low level style of attack. Their 
craft supposedly is designed for 
firing from 1000 feet or highcr. 

"Hyou are low level and coming 
right at the enemy, they don't 
have much of a chance to get 
firc otl you. During the siege of 
Ben Het only ten of the Panther 
aircraft received hits and we were 
using low level exclusively," said 
CPT Teddy Hampton, a 3Gbt 
pilot. 

The theory must have some 
validity, for in one day during the 
Ben Het siege, four Panther 
Cobras were given credit for 175 
enemy killed. 

The 52nd is also given the task 
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of resupply to any unit ill 11 Corps 
that call1iot he supplied by grollnd 
transportation or that is in l1('cd 
of the materiel at short notice. 
The slicks of the battalion do a 
portion of the supply missions to 
the outlyillg nrc hases, but tlil! 
brunt of the resupply work falls 
to the 179th "Shrimp Uoats." 

The ·5211d Combat Aviation 
Battalioll is a big orgallization 
that covers an ('1l0rlIlOl\S amount 
of the Illost iOJ"lnidahk territory 
ill Vietnalll. H there is a joh to do 
they are the ones who will get it 
dOlle. 

A HCollgar" glll/J/III) awaits orders 011 the day's misJioll at a remotejife bast! ill the 
CelltralHighlallds. 


