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1. 1'ha foll.owing interview was conducted with Major John C. Bahnsen, Air Cava.l.r7 
Troop Ccnaander from Sap 68 to Feb 69 and First Squadron Colllll8ndar, 11 th ACR 
from Feb 69 to Sap 69. The interview was conducted by sp4 David McSpadden, 28th 
Military H1storr Detacl'mlant at Major Bahnsen I s office in Qlan 101. 

2. The tape vas recorded on side 1, channal 1 at a speed of 1 7/8 IPS on a 
Natio.D.al tape recorder. The tape is numbered 3. 

3. There are no restrictions placed on the tape. The tape covers lessons learned 
iil Vietnam by HAJ Bahnsen. 

4~ HAJ BabI:uIen [JaB graduated from West Point in 1956. He has since served aB a 
tank platoon leader, tank cO'lllp8lV executi va officer and compal'l1' commander. Later 
he atteadad the Armor Advanced Course and taught 8.1"JDI)r tactics at the Coaaand and 
General Statf College at Fort 'Leavenworth, KaDSaa. Atter one Tear in Vietnam. as 
a nc.-andar of a helicopter platoon, he set"'nd in the Pentagon ..Artv A:I':1&....,· . 
D:1rectorate fer two years, wbare he assisted in re-writing the field _aJa on 
a:rmr tactics. 
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r SOBJ.OOT: Elit Interview 

The following is a transcript of the interview: 

c;p.estions 

Are present armor tactics adequate, or should they be revised? 

AnSwer: (~) 

21 Sap 1969 

Tactics 8Ilddoctrina as we teach them are basical.ly sound. The most important 
thing to COllIS out of rq tour is the use of the hel.1copter in our Squadrall organ­
ization. The Squadron has four, tlit Regiment has 48. The use of the hel.1copters 
with ground forces is the sta:rtling thing to come out of this war, I think. 

In the First Squadron, in particular, I have had a UH1 helicopter in the air 
COll1t1m1.o1:ully'Ovar art3' IDDV9JDent of m;y troops, :both as a spotter and as a director 
of ground traffic. I have done this by using 1fT. 8-3 and assistant 5-3 in the air _ 
untU contact is made and then t~ control .,...1£ .trom the air.. Although I 
have cC)1l!lUnded from the air and from the ground, I have fOWld that when you are 
on the ground,even when everyone is together and can be seen, you still need 
semebod1' overhead to coordinate for you, direct _ the . 8"'tiller,y, direct your move­
ment ancl watch the enelQ" mo'V'a'l,D&nt. In arI1' event, the UH1 is always over rq contacts. 
I haw prcmm. ita use in tactical doctrine, and I say that even though SODIe people 
do -not belie" that a helicopter should be there continuaJ.l;y. I have over-fi01lll I 
JQ' helicopters, but I have 'obtained good results. ""-,,, I" 

.AIVODe can do this .. and you dQ not have to be an av.Lator to empl07leffecti'9"8l1'. ! 

The c.aand.ers _ of the 11th ACR use their helicopters. I use mine more than an! 
infantry unit because 119 move ~ mch taster than they do, but I think the helicopter j 

lIOUld assist :1ntantry units by alwa;ys being over the contacts. I think helicoptersl 
should be a8s1ped to theSquackon ca-anders permanent'q, with maintenance i 
beiDg',preformed in that S}uadron. I teel this should be studied closeq in tIIiure 
~ .. 
Qlest:l8D.: 

\bJJ.d you ad:vooate a greater use ot hel.icopters? 

Answr: (16) 

I vouJ.d _t advocate a gnrater use of bel1copters, but I would recOlllll8l1d the 
hsl1copter be1Dg used CD a J.owr tact.1cal. l8Val~ Batta1 1on-sized .forces should 
ha:ve a hel1coptir, bel""tPng to the caaunder, nth maintence palled in that 
battalion. An Intaniz"y Battalian could well use 2, 3,b. helicopters. 
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I can DDt r~ give you a llODIber" because we 'HOUld have to consider 
cost eftectiveness. I think we could do that" however. 

As tar as the helicopter is concerned" we could save people"apaces and 
aquipaent by the use of an Air GavaJ.r.y Troop in Vietnam" and replace same of 
the intantry battalionS. One Air CavaJ.r.r Troop is equal to a:ny Infantry Batta110a 
in doing an equivalent job. I am not saying that they' are equal in fire power or 
defending" but we are not defending here. J:n,~.f'inding the eIlEIJIy" keeping him honest 
and killing him the Air Gava.lry' Troop is equal to the Infantry Battalion. I would 
advocate this and it has been done before by Colonel Patton. 

~estion: 

How mch re-sup~ of First Squadron was done by air? 

AnSWer: (22) 

We could not bave lived withotlt the Chinook:a to re-supp:q us. They supplied 
us on a dq to dq ba.a1a" ever;ywhere we went. ... bave used ground linea of com­
lIIlDicatian" but there 'AS &111&18 the problem of securing a road whanever you did 
it. Ccmaequen'l".:q" _ bave used Chinooks almost emlusive:q. we have hauled tank: 
engines out and have even hauled !CAVa out with the super cranes. We bave maint­
ained vehicles in the biggest bog-bole you have ever seen by putting track on 
the grcnm.d and baving an UH1 haul the excess parts. 

In the Qepest jungle if we oould put dom an LZ(IlImdi ng ZOne) the,y could 
get to us. va have spared no use ot the helicopter in re-supp:q. There is a problan 
at the Reg:lment level" because our support is so far to the rear. That is:. a 
probla ot time and space that lIUUld change aver night if we had a stable front. 
I c:lM6t have a solutiGn.tIIIr tbIs probl.." unless we could get closer to our 
support" vh:1ch woul.d be hard to do nov in this Comltry. 

In the particul.ar field o:l acD:lDstaative logistics" our personnel section 
is so tar to the rear that I have lost people in the pipeline going back and 
forth te mackhorse Base Camp" BLen Boa and Qlan Loi to take care of their per"!' 
8OD&l. Deeds. This 'is a problaa that we have not corrected" and it is the one 
'f!h\Dg 118 do 'NOrse than ~ else in the ArII13'" that is" handle people. I 
have not made a big dent in this problc, by haviDg our personnel section so 
far to the rear. The cml:y' W8T to aare this" of course" is to lDI:7Ve those people 
forward and we do not have the operating abilit7 to move these people forward. 

You consider adm1nstrative logistics in :vour tactical. pl.ans" but you do 
not let the limit JOUr plans. I have never let the limit DIT operatioDs. 
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, Sl.JBJI£T : Edt IntEll'Tisw 

I have known that I could not go from. my base camp as far as fire support is 
conoerned, but I D.89'er let logistics l.:1:mit Df3" operat:Lons. I bave had to plan 
around the probl_ areas when I have bad people gca.a, I have bad ACAVs without 
side gunners on them.. We have gone short a:tq" m:uDber of times, but support is good 
throughout Vietnam, pro~ the best we have ever had in the ..Al"DV. 

Qlest1on: 

Evaluate and discuss the enlisted men, non-cc:aad.sSl.oned officers, and officers 
:in your conaand. 

ADswal": (31) 

All the people I have served with have been outstand:2llg. What thq lacked 
:in experience and k:no'tiLedge they made up :in antlDd 8sm and the ability to get out 
and get the job done. The old statea.eDt of American ingemnt;y holds true here. I 
would s8':1' D)St of Df3" track and tank: connanders have bean Speciallsts 4 or Privates 
First Class. They turn aver so fast that we do not even get to mak1 ng th_ act1:ng 
sergeants. 

I haft had real good non-cGllllllissioned of:ticers, the E-6 and E-7 ranks esp­
ec~. Ths;y were dedicated people. 'Dle ones who are not dedicated never seem 
to get OYer bare, they wiggle their wq out of it somehow. 

I baTe had a problan with some of the old-timers 'Who did not want to fight. 
D1t the E-6s and E-7s cCXDing up nov are good. The ~ prohl.EII1 I have bad with 
the Jliddle management is that I never got enough quotas f .. the men I wanted to 
~te. I evan had a shortage of E-4 allocations at one t1:m.e because I had an 
e:xceas or E-las. The quota s;yst. ought to be removed in the war zane. I have had 
plet;y of r,..,s and E-6s, but I have bad real shortages of E-4s and E-7s. 

The of':ticers I have bad lave been outstandi ng all across the line. The;y do 
:not come to ;you unless the;y want to tight, with a couple of' exceptions. I had 
a couple of officers who were ccamissioned in combat arms and did not want to 
fight or be here. As f'ar as I am concerned, the;y should tight like eVflr10ne else. 
rn one case I bad to ship a JW1 out, who admitted he did not want to :tight and 
bad no guts. This was the rare e:x:cept.ion, a man who gets all the wq through 
the ROTC program and than f'inds out he does not want to fight. 

Ql,estion: 

Evaluate and discuss the ARVN units, their tighting ability, equipment and morale. 

ADswer: (38) 
I would sq the ARVN fighting ability is directlY' proportional to the leader­

ship the;y bave. I take into consideration that some of than bave been lighting 
this war for 1, to 20 years. When 10\1 tight this kind of war for 15 ;years 10\1 
get tired of it. I don't know how the;y maintain the morale they have, knowing 
the casualities the;y have suff'ered. '!'be ARVN units with good leaders perform 
amellantq. The lmits I have worked with bave all been good. 
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The 18th ARVR Division, which was supposed to be the 'WOrst unit they had, 
worked with us and Ldid exceptiooall ;y well. Whan led and put on the backs of 

tanks and ;, ~AVs and given the .f':Lre support, they perform like aIfT othC" SOldier, 
they do their job. 

We just praised the 34th AR'VN Ra:Dgers, a battalion £rom the 15th ARVN Cavalry' 
and the CIlll. In fSVfJt7 case they came to us, and no one knew how they would per­
form, but they were outstanding in eTf!Ir'T fight we had. All of thElll had g~ lead­
ers, especiaJ.1;y the Trungs Lees, the lieutenants at the conpan:y lf1V8l, who have 
bean good. I 'WOUld sq the CIlll are good soldiers. It would be better 1£ they were 
led di£ferentl;y and organized into a force with regular organization. I would 
r8COlllDelld that the CIOO be integrated into the AmIY as an elite force, given 
regular leadership frau. their own ranks through the campal'ly' grade level, and 
given the best battalion commander available to run them. 

Q1estion: 

Discuss and fSValuate the Sheridan tank, its performance and maintenance. 

Answer: (43) 

The Sheridan is a fine tank 'wban it is runni ng. I am not in high praise of 
the Sheridan like eve:r.,yone else is. but the Sheridan is better than an ACAV. It 
still has bugs, and it has not opEll"ated as well as it should have for rrq squadron. 
~ have had problems with it, bugs that bad to be worked ou:b and its low avail­
ability rate. It is not a simple macb:lne and does have problEll'l areas that we have 
not licked. The seals em the ma1ngun have alwqs been a problEll'l that is still not 
solved, despite 'What the peop1e in the rear areas tell us. 111e engine still sep­
arates .frca the tranE ssion. These problems were inherent in the design and I 
am not at all a believer :in. the Shsrldan as the 8I1BVEIl" to the track vehicle world. 
The SIJ.Ea:oidan is a killer, and when it is operational does a good job. The people 
who ride it have confidence in it, and I wouJ.d be the last person in the world 
to tell the troops that it is not a good vehicle. rIlen it is operational, it is 
good,; when it is dolin, it is a pa:1n. 

(Ilestian: 

What is the JIOst impressive lesson;you have learned during your ;year in Vietnam? 

Answer,; (47) 

In the leadership area, I haw always felt that 1£ people are motivated and 
EIIIOtionall ;y aroused and invol.ved in a fight they will do better. I get very emo­
tional in rrq fights, and I curse and give people a hard time and am what peop1e 

ba're described as a n mean son-of-a-bitch". It you. want to lead, in rrq book, the 
w;q to do it is to be a hard nose and get out there and be with them- and make 

sure your people lmow that you are willing to be with them. in any situation. 
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I do DOt s. I advocate this for ever.JbodT, because same people would look pratt;y 
s1ll7 in S(11.8 situations. I have been where I can see the people and where I bave 
the ..at ilrpact on people. The lesson I have. learned, is that thq get confidence 
and faith in the stet. when thq see J'OU <10181 there in the fight, especiaJ.ly when 
it is lood and hot. There is daDaer involved, but I do not see that mch danger tor 
a Co..ander because be usuall.7 does not stq in the front lines. It he can get 
ava;y 111 th this, be v1l.l lead the people better. 

One occasion __ the morale ot whole outfit weot up was the tiae I 
caught the dink in the creek bed, pulling h1a out b;y the neck. On occasions 
like this, and there were occasions like. this in the Air Ca'9alry Troop, it bas 
motivated ..,. people. I can not aeasure it, it is an intangible. M';y two past bosses 
Colonel Patton and Col.oo.al Leach were aasters of getting out to the tight and 
leading b;y their persanaJ. exaple. I have alwqs maintained that people will tol­
low if J'OU show t~ the wq. 

~estion: 

DLsCUS8 and evaluate the NVA, their mrale, tighting ab1llt;y and equipll.ent. 

Answer: (S3) 

This IIq sound .tu:rnv" f'rcIIl a Squadron Co.ander, but I hold the NVA in cont~t. 
I teel sf1r'r7 tor ths, we have killed ths whenever we have found tbtD. I adldre 
the lA7 the;y stand up and die like the;y do, but rea.l.J¥ th8;r are kind ot stupid. 
Tb.q cc.e doc .trca Borth V1etDall tul.l. of propaganda that thq can attack a:naor. 
'lb.q bave a healtb;y respect for araor, bu.t thq have been told the RPG will save 
tha. I have seen ths. shoot an am and lliss and never get the second round cha:a­
bared. The BJ?G is not effective against arJIOr, especial.l:y wbal the arwor is fut 
JIIOViD&. 

WbeD J'OU lI&k:e a contact, cODtinue to urch th:rougb the m1ddLe of trua. We 
have done this reJ:I g1.oual;y in the First Squadron. It is a proven fact that J'OU 
take less casualities this wq. I do not consider the NVA particular;r good sold­
ier. I adld.re the lA7 the VC can stq out there in the DlU.d ;year in and ,..ar out, 
but that is part of the Oriental philosoph7. The;y feel that if thq fight teD 
;yean tbq will win because 118 will &0 awq. 'l'hq are probabl;y right, .. don't 
have the patience to staT here ten ;years. 1'he liVA is patient in plam1ng things, 
but the;y voold JIIlCh rather pound J'OU with IIIDrtarS than make contact. 

I cClDSidar the NVA leaders stupid 1Ihen thq try to attack araor or aJlbush 
oar UWlred COD'9078. fba;y just d1e b;y the howse-hold lot f'ulJ.. The other d.q 
we bad prisoIlers who were 20, 19,17 and 12 ;years old. I can DOt adlll1re a force that 
1IOUl.d sEd. a 12 ;year old bo;y to the field. It is aickEllltLng· The leaders out there 
got canght with their pants down. 

Daring ..,. ;year here I have killed 16 NVA perscos"l' and I bave bad no real fear 
because ( contimled) 
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I kDev thq V8Z'8 more a.t.ra1d than I vas. Most of them vere running awq as I shot 
th-. I tId.nk ther are in ave ot slse ot the American. 

1be1r Se.ppers Vera vall trained but thcty' don It make that much of a difterence 
to our am.o:r torces, and I donlt think they vettld be significant on another day_ 

~ .. t1on: 

Do :you think it is better to keep the Squadron moving than to occupy Fire Support 
Bues, as basic &mor tactics? 

.&naver (6.3 ) : 

We have 1l000ed the F.Lrat Squadron Command Post 23 times in my tive mont.1,.s as 
Caumander. Sometimes I moved it just for the hell of it. I don It bel18ft in build­
ing tire support bases or even putting up a berm. We just set the tracks around, set 
out listening posta aDd trip nares and kept the vehicles mobile. 

We Dever had an attack on our night detenai ve pod tiOll. If they had attacked 
we had planned to mount our vehicles and :move towards thea. That is TIJ7 theory 
aDd va never had a chance to test it. We did have them attack our commam post 
once aDd .. d1d a right tlaDk: aDd advanced. That vas the day I assumed C<l8ard. I 
do not bel18ftd1n digging deep holes or bunkere tor U'IIlor. We did that in loc Hinh. 
onl.T because we have been there a month and the Dl.Dl.81'OI18 rocket and mortar attacks. 

~eat1on: 

Bn.luate the integration ot the fIleridan into the AOAV platoons. 

ADsww{67h 

Moat or the time I haYe uaed an organisation ot one tank plato 011 and one 
l"econnai888DC8 troop a.tDas, and lett one platoon in the ta.Dk C<IIpaD.y, aDd give 
th_ two ACAV platoons. My taDk OCIIpany oama:rsder has been directed to caamaDd 
tram 8D .lOA." rather than a tank, to be just like the other reconnaissance elements 
in his torce. 

1be'taut orgBDiation in CCIIlpaDias is good. It Jlight be reorganised into four 
platocas, to have 011. plato01l tOr each troop, vi tb one lett in the company. I 
voul4 like to sa. tour platoons, 8'f8n at the coat ot tour tanks per platoon- a 
16 taDk oaapa;r, with one tor the caaand post. For maintenance and oombat 
1088es 70U would need a 2O-tank cClllpa.u:y. I think I can offer evidence to support 
thia .ugg.8~0Il f'ran our canbat 10s88s aDd maintenBDce problEllls. 

~tiOD.: 

Is the !OK adequate? Should there be changes? 

.Answer (73): 

110, there should be many- cha.Dges. '!'he Howitzer battery, tor example, does not 
have a cCIIIIIl8Dder t s vehicle. They gave him a jeep, but it he vants to move 
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his battery. 
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The fol'Wal'd observers are not as mobile as the7 should be because ve don tt 
have aD ob88rt'er te_ authorized for D CanpIm7. D Caaapany has a to:rward observer 
taDk, bttt DO forward observer. . 

We haYe ttI17 maber ot changes that should be looked into. Someone should 
examine what ve actually- need, instead ot applying the theory of saving spree 
aDd CIltting out people. I have been in the Pentagon shop that prepares TOEts, 
aDd those people don It do the tighting. 'they can think of a thousand reasms 
why you shouldn't get sClDething. If those people would listen to the field 
caamanders, the fOE would be a lot better. Sanetimes the field cOI'll.'llander would 
ask for more than he needs, but usually' he has sound reasoning for his requests. 

In the Air Cava.lr.Y Troop, no executive officer is authorized. I can tt imagine 
how you are supposed to run a unit of 212 people without an executive officer. 

Question: 

\ohat chaDges would you make in personnel strength? 

An.,.. (75): 

The lICluadron lIhoal4 operate at 110% strength to account for people lost to 
cCllbat losses, a aDd a, aDd traveling to the rear for problems. 

It you YeN required. to maintain a twenty to one kill ratio, wbat tact:lcal 
chaDges voald J'OU. uke 1n 7OU'r operations? 

AIlawer (75): 

DuriDg .., t.i: ..... ths .. "sader I haVe lost 41 _en (Jd.lled) and ldlled 
800 or the en.,.. bt's 20 to 1 in Jq book. I. woulcID't chaDge 8DT tactics at sll. 

The oCJiilUlllat .,.. .. Mel.. their oaaual ties and the people ot Borth Vietnam. 
eloD't reali.. their los .. s. We need to educate the people. I think that it the 
1Iorth Viema-a. people kDevthe1r 10... thia war would came to a screechiDg halt. 

~ .. tiODI 

Bu JlUita:r;r 1n1;elUgenoe turnished adequate information for your operations? 

Anaver (78) I 

You DeVer have enough mili t&r.r intelligence. I have taken prisoners-ot-war 
right 111 th. Jdddle of a contact, persODally telldng to them, making them lead 
the WIq'. I have put th_ on the tracks and used them (I know this is against 
the Geneva Convention), bUt we have used th_ to lead us to the enemy. I have 
put the in the :forefront, but I haven't knov.l.ngly endangered them. I have used 
Pal's on the ground.extensively, and it is the best lnte11igence you have. '!he 
Air Cavalry Troop 1s the seCODd best source, because their visual reconnaissance 
can pick up iIiltIIr-,--.t and trails. 
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