The White T-Shirt

" I think I can get in there!" These words were Warrant
Officer (WOl) pilot David Soyland's next to last radio
transmission as he tried to extract a Special Forces
reconnaissance team, two kilometers east of Laos, that had been
compromised and had wounded. Three other Army UH-1H helicopters
had been severely damaged, had to abort the approach, and made
emergency landings at American bases at Mai Loc and Quang Tri,
with wounded on board. With the Pickup Zone close to the Laotian
border, the NVA showed there strength and were not intimidated by
the withering fire from the AH-1G "Cobras." They were not
hesitant to fire at up the next approaching aircraft. It was a
perfect trap.

As the early morning business of starting another day
in I Corps with the 10lst Airborne Division began, Captains (CPT)
Skip Butler (D/158 AHB, Redskin 15) and Don Davis (C/158 Phoenix
26) had no clue that the day May 17, 1971 would be a day they
would never forget. Although I was not there, it is a day I
won't forget either. Between 1988 and 1990, while I was still on
active duty in the Pentagon, I began to do research in POW/MIA
files for the Vietnam Helicopter Pilots Association (VHPA).

During one of my forays into the data, I ran across my friend
Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Skip Butler's witness statements to this
incident. The keeper of these files asked if I could persuade
Butler to come talk to him so that they could update as much data
as possible, since they had difficulty finding the crash site in

1989.



Butler agreed, and on December 16, 1989, I sat and listened,
in awe, at the level of detail he could recall then and what he
had written in his statements in May 1971. He had not seen his
1971 statements when he spoke for 4 hours on the December day.
The aircraft armament, the weather, the ground fire, the terrain
features, the Special Forces team on the ground, the approaches,
the aircraft, direction of attack and effect of the airstrikes,
the FAC and the makeup of the flight crews all poured out of him.
His efforts enabled the American recovery team to go back into
the correct crash site in 1990, however, all that remains are
pieces of the aircraft that could not positively identify it as
65-17607.

I got the impression that Skip was releasing a mass of
suppressed emotion and memories on a rescue attempt that failed.
It was a significant event for me, because I knew from first hand
professional experience of working on fast acting events in the
Pentagon that Butler has little patience with failures.

In May 1971,Butler was assigned as a section leader to D
Company 158th Assault Helicopter Battalion(AHB) 10lst Airborne
Division at Camp Evans, a northern base camp for the 3d Brigade
and its supporting units. D\158th mission was to provide gunship
support to the 3 UH-1H companies in the 158th. The company had
12 AH-1G's and a single OH-6A, which was used for maintenance
runs. D/158th, the Redskins, usually were assigned direct
support missions to one of the brigades of the 10lst Airborne
Division, or general support missions to the division or higher

headquarters.



This unit was known to the helicopter crews as Combat Control
North (CCN) and they understood it to be subordinate to the
former Special Forces unit, the Studies and Observation Group
(S0G) . The CCN cadre would ask for Butler by name, to the 10lst
ABN tactical operations center (TOC) because they knew he was
prefix 3, Special Forces qualified at Ft. Bragg, prior to going
to flight school. Skip enjoyed this mission because of the great
sense of accomplishment he received from doing it and the
professionalism of the people he covered as they were inserted to
conduct ground reconnaissance in northern I Corps and Laos.
Everyone was thoroughly briefed before going on the mission and
the helicopter crews knew that once the team was inserted, they
had to be ready to extract them at moment's notice.

Don Davis began the day, with what he thought to be a no-fly
day for him. Don was a platoon leader in C/158 AHB, the Phoenix,
and was monitoring the flying assignments of his platoon. On
this morning one of the pilots was sick and unable to fly, so Don
took his place on a mission to logistically support one of the
Division's three brigades. The aircraft commander was to be WOl
David P. Soyland, who was also the company standization
instructor pilot (SIP). Soyland was disturbed that the originally
assigned pilot, WOl Dale A. Pearce was unable to fly, and wanted

to know more about why Pearce couldn't fly. Due to the mission



report time, and change in crew, Soyland had to wait to learn the
reason. From 0700 to 1530, Soyland and Davis flew many resupply
missions in the flatlands, east of the mountains between Camp
Eagle and Camp Evans.

Butler in the meantime had been monitoring the efforts of RT
Alaska and the reports of 1LT Danny Entrician, who was on the
team. According to Shelby Stanton's book, Green Berets At War,
Entrician was the team leader, the one-zero. They had been
inserted on May 15, 1971 along the border of Laos and northwest
of the A Shau valley. The team had reported that numerous NVA
were in the area, and Butler was thinking through his plan in the
event the team was compromised. He knew what he had readily
available with the 4 AH-1G's and how he would have to buy time
for the FAC to get fighters on station, if they were needed.

By May 1971, Butler, Davis and Soyland were highly
experienced, with each one having 6 months or more in country and
qualified as aircraft commanders(AC). Some pilots went there
entire tour without being qualified as AC's. Usually after a
pilot had accumulated 300 hours on his first flying tour in
Vietnam, he was recommended by another aircraft commander for
consideration.

Foremost in being aircraft commander qualified, was the
pilots ability to demonstrate strong flying skills, which
included rapid and correct response to emergencies, a totally
thorough knowledge of his aircraft and its operational
limitations, safety, and a demonstrated high level of expertise

in correctly and rapidly responding to the challenges of working



in the area of responsibility (AO). All of these skills required
sound judgement.

After being recommended by other AC's, given an evaluation
check ride by the unit instructor pilot(IP), the information was
forwarded to the company commander with the SIP's input. The
company commander was the final deciding authority. One of the
good things about flying in Vietnam, was that the hours were
plentiful and the ability to sharpen a flying skill was up to the
individual, because the hours, environment, enemy threat, and
possible aircraft emergencies were there for the taking.

"There wasn't any special training for pilots to fly the
hazardous CCN missions," recalls Ken Mayberry, who was in C/158
AHB from Feb 70 to Feb 71. "My first month in-country, I flew
constantly, because the Phoenix were having a large changeover in
experienced pilots, and the company commander wanted to pass
around as much experience as possible, before they left to return
to the States." Mayberry's diary, shows that he flew constantly
until he had accumulated a total of 120 hours, then he was held
down, because of the United States Army Vietnam (USARV) directive
that was concerned with fatigue of the flight crews and allowed
only 120 hours per month. "You could rack up 120 hours fairly
quickly, if things got hot and the unit was short of pilots,
considering how missions sometimes ran 8-12 hours,"” Ken reflected
in September 1992 in his home in Nebraska as he and I looked at
his diary and went through his slides. "You wanted to do CCN
missions, because there seemed to be a purpose in it, the people

were highly professional, and you didn't want to mess up."



"Looking back on my tour, the CCN missions, although pretty
hairy, really helped pass the time, because of the intensity of
the situation.™

Ken Mayberry has impressed me since the first time I saw him
at the 1988 Vietnam Helicopter Pilots Reunion at Ft Worth. Ken
has been confined to a wheel chair since 1983, because of
multiple sclerosis; it is a physical, but not spiritual
confinement. He's attitude and outlook on life has always
inspirational. Whenever I get irritated because I can't
exercise, at the pace I want to because of age and girth, I
remember that Ken can't climb on a stair climber or Nordic track
at all.

Skip Butler exuded confidence, then in 1971, as he does now.
He came to Vietnam in December 1970 as a first lieutenant fresh
out of flight school and the AH-1G "Cobra" transition. A tall,
fair haired Southerner (Alabama), Skip was ready to mix it up, and
chomped at the bit to get into the fight, even while an OCS
candidate at Ft. Benning. In D/158th, "Redskins"”, he made his
mark as a brash real live officer(RLO). RLO was a sarcastic term
bestowed on the commissioned pilots by the warrant officer
pilots. By the time he covered the first flight into Laos on Feb
8, 1971 at the beginning of Lam Son 719, he had been through the
I Corps school of bad weather, unforgiving terrain and deadly
combat, been humbled by the Cobra, humbled by the warrant
officers, humbled by the experience of being shot at and missed.
As he reflects back on his experiences, today, he writes off some

of the more dangerous ones, such as diving at .51 cal machine



guns while being completely out of ammuntion in the Cobra in
order to save a downed Phoenix crew, as "the ignorance of youth."
Those who were protected by "Redskin 15," still recall his
unhesitant willingness to attack anything that threatened the
"slicks."

Don Davis,confident, articulate, and reserved was the
opposite of Skip in many ways, and similar in many others. Don
graduated form West Point in 1968, and after attending Infantry
officers basic, Ranger school, and airborne school, headed off to
Germany with his new wife. By early 1970, Davis was in flight
school at the Primary Helicopter School at Ft Wolters TX, his
wife had just had a baby, and his life was being changed. Upon
completion of flight school, he was assigned to fly UH-1H's in
C/158 AHB. Prior to Lam Son 719, Davis had been in a crash at
night and missed the early opening days. By March 5th, he would
have been awarded a Silver Star, been covered by Butler on a hot
LZ in Laos, and witnessed the sadness of loosing two Phoenix
flight crews in Laos. When the mission was hot, Davis performed.

David Soyland, all of 5'8'', 135 pounds, earned his wings
going through the hell and harassment of Warrant Officer
Candidate flight training. As the Tac Officers made serious
attempts to weed out the weak, they met their match with David
and his strong "can-do" spirit. He came from South Dakota and
reflected the strong work ethic of that region. After flight
school graduation, David was assigned to C\158 and earned his
place as an aircraft commander. His single act of defiance to

the "system" was to wear white T-shirts rather than the green



ones everybody else wore. His call sign was Phoenix 22. The
previous Phoenix 22, CW2 Stewart was killed on the first day of
Lam Son 719, when his UH-1H crashed inverted, killing all souls
on board.

During Lam Son 719, C\158 had an acute shortage of IP's, so
WOls David Soyland and Dean Grau went to an IP course. Their
rigorous course schedule took all of their time, but they also
witnessed the sadness and hardship of loosing close friends in
the two lost Phoenix crews. Both pilots had to demonstrate
extremely high flying skills, maturity, and a cool head in order
to be recommended for IP training. By May 17th, Soyland was
ranked among the best, if not the best, of the Phoenix pilots.

The afternoon of May 17th, upon return from the resupply
mission, Soyland's aircraft, UH-1H #65-17607 was put on standby
and the crew waited at the Phoenix Nest at Camp Evans. In the
meantime, Soyland met with Pearce, then told Davis that Pearce
would be able to fly if the aircraft was recalled. Davis agreed
since he had some administrative paper work to finish.

Don Davis still remembered in May 1990 with Skip Butler how
a short two hours later everything was permanently changed. The
aircraft was shot down by a B-40 rocket propelled grenade (RPG)
and ground fire, Pearce was dead, Soyland had extracted himself
from tt upside down aircraft and was away from it. The crew
chief, SP5 Harold E. Parker, was hanging upside down by the seat
belt in the crew chief's well and unconscious from the wounds he
recieved. The gunner, SP4 Garry E. Allcorn, a D\158 Cobra crew

chief, who was filling in for the critical shortage of gunners in



C/158, was laying on the ground away from the aircraft,
unconscious and in the same spot he was blown out of aircraft
from the force of the explosion. Davis, now a pilot for the FBI
leaves the impression, when he reflects back on this day, "There
by the grace of God, go I."

The official report states" the helicopter was to exract a
reconnaissance team that was under heavy fire by unknown sized
enemy force. On approach to the pickup zone, the helicopter
began taking heavy enemy fire. The aircraft began banking right
and was hit by the enemy fire causing the aircraft to continue
to bank and start to turn over. An rpg hit and severed the
tailboom. The violence of the explosion threw SP4 Allcorn out of
the aircraft, just before the aircraft crashed. After impact,
the aircraft continued to slide to the bottom of the slope."

The sequence of events show that Butler, his wingship and 2
more Cobra's from D/10l1st AHB, "the Hawks," launched out of FOB
Star at Quang Tri when the mission went bad. Butler's recalls,
"On 17 May 71, I was team lead of two Cobra light fire teams
assigned to CCN, MLT-2 in Quang Tri. My teams had just finished
an insertion and extraction and were re-arming at Quang Tri
Airstrip. I received a call that one of the CCN 8-man recon
teams was in contact , they were pinned down and two dead and
several wounded. I scrambled my four guns and CCN control
launched the 1lift aircraft, which I think were the "Comancheros
from A/101 AHB." I arrived on station and got a briefing from
the Air Force FAC. (Note: 1In order to get a mental picture of

how these "Blue suiters™ orchestrated all the assets, and had the






attitude. Every time I fired a rocket, I had to dump the nose in
order to hit the target and then readjust to protect the left
side of the slick. Just as the slick lost his forward momentum
and terminated over the PZ, the enemy began a heavy volume of
fire and the 1lift ship had to abort with heavy damage and two
wounded crew members. The second slick then tried to make the
extraction after guns 3 & 4 had put another heavy prep on the
enemy locations. I and my wingman again used heavy suppression
as he was going in . As he terminated his approach, enemy fire
caused him to abort. As he climbed out he lost his hydraulics,
several of his instruments and had wounded on board. He
proceeded to Quang Tri where he made a successful running
landing. We had escorted him back since we needed to rearm,
refuel, and rethink how we were going to get the CCN
Reconnaissance Team(RT) Alaska out.

We then went back into the area with the 2 remaining Slicks
and my four Cobras. Enroute we linked up with 4 more Slicks and
2 more guns, who had been launched from Phu Bai MLT-1, to assist
us.

On our third attempt, my second set of guns made two passes
on the enemy location before the Slick began his approach. I had
the 4 remaining guns ready for heavy suppression when he went
down. (Heavy suppression is risky, bec: 3e the ammunition
expenditure is high, and if there are complications, the Cobra
does not have a lot of ammo left.) Despite our efforts the NVA
fired up the Slick, wounded the co-pilot and damaged the

aircraft. As the aircraft was climbing out I noticed what



appeared to be white smoke pouring out of the belly of the
aircraft so my wingman, Cpt Steve Cook and I got in close to take
a look. The white smoke was fuel and he had to get the aircraft
down now. However, there was just nowhere to land so he made it
over the mountain ridge to Mai Loc and landed safely there.

The FAC, either a "Barky" FAC in an 0OV-10 or a "Trail" FAC
in an 0-2, then was able to get some TAC Air into the area, snake
and nape, as I recall and very close to the embattled team. We
were putting rockets so close to the team, that they said, "Some
of the stuff is exploding at the top of the trees and falling on
us, but keep it coming!" While the fast movers were working
over the area, all helicopters returned for fuel. While at Quang
Tri, I requested another light fire team(2 Cobras) from D/158 be
released from their mission and aid us. The request was approved
and now we had 8 Cobras. After re-arm, we again headed for the
area and were joined by still another set of guns from D/158, and
3 Slicks from C/158, David Soyland in the lead. We started up a
daisy chain over the target area with 10 Cobras and 7 Slicks. It
was now 1730 hours.

After the airstrikes, we again attempted to get a slick into
the beseiged team. Soyland said he could get in there, so after
a prep of the area by 2 Cobras from the aerial rocket artillery
(ARA) unit, 4/77th ARA, he started his approach. I was using 4
D/158 guns as escort with full suppression. All the way down his
flight path, Soyland had a Cobra on each side of him firing all
the way down to the pickup zone(PZ). As Steve Cook and I made

our break, the other two would be right behind us.



Just as I made my break, I saw the aircraft kick right pedal
and start out. The pilot said he was "taking fire, taking heavy
fire!"™ I saw pieces of the aircraft flying through the air and
aircraft began to roll. By then my aircraft was in a position
where I did not see the aircraft impact."”

Steve Cook, Butler's wingman, was in a better position to
observe as he made his break. Steve was extremely observant, and
picked many things quickly about a target area, because he was on
his second tour in the 10lst and had been on the ground on the
previous tour, as an Infantry platoon leader. He earned a
Silver Star on the ground as an Infantry platoon leader and in
the air, during Lam Son 719.

Steve's statement, written immediately after the mission,
states, "I was breaking out of the run, directly over the PZ and
was 1in a perfect position to observe the Phoenix aircraft. It was
very apparent that he was receiving fire. I observed impacting
rounds and pieces of his aircraft being torn off. This was on
his left side as he was breaking to the Southeast. Suddenly the
aircraft yawed violently to the right, the entire tail boom
separated from the fuselage. The aircraft then inverted,
rolling to its right, impacted on the side of the ridge, slid
down approximately 100 ft and came to rest in a deeply vegetated
area. The two D/158 guns covering us immediately dived into the
target area. The lead, Cpt Mike Petty and his wingman, CW2 Don
Wann, reported that the aircraft was immersed in thick vegetation
and couldn't be seen. Due to our critically low fuel state, we

all had to break for fuel.
























