W e i PIERT LS 0 e o T g e

US. $7 05 CAN.: $3.50 F°

l AUGUST 1990

VIETAA

 Hamburger Hill 4

[EIVRTeI vu‘.x;‘t‘\m

NS,
\\

4

Info Removed by VNCA









tion of South Vietnam. Code-named Apache Snow, Maj.
Gen. Melvin Zais’ 101st Airborne Division (nicknamed the
“Screaming Eagles”) was given the go-ahead to seek out and
destroy the NVA forces in the A Shau. The division's 3rd
Brigade got the demanding a ~

In tha early mnaening hours he awesome

Sounc elicopters stavued tne neavy, humid air.
In all, ild k- —-"-*g the aerial assault: the Ist
Rarral.coswew gy jiantry the 3rd Battalion, '°7-* '~

and the 214 wadalion, 501st Infantr

Jrigade. In addition, five battalions ¢

of the Republic of Vietnam) Division were
brought in tor the attack.

Over the next 10 days, the Screaming Eagles would immerse
themseives in some of the worst combat during the entire
Vietnam War. Located within their Area of Operations (AO)
was a chain of massifs: Hills 800, 900, 916 and 937. It was
soon apparent that the enemy was here in strength. Captured
NVA documents revealed that the 29th NVA Regiment, called
“The Pride of Ho Chi Minh,” one of the North's premier fight-
ing units, was using Hill 937 as its headquarters. An evil-
looking specter, Hill 937 to the Montagnards was the “Moun-
tain of the Crouching Beast”” And before it was finished, the
3rd Brigade would understand whv.

n Itorv air anc' ' ' ents slammed into

as Compani n , progressed up the
sneer siopes. AC-47 gunships, or “Puff the Magic Dragon,”
raked enemv positions. But the NVA had vears to prepare
these bunkers, and the majoritv of support fire, unless it scored
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tion was soon stripped away. Usually a plus for any atracking
army, this time it proved to be a severe hindrance for the sol-
diers. On Mav 18, with their objective in sight, heavy down-
pours generated oozing mudslides and caused the assault
troops to lose their footing. This calamitous turn of events
soon halted the momentum of the attack.

On Mav 20, the 2/501 was brought in from the north-
east, the ARVN 2nd Battalion, 3rd Regiment (2/3 ARVN)
from the southeast sector, and Companies A and D of the
2/506 augmented the 3/187, who had sustained numerous
casualties in their valiant efforts at seizing Hill 937. With these

reipfremamnam-- ™--3 Ap Bia fell to the 10lst Airborne. In
the would pav the supreme sacrifice, while
ove ed. In a macabre reminder to the infan-

Uviuen wiu swnmea Dong Ap Bia, one soldier scrawled on
a C-ration box, “Hamburger Hill.” and fastened it to a burnt
tree trunk. Shortlv thereafter, someone else penned: “Was it
worth 1e”"

It was trulv an appropriate statement because, while the bat-
tle was over in the A Shau, it was just beginning on the home
front. During the course of the fight, an Associated Press cor-
respondent asked a question that would start a great con-
troversy back in the United States: “Why are you attacking
this mountain with troops? Why don’t you just pull back and
hit it with B-52 strikes?”

Later, the same reporter was interviewing a wounded sol-
dier from 3/187, who remarked indignantly: “That damned
Blackjack (referring to Lt. Col. Weldon Honeycutt, CO of
3/187) won't stop until he kills every damn one of us.”

‘When these two reports appeared in newspapers across the
United States, the American people were in an uproar. Poli-
ticians, such as Senators Edward Kennedy (D-Mass.) and
Stephen M. Young (D-Ohio), became outspoken critics of the
strategy emploved, calling it “senseless and irresponsible.”
30

A 155mm howitzer fires in support of the 101st
Airborne as it sweeps the eastern edge of the A
Shau Valley during Operation Apache Snow. The
operation was intended to clear North Viernamese
forces completely from the strategically located vallev
near the Laotian and Cambodian borders.

To further inflame marters, Life magazine, in its June 27 pub-
lication, displayed the photos of the 241 servicemen killed in
Vietnam during the preceding week. At the top of the text,
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thought that the entire 241 men pictured had been killed
assaulting Hamburger Hill. Some believe that the Life piece,
like the 1968 Tet Offensive, was another turning point in
the war.
But the nagging question has always been: Was it worth it?
Colonel Joseph B. Conmy, Jr., USA (Ret.), commanded the
3rd Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, during the battle for







































was happening. My company commander was from the 1/7th,
knew the troops and was concerned. The next morning we
were lifted into X-ray. As soon as we landed, I heard rounds
popping over my head, and the guv next to me got hit!

Vietnam: The 1/7th had landed the dav before and then
had withstood a series of determined NVA ground attacks
that afternoon and evening. Did you have any sense of this
when you stepped off the chopper at X-ray?

Gwin: | remember the carnage of combat, a line of 15
dead Americans with ponchos over them. The Chu Pong
was being pounded with air and artillery. There was occa-
sional incoming fire. We knew that we were into something,
though most of it was over by then. Soon we were joined
by more fresh Cav troops from the 2/5th. That evening, a
platoon from the 1/7th that had been cut off for 24 hours
came in, and [ saw the “1000 vard stare” for the first time.
They were staggering from exhaustion, dragging their dead
with them. That evening—the night of the 15th—we dug in
on the perimeter and waited. The night was very still. We
thought that we were going to be hit that night, and we staved
up, 100 percent alert. At 4:30 in the morning, the PAVN hit
the other side of the perimeter and, for the next two hours,
there was just a sheet of iron overhead. Then at dawn, we
had a “mad minute.”

Vietnam: That has got to be some sobering moments for
all. The point should be made that vou all have been up for
more than 36 hours at this point.

Gwin: Right. And the next night, the 16th, we staved 100
percent alert but nothing happened. That evening, the re-
mainder of the 1/7th had been flown out. The morning of
the 17th, Joel Sigdinis learned then that B-52 bombers were
coming in to wipe X-rav out and we were going to move over-
land to a place called LZ Albanv.

Vietnam: How many men were there in your company
and battalion’

Gwin: | guess that there were about 400 in the barralion
and Alpha had 120 men. We were to be the lead companv,
spearheading the march.

Vietnam: What did vou think vour mission was? This
seems to be one of the unknowns as that would ar least in-
fluence the method of movement, tactical or otherwise. Was
this just a “walk in the sun!”

Gwin: We were going to walk to Albanv to be picked up
and flown back to Pleiku for a rest. But we moved tacticallv.
Qur companv led the battalion out in a wedge. We expected
to run into the PAVN, and we moved in tactical formation.
The terrain was mainlv forest, clear visibility up to 100 vyards,
with waist-high grass. After about two or three klicks, it got
hotter and the terrain changed remarkably as the forest got
much thicker. The canopy got triple, the undergrowth got very
thick—festooned with hanging vines and Spanish moss. The
undergrowth enshrouded us, and all was obscured in a dim,
eerie light. Visual contact became very important. We were
very tired.

Vietn: Your troops had to be exhausted at this point.

Gwin: As exhausted as we were, the prospect of Pleiku
kept us going. Then | heard that our recon platoon had
captured two PAVN soldiers, and I went forward to see them.
Thev were two skinnv little men. Thev didn't seem danger-
ous bur were well equipped, with khaki uniforms, canvas
harnesses, potato masher grenades, ammo pouches, sneak-
ers—the full load. | remember being nervous. These buggers
were PAV'N, hard-core all the way. Joel thought that thev
were deserters.

Vietnam: [ believe that thev later turned out to be scouts,
one of which had escaped and warned the remainder of the
battalion about your presence?

Gwin: [ remember that Lt. Col. Robert McDade, the bat-

talion commander, along with his interpreter and the bartral-
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TOP: Initial nervousness of newly armived st Air Cav
men was justified. This soldier from Ist Infantry Division
was wounded trving to tear down a propaganda poster that
proved to be booby-trapped. ABOVE: A radioman dies as
the 7th Cav’s 2nd Battalion runs into a well-prepared
PAVN ambush at LZ Albany on November 17, 1965.
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Second Battalion was decimated at LZ Albany, but its survivors
emerged as seasoned veterans who passed on the lessons learned
from their bitter experience to the rest of the 7th Cavalrv.

billowing from canisters, its acrid smell sharp against the
stench of cordite. Tac Air was on the way. Salvation was at
hand. There it was, an Al-E Skyraider, diving toward the tree
line. All the firing was drowned out by its roar. At about 100
feet, it let go of the silver napalm canister and climbed sharp-
ly back into the sky. Blazing napalm rolled into the trees and
began to seep downward, slowly, like stalactites of flame. A
second Skyraider followed closely behind, dropping its two
canisters slightly to the left of the first deadly strike. They
were right on target, hitting the spot where we'd exited the
forest. Within five minutes, napalm had ringed our position.

Vietnam: What effect did this have upon the PAVN attack’

Gwin: In numb fascinarion and horror, | watched. Canis-
ter after canister crashed into the treetops, and the jungle floor
seemed to writhe. The napalm was devastating, terrifying.
Each aircraft seemed to come a little closer, fly a litcle lower,
drop a little more ¢ elv. Each pass burned anot]  swath
of safety. It was beautiful. A heavy PAVN machine gun opened
up and fired every time a Skyraider made a pass. On the last
pass, a napalm canister landed dead center on the gun. With
that bull’s-eye, the air strikes suddenly stopped.

Vietnam: Did this end the action?

Gwin: [ don't know how long we listened, watched, wait-
ed. A hush seemed to settle over the field. PAVN had gone.
A few small fires still burned as the dim haze of cordite and
dust settled over the battiefield. The strikes clearly broke the
back of the North Vietnamese attack. I can never express all
the confusion and chaos that went on in that first 10- or
20-minute period. The few times that I saw the battalion com-
mander, he appeared to be functioning, probably talking o
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the brigade. I've read the report that he had lost it. But it
was so confusing that I can’t blame him for that. You have
to understand that the North Vietnamese were fresh troops
and we were not. | don'’t care who was in command of that
bactalion—the same thing would have happened. The North
Vietnamese hit us so hard and so fast, and we incurred so
much damage so fast. However, the battalion executive offi-
cer and the FAC got us the Al-Es that made the difference
with the napalm.

Vietnam: What happened then?

Gwin: [t was quite eerie. [t was like we were waiting for
the next shoe to drop. Finally another company from our bat-
talion came in by choppers. | remember them flying around
several times before landing. The fact they had been able to
land without taking any hits told me that the North Viet-
namese had pulled back. The new company commander took
charge of the perimeter. We had lost almost all our troops.
Then we dug in for the night. Actually, I fell asleep for the
entire night.

Vietnam: You'd been up for 48 hours at that point?

Gwin: That's right. The next morning, we went out and
searched outside the perimeter. It was then that we really
sensed what had happened. We saw all those dead Ameri-
cans and very few North Vietnamese. It has been clear from
the fire fight that we had suffered horrible casualties. As we
started bringing in the dead, it became every bit clearer.

Vietnam: What became clearer! You faced a determined
foe that day at Albany?

Gwin: | recently learned that the North Vietnamese unit
we ran into had been ambushed themselves by the Ist Bri-
gade several weeks earlier and were spoiling for a fight. And
they were good, damn it they were good, brave and dis-
ciplined. They stood up to the air strikes. Their execution
of the ambush maneuver was excellent. If we had not been
in the open, we would have been wiped out period. They shot
at every Al-E. They weren't running. They were trving to
shoot down the airplanes.

Vietnam: How did Albany end for vou’

Gwin: There were about 30 of us left in the company. We
were pulled out into another LZ, Crook, for another night.
I was wondering when this was all going to end. The next
dav we flew back to Pleiku. Then we trucked back to An Khe.
Evervone was shocked. We had one line company of 120, and
nine guys survived; another of 100 plus and 20 guys survived,
all in one battalion. We were met by the division band, only
150 guys left of the battalion. General Westmoreland came
several days later—it was Thanksgiving—and told us what a
wonderful job we had done. Of course, he meant the Ist Bat-
talion at X-ray, who had won on the ground. As bad a bloody-
ing as we took, however, the morale was incredible. When
[ got back to An Khe on the first night, everyone got drunk
and was so pleased to be alive. The morale was sky high. We'd
come through combart and we'd survived. We had kicked ass.
We'd busted PAVN's best.

Vietnam: How do you compare X-ray and Albany?

Gwin: | was at both X ;7 and Albany. X-ray was a well-
run operation. Albany was a debacle, but only because of the
exigencies. | saw no cowardliness at Albany. In retrospect, |
wish that we had artillery and more immediate air cover. If
we had used artillery, that might have made a difference. Af-
ter Albany, we were much more professional! Those NCOs
that survived Albany became stalwarts, the backbone of the
battalion. From the hardened crucible came the leadership
for subsequent operations. =

Suggestions for further reading: Pleiku, by J.D. Coleman (St. Mar-
tin’s Press, 1988); and Year of the Horse—Vietnam: First Air
Cavalry in the Highlands, by Kenneth D. Mestel (New York:
Exposition Press, 1968).





