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Who would control the A Shau Valley? 
Hamburger Hill was the key. 

As cold by Joseph B. Conmy, Jr. 

For courageous soldiers of the 101st Airborne Division, 
Dong Ap Bia, or "Hamburger Hill ," would prove to be 
their toughest assignment. But the nagging question re­

mains: Was it worth it? 
The A Shau Valley, situated in southwestern Thua Thien 

Province, was a constant concern for MACY, the U.S. Mili­
tary Assistance Command Vietnam. Approximately 30 miles 
in length, the terrain in the funne l-shaped valley was pure 
hell. Inundated with triple-canopy jungle, razor-sharp elephant 
grass, and a series of rugged, steep hills, the A Shau was per­
fectlv suited for the North Vietnamese Armv's (NVA) com­
mand-and-supplv center because of its nearn~ss to "neutral" 
Laos and the Ho Chi Minh trail. 

In the spring of 1963, a U.S. Special Forces unit established 
a base camp with the local CIDG (Civilian Irregular Defense 
Group) to thwart the penetration of NVA regulars into South 
Vietnam from Laos. Unfortunately, despite a heroic defense, 
the base was overrun in March 1966. 

In early 1969, the U.S. 9th Marine Regiment undertook an 
operation dubbed Dewey Canyon, and fought the NVA in 
the region known as Base Area 611. Intelligence reported that 
NVA engineers were consrructing roads where trucks, as many 
as 1,000 per day, were moving into the region. In the end, 
the Marines were successful in driving the enemy from Base 
Area 611. 

In spite of the efforts of the leathernecks, however, the ubiq­
uitous enemy soon returned. By May 1969, all signs pointed 
to another large-scale NVA offensive aimed at the coastal sec-
28 
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Two membrn of the 101st Airborne Division fire into a North 
Vietnamese bunker as they near the devastated summit of Dong 
Ap Bia, also knoum as Hill 937-but soon to be nicknamed 
Hamburger Hill. INSET: General Mel Zais awards the Silver 
Star to Colonel Joseph B. Conmy, Jr . 
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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 assignment. 

In the early morning hours of May 10, 1969, the awesome 
sound of 65 UH-ID helicopters stabbed the heavy, humid air. 
In all, 1,800 men would be making the aerial assault: the 1st 
Battalion, 506th Infantry (l / 506), the 3rd Battalion, 187th In­
fantry (3 / 187) and the 2nd Battalion, 501st Infantry (2 / 501) 
from the 3rd Brigade. In addition, five battalions of the 1st 
ARYN (Army of the Republic of Vietnam) Division were 
brought in for the attack. 

Over the next 10 days, the Screaming Eagles would immerse 
themselves 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 why. 

Preparatorv air and artillery bombardments slammed into 
Hill 937, as Companies B, C and D, 3/ 187, progressed up the 
sheer slopes. AC-4 7 gunships, or "Puff the Magic Dragon," 
raked enemv positions. But the NVA had years to prepare 
these bunkers, and the majoritv of support fire, unless it scored 
a direct hie, was useless. 

For che next week, 3/ 187 continued their assaults. Several 
times thev were nearlv successful, as in one instance before 

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

a misdirected U.S. gunship inadvertentlv fired upon Compa- _ 
nv B, causing casualties and stalling the attack. - b /Lf 11 ~ 

Due to che incessant shelling of Dong Ap Bia, the vege(a- Aflli" 
tion was soon stripped away. Usually a plus for any attacking • 
army, this cime 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, che 2/ 501 was brought in from the north­
east, che ARYN 2nd Battalion, 3rd Regiment (2/ 3 ARYN) 
from che 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 
reinforcements, Dong Ap Bia fell to the 101st Airborne. In 
the end, 46 soldiers would pay the supreme sacrifice, while 
over 400 were wounded. In a macabre reminder to the infan­
crvmen who stormed 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 it ?" 

It was truly an appropriate statement because, while the bat­
tle was over in the A Shau, it was just beginning on the home 
from. 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 uncil 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 employed, calling it "senseless and irresponsible." 
30 

To further inflame matters, 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, 
a letter from a soldier who fought at Hamburger Hill served 
as the title. It read: "You may not be able to read this. I am 
writing in a hurry. I see death coming up the hill." 

The public was understandably confused and mistakenly 
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 



Dong Ap Bia. Until recently, Conmy has withheld any com­
ments on the operation. Now, since his former division com­
mander, General Zais, has passed away, he has come forward . 

Conmy vehemently asserts that the battle for Hamburger 
Hill was justified. In a widely circulated letter, Conmy states: 
"I believe it would be unfair to let the families of the dead 
believe that their loved ones were killed in a senseless opera­
tion, the main purpose of which was to win promotions for 
career officers." 

From his Virginia home, Colonel Conmy consented to 
being interviewed for Vietnam magazine by senior editor 
Albert Hemingway. 

Vietnam: Can you tell us about your military background, 
Colonel Conmy? • 

Conmy: I graduated from the Military Academy at West 
Point in January 1943. I landed at Normandy on approxi­
mately D+30 with the 44th Infantry Division and went across 
France, Germany, and finally ended up in Austria at the 
Brenner Pass. I went to Korea in the first month of the war. 
I was with the 7th Regiment of the 3rd Division and the 
31st Infantry of the 7th Division. I commanded a heavy. 
weapons company that had 3 officers and 12 men. That's 
how we left for Korea! We stopped in Japan and our "fillers" 
were 150 South Korean rice farmers whom we trained brief­
ly in Japan. We made unopposed landings at Wonson. We 
ended up in the Chasin Reservoir and fought our way out 
of that trap. I finally came home from Korea in April 1952. 
I went over as a captain and came back as a lieuten;inr 
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TDP: Specialist 5 Joe Kline of B Company, 101st Aviation 
Battalion, shows off the body armor and equipment of the 
well-dressed crew chief of a UH-1 H "Huey" helicopter. The 
lOlst 's helicopter gunship unit denied firing on its own 
troops. ABOVE: Tenacious defenders in well-prepared bunkers 
and even mudslides handicapped the assault up Hill 937. 
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colonel. I survived; however, we lose quite a few men, espe­
cially in chat first year. 

Vietnam: When did you arrive in Vietnam? 
Conmy: I took command of the 3rd Brigade, 101st Air­

borne Division, in July 1968. I remained in command until 
July 1969. The 3rd Brigade consisted of three infantry battal­
ions, the 1/506, 2/506 and 3/187. 

Vietnam: The A Shau Valley was always a thorn in the 
side of the United States, even at the very beginning of the 
Vietnam War. How was the operation to drive the enemy from 
his sanctuary, code-named Apache Snow, conceived? 

Conmy: Lieutenant General Richard Stilwell, XXN Corps 
commander, and Maj. Gen. Mel Zais, 101st Airborne com­
mander, recognized that the only way we could get control 
of our Area of Operations was to enter the A Shau and clean 
it out. And keep it! This was the NVA's marshalling area, 
launching platform and resupply center for all the attacks 
along the coast-all the way from Da Nang to the Demilita­
rized Zone (DMZ). MACY decided in 1969 to go out there 
and cake it. My 3rd Brigade got the job. 

Vietnam: Prior to Apache Snow, there were two prelimi­
nary sweeps. One such operation was Dewey .Canyon and the 
other was Massachusetts Striker. How did these two differ 
from yours? 

Conmy: They were similar type missions but they never 
found the enemy in great strength. We found a major assem­
bly area. Also, it became apparent that it had been in exis­
tence for many years. It was extremely well established. The 
fighting and living bunkers the NVA possessed were the stron­
gest I ever saw-in any war! They had an intricate and 
sophisticated communications network in the hill mass. The 
western edge of that hill mass reseed on the border with Laos. 
The enemy could easily get in and out. 

Vietnam: That hill mass you speak of contained Hill 
937, later named Hamburger Hill. Also, the other moun­
tains as well: 900 and 916, where your brigade ran into some 
stiff opposition. 

Conmy: Well, they were all a part of Hill 937. There 
must 've been 50 different fingers with crests along chem. 

Vietnam: How were the NVA bunkers constructed? 
Conmy: They were very deep. They used heavy logs in the 

bonom sides of the bunker and reseed them against each other 
in the shape of an A. Then, other logs were placed atop these, 
along with dirt. After so many years there, these fortifications 
melted into the jungle. If anything hit those bunkers, other 
then a I-ton shell from the battleship New Jersey, it wasn't 
destroyed. If a round did hit, it would drive the logs of that 
A frame deeper into the ground. We hammered that hill with 
271 air strikes and eight batteries ofartillery firing incessant­
ly: four 105mm batteries, two 155mm batteries, one 175mm 
battery and an 8-inch battery. The mountain was transformed 
co pulverized dust when it was over. I don't think there was 
one leaf left! 

Vietnam: Your brigade encountered the 29th NVA Regi­
ment on Dong Ap Bia. In the beginning, did you realize what 
you were up against? 

Conmy: There was some intelligence to that effect. How­
ever, it was incomplete. We soon found out, within a day or 
two, that we had gotten our hands on that regiment. Initial­
ly, we sent in 9 battalions: 4 U.S. and 5 ARYN. They were 
spread up and down the central area of the valley and all were 
going after particular objectives. The 3/187 happened to have 
the Landing Zone (LZ) adjacent to Hill 937. It was they who 
made contact first. By the third day, it was apparent they had 
more than they could handle. We alerted the 1/506 to ap· 
proach from the south and link up with the 3/ 187. The ob­
jective was actually in sight on May 15! The two battalions 
were attacking simultaneously. ,Unfortunately, some friendly 
gunships strafed our U.S. troops. The commander of the 101st 
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turned to mud. The men lost their footing and literally slid 
down the hill. 

Vietnam: You finally took Hamburger Hill on May 20? 
Conmy: We moved two other battalions into position, the 

2/501 and 4/3 ARYN, and staged a four-battalion assault. 
By noon, we had the hill. That took some coordination. I 
was in a Command and Control helicopter right above the 
hill with the CO of the 3rd ARYN Regiment. He and I were 
trying to keep the phase lines in order so all troops would 
reach the crest of the hill at about the same time. The last 
thing we needed was friendly forces shooting at each other. 

Vietnam: What kind of commander was General Mel­
vin Zais? 

Conmy: He was an outstanding division commander and 
was always in reach throughout the battle. 

Vietnam: Didn't the NVA carry away some of their dead 
and wounded into Laos? 

Conmy: Yes, across the border; at that time in Laos, we 
had a Special Forces patrol. They were in position to observe 
the enemy evacuating Hamburger Hill. The leader of that 
group told me they counted approximately 1,100 dead and 
wounded carried off that mountain. 

Vietnam: So, if his count is correct, combined with yours, 
that would mean almost 1,800 NVA casualties. 

Conmy: We figured we rendered the 29th NVA Regiment 
combat-ineffective. Then the valley belonged to us. We be­
gan a thorough search of the area and found more ammuni­
tion, weapons and supplies; and tunnels, laboriously dug by 
the enemy! So, in retrospect, it was a very fruitful operation. 

Vietnam: At one point, Secretary of State William P. 
Rogers was in Vietnam while the battle was raging. While 
meeting with Stilwell and Zais , there was some talk of pull­
ing out. Zais adamantly refused, saying, "I've got the enemy 
here, and here is where I intend to fight him;' or words to 
that effect. 

Conmy: That's exactly right. That is where we found them, 
and that is where we intended to fight them. 

Vietnam: Also, someone made a statement to the effect 
that if we backed off, the NVA would simply slip back into 
Laos as they had been previously doing all along. Rogers was 
shocked because, apparently, he did not know that this was 
common practice by the NVA throughout the war. 

Conmy: That's right. The military faction understood this. 
However, I don't think anyone else could comprehend that 
the enemy had all these safe havens such as Cambodia, Laos 
and the DMZ. It was extremely frustrating. We weren't even 
supposed to fire across the border. 

Vietnam: It just seems very surprising that the secretary 
of state was not aware of this situation. The United States 
had been involved in Vietnam for approximately four years 
at the time of Hamburger Hill. 

Conmy: It is surprising. But I'm not sure many people in 
government and the press really understood this. It is shock­
ing, though. 

Vietnam: Hamburger Hill received quite a bit of negative 
press. How do you respond to that today? 

Conmy: Well, people wanted the war to end. This was a 
battle; maybe if it had been fought a couple of years earlier, it 
would have been noted-but probably wouldn't have received 
the attention that it did. In 1969, there was an uproar in the 
United States. In their eyes, we were committing mayhem and 
murder. Our mission was still to save South Vietnam from 
communism and give it back to them. If nothing else, this 
battle certainly helped at the time. It was very instrumental 
in aiding in the eventual withdrawal of our troops from South 
Vietnam. The enemy had lost his Sunday punch, so to speak. 
It is my personal belief that the enemy never fully recovered 
from his losses at Hamburger Hill until the American forces 
had left Vietnam. 
34 
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At the end of their ordeal on Hamburger Hill , wounded airborne troops are put aboard a medical evacuation helicopter, 
while as many as 1,000 NVA dead and wounded are slipped across the Laotian border. 

Vietnam: The casualties for Hamburger Hill were 46 KIA 
and over 400 WIA. However, there were ocher battles with 
similar figures that occurred but didn't cause as much con­
troversy as chis one. For example, Hue City and Oak To are 
two chat come to mind. How would you account for that? 

Conmy: It goes back to what I said before. Battles present 
a pretty grim picture. And, I guess, the American people had 
had enough. Also, Senators Edward Kennedy and Stephen 
Young severely criticized Zais. So much, in face, Zais finall y 
outlined the entire battle and the reasons why he fought it 
and placed the report in the Congressional Record. 

Vietnam: How did you feel about chose attacks levied 
against Zais? 

Conmy: I felt they were very unjust. We were trying to win 
the war. And until a truce was declared, if you didn't go out 
and get the enemy, he would certainly gee you. No com­
mander wants to lose men. However, in the long haul, Ham­
burger Hill probably saved thousands of American and 
Vietnamese lives. 

Vietnam: So you rotated back co the United States know-
ing you had beaten the enemy on Hamburger Hill. 

Conmy: We actually beat them twice. 
Vietnam: How's that? 
Conmy: The night of June 13-14, the enemy staged an all­

out sapper attack on Firebase Berchtesgarden, where my Bri­
gade CP was located. They were looking for me and they want­
ed to spike the ar_tillery pieces. The enemy wanted revenge 
for Hamburger Hill. They knew my call sign "Iron Raven." . 
They came straight for my operations center, which was noth­
ing more than a bunker. It was pitch black and pouring rain 
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that night. About midnight, the mortars started dropping in. 
It lasted all night. We were "eyeball to eyeball" with them. 
By morning our guns were still intact and they had lost a lot 
more men then we did. 

Vietnam: Did they penetrate the perimeter? 
Conmy: A few, but they were eliminated. Enemy sol­

diers were on the roof of my CP. I was inside with my duty 
officer, radio operator and sergeant major. Satchel charges 
blew a door off the building. The sergeant major went out 
the back door and I kicked open the from door to get chat 
sapper. Just as I did that, I see this guy's face in the door­
way staring at me upside down! I shot him in the head with 
my .45 just as he threw a satchel charge. It landed at my 
feet and knocked me for a loop. Meanwhile, the sergeant 
major killed six more on the roof. In fact, two of them were 
carrying a 50-16. pole charge. If they ever set that off we would 
have been blown to kingdom come. I was blinded by the 
blast, wounded in both legs and had both eardrums shattered. 
The corps commander, General Stilwell, met me at the hospi­
tal in Camp Evans. He said: "What do you want to do?" 
I said: "General, I commanded this brigade -for 11 ½ mom~ 
and I want to be there to hand the colors to my replace­
ment." After I recuperated from my wounds aboard the hos­
pital ship, USS Sanctuary, I returned to do just that. I loved 
that brigade. c 

Suggested Reading: Hamburger Hill, May 11-20, 1969, by Samuel 
Zaffin (Novato, CA; Presidio Press ) and The Vietnam Ex­
perience, Fighting For Time, 1969-70 (Boston: Boston Publish­
ing Company). 
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The Battle of the la Drang at LZ X,ray 

had been a great victory, but disaster was 
lurking in the jungle nearby. 

As told by S. Lawrence Gwin, Jr. 

The first division-sized U.S. Army unit to see combat 
in Vietnam was the legendary 1st Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile), often called the 1st Air Cav or 1st Cav. 

Ordered to Vietnam in June 1965, the division was formed 
from the elite 11th Air Assault Division, which had been con­
ducting airmobile training at Fort Benning, Georgia. The unit 
arrived in August and September and immediately set up base 
camp in the An Khe area. Not all of the units of the 1st Cav 
were formed from the 11th Air Assault. Some battalions 
came from other Fort Benning units that had received no spe­
cial training. 

After several weeks of shakedown training around the "Golf 
Course" at An Khe, General William Westmoreland ordered 
the 1st Cav into battle-Operation Shiny Bayonet-in what 
has become known as the Pleiku Campaign. Essentially, the 
overall intent of the campaign was to find and test the PAYN 
(Peoples Army of Vietnam-the North Vietnamese Army) 
units recently infiltrated into Vietnam, a series of brigade 
recon-in-force operations. In reality, it served as the first test 
of the 1st Cav as several units encountered the North Viet­
namese units. 

The best known of these encounters occurred at the base 
of the Chu Pong mountain. There, in the so-called Battle of 
the Ia Orang, the 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry, stood and fought 
PAYN. According to official accounts, the 1st Battalion, 7th 
Cavalry, fought off numerous assaults by PAYN regimental 
units, killing more than 1,000 PAYN, while suffering 79 killed 
and 125 wounded. 

The more severe encounter came several days later when 
Kinnard ordered the sister battalion, the 2nd Battalion, 7th 
Cavalry (2/7), which had also been at X-ray, to move from 
there to LZ Albany. Upon arrival, it ran head on into a rein­
forced PAYN battalion. Within 20 minutes, 151 troopers lay 
dead and 121 were wounded. The two lead companies, A and 
C, had been, for all intents and purposes, wiped out during 
the surprise North Vietnamese attack. Few American units 
during the Vietnam conflict would experience so many casual­
ties in one day as occurred at LZ Albany. Curiously, it re­
mains one of the least known battles of the war. 

One of the survivors of the battle was Larry Gwin, the ex­
ecutive officer of the lead company that triggered the PAYN 
42 



Members of the 101st Airborne Division take a breather 
after a 24-hour fight to dislodge Viet Cong from entrenched 
positions near An Thi on January 29, 1966. Half a year 
earlier, the division's troops were the first Americans to 
encounter North Vietnamese regulars, with mixed results. 



First Air Cav troops commence a search-and-destroy sweep near their base at An Khe in 1965. In November 1965, the division's 
7th Cavalry Regiment ran into soldiers of the People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN) in the la Drang Valley, tripping a hornet's nest. 

attack. He was also one of the few in that unit who came 
out of the ordeal without being wounded. In a recent talk 
with Vietnam Senior Editor Alexander Cochran, he recalled 
that terrible afternoon. 

Vietnam: When did you join the Cav? 
Gwin: I was already in Nam when they arrived. I had been 

a battalion adviser with MACY [Military Assistance Com­
mand, Vietnam] in the Delta for 10 weeks. In mid-September, 
out of the blue, I got orders to join the 1st Cav in An Khe. 
I was part of an attempt by MACY to infuse the Cav with 
combat-experienced officers. 

Vietnam: That would have meant that you joined the Cav 
just as they were arriving in-country. 

Gwin: Actually, I was in An Khe before the division ar­
rived in full. On about the 14th or 15th, masses of helicop­
ters and trucks arrived. · I was assigned to the 2nd Battalion, 
7th Cav, immediately upon arrival. I remember that I had 
fresh jungle fatigues while those poor bastards were still wear­
ing the old field uniform! 

Vietnam: What was your impression about the Cav at 
this time? 

Gwin: You have to remember that these poor guys had 
been on a ship for months coming across the Pacific. They 
were sure that there was a VC behind every bush. During 
the first week, everyone was shooting at each other. Actually 
the Cav's transition was very good. My impression was that 
the Cav had been reorganized from the 11th Air Assault. This 
was a hard-core U.S. unit. These guys were pros, like the 82nd 
Airborne. I was assigned as the XO in A Company, 2nd Bat­
talion, 7th Cavalry. My company commander was Captain 
Joel Sigdinis. . 

Vietnam: Well, what about your outfit, the 2nd Battalion, . 
7th Cavalry? People talk about it being an "unlucky battal­
ion" formed from a mechanized battalion. 
44 

Gwin: I remembered noting that there were a lot of fat 
NCOs! Then I found out that the 217th had been organ­
ized from the 2nd Infantry Division, then also at Fort Ben­
ning, not the 11th Air Assault. And the morale was ter­
rible. The troops were okay. But the senior leadership was 
lacking. The battalion commander was an autocrat whom 
everyone detested. 

Vietnam: What about the first month in-country? 
Gwin: We cleared brush around the "Golf Course." We 

went on a few operations so that everyone got a chance to 
get on and off a helicopter. We did a lot of flying out from 
base camp to patrol bases. We conducted several combat as­
saults in "Happy Valley." This was a good idea. You have to 
remember that 217th had not had any airmobile training! 
These were not experienced troops. We suffered our first 
casualties. And our NCOs slimmed down very fast. 

Vietnam: In early November, the 1st Cav launched the 
Pleiku Campaign-Operation Shiny Bayonet. Weren't there 
several major contacts with the NVA, at Plei Me Special 
Forces Camp, and then in front of the Chu Pong Mass go­
ing on? 

Gwin: Not really. Then General Kinnard, the division 
commander, came down and briefed the battalion officers one 
day. He told us that the 1st Brigade had run into hard-core 
PAYN units, there had been heavy contact; and you guys are 
going in soon. We were then moved forward overland by truck 
from An Khe through the Minh Yang Pass to Pleiku. Then 
we moved by chopper to somewhere in the bush only five 
klicks from the Chu Pong and LZ X-ray. 

Vietnam: This was to be the 2/7th's first combat operation? 
Gwin: Yeah, and we were apprehensive. I then learned that 

the 117th had been in heavy contact, that they were suffer­
ing casualties, and that we were going in at dawn to help them 
out. We could hear sporadic reports on the radio about what 
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was happening. My company commander was from the 117th, 
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 guy next to me got hit! 

Vietnam: The 117th had landed the day 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: I 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 215th. That evening, a 
platoon from the 117th that had been cut off for 24 hours 
came in, and I saw the "1000 yard 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 stayed 
up, 100 percent alert. At 4:30 in the morning, the PAYN 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 you all have been up for 
more than 36 hours at this point. 

Gwin: Right. And the next night, the 16th, we stayed 100 
percent alert but nothing happened. That evening, the re­
mainder of the 117th had been flown out. The morning of 
the 17th, Joel Sigdinis learned then that B-52 bombers were 
coming in to wipe X-ray out and we were going to move over­
land to a place called LZ Albany. 

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

Gwin: I guess that there were about 400 in the battalion 
and Alpha had 120 men. We were to be the lead company, 
spearheading the march. 

Vietnam: What did you think your mission was? This 
seems to be one of the unknowns as that would at 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 Albany to be picked up 
and flown back to Pleiku for a rest. But we moved tactically. 
Our company led the battalion out in a wedge. We expected 
to run into the PAYN, and we moved in tactical formation. 
The terrain was mainly forest, clear visibility up to 100 yards, 
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. 

Vietnam: Your troops had to be exhausted at this point. 
Gwin: As exhausted as we were, the prospect of Pleiku 

kept us going. Then I heard that our recon platoon had 
captured two PAYN soldiers, and I went forward to see them. 
They were two skinny little men. They didn't seem danger­
ous but were well equipped, with khaki uniforms, canvas 
harnesses, potato masher grenades, ammo pouches, sneak­
ers-the full load. I remember being nervous. These buggers 
were PAYN, hard-core all the way. Joel thought that they 
were deserters. 

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

Gwin: I remember that Lt. Col. Robert McDade, the bat­
talion commander, along with his interpreter and the battal-

... - . ,,,.~ 

1DP: Initial nervousness of newly arrived 1st Air Cav 
men was justified. This soldier from 1st Infantry Division 
was wounded trying 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 N ovember 17, 1965. 
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- . . ... 
TOP: Radio contact is made with an overflying helicopter 
by 118th Cav, 1st Air Cavalry Division. The loss of platoon 
radios, along with the fire coming from all directions, 
contributed to 217th Cav's confusion at LZ Albany. ABOVE: 
A casualty must lie untended while intense gunfire keeps 
his comrades under cover-and partially under water. 
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ion intelligence officer, came forward to question them. I 
moved away from them, so I don't know what they said. 
The battalion commander interrogated them for 20 to 30 
minutes. What we didn't know then was there were more 
than two and that interrogation time gave them time to 
go back and warn the PAYN battalion commander that we 
were coming. 

Vietnam: Then these prisoners did not warn you about 
what was about to happen? 

Gwin: We were deadly serious. We had seen PAYN at 
X-ray, both dead and alive. There was a distance period 
some 20 to 30 minutes during the walk from X-ray to Albany 
where everything went quiet. I remember asking, "Where are 
the helicopters?" In a few minutes, we resumed our trek for­
ward. Within another 500 yards, and less than 30 minutes 
later, we reached Albany. Just as we got there, we could 
see the clearing. We sent two platoons around to secure the 
LZ, and Colonel McDade moved forward into the open area 
that had a clump of trees in the middle. I followed them into 
the clearing. 

Vietnam: What did the LZ look like? 
Gwin: A large grassy field that sloped gently downward 

to the left. A large clump of trees arose from the middle of 
the field about 100 yards away. I saw the battalion commander 
and his team move toward the trees. Our mission was to go 
to Albany and secure it. So I moved out into the open. The 
field was fine for an LZ. I estimated that it could take up to 
eight ships at a clip. We'd be out of there in no time. We'd 
been in the center clump less than two minutes when a few 
rounds erupted from the jungle that I'd just left. I figured it 
was PAYN stragglers. Then the jungle seemed to explode in 
a crescendo of small-arms fire, as if everyone in the woods 
had opened up with every weapon they had. Mortar rounds 
started landing in tbe LZ. The jungle literally opened up with 
500 people shooting at each other. We now know that this 
was the signal for the PAYN to charge. 

Vietnam: We now also know that the soldier who had es­
caped your capture had ~eturned to his battalion and that 
you walked into an ambush that the PAYN probably had 30 
minutes to set up. 

Gwin: It was very clear that we had run into something 
big, but it was very confusing because the rounds were in 
back of us. 

Vietnam: In other words, your lead company plus the 
battalion command group had been cut off from the rest of 
the battalion? 

Gwin: The fire fight was raging around us. And as the 
noise grew, so did the confusion. Incoming rounds were 
exploding overhead, but we couldn't tell where they were 
coming from. It was clear from our communication with 
our platoons that they were in real trouble, talking about 
lots of enemy, taking casualties, all in the matter of 10 or 
15 minutes. One platoon thought that our battalion was 
shooting at them! I could see the battalion commander 20 
yards to my rear. He was putting out the word to cease-fire 
because he thought that our companies were shooting at 
each other! I could see 30 -or 40 PAYN troops right where 
we had just been! I jumped up and yelled at Colonel McDade 
that there were PAYN troops over there. Confusion con­
tinued along with screams of "Cease-fire!" The shooting 
continued all around us, unabated, rolling back and forth 
around the perimeter. 

Vietnam: What about the 1st Platoon, which had moved 
to the other side of the LZ? 

Gwin: At first, Joel told me helplessly, "1st Platoon's sur­
rounded!' Then the mortars started and the firing picked up 
furiously to our front where the 2nd Platoon was. Grenades 
were exploding. Wounded men were screaming in pain. Others 
were calling out or shouting hysterically. Suddenly, the 
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During the fighting at An Thi, Pfc Lacey Skinner of the 1st Air Cav crawls through a rice paddy under heavy fire . The ground 
was drier but the opposition tougher in the Ia Orang, where the 1st Air Cav claimed victory at LZ X-ray, defeat at LZ Albany. 

''.whump" of incoming mortar rounds stopped, but the fire 
fight continued. After about 10 minutes, Joel looked at me 
and said, "I've lost the 1st Platoon:' Two NCOs came back 
several hours later and reported that they were the only ones 
left. One NCO was left behind wounded. Those were the 
three survivors from the platoon. 

Vietnam: The 1st Platoon was where the PAYN main 
ground attack came? 

Gwin: Right. But there was also movement where we had 
just left, in the tree line. I remember seeing men in uniforms, 
mustard-colored uniforms with floppy hats, in the tree lines, 
10, maybe 20 men moving upright on the far side of the land­
ing zone, the very spot we'd just left. And they continued 
in the open where we had come from, into the company that 
was behind us. 

Vietnam: That would have been against C Company, 
which was training your company into Albany? 

Gwin: I now saw three guys running across the field. One 
was the forward air controller. I pointed him toward the bat­
talion commander. I knew that we needed air support. I 
remember seeing the battalion executive officer lying on his 
back. I thought that he was dead. I thought that we were next. 
We had lost radio contact with our 2nd Platoon. I could see 
PAYN coming across the LZ to our front also. I realized that 
they were all around us. Several long bursts of M-60 machine­
gun fire erupted from our left as our recon platoon somehow 
managed to move back from its position in the forest. The 
platoon sprinted back, dragging dead and wounded. We con­
solidated around an anthill about 80 yards in diameter. 

Vietnam: What did you have in mind at that point? 
Gwin: Joel and I decided to make a last ditc~ perimeter, 

to consolidate our defenses so that we might have a chance. 
We'd been thinking about that last resort, a bug-out escape 

route. Then I looked across the field and saw, emerging from 
the tree line a hundred yards away, the 2nd Platoon leader. 
He began to jog across the field, though he seemed to be float­
ing in the high grass. Behind him, I could see enemy soldiers. 
Why they didn't see him, I'll never know. Behind him were 
two men, one crawling on his hands and knees, the other 
with his arm dangling uselessly at his side. The leader had 
lost most of his men. He only had those two men with him. 
It turned out that they left one badly wounded man whom 
the PAYN tried to execute, shooting him through the eye. 
We found him the next morning, still alive. 

Vietnam: What did you plan to do? 
Gwin: I thought this was worse than any nightmare I could 

have dreamed. In 20 minutes, we'd been cut off and surround­
ed, lost two of our four platoons, half of our people. God only 
knew what was happening to the rest of the battalion. They 
were strung out behind us when PAYN hit. They had to be 
pinned down and totally confused. 

Vietnam: In fact, C Company behind you was almost com­
pletely wiped out that afternoon. They started off with 110 
guys and lost 100, SO killed and SO wounded. They clearly 
were in the killing zone. 

Gwin: They had nine guys left, as I recollect. I began to 
worry about ammunition. Spent cartridge casing lay all over 
the place, and we were firing up a storm. We'd. have to c?n­
serve ammo if we were going to get out of this mess ahve. 
I could see North Vietnamese soldiers wandering around out­
side our perimeter, and I began to shoot at them. It was now 
clear that we had lost our two platoons, and Joel now ex­
plained this to the battalion operations officer. The radio 
crackled for everyone to throw smoke, any color. Smoke 
grenades popped all around us as our perimeter was completely 
marked by a ragged circle of red, green, yellow, white smoke 
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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 Cavalry. 

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 PAYN attack? 
Gwin: In numb fascination and horror, I 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 little lower, 
drop a little more accurately. Each pass burned another swath 
of safety. It was beautiful. A heavy PAYN 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: I don't know how long we listened, watched, wait­

ed. A hush seemed to settle over the field. PAYN had gone. 
A few small fires still burned as the dim haze of cordite and 
dust settled over the battlefield. 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 to 
48 

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. I don't care who was in command of that 
battalion-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: It was quite eerie. It was like we were waiting for 

the next shoe to drop. Finally another company from our bat­
talion came in by choppers. I 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: I recently learned that the North Vietnamese unit 
we ran into had been ambushed themselves by the 1st 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 trying to 
shoot down the airplanes. 

Vietnam: How did Albany end for you? 
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 
day we flew back to Pleiku. Then we trucked back to An Khe. 
Everyone 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 1st 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 
I 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 combat and we'd survived. We had kicked ass. 
We'd busted PAVN's best. 

Vietnam: How do you compare X-ray and Albany? 
Gwin: I was at both X-ray and Albany. X-ray was a well­

run operation. Albany was a debacle, but only because of the 
exigencies. I saw no cowardliness at Albany. In retrospect, I 
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 ].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). 



was happening. My company commander was from the 117th, 
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 guy next to me got hit! 

Vietnam: The 117th had landed the day before and then 
had withstood a series of determined NVA ground attacks 
chat afternoon and evening. Did you have any sense of chis 
when you stepped off the chopper at X-ray? 

Gwin: I remember the carnage of combat, a line of 15 
dead Americans with ponchos over chem. 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/Sch. That evening, a 
platoon from the 117th chat had been cut off for 24 hours 
came in, and I saw the "1000 yard stare" for the first time. 
They were staggering from exhaustion, dragging their dead 
with chem. That evening-the night of the 15th-we dug in 
on the perimeter and waited. The night was very still. We 
thought chat we were going to be hit chat night, and we stayed 
up, 100 percent alert . Ac 4:30 in the morning, the PAYN 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 you all have been up for 
more than 36 hours at this point. 

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

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

Gwin: I guess chat there were about 400 in the battalion 
and Alpha had 120 men. We were to be the lead company, 
spearheading the march. 

Vietnam: What did you chink your mission was? This 
seems to be one of the unknowns as chat would at least in­
fluence the method of movement, tactical or otherwise. Was 
chis just a "wal k in the sun?" 

Gwin: We were going to walk to Albanv co be picked up 
and flown back co Pleiku for a rest. Bue we moved cacticallv. 
Our companv led the battalion out in a wedge. We expected 
co run into che PAVJ\:, and we moved in tactical formation. 
The terrain was mainlv forest, clear visibility up to 100 yards, 
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 
chick-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. 

Vietnam: Your troops had to be exhausted at chis point. 
Gwin: As exhausted as we were, the prospect of Pleiku 

kept us going. Then I heard chat our recon platoon had 
captured two PAYN soldiers, and I went forward to see them. 
Thev were two skinnv little men. They didn't seem danger­
ous but were well equipped, with khaki uniforms, canvas 
harnesses, potato masher grenades, ammo pouches, sneak­
ers-the full load. I remember being nervous. These buggers 
were PAVK hard-core all the way. Joel thought chat they 
were deserters. 

Vietnam: I believe chat thev lacer turned out to be scouts, 
one of which had escaped and warned the remainder of the 
battalion about vour presence? 

Gwin: I remember that Lt. Col. Robert McDade, the bat­
talion commander, along with his interpreter and the battal-
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ffiP: Initial nervousness of newly arrived 1st Air Cav 
men was justified. This soldier from 1st Infantry Division 
was wounded crying to rear down a propaganda poster that 
proved to be booby-crapped. 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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TOP: Radio contact is made with an overflying helicopter 
by 118th Cav, 1st Air Cavalry Division. The loss of platoon 
radios, along with the fire coming from all directions, 
contributed to 217th Cav's confusion at LZ Albany. ABOVE: 
A casualt~ must lie untended while intense gunfire keeps 
his comrades under cover-and partially under water. 
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ion intelligence officer, came forward to question them. I 
moved away from them, so I don't know what they said. 
The battalion commander interrogated them for 20 to 30 
minutes. What we didn't know then was there were more 
than two and that interrogation time gave them time to 
go back and warn the PAYN battalion commander that we 
were coming . 

Vietnam: Then these prisoners did not warn you about 
what was about to happen? 

Gwin: We were deadly serious. We had seen PAYN at 
X-ray, both dead and alive. There was a distance period 
some 20 to 30 minutes during the walk from X-ray to Albany 
where everything went quiet. I remember asking, "Where are 
the helicopters?" In a few minutes, we resumed our trek for­
ward. Within another 500 yards, and less than 30 minutes 
later, we reached Albany. Just as we got there, we could 
see the clearing. We sent two platoons around to secure the 
LZ, and Colonel McDade moved forward into the open area 
that had a clump of trees in the middle. I followed them into 
the clearing. 

Vietnam: What did the LZ look like? 
Gwin: A large grassy field that sloped gently downward 

to the left. A large clump of trees arose from the middle of 
the field about 100 yards away. I saw the battalion commander 
and his team move toward the trees. Our mission was to go 
to Albany and secure it. So I moved out into the open. The 
field was fine for an LZ. I estimated that it could take up to 
eight ships at a clip. We'd be out of there in no time. We'd 
been in the center clump less than two minutes when a few 
rounds erupted from the jungle that I'd just left. I figured it 
was PAVN stragglers. Then the jungle seemed to explode in 
a crescendo of small-arms fire, as if everyone in the woods 
had opened up with every weapon they had. Mortar rounds 
started landing in tbe LZ. The jungle literallv opened up with 
500 people shooting at each other. We now know that this 
was the signal for the PAYN to charge. 

Vietnam: We now also know that the soldier who had es­
caped your capture had 'returned to his battalion and that 
you walked into an ambush that the PAYN probablv had 30 
minutes to set up. 

Gwin: It was very clear that we had run into something 
big, but it was very confusing because the rounds were in 
back of us. 

Vietnam: In other words, your lead company plus the 
battalion command group had been cut off from the rest of 
the battalion? 

Gwin: The fire fight was raging around us. And as the 
noise grew, so did the confusion. Incoming rounds were 
exploding overhead, but we couldn't tell where they were 
coming from. It was clear from our communication with 
our platoons that they were in real trouble, talking about 
lots of enemy, taking casualties, all in the matter of 10 or 
15 minutes. One platoon thought that our battalion was 
shooting at them! I could see the battalion commander 20 
yards to my rear. He was putting out the word to cease-fire 
because he thought that our companies were shooting at 
each other! I could see 30 or 40 PAYN troops right where 
we had just been! I jumped up and yelled at Colonel McDade 
that there were PAYN troops over there. Confusion con­
tinued along with screams of "Cease-fire!" The shooting 
continued all around us, unabated, rolling back and forth 
around the perimeter. 

Vietnam: What about the 1st Platoon, which had moved 
to the other side of the LZ? 

Gwin: At first, Joel told me helplessly, "1st Platoon's sur­
rounded." Then the mortars started and the firing picked up 
furiously to our front where the 2nd Platoon was. Grenades 
were exploding. Wounded men were screaming in pain. Others 
were calling out or shouting hysterically. Suddenly, the 
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During the fighting at An Thi , Pfc Lacey Skinner of the 1st Air Cav crawls through a rice pada-:i under heav:,· fire. The ground 
was drier but the opposition tougher in the Ia Orang, where the 1st Air Cav claimed victory at LZ X-ra:I', dejeat at L: Alban:,·. 

"whump" of incoming mortar rounds stopped, but the fire 
fight continued. After about IO minutes, Joel looked at me 
and said, "I've lose the !st Platoon." Two NCOs came back 
several hours lacer and reported chat they were the only ones 
left. One NCO was left behind wounded. Those were the 
three survivors from the platoon. 

Vietnam: The 1st Platoon was where the PAYN main 
ground attack came? 

Gwin: Right. Bue there was also movement where we had 
just left, in the tree line. I remember seeing men in uniforms, 
mustard-colored uniforms with floppy hats, in the tree lines, 
IO, mavbe 20 men moving upright on the far side of the land­
ing :one, the very spot we'd just left. And they continued 
in the open where we had come from, into the company that 
was behind us. 

Vietnam: That would have been against C Company, 
which was training your company into Albany? 

Gwin: I now saw three guys running across the field . One 
was the forward air controller. I pointed him coward the bat­
talion commander. I knew that we needed air support. I 
remember seeing the battalion executive officer lying on his 
back. I thought chat he was dead. I thought that we were next. 
We had lost radio contact with our 2nd Platoon. I could see 
PAYN coming across the LZ to our front also. I realized that 
they were all around us. Several long bursts of M-60 machine­
gun fire erupted from our left as our recon platoon somehow 
managed co move back from its position in the forest. The 
platoon sprinted back, dragging dead and wounded. We con­
solidated around an anthill about 80 yards in diameter. 

Vietnam: What did you have in mind at that point? 
Gwin: Joel and I decided co make a last ditch perimeter, 

to consolidate our defenses so that we might have a chance. 
We'd been thinking about that last resort, a bug-out escape 

route. Then I looked across the field and saw, emergi ng from 
the tree line a hundred vards awav, che 2nd Platoon leader. 
He began to jog across the field, though he seemed to be float­
ing in the high grass. Behind him, I could see enemv soldiers. 
Why they didn't see him, I'll never know. Behind him were 
two men, one crawling on his hands and knees, the ocher 
with his arm dangling uselesslv at his side. The leader had 
lost most of his men. He onlv had those cwo men with him. 
It turned out that they left one badlv wounded man whom 
the PAYN tried to execute, shooting him through the eye. 
We found him the next morning, still alive. 

Vietnam: What did you plan to do? 
Gwin: I thought this was worse than any nighrmare I could 

have dreamed. In 20 minutes, we'd been cut off and surround­
ed, lost two of our four platoons, half of our people. God onlv 
knew what was happening to the rest of the battalion. They 
were strung out behind us when PAYN hie. They had to be 
pinned down and totally confused. 

Vietnam: In fact, C Company behind you was almost com­
pletely wiped out that afternoon. They started off with 110 
guys and lose 100, SO killed and SO wounded. They clearly 
were in the killing zone. 

Gwin: They had nine guys left, as I recollect. I began to 
worry about ammunition. Spent cartridge casing lay all over 
the place, and we were firing up a storm. We'd have to con­
serve ammo if we were going to get out of this mess ahve. 
I could see North Vietnamese soldiers wandering around out­
side our perimeter, and I began co shoot at them. It was now 
clear that we had lost our two platoons, and Joel now ex­
plained this to the battalion operations officer. The radio 
crackled for everyone to throw smoke, any color. Smoke 
grenades popped all around us as our perimeter was completely 
marked by ;i. ragged circle of red, green, yellow, white smoke 

47 



Second Battalion was decimared at LZ Albany, but ir.s suroivors 
emerged as seasoned veterans who passed on the lessons learned 
from their biccer experience co the rest of the 7th Cavalry. 

billowing from canisters, its acrid smell sharp against the 
stench of cordite. Tac Air was on the wav. Salvation was at 
hand. There it was, an Al-E Skyraider, div"ing coward the tree 
line. All the firing was drowned out bv 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 PAYN arrack? 
Gwin: In numb fascination and horror, I 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 little lower, 
drop a little more accurately. Each pass burned another swath 
of safety. Ir was beautiful. A heavy PAYN 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: I don't know how long we listened, watched, wait­

ed. A hush seemed to settle over the field. PAYN had gone. 
A few small fires still burned as the dim haze of cordite and 
dust settled over the battlefield. 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 to 
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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. I don't care who was in command of char 
battalion-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: It was quite eerie. It was like we were waiting for 

the next shoe to drop. Finally another company from our bat­
talion came in by choppers. I 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 rook 
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 chat day at Albany? 

Gwin: I recently learned that the North Vietnamese unit 
we ran into had been ambushed themselves by the 1st 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 trying to 
shoot down the airplanes. 

Vietnam: How did Albany end for you? 
Gwin: There were about 30 of us left in the company. We 

were pulled out into another LZ, Crook, for another night. 
1 was wondering when this was all going to end. The next 
day we flew back to Pleiku. Then we trucked back to An Khe. 
Everyone 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 1st Bat­
talion at X-ray, who had won on the ground. As bad a bloody­
ing as we rook, however, the morale was incredible. When 
I 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 combat and we'd survived. We had kicked ass. 
We'd busted PAVN's best. 

Vietnam: How do you compare X-ray and Albany? 
Gwin: l was at both X-ray and Albany. X-ray was a well­

run operation. Albany was a debacle, but only because of the 
exigencies. I saw no cowardliness at Albany. In retrospect, I 
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 ].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: 
E:cposition Press, 1968). 




