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THE REAL HEROES 

( The need for air mobility at the beginning of the Vietnam War seemed to catch the 
~y by surprise and unprepared.) Before the 11 th Air Assault Division was up to full 
speed and renamed the First Cavalry Division it became apparent to everyone there were 
not enough helicopter pilots in the Army. Once again, as with previous wars, the 
standing Army needed reinforcement by the civilian community. From 1966 on, they 
scrambled to fill the aircraft seats by training hundreds of new pilots and transitioning 
fixed wing pilots into helicopters. Some of the old fixed wing pilots never fully adapted 
to helicopters and were more of an addition to the problem than a solution. The Aviation 
Branch did not exist before Viet Nam, and it was not unusual for the other branches to 
regard aviator wings in the same category as paratrooper or pathfinder badges. It was 
common to differentiate between pilot and aviator, downplaying the need for professional 
piloting skills. The Army was overrun with Majors and Lieutenant Colonels who valued 
a subordinate officer' s ability to produce a staff study of minutiae and pounds of 
enclosures over his flying ability. Hundreds of helicopter pilots were produced who 
were marginally trained to enter IFR flight conditions even though it was well known 
they would be flying in Viet Nam, at night, and during bad weather. At the same time, 
Army aviation ranks were filled with a new breed of idealistic young aviators anxious to 
prove their worth. These were the pilots who flew nearly all of the combat missions 
during the war. Even though the young warrant officer contributions are well known, 
many people have not snapped to their significance. 

If you don't live in a cave, by now you have surely heard a Vietnam veteran tell at 
least one war story. My friends and relatives have had to suffer through several of my 
stories many times. If the story you hear is true, and involved a major action, I guarantee 
it had a helicopter included somewhere. Read the citations for the Special Forces Medal 
of Honor winners. Nearly all discuss a hovering helicopter and other helicopter 
activities. If the Special Forces personnel were extracted from a "Hot" pick up zone, you 
intuitively know there were pilots, a gunner, and a crew chief at the same location. I 
know the men in these thin aluminum skin aircraft were more exposed to danger than the 
troops on the ground yet to often they went unrecognized for their courage. Some ground 
commanders did not seem to notice, if the troops are pinned down by enemy fire, it is 
extremely hazardous to land and take off a helicopter from the same area. These 
vulnerable helicopters were invariably flown by young warrant officers or junior 
com any grade officers probably on their first assignment after flight traini The 
pilots, if t ey are honest, wt te you e mos va ua e and bravest men on the aircraft 
were their gunners and crew chiefs. It was common for these men in the door to face, 
just a few feet away, a determined enemy on the ground. Their courage, reaction time, 
and skill with the M-60 machine guns, made the total difference between success and 
failure of many operations. The HUEYS offered the crew little protection from the 
incoming bullets. Unfortunately, the awards program did not reflect the facts of the 
missions. Most decorations handed out during the Vietnam conflict, and probably other 
wars, were a reflection of the talents, or la of the writer and rank of the 
recipient. am not jealous because o my lack of medals. I received two 1stmgu1 
Flymg rosses, a Bronze Star and 29 Air Medals, which is probably common for captains 
with similar missions and flight hours. If anyone flies enough hours and missions in an 



intense combat environment the odds are they will eventually be exposed to a significant 
event. How they handle the situation and how they are observed will determine if they 
are recommended for an award. In retrospect, I feel I shortchanged the rest of the Raider 
and Gangbuster flight crews who deserved much more than they received. I was overly 
influenced by outside pressure claiming the extra risks were our jobs and we were not to 
discuss any part of the secret missions. As the senior aviator I should have put forth more 
effort and followed through to ensure they received the medals. 

My parents also taught me early on I shouldn' t expect life to be fair. It is just I have 
always thought the MQng peap_k during the Vietnam War received the valor awards. It 
certainly was true, officers, and the more senior the better, had a leg up on the junior 
people for receiving medals. It had little to do with the events that prompted the 
recommendations for the awards. Listening to George Bush and John Kerry compare 
their military experiences and Kerry ' s medals during the 2004 presidential campaign was 
a lot like going to a turtle race. There may be a winner, but I am accustomed to 
racehorses, and if you are into racehorses, you don't really care which turtle won. During 
that campaign, Oliver North added fuel to the fire talking about his own hero badges and 
Purple Hearts from Viet Nam. North did remind me of how unfairly the medals were 
handed out during my tour. In the aviation community the awards were so unevenly 
distributed that it was almost laughable and in fact most of the junior pilots did ridicule 
the presentations at the awards ceremonies. The most outrageous, or maybe pathetic, are 
the awards received that were really earned by someone else. Occasionally there was 
even a conspiracy between writers and recipients for fictitious awards. Those "you do 
me and I will do you awards". The shallow recipients took advantage of their positions 
and to this day act like the medals were earned and deserved. The situations and actions 
in the write ups for the citations often are not recognizable to other people who were 
there. Even the Special Forces community was not immune to fake awards. In 1967 a 
group of SF staff and senior officers made a phony "Combat Jump" in an area secured by 
B-56 Detachment solely to get a battle star on their paratrooper wings. 

Most of the real heroes of the Vietnam War never received or sought any recognition. 
They were just common young men doing extraordinary things during difficult times. 
Some were drafted, but most of the people that I knew in the aviation community were 
volunteers. Many joined the Army with idealistic views about serving their country. 
Some were looking for excitement and others just wanted the opportunity to learn to fly. 
It isn't generally known that during the early years of the conflict most of the actual kills 
by the Huey gunships were by the unheralded door gunners. I'm not talking about 
estimates, body counts after the battle, or results of combined Air Force bombs and Army 
artillery. I'm referring to a Viet Cong or North Vietnamese soldier that was observed and 
confirmed dieing by a helicopter weapon. I am convinced the gunners and crew chiefs 
never received the recognition or medals they deserved, except for the Purple Hearts, and 
some even refused those if their injuries were minor. Compare these young men to 
higher ranking officers who got some very prestigious valor awards they didn' t earn. 

The exception to exaggerations was Air Medals were awarded by calculating the 
number of Combat Support or Combat Assault flight hours. Air Medals were legitimate 
most of the time. Even so, many non-aviation personnel took flights with no other 
purpose than to accumulate hours so they would be awarded the medal. As far as I am 
concerned they were just taking up space, and probably wasting helicopter flights and 



their time was technically "Passenger''. The worst story of medal abuse that I am 
suspicious was a grandstanding, non aviator major that allegedly received ten 
Distinguished Flying Crosses. I suspect his DFC' s were actually given long after any 
aviation people involved were around to see the accompanying citations. Anything is 
possible, and he may have deserved a valor award, but it requires a stretch to believe he 
met the criteria for a Distinguished Flying Cross that many times while flying as an 
observer. I would enjoy the opportunity to compare the aviators' and North Vietnamese 
versions of his battles. I am also suspicious of Aviation Commanding and Executive 
Officers who received only 6 Air Medals but managed to get 2 Distinguished Flying 
Crosses. How could that be possible when in the same unit there were warrant officer 
aviators and enlisted aircrew with 30 or 40 Air Medals and no awards for valor. It is 
intuitively obvious something is wrong with this picture. The warrant officer pilots flew 
on the same missions as the senior officers getting the Distinguished Flying Crosses. The 
last time I checked, being scared to death was not a basis for a valor award. If it were 
true, I would have dozens. Does it take more flying skill or courage to fly as the 
Commanding Officer on a combat assault? I think not. Nothing is harder than flying a 
tight formation on a ham handed, low helicopter flight time, old, former fixed wing pilot, 
who thinks he knows what he is doing. 

When the Gangbuster platoon of the 334th Armed Helicopter Company started 
supporting the Long Range Reconnaissance Patrols for Special Forces our flight crews 
were told (1) The really hairy stuff was "our job" so regardless of what happened, awards 
weren't justified, and (2) the mission was classified so we couldn't write about it. I know 
some of the people on our battalion staff who had to administer the awards program were 
just lazy and didn' t want to mess with us. Some of the staff officers I knew in the 145th 

Combat Aviation Battalion had flown for six months or so and opted out of flying for 
something safer and were just marking time. I learned after the war some of the "Highly 
Classified" missions allegedly preventing valor awards being recommended were only 
"CONFIDENTIAL." The Gangbuster crews knew just how bad the flights were, 
especially when pilots from the other platoons would fight tooth and nail to avoid flying 
Special Forces support missions with us. It became a point of pride for the Gangbusters 
to not write each other up for awards. B-36 and B-56 Detachments of 5th Special Forces 
Group submitted recommendations for the Gangbusters and the Raiders, including a 
Silver Star given to Warrant Officer Bruce Leach. I learned 37 years later all of the 
Gangbuster medals submitted were never issued. In hindsight, even those awards issued 
were "downgraded" compared to medals given for less hazardous actions involving 
support of conventional forces. To reinforce my thoughts unfairness was routine, a 
senior officer once suggested I receive the Silver Star because I was the flight leader in a 
mission when the Silver Star was awarded. I thought it was ridiculous but it was 
common thinking of the time and may still be. 

One event particularly underscores the absurdity of how medals were given out. After 
I was flying gun ships with the Raider Platoon we were assigned an observer to fly a 
night Fire Fly mission. He was a full colonel from II Field Forces staff and flew one of 
three scheduled missions in the High/Command and Control ship. I thought he would 
also fly one mission in the Light ship and one in the Low ship. I was surprised when a 
slick picked him up from the airfield at Due Hoa and took him back home while we were 
refueling from the first mission. For the most part he was arrogant, pompous and 



disinterested in what we were doing. Since he flew one third of the night's missions and 
the night was uneventful and I could see little point in him ever having been there. A few 
days later I received a message from a staff officer at II Field Forces saying I needed to 
write up Colonel D ..... for his Distinguished Flying Cross. Hell would freeze over first . 
He probably got his DFC before he left Viet Nam but my name won't be anywhere 
associated with it. 

Most of the true heroes of the Viet Nam war are now in their 50' s and 60' s. In 
contrast to veterans or both earlier and later wars, these young men returned to an 
unappreciative and often hostile nation. There is a good chance they were called "Baby 
Killers", were heckled, abused, or even had eggs thrown at them if they wore their 
uniforms while traveling. It seemed so unfair since they felt they had served their 
country well and had done the right things while they were in Vietnam. History seems to 
have ignored significant warrant officer contributions. Even the Vietnam Mai Lai 
atrocities in 1968 were stopped by an Army warrant officer aviator. In spite of all this ( or 
maybe because of), years later they still remain loyal to their friends and miss the 
camaraderie with those they shared time in harm' s way. They are grateful for those ofus 
who made it home safely. The best of the neglected haven' t complained and with silent 
pride have fit back into a society excessively influenced by the "Word People" of the 
media. They are my heroes. They never lost a battle. They also never lost their war. 
Someone else just gave it away. 

When you meet a Vietnam veteran it is almost impossible to tell who did their share 
from those who were just along for the ride. You can't tell a thousand hour gunner on a 
gunship from a clerk on the battalion staff. That is one reason when I see an aviator with 
a chest full of ribbons; the first thing I do is count the Air Medals. 


