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ATR CAVALRY DIVISION HISTORY RELATE

LE;ticle by Phuong Hong: "Road to Defeat of the American Air Cavalry'; Hanol,
Juon Doi Nhan Dan, Victnamese, 25 and 26 November 1968, p_2/

PART I

More tuan three years ago, on 11 September 1965, the favorite son of
U.5. Secretary of War MacNamara, the First Air Mobile Divislon noisily invaded
the coast of Quy Nhon, South Vietnam. This landing the Pentagon said was "the
most important and greatest in U,S, troops and equipment ever carrled out."
Commanding the division was two-star general Kina, a participant of the Rorm-
andy landing on 5 June 1944 and a full colonel at age 24, The American gen-
erals exhausted all speech to advertise this division. They boasted that
"here is the newest invention, relying on the concept of mobility, absolute
troop concentration, which can carry out every trype of operation.' They
flattered, "its most superior capability is that it can carry out the mission
of a large reaction force in the highlands and jungles." To put on a show of
realism, the 16,500 officers and men of this division on their way across the
Atlantic Ocean and through the Suez Canal, dyed all their uniforus a new colw
or: green. Since then, after nearly 1,200 challenging days on the battlefield
of South Vietnam, what "combat accomplishments" have been recorded by this
American aggrescor division "with the capability to make the most unexpected
combat exploits?"

FIRST ADVERSITY

The first battle in which the '"air cavalry" division clashed with the
“strange Viet Cong" was at Thuan Ninh on 18 September 1965, only a week after
tine landing on the quy Nhon coast. With one foot still wet and one dry on
the battlefield, it was throvn in to rescue a group of U,5, paratroopers,
However, at Thuan Ninh, the reacuer was struck and routed, 200 "air cavalry-
men" and paratroopers wore killed, ten brand new "Chinook flying cranes™ were
destroyed, and 30 other aircraft were spotted with bullet holes.

These were not the first soldiers of the "air cavarly" to meet an un-

fortunate fate in Vietnsm. One month before, on 17 August, a major in the
forward station of this Division was felled by a rcund from a guerrilla sniper.
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On 10 October, General Westmoreland ordered 6,000 "air cavalrymen" to
La Tinh stream to JoiJ1pnppgt, troops in initiating a coordinated sweep in an
attempt to make a superb combat explolt to obliterate the Thuan MNinh incident.
However, an additional 383 "air cavalry" officers and men were killed and 17
"Chinooks" were downed the battle, On 14 October the "“air cavalry" brigade
was compelled to retreat in disgrace, Forwarding the news on this battle,
many Nestern news agencies observed, "The division organized by Mr. MacNMamara
on a concept of absolute mobility by air does not have the foct mobility of
the guerrilla forces in the Jungles of Vietnam."

Inzediately after the Thuan Ninh battle, French public opinion was
sharply critical of the "air cavalry™ division: "The American army has had
to pay a dear price for their newest military innovation." (AFP, 19 May 1965)

HEAVY IOSSES IN THE WESTERN HIGHLANDS

After being whipped in the La Tinh stream area, the First "Air Cavalry"
Division dared not aggrescively dash forth again, instead hesitated and waited
for a favorable position before it Jumped. Throughout an entire week from 19
to 25 October 1965, the Puppet speclal forces camp at Pleime was periously
surrounded by the "air cavalry" statlioned at An Khe remained reticent. Only
wien the Puppets had lost over 1,000 men and two battalions did they 3lowly
gend a number of artillery pleces to aild Pleime, Only on the mornin, of 26
October, supposiag that the Liberation Army had tired, did they really send
troops to surround and block the roads. However, in the first battle that
day, 130 Auerican and Puppet soldiers were killed and wounded on the slopes
of Pleime Hountain., In the battles imzediately following, the "air cavalry"
was beaten unexnectedly in every one. On 1 November nearly 10C men were
killed or wounded; on 6 November two companies were uannihilated,

Captain Richardson, a survivor of Plelme, related in a panlc~stricken
manner, "It was truly strange. The rows of ghostly trees continuously opened
firve at us., The Viet Cong in the rows of trees and fields of grass could not
be Spotted and the danger was extreme,"

The "alr cavalry" passively landed on the foot of Chu Pong Mountain and
catered the Ia Drang Valley. The results were even more tragic. Concerning
the Ia Drang battle, a 0,3, millitary spokesman admitted, "In this battle the
air cavalry division suffered the heaviest casualties of any American unit in
the Victnamese war," The Chu Pong battle was described by an American UPI
correspondent, 'Besides the dead, there were a great many wounded in the Chuy
Pon; vattle; tiey lie almlescly walting for transportation to the hospitals
of rleiku and other important centers, They lie in pain with uniforus ripped
to shreds, dizzy from six continuous hours of fighting, Captain Hanmore, a
commanding officer, said with tears flowing down his face, "Ihis battle has
truly touched ae,*

Faced with the distressing condition o the "air cavalry," on 19 Novem-

ber General Westmorelaad was forced to send an airbcrne resiment to Chu Fong
to rescue the situatica. According to AFP and UrI, at a news conference on
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20 November in Saigon, with a slightly trembling voilce, General Westmoreland,
Commander of the American Expeditionary Army in Vietnam, admitted that the
U.S. mobile troops in the Pleime area had suffered heavy casualties,

The Pleime, Chu Pong, and Ia Drang battles put out of action 1,700 "air
cavalrymen" aleong with 44 of their hellcopters and 88 armored vehlcles,

BOGGED DOWN IN THE BINH DINH LOWLANDS

In order to stimulate the morale of his defeated soldiers, on New Yaar's
ve 1966, General Kina declared: the "air cavalry" will begin the Eactern year
of the horse by warning the superstitious guerrillas that "this year the horse
soldlers will win,"

Rowever, not even the "air cavalrymen" believed that. One of them con-
fessed, "In our opinion, when we win a battle, generally it does not mean that
we have killed many enemy but mainly that they have stopped shooting at us.®

After replacing a large number of soldiers due to "seriosus wounds, v
"malaria, cholera, and serious illnesses," a large part of the division was
forced to leave the central highland mountains and move to the lowlands, After
only a few days there, on 20 continuous days (from 27 January to 17 February
1966), nearly 2,000 men wers killed and more than 200 helicopters were shot
down 1n the Bong Son area (northern Binh Ddnh), “hile the troops were in
serll on thelr operations in the lowlands, on 20 February 1866, their largest
base at An Khe was struck a thunderous blow: 497 men were killed and 87 air-
craft were destroyed. 1In the spring of 1966, one of Westmoreland's spearheads
in the Binh Dinh area with the “air cavalry" as a nucleus was swmashed with
8,000 (including 5,000 "aipr cavalrymen") killed and 574 helicopters shot down
or damaged. The casualties and losses were 8o heavy that Bridadier Jeneral
Kina, the division commander, was yut out to nasture by Johnson amd Ceneral
florton arrived to replace him.

liowever, Norton could not change anything. Fifty days later during May,
on the steel sround of Hoal An and ¥inh Thaph in bBinh inh, he lost 1,000 of
his soldiers, =

Dince then, the greatest portion of the "most modernly egulpped and most
rapld adr mobile army" has been gradually forced to abandon 1its "search and
destroy" mission to join the Puppets in guarding the "pacification" nmlusion,
acting as watchdogs for the lowlands and coast of BEinh Dinh, This was a
distressing matter to Westmorelsnd in the second "dry eeason." The conclusion
was that they could not “pacify" anything but were painfully struck instead.
In the month of Junuwry 1966 aloue, in loai An District 1,320 "air cavarymen”
were lkillled before the gun muzzles and wonderful mines of the jeople's liver-
ation armed forces, “When they made a large sweep such as at lLoc Gians on 17
Jecorbor, one battalion and two companles were wiped out. When they stationed
an eatire brigade at Xuan Son village, at midnight ou 26 Decenber 1966, two
battallons and one vlatoon wers put out of action in 123 aminutes.
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Article 76: The rules pertaining to different cases and types of
detachments, the assignr.ent's duration, and ways by thich the arent is
integrated into the det:chment corps and reintegrate into his original
corps shall correspond :o the regulations applicable tc government emplovees.

Chapter ITI: Special Assigmnent

Article 77: An agent detached from the ranks of natiocnal securitv
forces shall be considered on special assignment if he occupies a position
with either an international agency or a povernment arency or opublic enter-
prisa which does not entitle him to the retirement with oomsion accorded
employeas governed by the present statute, Ee may, upon "is own request,
be allowed to continue serving with the same agency or enterprise,

In this capacity a national security employee shall not be entitled
to exercise his rights of promotion or retirement with pension.

A national security employee on special assignment shall be sub ject
to the statutory and pension system governing the office he holds.

The conditions governing his release from the ranks and reintegration
into his oripinal corps shall be the same as those prescribed for other
govarnment employees.

Chapter IV: Temporary Retirement

Article 78: A national security employee shall be considered in
temporary retirement when by suspending his activitlies in his original
corps or occupation he is no longer entitled to promotion or pension.

An agent shall be put in temporary retirement either by his own request
or by request of the service, Moreover, there shall be a special temporary
retirement for female employees and shall correspond to that applicable to
female government employees,

Article 79: The cases in which temporary retirement shall be
possible, its duration as well as the conditions for reintegration of persons
concarned when the retirement period expires shall be prescribed by rules
applicable to other goverrment employees.

A national security agent who has been put on temporary retirement
and who at the time of his reintegration refuses the post assigned him,
shall be subject to discharge from the ranks by recommendation of the Board
of Discipline.

Chapter V: Service with the Colors

Article 80: A national security employes doing his compulsory

military service shall be placed in a speclal category called "service with
the colors."
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suffering heavy casualties, and disastrously exhausted, Vestmoreland was
forced to roar, "All forces must glve priority to the reoccupatlon of Hue;"
deneral Thompson, commander of the “air cavalry" still rejected that demand
with the reason that, YEven in the division command post at Dong Lam, the
shortage sltuation has become one of most imminent peril. The number of ar-
- tillery rounds used for harrassing fire has been reduced. Daily the division
uses 115,000 gallons of gasoline (1 gallon is equal to 3.7 liters) and nmany
times there are only 700 gallons,"

Hot only did the "air cavelry" division nct have troops to resuce Hue
but mainly because of the means and materials meded for the mobility of this
"most modernly equlpped" division, it was struck heavily by the Liberation
Army. The American generals thought that by utilizing helicopters, they could
"attain an unprzcedented surprise and mobility factor® but vhen only their
source of gasoline was cut off, this entire division with a miszsion of “fight-
ing fire" was paralyzed, setanding helplessly to watch their comrades being
consuised by the fire of people's war and beconing burned themseclves,

NFLYING HORSE"™ BECOME3S CRIPPLED HORSE

Imuedintely following the "sky fire" calamity in Hue, the American
parines fell inlo the awful circumstance of having more than 6,000 men de-
tained in the "hell fire" of Khe Sanh, They called for help to the last but
the American "air cavalry" troops stlll had not regained the normalcy to fly
on the mission of rescue, Only at the end of April did the "air cavarly"
dare to follow a l'uppet airborne battle group gradually "crawling" to Khe
Jarh. This operation, in which American generals Cushman and Rosson plaoced
many honjes, bore the name "Flying Horse" /Pegasus/ and was ained at broaking
the selge of Khe Sanh base, However, the groups of most rodern helicopters
painted with a hurse head as a totally ostentatious inwsignia, zlowly tiptocd
alony oute 9, They had to both move and to resist the bloclkiing fire net and
ambush positlons of the liberatlon armed forces, OStepplng through a door of
the Khe Sanh base perimeter, Thompson hurriedly reported to upper echelons,
"The selge of Kho 3anh has been broken!™ At that time, the Mair cavalry®
was 5%11l suffering such lieavy blows that, only a few days later, they had
to swiftly flee despite the fact the American marines were being gradually
it1lled and exhausted by the enclrclement. The strange "flying hoursce" becane
additionally lame, Route 9 was still cut, and the American "Lkell' in Khe Sanh
returnad to t.l.e situation of a solitary island in a sea of succeusive attack
by the Liberation Army. Withdrawing to his base, Zeneral Thompson sighed,
“"That was truly a fearful operation!"®

A SHAU, DONG LAM, "DARK AWD MISERABLEY DAYS

Panic-gtricken and confusingly earrying out the so-called "long distant
blocking of an enemy attack on Hue," General Westmoreland threw the "air cav-
alry" into the 1 Jkhau Valley. Accompanylng the First “Air Cavalry!" Divizsion
Wil cae American 101st Airborne, This unit had also been equipired to form a
type of new "air cavalry" unit and also suffersd lLeary continuous blows,
ferhaps the American ccammanders hoped that through tais '"far leaping" operation,
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the First "Air Cavalry" could save part of its "prestige.” However, unex-
pectedly on the very first day of 19 April, before the ready apd devnloyed
fire net of tho Liberation Army, the American air moblle troops wore dealt

a dizzying blow: 34 hellcopters were downed in the battle and more than 300
"air cavalrymen" were killed, Three-star General Rosson, commander of the
vrovisional Corps, and in direct command of the operation, panic-strickenly
cried, "I have never lost such a large number of helicopnters. Up to the
present time, this is the hottest spot we have ever entered.,” Commenting on
this incident, the Bnglish newsa agency Heuters stated, "This is the blackest
day in the history of the air cavalry division since it arrived in Vietnam
during Scptember of 1965.%

However, there was not only one day but a whole string orf continuously
black days for them, Although only Stating part of the truth, the tnglish
correspondents transmitted the news that "By 29 Aprill, at least 50 helicoptera
and two heavy transport Ci130 aircraft were shot down by the Viet Cong.," T~
mediately afterwards, the operational bases, artillery emplacenents, and field
hellcopter nads of the First "Adr Cavalry" Division were struck coiitinuously
oy the Liberation Army. Faced with the new heavy losses of the "air cavalry,”
deneral Cushwman, commander of the American forces in the five northern prov-
inces, sat in Da Mang and trickily hedged with half-truths, "ie may leave
tirat place (the A Shau Valley) and we also may stay." -However, they did not
dare remain, On 15 Kay, after losing more than 2,000 men and nearly 200
heliconters, the First "Air Cavalry" abandoned A Shau in a disorderly manner
and returned to its base, However, only five days later on the night of 20-21
Eay, the Liberation Army attacked, dealirg them a heavy ULlow rignt in their
lair at Dong Lam, More than 150 aircraft were destroyed and many fuel dumps,
ammunition dumvs, znd barracks burned furiously for eizht continuous hours,

Thus, in a space of 31 days (from 19 April to 20 May 1963), nearly 350
helicopters of the “air cavalry" were finished, four-fifths of all t.e air-
cral’t in the division's table of organization. Adnce then, Thomperon is not
meen taking hils troops to "fight fire" in the Tri-Thien area anymore, They
think these are “extremely dangerous tasks," dearly all of the sctivitics of
Lhls wobile Livision were only round sud round the base to quuard itself in
srder to roflt and reorganize its ranks.,

PRESEHNTLY BREAKING WINGS IN THE DANGLROUS TAY NINH JUNGLE

Durdng the last days of October and the first part of Noveuber, the
First "Alr ZTavalry" Division was suddently directed in one shot by General
"Honest" Abrams from the far north to the far south of the bhattlefield. The
Aicrican command confessed their passive defense situation: "The transfer of
the First "Air Cavalry" Division from Tri-Thien to the northwestern Saigon
area is ajwed at cozing with the commnist troops in the three provinces with
the nmost serious situation: Tay dinh, Binh Long, aud Thuoc Long." The "troo-
ical lightaing" division was routod in Tay Finh; huncreds of American battol-
louns were scatiered in zircle upon circle but Saljgon was still fear fully threat-
ened. Ab.ans therefore was forced to foolhardily puill the First "Aip Savalry"
rom the Lot aroa of the north to have additional tryops in the South, ‘This
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was a troop tronsfer without truupets and drums, Only ~fter 10 :iays did
Abvraus dare to publicly anpounce the news, They imzjined that with tuls
stoalthy move, they would at least win a few moments of surprice qud aveid
being struck,

However, in the very first days the dengercus Doy ddnh juncle "prected®
the Amcrlcun "air cavalry" in a fadrly "appropriate" cuuaner,.

On 6 Hoveamber (wiile the Americans were still Liding the news of the
transfer), in their first clash with tho local troops of Tay Ninh at Suoi Iigo
nstream, 180 Mair cavalrymen" were killed {including one captain), Only on
the following worninz did they dare to pick up the bodies and tiey lost an
sdditional platoon with three hellcopters shot down om the spot.

Cn the following days, their units dared not grope out of their forti-
flcations, remalning motionless within the bases., However, on the nisht of
13-14 Hovember, the Tay Ninh Libveration Army, manifesting thcir slorious
momentum of victory, attacked their base at Soe¢ Con Trang. Althouzgh there
were uany blockhouses of reinforced concrete, many rows of armored vehicles,
and covering barbed wire, both the "air cavalry" command post and a company
were destroyed,

Two dzys later on the morming of 16 November, an "air cavalry' battal-
iton =z=tationed northesast of Thien Hgon was struck a thuuderous blow. After
50 minutes of weali resistance, this entire battalion was wiped out.

Thug, in only their first ten days (from 6 to 16 fovember) in the
zZastorn Nembo area, one base comwand post, one battalion, four companies,
and two platoons of tihe First "Air Cavalry" Division were dastroyed by the
ermy and people of Tay linh and 28 alrcraft were also swmashed to bits,

Pay dinh therefore has begun to break the wings of the IMi-st Mair Cav-
alry!™

This Awserican mobile unit originglly formed for "lightning attack" is
precsently bein; torn into small pieces to carry out a defeusive .uis-ion over
a widesprood position filled with danger, with their wost modern heliconters,
tiey become mauyfllies flyimz into the glorious fiery lzod of mastern Hawabo which
had a2ilready incinerated the Junction City Operation and burned the aAmerican
Wiropical lizhtning;” troons, a road section of thelr coming Tate wihich can be
no di:ferent,
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