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AIR CAVALRY DIVISION HISTORY RELAl'ED 

article by Phuone; Hong: "Road to Defeat of the American Air Cavalry"; Hanoi, 
';;'uan Doi Hhan Dan, Vi0tnamese, 25 and 26 November 1968, p-1J 

PART I 

More than three years ago, on 11 September 1955, the favorite son of 
U.S. Secretary of 'liar MacNamara, the First Air Mobile Division noisily invaded 
the coast of Quy !!han, South Vietnam. This landing the Pentagon said was "the 
most important and greatest in U.S. troops and equipment ever carried out." 
Commanding the division was two-star general Kina, a participant of the Norm­
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." 1'0 put on a show of 
realism, the 15,500 officers and men of this division on their way acroSs the 
Atlantic Ocean and through the Suez Canal, dyed all their uniforms a new col­
or: green. Since then, after nearly 1,200 challen6ing days on the battlefield 
of South Vietnam, what "combat accomplishments" have been recorded by this 
American a,Sgrescor division "with the capability to make the most unexpected 
combat exploits?" 

FIRST ADVERSITY 

'rha first battle in which the "air cavalry" division clashed with the 
"Gtrange Viet Cong" was at ':r:huan Ninh on 18 September 1955, only a week after 
tile 1 ;lllding on the Q.uy !!hon coast. With one foot still wet and one dry on 
the battlefield, it was throym in to rescue a group of U.S. paratroopers. 
However, at 'fhuan Ninh, the rescuer was struck. and routed, 200 "air cavalry­
menn and paratroopers were k111ed t ten brand new "Chinook. flyine cranes" were 
destroyed, and 50 other aircraft were spotted with bullet holes. 

l'hese were not the first soldiers of the "air cavarly" to meet an un­
fortunate fate in Vietnam. One month before, on 17 August, a major in the 
forward station of th!s Division was felled by a round from a guerrilla sniper. 
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On 10 October, General Westmoreland ordered 6,000 "a:l..r cavalrymen" to 
La l'inh stream to join puppet, troops in initiating a coordinated sweep in un 
attempt to make a superb combat exploit to obliterate the Thuan Ninh incident. 
However, an additional 383 "a:l..r cavalry" officers and men were killed and 17 
"Chinooks" were downed the battle. On 14 October the "a:l..r cavalry" brigade 
was compelled to retreat in disgrace. Forwarding the news on this battle, 
many'Yestern news agencies observed, "The division organized by Mr. MacNamara 
on a concept of absolute mobility by a:l..r does not have the foct mobility of 
the guerrilla forces in the jungles of Vietna!ll." 

Immedi',tely after the Thuan Ninh battle, French public opinion was 
sharply critical of the "a:l..r cavalry" division: "The American army has had 
to pay a dear price for their newest military innovation." (AFP, 19 Hay 1965) 

HEAVY LOSSES IN THE WESTERN HIGHLANDS 

After being wlllpped in the La Tinh stream area, the First "Air Cavalry" 
Division dared not aggressively dash forth aga:l..n, instead hesitated and waited 
for a favorable position before it jumped. Throughout an entire week from 19 
to 25 October 1965, the Puppet special forces camp at Pleime was periously 
surrounded by the "a:l..r cavalry" stationed at An Khe remained reticent. Only 
wlwn tile Puppets had lost over 1,000 men and two battalions did they slowly 
send a nUlllber of artillery pieces to a:l..d Pleime. Only on the I:lOrnin,; of 26 
October, supposi!lG that the Liberation Army had tired, did they really send 
troops to surround and block the roads. Howover, in the first battle that 
day, 130 American and Puppet soldiers were killed and wounded on the slopes 
of Pleime Hountain. In the battles immediately following, the "air cavalry" 
was beaten unexl'8ctedly in everyone. On I Novemper nearly 100 men were 
killed or wounded; on 6 llovember two companies were annihilated. 

Capta:l..n Richardson, a surVivor of Pleime, related in a panic-stricken 
ma!1ner, lilt was truly strange. The rows of ghostly trees continuously opened 
fire at us. The Viet Cong in the rowa of treeG and fields 0 f grass could not 
be Gpotted and the danger was extreme." 

'l'he "ail' cavalry" passively landed on the foot of Chu Pone Moun ta:l..n and 
catered the Ia Drang Valley. The results were even more tragic. Co"cerning 
the Ie. DrallG battle, a U.S. military spokesman admitted, "In this battle the 
cur cavalry diVision suffered the heaViest casualties of any l~erican unit in 
the Vietnamese Vlar." The Chu Pong battle Vias described by an American UPI 
correspondent, IlBesides the dead, there were a great many wounded in the Chu 
'Pon.:; battle; tiley lie a1.mlesGly waiting for transportation to the hospitals 
of i-'leil(u and other important centers. They lie in p;::d.n with uniforms ripped 
to shreds, dizzy from six continuous hours of fighting. Capta:l..n Hanmore, a 
comlJandinc; officer, aa:l..d with tears flowing down his faco, "'lhis battle hao 
trul.Y touched ;ne. If 

Faced wi th the d:ls tressin.; eondi tion 0 the II ai r cavalry, tI on 1 9 Novem­
ber Genoral:/estmorela,1d was forced to Bend an B.1rb'rne reGiment to Chu Pong 
to rescue the D:!..tuat1cn. According to AFP and UPI, at a news conference on 
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20 November in Saigon, with a slightly trembling voice, General Ne3tmor"l<lJld, 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 Ie Drang battles put out of action 1,700 "rUr cavalrymen" along with 44 of their helicopters and 88 armored vehicles. 

BOGGED DOWN IN mE BINH DIUB LOWLAlIDS 

In order to stimulate the morale of his defeated soldiers, on New Year'" llve 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 soldiers will win." 

However, not eV"n the "air cavalrymen" believed that. One of them con­fessed, If 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 rBl}lD-cing a large number 0 f Soldiers due to "serious wounds," "malaria, cholera, and serious illnesses, II a large part 0 f tlle division Vias forced to leave the central highland mountains and move to the lowlQnds. After only a few days there, on 20 continuous days (from 27 January to 17 FebruD-ry 1966), nearly 2,000 men were killed and more than 200 helicopters were shot clown in the Bone Son area (northern Binh Dinh). While the troop" were in :}eril on their operatio"s in the lowlands, on 20 February 1966, their large3t base at An Khe was struck a thunderous blow: 497 men were killed and 97 air­craft were destroyed. In the spring of 1966, one of Wectmoreland's cpe3rhcnds in the .B1nh lJinh area with the uair cavalry" as a nucleus was ci::,a.shfjd '.vi th 9,000 (includin,; 5,000 "air cavalrymen") killed and <;74 helicopters ~hot down or da'l1aced. 'l"ue casualties and losses were 80 heavy that Bridadier ~jenera1 Kina, th<:: diviSion COf4lIlander, was .Jut out to .:.'1asture by Johnson atld General ii:)rton arri v8d to relJlace him. 

iIO· .. J8Ver, r~o~'ton could not change anything. Fifty days later durinG Hay, on the steel ::;round of Boai An and Yinh Thanh in Binh llinh, he lost 1,000 of hiS soldie!~s • 

.'Jince then, the ,:;reatest portion of the "most modernly equip!?ed and most rapid air mobile army" has been gradually forced to abandon its "search and destroy" mis'3ion to join the Puppets in guarding the "pacification" u1,;8ion, actinG au watchdogs for the lowlands and coast of Binh Dinh. This was a distro.Gs1:nz matter to Westmoreland in the second IIdry season. II The conclusion 
','0.3 that they could not Itpacify" anythinG but were lJ3.infully struck instead. In tllc month of J.:.U1uury 1966 alone, in Iloa! An Dit.>trict 1,320 "air c5.varytJen l1 
\'/cre leilled before the cun muzzles and wonderful mines of the )cople'a libe.:c­'.ltiou ar,:led forceD. ':;hen they made a large sweep such as at Loe Gi<3.l!0' on 17 1JcculJ!.uor, oue oattalion aad two compani.es were wiped out. ~[Jhen they ntationod = entire brigade at XU1l1 Bon village, at midni.,ht Oll 26 December 1966, two battoJ.ionG and one ,:>lat<)on were put out of action in 13 minutes. 
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Article 76: The rules pertaining to differenl cases and types of 
detachments, the assignr.ent's duration, and ways by 'hich the al'ant is 
integrated into the det'<chment corps and reintegrate', into his oril'inal 
corps shall ·correspond ~o the regulations applicable tc I'overnment employees. 

Chapter III: Special Assig~ ent 

Article 77: An agent detached from the ranks of national securitv 
forces shall be considered on special assign.'I\ent if he occupiAS .. position 
wi th ei thAr an international agency or a government al'enc:,! 0,. public enter_ 
prise which does not entitle him to the retirement with """sion accorded 
employees [yoverned by the present statute. He may, upon ".s own request, 
be allowed to continue serving with the same a~ency or enterorise. 

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 subject 
to the statutory and pension system governing the office he holds. 

The conditions governing his release from the ranks and reintel'ration 
into his original corps shall be the same as those prescribed for other 
government employees. 

Chapter IV: Temporary Retirement 

Article 78: A national security employee shall be considered in 
temporary retirement when by suspending his activities in his ori~inal 
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 t81llporary retirement shall be 
pOSSible, its duration as well as the conditions for reintegration of persons 
concerned when the retirement period expires shall be prescribed by rules 
applicable to other government 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 employee doing his compulsory 
mili tary service shall be placed in a speCial category called "service with 
the colors." 
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Buffering heavy casualties, and disastrously exhausted, Westmoreland waG 
forced to roar, "All forces must give priority to the reoccupation of Hue;" 
General Thompson, commander 0 f the "air cavalry" still rej ected that demand 
with the reason that, "Even in the division command post at Dong Lam, "ehe 
shortage situation 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 sallons of gasoline (1 gallon is e'lual to 3.7 liters) and many 
times there are only 700 gallons." 

Not only did the "air cavalry" division not have troops to resuce Hue 
but mainly because of the means and materials meded for the mobility of this 
"most modernly equipped" division, it was struck heavily by the Liberation 
Army. The American Generals thought that by utilizing helicopters, they could 
..... ttain an unprecedented surprise and mobility f ... ctor" but ,chen only their 
source of .saDoline was cut off, this entire division vlith D. miGoion of lfriGht­
ing fire" was p3.ralyzed, standing helplessly to w:.ltch their comrades being 
consu,,;ed by the fire of people's war and becoming burned themselves. 

"FLYING HORSE" BEGOHES CRIPPLED HORSE 

Im:.;edic.tely following the "sky fire" calamity in Hue, the AlJerican 
marines fell into the awful circu~stance of having more than 6,000 men de­
tained in the "hell fire" 0 f Khe Snuh. The,. called for help to the last but 
the Araerican "air cavalry" troops still 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 PU"Jpct airborne battle sroup gradually "crawlinG" to Khe 
:3arJl. 'fhiL> ol}erat1on, in which American G!illeralLCushrnan and. HOGGan plcJ,ced 
many ho}es, bora the name IIFlying Horse" [gegasYE/ 8.nd ",'12,$ o.ir.'led at "br0akint; 
"i:.:r-... e scige 0; Khe Sanh base. However, the groups of most ::::!odern helicol.Jters 
painted ·~vi th a hurse head as a totally ostentatious inDignia, slowly tiptoed 
along :.{oute 9. '.rhey had to both move and to :."'esist the ;Jloch:inc fire net <..tlld 
ambush pOSitions of the liberation armed forces. Stepping throuL,';h a door of 
the Khe Sa'1il baBe perimeter, Thompson hurriedl: reported to uppor ecl101ons, 
"'1'110 seice of Kho 3anh has been broken!" At that time, the "air cavalry" 
'lias still suff-crin.; such heavy blows tbat, only a few days later, they had 
to swiftly flee despite the fact the Aroerican marines were being Gro.dually 
1(111ed and exho.uuted by the encirclement. 'The strange "flying hours en beCD.L:e 
additionally lame, Houte 9 ViaS still cut, and the American "hell" in Khe Sanh 
returned to t:~e 3:i..tuation of a solitary island in a sea of succe:~sive attQcl~ 
by the Liberation Army. Wi thdrawint; to his base, Cleneral Thompson siGhed, 
u;rhat "vas truly <J.. fearful o}}eration!t1 

A Sl!AU, llOiiG LAH, "DARK AND HISERABLB" DAYS 

Panic-stricken and confusingly c.ar,rying out the so-called IIlons distant 
~)lockin3 of un 0nemy attack on Hue," General Westmoreland threw the 1t.'Jir cav­
alryu into the ";,. .;hou '/a1ley. Accompanying the First nAir Cav.:l.lry" ;)iv-l:..:;ion 
-,':Ll..:;' .... :le American lOlst Airborne. This unit had aloo been equi)~)od to form a 
typ~ of new nair cavalrylt unit and also suffered IJenry continuous blows. 
i?erho.)s t~le American ccmmanders hoped that through tllic !lfar leapincll operation, 
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the First !lAir Cavalry It could save part of its "prestige." Hav/ever, unex­pectodly on the vory first day of 19 A:>ril, before the ready and dCl'loyed fire net of tho Liberation Army, tI,e American air. mobile troops wore dealt " dizzying blow: 34 helicopters were downed in the battle and more than 300 "air cavalrymen" were killed. Three-star General Hasson, commander 0 f the Provisional COrlJ!3, and in direct command of the operation, panic-atrlckenly cried, "r have never lost such a large number of helico;lters. Up to the present time, this is the hottest spot we have ever entered." Commenting on thin inCident, the English news agency Reuters stated, "Thi.s is the blackent day in the history of the air cavalry division since it arrived in Vietnam durin;; S"ptembor of 1965." 

HoY/ever, thore Vias not only one day but a whole strint.:; of continuously black days for tllem. 1\1 though only Gtating part of the truth, the ·,:nglioh correspoJldentG tNmsmi tted the news that "By 29 April, at lO<1st 50 llGlicoptcrc and two heavy tranoport Cl30 aircraft wore shot down by the Viet ConG." Im­r.lcdiately aftorwards, the operational bases, artillery emplace;nents, and field helicopter :)ads 0 f the First "Air Cavalry" DiVision were struck continuously by the Lib"ration Army. Faced with the new heav,r 10::;oes of the "air cavalry," \loneral Cushman, commander of the American forces in the five northern prov­inces, sat in Da liang and trickily hedged with half-truths, "\'Ie "£q leave t:Cit l,lace (the A Shau Valley) and we also may stay." . However, t,leY did not dflre remain. On IS HIIJ", after lOSing more than 2,000 men and nearly 200 hE.:11co)tcrs, the First nAir Cavalry It , abandoned A Shau in a di8o:cderly manner and returned to its base. However, only five days later on the night of 20-21 Lay, the Liberation Army attacked, dealing them a heavy blow ;:oisht ~n their lair at Dong Lam. More than 150 aircraft were destroyed and r.'l<lIly fuel dumps, arnmuni tion dum1,~c, '::'ll1d barrackn burned furiously for eight continuOUi'; hours. 

1'hus, in " space of 31 days (fro", 19 April to 20 Hay 19G3), "e,u-ly 350 helicO;1tern of ~.;he Hair cavalry" were flni!3hed, four-fifths of 0.11 t:iC air­crD.;'t ill tL.c diviGion'n table of organization. Since t:lon, Tholllj).":.:Oll i::; not :.>0('11 tal'-.ill"'; ;1.i:.; traaI)£; to IIf1Ght fire ll in the rfri-'rhien '-U"ca an: .... ,:/orc. rhcy ~hinl~ these arl) II cx treL'1cly dangerouD taslts. u .i~enrly Gll of tIle ·.:.ct.~'Jitic;; of t.i:i:..; ;ilobtl,,! ' .. ,i.·'i"ion wore only round OOld round the base to (:uu ... -.,..·c Itself in ,ruo,- to r"f:L t a"d reorganize 1 ts ranks. 

Pl,.;SZli'l'LY IliiEAKliiG WINGS IN 'rnE DA.'IGlmOiIS TAY llINI! JUNciLE 

Durinc the last days of October and the first part of November, t!le F:L:,3t "Ai: Ga.\I',;J.ry" Division was euddentl;y directed in one Shot by General "Honest" Abrams trom the far north to the tar south of the battlefield. The A \cl·ican command confessed their passive defense 8i tuation: "~'he transfer 0 f the First "Air Cavalry" Division from Tri-Thien to the northwestern Saigon aroa is aimed at co:;>inS with the co_ost troops in the three provinces ,11th the most serious situation: 'ray i'Iinh, Binh Lollt;, ,:1:1d .?huoc Lone." The IItro,)_ ical liGhtnin;,:1I 1i vision was rout ,~'d in 'ray H1nh; hUlll reds 0 f AL10ricon 'bat"!:; :~l­iOi:ls ",lOre scattered in ~1rcle upon circle but Saigon WaG still fearfully threat­"Cled. Ab_·": .. G thorefore waS forced to foolhardily pu~l the nrst "Air Cav:llry" frm:l tho :10 t aI'OD. 0 f tl. e north to ha.ve addi t1ona.l tr-)o9s in tile .south. 'rhi::.> 
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':iaD a t::.~oop trc~l'.sfer ;';itllout tru!j~.pt:.:ts alld drums. Only :":It.er 10 .:lJ'.s d.id 
AbI'DJ,!s dare to publicly announce the new::..>. 'i1hey inH.'1.. . .,;i!J.cd th...-J..t ',ii tIl t!ll::.; 
:;toalthy movEI, they would at least ~'!in u row momenta of r.;urlll'ice :uJcl uvol.d 
br,in0 Dtruck. 

HowGv~Jr, iii tll0 v(.·ry first dU .. JiLJ tlic: dt"'ll~~orou:; i,l:J..'j' ;"~illh JUH,',le lt~~rcut(Ht\l 

~l~e Aii!(!I'ic.::.w. lIair cavalry" in a fairly lIa~)prOl)riatoll Li;.tI1IH~r. 

On 6 lIoV€anbcr (while the Americans Vfcre still Iddi.::~...; tl~e n(~WG ,.)f the 
transfer), in their first clash with tho local troops 0 f T~ Ninll at ouoi ngo 
Gtream, 180 "air c<J.!'.:l.lrymcnll were killed (i:lcluding one Cal)tain). Only on 
the folloVJillL, lcornlui::; did they dare to pick up the bouie.; and t:ley lor~t an 
uddi tionaJ. platoon with trJ'ee helicopters shot down on the Sj,ot. 

On the following days, their unita dared not grope out of their forti­
,;:"icationn, relilain:ing motionless wi thin the bases. However, on the ni.::;ht of 
13-14 November, the 'ray Ninh Liberation Arrrry, I1H1ll1festln{:; their ..;lorious 
momentum of victory, attacked tllcir base at Soc Con TranG. Althou~h there 
were ,.;3.l1y blockhouses of reinforced concl'ete, many row'G of ,lrr.-:ored vehicles, 
cmd cOVerill$ barbed wire, both the "air cavalrytl command post and a company 
wero destroyed. 

'.i'WQ d.:;.~>s later on the 1:lor1ti.n~ of 16 November, an Hair G'::tv.-.~lryll battal­
ion ztationed northea.st of 'llhien Ngon wa.s struck a thUll~~erou6 blow. After 
50 minutes of weak reai:3tance, this entire battalion waD wiped out. 

ThUG. in 0:11y t'luir first ten days (from 6 to 16 ;;OV'3f;;ber) in tile 
';'~z;. . .Gtcrn ~;;:jl~lbo <:U'c:o., one basG command post, one battalion, four companies, 
and t';'Q platoons 0 f tlje First "Air Cavalry" Division '.Yere d(~Gtrr)yed by the 
ermy and l'eop1e 0 f 'fa;! fiinh and 28 aircraft were aJ.so "'r.ashed to bite. 

'llay I·anh t[jero.:fo:re h..:l.G begun to break the win..:;s of t:.tc Fi,:,,~,Jt "Air Cav­
alry ! 11 

'inis .ru,iGl'ican mobile unit orisinally formed for "lit;ntnin.:..:; ~i,ttack" if;; 

pre::.:ently 1)Gill~ torn into Gf:;all pieces to carry out D. dofcH,3ive ."i:.o ,ion over 
a ·,'::icies:).::'c:.:.:..d lK)t>it1on fi11,')0. with dancer. ',,lith tlleir r,~ost DIOde-';:'1i helico~te::'s, 

t"ey O&cCCCO mayfl:!.es fly:!.1lG into the glorious fiery L·"d of ,,",st8rn ,("""bo ','Ihich 
had ;::tlready incine.!'ated the Junction City Operation nnd burned t:le American 
IItropical li~·htnin.~l1 troOl)S, a road section of their cOr:i.in~ :fate which can oe 
no di:.. feran t. 

7300 
eso: 3520-D 

60 




