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the bunker he could hear Vietnamese voices. Suddenly, with an 
ear-splitting roar, the wall disappeared in a boiling cloud of dust 
and smoke, and chunks of concrete flew about the bunker. When the 
smoke and dust cleared, there was a gaping hole in the wall, six feet 
wide and four feet high. Now the North Vietnamese soldiers had 
direct access to the bunker. 

The blast had knocked Fragos unconscious and seriously wounded 
Moreland in the head. Dragging both men well back from the hole, 
Willoughby and the others steeled themselves for' the final enemy 
assault. Yet the North Vietnamese did not seize the advantage and 
seemed satisfied instead to continue tossing random hand grenades 
into the operations center. 

Although Willoughby had no way of knowing it, efforts to relieve 
him were close at hand. At the old Lang Vei Camp, Sergeant 
Ashley, Sergeant Allen, and Specialist Johnson had continued to try 
to get some help for their beleaguered comrades. Turned down by the 
Laotian battalion commander when they had asked him for men 
earlier, the three Americans held him to his promise to give them 
troops at dawn. While they waited for first light, they' directed air 
strikes and flare drops. 

As the sky turned gray, the three Americans went again to the 
Laotian battalion commander. After an hour's haggling, they were 
able to muster perhaps 100 armed Laotians. Ashley assembled them 
and, through an interpreter, explained that they were going to the 
camp, rescue survivors, and retake the camp if possible. 

While Johnson radioed Dooms in the tactical operations center 
that they would be on the way shortly, Ashley and Allen formed the 
force into a skirmish line for the move. Next, Ashley radioed the 
forward air controller overhead for strafing runs on the camp to 
soften it up. The three Americans watched as the stubby aircraft 
swooped down low over the camp through enemy machine gun fire, 
its weapons blazing. With the rescue force extended on line for 
approximately a hundred meters, Ashley, who was,in the middle of 
the formation, with his PRC- 25 radio strapped to his back, gave the 
signal to advance. To help control the maneuver, Allen was on the 
right flank, Johnson on the left flank. 

The party ventured cautiously toward the camp, passing through 
what had been the Company 101 area. Several wounded CrDC and 
mobile strike force soldiers were ,sprawled among the dead North 
Vietnamese and the bodies of two CrDC men. A few satchel charges 
and weapons were scattered around. Allen stopped to exchange his 
carbine for a Browning automatic rifle and picked up as many 
magazines as he could carry and half a dozen grenades. A few 
minutes later the rescue party came upon some CrDC and strike 
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force troops still in fighting condition and with little prompting the 
stragglers joined the force. 

Approaching- the eastern end of the Company 101 position, 
Specialist Johnson looked to his left front just in time to see two 
Vietnamese waving to the Laotian troops from bunkers in the 
Company 104 sector, less than a hundred meters away. Johnson, 
not wanting to take chances, yelled to them to come out of the 
bunkers with their hands in the air. The two soldiers ignored him 
and continued to wave and shout. Sensing a trap, Johnson shouted 
for everyone to get down, and none too soOri.. Almost immediately 
the enemy opened up with at least two machine guns and other 
automatic weapons. 

In response to yells from the three Americans to advance, some 
of the Laotians inched forward reluctantly while others pulled 
back. Minutes passed. A shell from an 82-mm. mortar round landed 
so close to Johnson that the blast blew him twenty meters, though 
miraculously he was not wounded. After two determined efforts to 
organize a frontal charge proved futile, Ashley gave the order to 
pull back north beyond the Company 101 position to Highway 9. 
He would soften the target with air strikes. Ashley radioed Wil­
loughby that he had met stiff resistance but would try again. 

The time was 0800. 
Inside the operations center, the Americans waited. Before 

.[\~-:;hley's attempt, they could hear heavy enemy machine gun fire 
from just above them on each air strike pass. The enemy would not 
give up his prize easily. Meanwhile, Fragos busied himself with 
tending the wounded as best he could. His biggest worry was Special­
ist Moreland, who was delirious from a dangerous head wound. 
Willoughby worked at his radio, trying to re-establish communi­
cation with Khe Sanh which he had just lost a few minutes before. A 
grenade sailed through the hole in the wall, knocking him 
unconscIOus. 

Now leaderless, the Americans decided to play dead in the hope 
that the enemy would go away. Fragos, administering morphine to 
Moreland to calm him, was overcome by nausea from the gas fumes, 
acrid smoke, and lack of water, and started to vomit. Specialist 
Dooms stopped his work on the radio to quiet him as the waiting 
game with the enemy continued. The men spoke only when necessary 
and then in brief whispers. 

Outside the bunker, Colonel Schungel and Lieutenant Wilkins 
had remained beneath the dispensary undetected all night. With the 
approach of dawn, the colonel still elected to remain hidden; the 
heavy firing convinced him that it would be folly to attempt to 
escape at this point. From their hiding place, the two men listened to 
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air strikes that Sergeant Ashley had called in to blast the camp. By 
about 0930 when the strikes were over, they cautiously hobbled 
out from under the dispensary and headed east. Just west of the 
building were the hulks of two burned out tanks, apparently de­
stroyed by aircraft. Seeing an air controller circling above, Schungel 
waved frantically. The pilot waggled his wings in acknowledgement. 
At this point, Schungel was convinced that he and Wilkins were the 
only ones left alive in the camp. 

As they passed through the 1 st Combat Reconnaissance Platoon 
positions, there was no sign of life. Finding an abandoned %;-ton 
truck, Schungel tried in vain to start it. While he and Wilkins were 
tinkering with the engine a Vietnamese yelled to them from a nearby 
bunker to join him. Glad to know that there were still some friendly 
troops alive, the two exhausted Americans limped toward the bunker. 
As Wilkins entered, Schungel, who was just behind him, fell with 
a bullet in his right thigh. He had been wounded for the third time. 

Unlike Colonel Schungel and Lieutenant Wilkins, Sergeant 
Tirach and the others in his group had ventured from their hiding 
places just north of the camp shortly after dawn and were cautiously 
edging their way eastward toward Khe Sanh. Observing Ashley's 
first abortive assault on the camp and assuming that it was a friendly 
action, they came out in the open, waving and shouting to attract 
attention. When they were not fired upon, they moved closer. Ser­
geant Tirach got the scare of his life when he was near enough to see 
that many of the men in the attacking force carried AK47 assault 
rifles, the standard weapon of the North Vietnamese. He did not 
know that the Laotians often used enemy weapons. Stepping out on 
the road to get a better look, Sergeant Tirach was relieved to see 
Ashley at the radio, with Johnson and Allen nearby. When Ashley 
explained what they were trying to do, Tirach and his men, for all 
their fatigue, readily agreed to help. 

During the second assault the enemy used 81-mm. and 60-mm. 
mortars against the American-led force. As the Americans ap­
proached closer the North Vietnamese, yelling and screaming, began 
tossing grenades and firing automatic weapons. On one flank the 
force came to within twenty-five meters of the enemy-held bunkers 
before some of the Laotians again began to fall back. 

While Ashley called in air strikes, Tirach caught sight of Colonel 
Schungel limping toward the group along Highway 9 with the aid 
of two CIDG soldiers ; three others were helping Lieutenant Wilkins. 
Running to the wounded colonel, Tirach and Allen carried him to 
the attacking group's assembly area, a spot perhaps 500 meters west 
of the old camp, just off the highway. 

Ashley then lifted the air strike and radioed the operations 
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center bunker that he would try again. The rescue force had dwin­
dled to half its original size. Allen and Ashley had to force Craig, 
who had been shot in the hip, to remain behind. 

For the third time, the men advanced frontally against the 
enemy bunker line. Johnson and Tirach remained behind to man 
a 60-mm. mortar with which they lobbed high-explosive shells and 
one white phosphorus round into the enemy positions just ahead . 
The seventh round misfired. Cursing their luck, Johnson and Tirach 
snatched up their own weapons and joined the assault. The attackers 
made good progress until the enemy let go with a fusillade of 
small arms fire from the bunkers. Puffs of smoke rose from exploding 
hand grenades. Again the attack failed. 

Determined to try once more, Ashley radioed the forward air 
controller to plaster the area again and to continue the strikes, 
shifting them westward, just ahead of his assault line as it advanced. 
He yelled to Johnson to return to the old camp for a 57 -mm. recoiless 
rifle. With it he could perhaps knock out the bunkers. 

As the aircraft darted down on their bombing and strafing runs, 
Allen watched them from where he lay sprawled in the dust, catching 
his breath. He felt certain that this time the attackers could reach 
the operations center. He had counted only nine enemy soldiers 
during the last assault and had even seen a few of those hit. With 
the added firepower of the recoilless rifle, one determined charge 
would do the job. 

As Ashley and his men assaulted for the fourth time, Johnson 
sighted and aimed the recoilless rifle for the Vietnamese gunner. 
Too anxious, the gunner jerked the trigger and the round went high, 
missing the entire camp. Impatiently, Johnson pulled the nervous 
gunner aside, and with another CIDG soldier loading for him put 
three high-explosive rounds in the front apertlM'e of each of the two 
bunkers that had been giving the attackers the most trouble. Turning 
the weapon over to the gunner, he raced forward to join the assault. 

The added firepower obviously helped, for the attackers passed 
through the bunker line. They had reached the easternmost Bl-mm. 
mortar pit and quickened their pace for a dash to the operations 
bunker when Ashley fell. A bullet had passed through his chest on 
the right side and gone through the radio on his back. The North 
Vietnamese soldiers had plenty of fight left in them and cut loose 
with everything they had. The attack again collapsed. 

Running to the fallen Ashley, Johnson and Allen managed to drag 
him out of the line of fire, and with the aid of CIDG soldiers they 
carried him back to the assembly area. A jeep from the old camp 
arrived and the soldiers loaded the seriously wounded sergeant into 
the back. As the jeep bounced along the dusty road, Johnson ad-
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ministered mouth-to-mouth respiration to Ashley. Finally the jeep 
ground to a halt. No sooner had Allen leaped from it to run in search 
of bandages than an enemy artillery round burst nearby, killing 
Ashley and knocking Johnson unconscious. (Ashley was post­
humously awarded the Medal of Honor.) 

This last blow came at 1110 and marked the end of attempts to 
reach the trapped force in the operations bunker. 

At Da Nang, in the meantime, the matter of how to reinforce the 
camp was still under discussion. When the commander of the 
Military Assistance Command, Vietnam, General William C. 
Westmoreland, who happened to be in Da Nang at the time for a 
conference, learned of the fight and the marines' decision not to 
risk a relief force, he directed the marines to supply enough heli­
copters for a fifty-man mobile strike force under Special Forces 
control. He also directed Col. Jonathan F. Ladd, commanding 
officer of the Special Forces Group, and Maj. Gen. Norman J. 
Anderson, commanding officer of the 1st Marine Air Wing, to 
develop a rescue plan. The survivors were to be brought out, for, 
although no official report had been received, the Lang Vei Special 
Forces Camp had apparently fallen to the enemy. 

In the command bunker at the Lang Vei Camp, Captain 
Willoughby had regained consciousness during Ashley'S final 
assault. When the attack failed, he called the survivors together. 
Occasional grenades were still being tossed into the bunker, and the 

. men could hear enemy weapons firing above them. It was getting 
late and they had been without food or water for almost eighteen 
hours. Convinced that no help was on the way, Willoughby told the 
men that he would radio for all available air strikes and that after­
ward they would make a break for it. Because Moreland was mortally 
wounded and the others in their injured and exhausted condition 
would have had difficulty carrying him, the decision was made by all 
to leave Moreland in the bunker. Willoughby planned to return for 
him later. 

When Willoughby radioed for air strikes, the air controller 
replied by directing salvo after salvo on the positions. Shock waves 
beat against the faces of the survivors as heavy percussions shook the 
ground underneath them. At 1600 the men were ready. With Lieu­
tenant Longgrear in the lead, one at a time they quietly climbed the 
stairs and then ran for supply bunker Number 2. Overhead, planes 
flew dummy passes to keep the enemy covered up. 

As Fragos, the sixth man out, neared the supply bunker, auto­
matic weapons fire from the former positions of Company 104 began 
to beat a deadly path in the dirt just fifty meters ahead of him. 
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Lieutenant Longgrear wheeled and fired an entire magazine from 
his Ml6 rifle into the bunker aperture, silencing the weapon. With 
Sergeant Phillips and Captain Willoughby carrying Sergeant 
Earley, the men made their way out of the camp unmolested. 

A few meters east of the perimeter, Lieutenant Q uy ill a jeep met 
them and everyone piled in. \Vhen the su.rvivors reached the old 
camp Willoughby found Colonel Schungel, ill spite of his wounds, 
hard at work on the radios, trying to cCHlrdinate the a rrival of the 
fifty-man evacuation force. vVill oughby told him that as far as he 
knew there were no survivors outside of the operations center. 
Schungel in turn radioed the forward a ir controller to plaster the 
entire camp with bombs, excep t for the tactical operations center. 

Although the men did not know it, L,ieutenant Todd was still in 
the Lang Vei Camp. During the afternoon he too had realized 
it was now or never, and shortly after Vvilloughby's band had 
escaped he himself had left the emergency medical hunker. He drew 
automatic weapons fire that came frorn behind him as he went 
first to the operations center, hopin g to finel some A mericans still 
alive. Instead, he found Moreland inside, appcu'ently dead, half­
buried in debris from a direct bomb hit on the operations center. 
As he left the bunker he looked in the direction of the old camp just 
in time to see one of the rescue helicopters land there. Elated, the 
lieutenant, despite his wound , ran to the old camp. 

When Todd arrived, the rescue operation was well in progress. 
A flight of Marine Huey gunships and jet aircraft was circling the 
area to provide cover. The fifty-man reaction force had established 
a perimeter around the landing zone. By 1730 all known survivors 
had been evacuated to Khe Sanh. 

The battle for Lang Vei was over. Of an origin'll fighting force 
of approximately 500 indigenous troops, Captain Willoughby had 
lost over 200 killed or missing and 75 wounded. Out of 24· Americans, 
10 were killed or missing and 11 wounded. Almost all the camp's 
weapons and equipment were completely destroyed. 

Nearly 6,000 stragglers from the Lang Vei area- Laotian sol­
diers, mountain tribesmen, South Vietnamese irregulars, and non­
descript civilians-followed \Villoughby's men to Khe Sanh. When 
the panicky horde descended on the 1vfarine base, its commander, 
Col. David Lownds, knowing that enemy agents might well have 
mingled with the crowd, refused to admit the refugees. Instead, he 
took away their weapons and held the refugees in an area outside the 
wire. Eventually representatives of the American Special Forces were 
called in to screen them and evacuate those whom the Special 
Forces determined to be friendly. 
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Thus did Lang Vei fall, marking the first successful use of armor 
by the enemy in the Vietnam War. There were those who believed 
that the loss of the camp would eventually lead to the destruction 
of Khe Sanh, but these fears never materialized. 
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Gunship Mission 

by 

John A. Cash 

By mid-1966 gun helicopter platoons, each platoon consisting of 
eight UH-l (Huey) helicopters armed with rockets and machine guns 
and each platoon organic to an assault helicopter cQmpany, were 
hard at work all over South Vietnam. Usually five of the Hueys in a 
platoon were kept ready at all times while the other three were held 
in reserve or were undergoing maintenance. Four of the ready gun­
ships flew in pairs, designated light fire teams. The fifth could be 
used to augment the fire of either team, and when so employed the 
three ships constituted a heavy fire team. Operating in support of 
American, South Vietnamese, and allied forces, these fire teams had 
a hazardous assignment, for the relatively slow-moving helicopter, 
flying at low levels, is highly vulnerable to ground fire. So valuable 
was the ships' support to ground troops, however, that the risks were 
considered justifiable. 

In the spring of 1968 an incident occurred on the outskirts of 
Saigon, the South Vietnamese capital, that illustrates some of the 
methods used by the fire teams. (See Map 1.) 

The strong offensive launched by the North Vietnamese and the 
Viet Cong during the Tet holiday had ended, but intelligence sources 
indicated the possibility of a follow-up assault against the capital. 
During late April and the first few days of May, substantial enemy 
forces were reported moving closer to Saigon from three directions. 

To meet the enemy threat, Maj. Gen. Le Nguyen Khang, the 
South Vietnamese Army commander responsible for the defense of 
the city, relocated his forces, which normally operated in the out­
lying areas surrounding Saigon, to form a defensive ring closer to the 
city. As a part of the new deployment, he installed the three battalions 
of the South Vietnamese 5th Ranger Group on the edge of the Cholon 
sector in southwestern Saigon. General Khang charged his units with 
locating enemy caches, preventing infiltration of men, weapons, 
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ammunition, and equipment, and destroying any enemy forces that 
might manage to slip in. 

The 5th Ranger Group, to carry out this order, placed two com­
panies of its 30th Ranger Battalion in approximately thirty ambush 
positions along a north-south line a few kilometers west of the Phu 
Tho Racetrack, in the center of the Cholon sector, with another 
company behind them as a blocking force. A fourth company con­
tinued to perform security duties at the battalion base camp, eight 
kilometers away. 

In addition to reinforcements available from II Field Fotc.eand 
Vietnamese III Corps headquarters and on-call artillery and air 
strikes, General Khang's units could ask for assistance from the 
gunships of the 120th Aviation Company (Airmobile, Light). At that 
point in the Vietnam fighting, the 120th Aviation Company was not 
engaged in the combat assaults usually performed by such units but 
was assigned to provide administrative transportation for head­
quarters of the Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV), 
and headquarters of the United States Army, Vietnam (USARV). 
In April 1968, however, MACV headquarters had directed that four 
armed helicopters of the company's gunship platoon be made 
available to Capital Military District headquarters to provide fire 
support for ground troops in and around Saigon. One fire team was 
to be on 5-minute alert status on the Air Force flight line at Tan 
Son Nhut Air Base while the other was to be on 30-minute standby 
at the gunship platoon headquarters on the Tan Son Nhut Air Base 
helipad. These gunships of the l20th Aviation Company were later 
to become heavily involved in the defense of Saigon against a major 
enemy attack. 

Before dawn on 5 May 1968 the enemy offensive erupted. A 
battalion of a main force Viet Cong regiment with an estimated 
strength of 300 men attacked the Newport Bridge and adjacent 
docking facilities along the waterfront in northeastern Saigon. 

The fight Was joined. . 
A half-hour later two battalions of the 27lst Main Force Viet 

Cong Regiment, followed by another regiment, attacked eastward in 
the 5th Ranger Group's Cholon sector. Using small armS, automatic 
weapons, and rocket fire, theyattemped to seize the headqlJ.arters of 
the 6th Police Precinct. Throughout the morning, the 30th Ranger 
Battalion was heavily engaged with forces of the 3d Battalion, 27lst 
Viet Cong Regiment, less than 3,000 meters due west of the Phu 
Tho Racetrack. Although the rangers had managed to slow the 
enemy with artillery and helicopter assistance, the fight was still 
raging in the early afternoon; hardest hit was the 3d Company, 
which was pinned down and under attack by two enemy companies. 
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Around 1400 the 30th Battalion's commander asked his American 
adviser, Capt. Roland L. Petit, a 27··year-old infantry officer, for 
help. The 3d Company, he said, had already lost six dead and ten 
wounded. 

Captain Petit, an experienced adviser, considered the situation. 
Artillery thus far had apparently had a negligible effect on the 
determined enemy force. Furthermore, Petit knew from his Tet 
offensive experience that in deference to the civilian population 
General Khang would authorize tactical air strikes in or near the city 
only when all else had failed. There was but one thing left, Captain 
Petit reasoned- another gunship ruo. He radioed the request, his 
fifth of the day, to Capital Military District headquarters. 

When his message crackled over the operation radio at head­
quarters of the 120th Aviation Company Gunship Platoon a few 
moments later, Maj . James P. Hunt, the platoon leader and veteran 
of 500 hours and 19 months of combat flying in Vietnam, had just 
finished inspecting his helicopters on the ready line at the Tan Son 
Nhut helipad. In the sweltering heat of this Sunday afternoon, he 
was about to feast on a C ration meal of pork steak. So far it had 
been a rough day. Hunt's five helicopters were riddled with bullet 
holes and that morning he had lost two crewmen wounded by ground 
fire. Furthermore, he knew that the others in his platoon were at 
least as tired as he was, since they had been flying fire support 
missions without letup for South Vietnamese marines and rangers 
since 0500. Yet he still had two fire teams operational as required, 
one on 5-minute alert at the Air Force flight line, the other on 
30-minute standby at platoon headquarters. 

Acknowledging the message, Hunt turned to "V arrant Officer 
Ronald W. Davis, one of his 30-minute standby pilots. Davis, still 
in his sweat-soaked flying suit, was sprawled on the ground, legs 
stretched out, back against the wall, half asleep with fatigue. "Crank 
up your ship, Ron. We've got a mission near the racetrack again for 
our ranger friends. I'll fly the right seat with you and fill you in 
when we're airborne." 

qRoger, sir." Davis got to his feet slowly and buckled on his 
.45-caliber pistol. Wiping the sweat from his forehead with the back 
of his hand, he walked toward his helicopter. Davis, in Hunt's 
opinion, was one of his best pilots. He himself would accompany 
Davis because the copilot had been put out of action earlier that 
morning when enemy rifle fire shattered the plexiglass windshield 
and smashed his ankle. 

Asleep on a bench a few feet away lay Maj. Chadwick C. Payne, 
who would pilot the other helicopter. Hunt nudged him gently. 

"Let's go, Chad. We've got another one." 
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At the helipad some yards away from the operations building, 
Davis found Spec. 5 Dennis A. Sullivan, his 20-year-old, bespecta­
cled, soft-spoken crew chief, and Spec. 4 Fred L. Rexer, his husky 
door gunner. Both men were stripped to the waist in the shimmering 
heat, reloading their gunship with ammunition to replace that 
which had been expended on a previous mission. Davis told them 
to get ready for a take-off in the next few minutes and then began 
his own preflight check. 

Davis' helicopter mounted the XMl6 weapons system, consisting 
of two externally mounted 7.62-mm. M60CAI machine guns 
("flexguns") and fourteen 2.75-inch folding-fin aerial rockets, seven 
on each side of the ship. Capable of a cyclic rate of fire of 2,400 
rounds per minute per machine gun, the M60CAl's had been 
designed to allow for an increased rate of 4,000 rounds per minute on 
the outboard gun when either was traversed to its inboard limit and 
stopped firing. In addition, the flexguns were controlled by a 3-
second maximum fire time, with a momentary delay between firings. 
The rockets could be fired singly, in pairs, or in salvos from their 
cylindrical pods to a maximum effective range of 2,500 meters for 
area targets. They were most effective against point targets at 200 
to 500 meters. 

Specialist Sullivan inserted the last of the fourteen rockets in its 
chamber and then double-checked each of the lO-pound missiles to 
insure that all were loaded with secure detents in the twin mounts. 

Specialist Rexer, who had been shot in the leg on an earlier 
mission, was a veteran of twenty-one months' combat in Vietnam, 
including infantry duty, and knew well what to do. He reloaded the 
twelve feeder ammunition boxes located in the cargo compartment 
with 6,000 rounds of 7.62-mm. machine gun bullets and stacked 
2,000 rounds each for his door gun and Sullivan's. Satisfying himself 
that the ammunition rack-to-helicopter cable assembly was secure, 
he placed the rack firing switch to the reset position and continued 
his preflight check. 

Chewing on an unlit cigar and scratching at a day-old growth of 
beard, Major Payne arrived at his ship on the revetted stand next to 
Davis'. He began his preflight check, assisted by his crew of three. 

Payne would be piloting the "big gun" of the team, a helicopter 
outfitted with the deadly XM3 armament system comprising two 
externally mounted pods, each containing twenty-four rockets that 
could be fired· in the same manner as those of the other gunship. 
Unlike Davis' ship, however, Payne's carried no machine guns 
other than the usual two manned by the crew chief and door gunner. 

Satisfied with the preparations, Major Hunt donned his crash 
helmet and body armor, climbed into the pilot's seat of Davis' 
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helicopter, and prepared for take-off. As Davis went about his 
preflight check in the copilot's seat, Hunt adjusted his own safety 
belt and shoulder harness and began to assist. Within minutes the 
checks were completed, the engine throbbed at idle, and Hunt and 
his three companions, along with Payne and his crew, awaited 
take-off clearance instructions from the helipad tower. 

While he waited, Hunt radioed Payne, with Davis monitoring, 
and explained that they would be flying in support of the rangers 
again, in the same general area in which they had flown that 
morning. Other than that hostile fire was rampant in the area, Hunt 
could tell them nothing. The size of the enemy force and its exact 
location on the ground would have to come later. Actually, except 
for briefing them when he learned the enemy position, Hunt would 
have no need to issue further instructions to Payne or Davis, for 
standing operating procedure, along with the experience of weeks of 
flying together as a team, dictated the tactical techniques that would 
be used once the target was identified. 

After a 5-minute wait, the tower cleared Payne's team for take-
. off. With a less than 5-knot southwest-northeast crosswind and 
unlimited visibility, Payne chose to use the normal vertical take-off­
to-hover-and-then-climb procedure. He led out first, with Hunt's 
ship a few hundred meters behind. 

Engines roaring, the two helicopters climbed to 1,500 feet 
above Tan Son Nhut and then headed in a southeasterly direction. 
In a few minutes they were over the junction of the Saigon River 
and its southwest tributary, which bordered the city. Turning to the 
southwest they followed the muddy stream until they reached a 
point perhaps five kilometers southwest of the Phu Tho Racetrack, 
where both ships circled while Hunt switched to Captain Petit's 
radio frequency. (Map 15) 

"I'm getting up pretty close to your position," Major Hunt said. 
"Where are you? Over." 

As Petit answered, the noise of heavy small arms fire could be 
heard in the background. "I've got you in sight. We've been re­
ceiving heavy fire all morning and this afternoon. Hold on station 
at your orbit while I double-check our artillery check fire. Over." 

"Roger, dodger. Standing by." Both Hunt and Payne monitored 
Petit's instructions and continued to maneuver their ships in a 
tight circle, staying clear of the artillery gun target line. Volleys of 
high-explosive shells fired from the Phu Tho Racetrack, their 
bright orange explosions lost in the glare of the afternoon sun, were 
slamming into the target area. It would be hazardous to attempt a 
gun run. 

Hunt radioed Petit again. "Where's all the action? Over." 
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"It's at co-ordinates XRAY SIERRA SEVEN NINER ZERO, 
EIGHT NINER NINER. OVER." 

Hunt wanted to be sure. "Say again those co-ordinates. Over." 
"Right down there where you fired on that factory earlier, 

where you had the individual wounded this morning. Over." 
Listening to the interchange, Payne knew as well as Hunt ex­

actly where to look. Neither could forget the deadly hail of fire 
which had met the ships on each pass that morning and had 
wounded Davis' copilot. 

The target area lay to the north of the gunships on the out­
skirts of the city, two kilometers due west of the racetrack. A built-up 
factory complex of one-story brick buildings, dominated by a tall 
pagoda, bordered the west side of a north-south all-weather road. A 
few hundred meters to the west stood Ap Tan Hoi, perhaps one 
kilometer square, surrounded by rice fields. Under a thick pall of 
smoke, much of the hamlet lay in ruins from artillery fire and the 
northeast corner was in flames, evidence of the heavy fighting in 
progress between the Viet Cong and the 3d Company of the 
30th Ranger Battalion. 

Again Hunt radioed Petit. "Are you on the west side of the 
road, in and along those low brick buildings? Over." 

"Negative! Negative on that! To the west of the road you'll see 
a pagoda about 200 meters from it. Including the pagoda and north 
of the pagoda, all those low buildings belong to you. Suggest you 
approach from the east. Over." 

"Roger," answered Hunt. "Understand the pagoda and north 
of it belongs to me, but negative on an east approach. We got a lot 
of ground fire over there when we did that this morning. We'll be 
approaching from the west. Over." 

Petit acknowledged. He would have preferred the gunships to 
attack from the east, for other ranger units were deployed east of 
the road. Nevertheless, he could understand Hunt's decision. The 
pilot wanted to attack from a new direction to avoid setting a pat­
tern and he naturally wanted the mission to go with minimum 
exposure of his crew members. 

Petit continued. "O.K. But I'd like you to be careful. We have 
a friendly element in that area. Over." 

"Where? Near the pagoda, north of it, or what? Over." 
"Negative. Four hundred meters east of thl! pagoda on an east­

west line. Over." 
Upon hearing this Major Hunt was even more convinced that 

his choice of direction for the attack was sound; he would not be 
firing over the heads of friendly troops on the ground, always a 
dangerous procedure. He continued to scrutinize the target area. 

459-930 0 - 85 - 10 QL 3 
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It would be a point target mission and he would employ running 
fire at a l5-degree dive angle, thus producing a relatively small 
beaten zone. The only disadvantages to this approach would be the 
increased time of exposure of each helicopter to hostile fire and the 
fact that the long axis of the beaten zone in this case would be per­
pendicular instead of coincidental to the long axis of the target. 
Hunt decided on his concept and told Payne about it. 

"O.K., Chad. We'll work over the pagoda and around it ini­
tially, and then we'll work away from it, northward, breaking to 
the northwest. Got it?" 

"Roger," radioed Payne. "But let's make sure we're looking at 
the same pagoda. I see another one not too far behind it at a greater 
range. Let's be sure, Jim. Over." 

Again Hunt queried Petit. "Is this pagoda we're talking about 
on the west side of the road?" 

"That's affirm. You'll see an abandoned truck out on the road 
in front of it. Over." 

Both pilots searched for the vehicle but to no avail. 
"I can't see the vehicle from this angle but I believe it's a yellow 

or cream-colored pagoda, isn't it?" 
"That's affirm." 
"Are you still picking up a lot of fire down there? Over." 
"Enough." 
"From the pagoda itself?" Hunt wanted him to be as precise as 

possible. 
Anxious to get the mission started, Petit replied, "We're re­

ceiving an awful lot of small arms fire from the general area. You 
can start anytime and the artillery has been turned off. Over." 

"No sweat. We'll start our run at this time. Out." 
Both ships began to unwind from the circling position. Payne's 

rocket ship would go first, followed by Hunt's, with Hunt to begin 
firing as soon as Payne broke to the northwest . Payne would fire 
his rockets in six 2-round volleys on each of four passes. Co-ordinated 
flight on his part was of considerable importance, for if not properly 
streamlined in the relatively minor crosswind complete accuracy 
would be impossible. He estimated the target engagement range 
at 1,500 meters and decided to aim at the base of the pagoda for 
his first strike. By attacking at this range, he would be able to avoid 
breaking over the target area and exposing the ships to more hostile 
fire than necessary. 

Swinging in a wide arc westward, Payne dropped to an altitude 
of 1,200 feet and lined up on an almost due east-west axis with the 
target at 90 knots, a good attack speed. 

As with all rocket ship armament systems, the pilot would both 
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fly the aircraft and fire the missiles. Payne eased over into his dive 
angle, switched the rocket selector switch to "two," and then 
turned the armament system main switch to the "armed" position. 
He fixed the target through the infinity sight mounted directly in 
front of him and as the pagoda loomed ever closer in the reticle 
pressed the firing button slowly three times. 

The helicopter shuddered as the rockets left it. From the pagoda 
base black smoke rose and masonry fragments flew in all directions 
while Payne's two door gunners laced the area just forward of the 
target with M60 fire. The helicopter banked sharply left at a range 
of 750 meters. 

Following 500 meters to the rear and slightly to the right, Major 
Hunt began lining up on the target axis even before Payne had made 
his break, for it was his job at this point to protect the exposed under­
side of Payne's ship from enemy fire. His copilot, Warrant Officer 
Davis, fired the flexguns, adjusting the bullet strikes into the base of 
the pagoda in much the same fashion as one would direct a stream of 
water from a garden hose. Hunt fired his rockets in two 2-round 
volleys, guiding on the bullet strikes, while Rexer and Sullivan fired 
their door guns at enemy weapons flashes and likely positions along 
the flanks and forward of the target area. 

Petit radioed his satisfaction. "You're doing a fine job. Keep it 
up. Did you receive any fire on that approach? Over." 

Having counted at least three automatic weapons flashes in the 
target zone, Hunt replied, "Roger that." 

Petit had a suggestion. "On your next pass you might try at the 
edge of the wood line and work on the same axis you just flew, up 
through those buildings and into the pagoda. Over." 

"I assume you mean on the west side of the road. Right?" 
"That's affirm." 
"Roger-roger. We'll just march it a little shorter- about 200 

meters short of the pagoda on up into it." 
"Good," replied Petit. "We've got about an enemy squad, at 

least, identified in that area." 
The two gunships made their second pass, approaching from the 

same general direction but a few degrees further southward. They 
received moderate fire from enemy ground positions as each ship 
broke. 

Following this pass, Petit noticed a slackening of enemy fire. He 
radioed Hunt. "Your pattern is good. Keep it up." 

"Roger." 
As his team swung around in a wide arc for the third pass, Hunt 

asked, "Can we be specific? Where is most of the enemy fire coming 
from, the factory buildings or the pagoda? Over." 
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ROCKETS FROM MAJOR PAYNE' S GUNSHIP HIT ENEMY POSITIONS 

Petit still wasn't sure. "It may be coming from either the pagoda 
or the factories . It's in that area in there and I understand now that 
there may be a platoon in there. Over." 

' -Roger. O.K. Real fine." 
On the third pass, once again from the same general direction, 

the Viet Cong took the ships under fire. 
Petit inquired. "Did you receive heavy fire from the target?" 
"Some, but it didn't seem very intense." 
As Hunt's helicopter banked to the left on his fourth pass, four 

rounds of enemy automatic weapons fire smashed into the bottom of 
the fuselage. The bullets ruptured the hydraulic system, ripped 
through the flexgun ammunition boxes, and lodged in the ceiling of 
the cargo compartment. 

Leaning over to determine the extent of the damage, Specialist 
Sullivan could see through the bullet holes that flames were dancing 
around beneath the compartment floor near the fuel cell. On the 
intercom he told Hunt: "We're on fire, sir." . 

As if to second the motion, Warrant Officer Davis, having smelled 
the smoke, yelled, "There's a fire on here!" 

Major Hunt had realized his aircraft was hit, for he had felt 
the impact of the rounds on the ship and almost immediately had 
difficulty in trying to level off from his bank, a sure sign to him that 
the hydraulic system had failed . The "Master Caution" light flashed 
on the instrument panel and a steady, piercing, high-pitched signal 
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filled the intercom system, warning all aboard of an in-flight emer­
gency. Hunt's immediate impulse was to head for Tan Son Nhut, 
a few kilometers away, but because of the fire he elected to try for 
a forced landing before the flames reached the fuel cell. 

Davis yelled to Hunt: "Get the power down, sir! Get the power 
down!" He wanted to auto-rotate, that is, to make a power-off 
descent. 

"Never mind that," Hunt replied. "Help me with the controls." 
He needed all the help he could get to maneuver the ship safely to 
earth. 

Searching frantically for a place to land, Major Hunt spotted a 
dry rice field a kilometer or two north of Ap Tan Hoi; it looked 
deserted and would afford at least 100 meters of slide space once 
the helicopter tOl.j.ched ground. With Davis assisting at the controls, 
Hunt executed a slow, descending, turning glide toward the field. 
Autorotaticm was out; it would have required a last-minute hover, 
an impossibility with the hydraulic system gone. By this time hy­
draulic fluid was spilling across the cabin floor and the cockpit was 
filling with smoke. Hunt radioed Major Payne his predicament and 
his plan and reported that no one had been injured. 

Payne immediately swung his helicopter around and followed 
the crippled ship. He had no doubt that, barring a midair explosion, 
Major Hunt could land his craft safely. As to what to expect once 
it landed, Payne wasn't sure. The enemy situation was vague. Al­
though Payne had expended all his rockets, he still had 300 rounds 
left for each of his door guns in the event Hunt ran into trouble. 
He radioed Capital Military District headquarters the situation and 
was promised that a rescue helicopter would soon be en route. 
Headquarters diverted two F-IOO aircraft to orbit near on a standby 
basis. Alerted as well was the 5-minute standby gunship team. 

Hunt and Davis continued to maneuver their helicopter toward 
the rice field, while behind them Specialist Rexer calmly unbuckled 
his safety belt, climbed outside the ship, and edged along the landing 
skid until he reached a point close to the pilot's compartment. He 
unlatched Major Hunt's door to clear away some of the smoke, 
then reached inside and slid the side armor protective plate rear­
ward in order to allow the pilot a rapid exit once the ship touched 
down. Reaching beneath Hunt's seat with one hand and holding 
precariously to the side of the ship with the other, he removed the 
portable fire extinguisher, returned with it along the skid to the 
cargo compartment, and attempted to extinguish the blaze. 

Specialist Sullivan also moved out onto the skid on his side, 
unfastened Davis' door, and returned to his own position. 

Maintaining . an approach speed of seventy knots, both pilots 
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MAJOR HUNT'S GUNSHIP BURNS AFTER LANDING 

gradually applied as much control as they could in an effort to 
achieve a flat landing. 

Skimming scrub brush and rice paddy dikes, the smoking heli­
copter slammed into the ground, skids first, and then slid for fifty 
meters before coming to a halt just short of a 3-foot rice paddy 
embankment. A north-south road ran perpendicular to the embank­
ment and some 200 meters to the north a South Vietnamese Popu­
lar Forces compound was visible. The ship had come down on the 
east side of the road. 

Even before the helicopter came to a stop, its crew went into 
action. Hunt and Davis shut down the engine and turned off all 
switches. The tank still had 800 pounds of fuel but Rexer had used 
up his fire extinguisher in the cargo compartment. Rexer rushed 
forward, grabbed Davis under the armpits, and yanked him from the 
copilot's seat. He then lent a hand to Major Hunt. 

With everyone out of the aircraft, the pilots, still burdened by 
their cumbersome body armor, headed for a field across the road to 
the west that Hunt had spotted. If any of the enemy were nearby, 
rice stalks and tall grass offered some concealment for Hunt's men. 
ReAer and Sullivan, figuring there was yet time to salvage some 
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equipment from the ship, grabbed their tools from the kits and 
worked against the fire that was still burning in the cargo and engine 
compartments. Rexer was unscrewing the flexgun pod mount as­
sembly; Sullivan, on his knees at the front of the helicopter, had 
raised the access door to the electronic equipment and was dis­
mantling the radios. 

Hunt, reconnoitering the field on the west side of the road, 
was startled by a flash of light from the helicopter. He saw then 
that burning hydraulic fluid dripping from the aircraft had started 
a fire in the grass under the ship. It was a sudden flare-up of this 
fire that had caught his eye. 

"The ship's going! Get 'em away from there!" 
Davis ran toward the road, yelling to Rexer and Sullivan to 

pull back. The two left the plane reluctantly and headed for the road. 
They had just reached the embankment when the helicopter erupted 
into a bright orange fireball. As they watched, the fireball dissipated 
and the ship burned fiercely. Billows of thick black smoke rose from 
it and machine gun ammunition exploded in all directions. 

Hunt looked at his watch. It was 1450 and they had been on the 
ground seven minutes. He took stock of their situation. Both Rexer 
and Sullivan carried M16 rifles, snatched from the ship at the last 
minute. Between them they had twenty-two magazines of am­
munition. Hunt and Davis had .45-caliber automatics and a total of 
seventy-five rounds. It was not much to set up a defense. As yet no 
enemy had appeared, but if a force was sent to investigate the 
crash Hunt figured it would come fromAp Tan Hoi, a hamlet some 
1,000 meters to the southwest. He ordered Sullivan and Rexer to 
divide their ammunition and take up positions fifty meters apart, 
lying prone in the field, facing south. Hunt himself took a position 
fifty meters inside the field-at the apex of the triangle. Davis, the 
copilot, Hunt ordered out to patrol to the west to a distance of 
about twenty-five meters. 

During the ten minutes since Hunt's helicopter had landed, 
Payne, piloting the other ship in the fire team, had been hovering 
above. He now decided to take a chance and land. As soon as Payne 
set his ship down, Hunt was beside him. Above the roar of the blades, 
Hunt yelled that everything was all right. Satisfied, Payne took off 
again. He would hover at a low level and if a rescue ship did not 
arrive soon he would land again and attempt to evacuate the crew 
himself, despite the danger inherent in the added weight of Hunt and 
his crew. 

Davis had meanwhile returned from his patrol. He called Hunt's 
attention to the Popular Forces compound, 200 meters to the north. 
Someone in the compound was waving at them. 
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DOWNED CREW LEA YES POPULAR FORCES COMPOUND for rescue helicopter. 

"See if you can signal them to come down here," said Hunt. 
But the Vietnamese seemed to be waving them to come to the 

compound instead. 
Hunt thought it over for a minute. He had no relish for staying 

in the open till a rescue ship arrived. He led his men, single file, 
toward the compound. At the gate they were welcomed by a smiling 
Vietnamese who seemed to be in charge. 

Once inside the barbed-wire gate, the crew was surrounded by a 
shouting, cheering squad of Vietnamese. One soldier poured iced 
tea into small porcelain cups and handed them around to the 
Americans, bowing ceremoniously as he did so. 

Ten minutes later an Air Force rescue helicopter landed just 
outside the gate of the compound, picked up the crewmen, and flew 
them back to Tan Son Nhut Air Base. 

Within an hour of their return, Hunt and his crew were flying 
another gunship mission in a replacement aircraft. It was all in 
a day's work. 
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Taft, 2d Lt. Robert E. : 16 
Tan Son Nhut Air Base: 140, 141, 143, 

149, 152 

157 

TANGO (landing zone) : 7, 9 
Terrazas, S. Sgt. David: 92, 94, 97, 102 
Thompson, S. Sgt. Dennis L.: 120, 125, 

128 
Tiep, Sergeant : 124 
Tirach, S. Sgt. Peter: 120, 124, 125, 128, 

134, 135 
Todd, Ist Lt. Thomas E.: 125- 27, 137 
Tully, Lt. Col. Robert B. : 19, 33, 34, 36 

Units, Army of the Republic of Vietnam 
Battalions 

30th Ranger, 5th Ranger Group: 
140, 141, 145 

44th Ranger, 4th Ranger Group : 
69 

Companies, Civilian Irregular Defense 
Group 

101: 113, 119, 121, 124, 125, 132, 
133 

102: 113, 119, 121, 125 
103: 113, 119, 121, 125 
104: 113, 119, 120- 24, 126, 127, 

136 
Corps 

I: 110, 130 
III: 140 

Groups 
4th Ranger: 69 
5th Ranger: 139, 140 

Units, enemy 
Battalions 

3d, 27Ist Viet Cong Regiment: 
140 

8th, 66th North Vietnamese Regi­
ment: 27 

263d Main Force Viet Cong : 67, 
84 

514th Local Force Viet Cong: 67 
H-15 Main Force Viet Cong: 27 

Divisions 
Ist North Vietnamese: 87 
5th Viet Gong : 42, 43, 47 

Regiments 
32d North Vietnamese: 3, 4, 27, 

88 
33d North Vietnamese: 3-5, 12 
40th North Vietnamese Artillery : 

91 
66th North Vietnamese: 3, 5, 12, 

27,87,88, 108 
271st ~ain Force Viet Cong : 140 
274th 'viet Cong (Dong Nai): 43, 

44,47,49 
Western Highlands Field Front (B-3 

Front), North Vietnamese: 3, 27 
Units, Royal Lao Army, 33d Royal Lao­

tian Battalion: III 
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Units, U.S. Air Force, 308th Tactical 
Fighter Squadron: 96 

Units, U.S. Army 
Battalions 

1st, ·5th Cavalry: 28 
1st, 7th Cavalry: 3-6, 10, 12, 19, 

20, 26, 28, 34, 36, 37, 39 
1st, 21si Artillery: 5,6, 7, 9, 15 
1st, 50 3d Infantry: 108 
1st, 27th Artillery: 75 
2d, 5th Cavalry: 4, 19,33, 39 
2d, 7th Cavalry: 4, 5, 39, 40 
2d, 20th Artillery (Aerial Rocket) 

(Airmobile): 9 
2d, 60th Infantry: 81 
3d, 8th Infantry: 87 
3d, 12th Infantry: 87 
3d, 21st Infantry: 59 
3d, 47th Infantry: 68, 70, 75, 76, 

78,81 
3d, 60th Infantry: 67-70, 75, 81, 

84 
4th, 503d Infantry : 87, 108 
5th, 60th Infantry: 69, 81 
229th Aviation (Airmobile): 7, II 

Batteries 
A, 1st Battalion, 21st Artillery: 7 
A, 1st Battalion, 27th Artillery: 75 
B, 3d Battalion, 34th Artillery: 75 
B, 3d Battalion, 319th Artillery : 

94,96, 104 
C, 1st Battalion, 21st Artillery: 7 
C, 3d Battalion, 34th Artillery: 75 

Brigades 
1st, 1st Cavalry Division (Air­

mobile): 3 
1st, 4th Infantry Division: 87, 91 
2d (Mobile Riverine), 9th In­

fantry Division: 67 
3d (Garry Owen), 1st Cavalry 

Division (Airmobile) : 3, 13 
173d Airborne: 87 
196th Light Infantry: 59 

Companies 
A, 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 5, 

6,9,12,15-18,20,23-26,30-34 
A, 2d Battalion, 5th Cavalry: 34, 

36 
A, 2d Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 32, 

33,38,39 
A, 3d Battalion, 21st Infantry: 59, 

60 
A, 3d Battalion, 60th Infantry: 69, 

73,80,82 
A, 4th Battalion, 503d Infantry: 

88, 91, 92, 94, 97, 101-04 
A, 229th Aviation Battalion (Air­

mobile): 7 

Units, U.S. Army-Continued 
Companies- Continued 

B; 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 6, 
7, 9, II, 14-20, 22-26, 30, 33, 
34, 37 

B, 2d Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 19, 
25, 30, 33, 37, 39 

B, 3d Battalion, 60th Infantry: 69, 
71,73,74,78,80,82 

B, 4th Battalion, 503d Infantry: 
88,91,98, 101, 104, 106, 108 

C, 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 6, 9, 
12, 15, 18, 19, 22, 25, 26, 30-35, 
38,39 

C, 1st Battalion, 503d Infantry: 
108 

C, 2d Battalion, 5th Cavalry: 34 
C, 3d Battalion, 60th Infantry: 69, 

73 
C, 4th Battalion, 503d Infantry: 

88, 91, 104, 108 
C, 5th Battalion, 60th Infantry: 

69, 75, 78, 80, 82 
D, 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry: 7, 

9, 10, 15-20, 22, 26, 28, 31-33 
D, 4th Battalion, 503d Infantry: 

88,89,91,92,95,97,98,102-04 
D, 11th Armored Cavalry: 56, 57 
120th Aviation: 140, 141 
335th Aviation: 98 

Divisions 
1st Cavalry (Airmobile): 3,4 
4th Infantry : 86, 87, 91 
9th Infantry: 78 
25th Infantry: 60 

Field Forces 
I: 87 
II: 140 

Regiments 
7th Cavalry: 4 
II th Armored Cavalry (Black­

horse): 41-43, 47,48, 54 
Special Forces Group, 5th, Company 

C, A-101 Detachment: 110-12, 117, 
119, 130, 136 

Troops 
A, ilth Armored Cavalry: 57 
B, II th Armored Cavalry: 56, 57 
C, 1st Squadron, 9th Cavalry : 7,8 
C, II th Armored Cavalry: 56 

Units, U .S. Marine Corps 
1st Marine Air Wing: 136 
III Marine Amphibious Force: 130 
26th Marine Regiment, 5th Division 

(attached): 117, 129 

Units, U.S. Navy, Task Force 117 : 67 
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VICTOR (landing zone): 19, 33 

Westmoreland, General William C.: 136 
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Whiteside, Capt. Jerry E.: 15, 16,27 
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117, 119-2 1, 123, 125-29, 131 -33, 
136, 137 

Worley, S. Sgt. Jimmy R.: 92, 94 

X-RAY (landing zone): 7-13, 15-20, 24, 
25, 27, 32-34, 36, 39, 40 

Xe Pone River: 110, III 
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