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Foreword

Throughout the War in Southeast Asia, American and Vietnamese
forces relied heavily on tactical airlift to satisfy the logistical demands of
the conflict. While doctrine normally dictated the use of railroads and
roads first to move supplies, there was simply no way other than aircraft
to move quickly the necessary volume of men and materiel over difficult
terrain that was subject to frequent interdiction by the enemy. Tactical
airlift had to support simultaneously the full range of U.S. and Vietnamese
activities: irregular forces, covert operations, remote outposts, and full-
scale conventional operations involving thousands of men. And the sup-
port had to be provided despite shortages of aircraft and crews, bureau-
cratic inefficiency, and chronic scheduling problems.

The successful accomplishment of the mission was a testament to the
skill and determination of those who flew and supported the thousands of
transport sorties so vital to the allied effort. Theirs was a record of con-
tinual ingenuity and innovation in tactics, techniques, organization, and
equipment. In total tonnage moved, Air Force tactical airlift in Southeast
Asia very quickly exceeded previous efforts in the China—Burma—India
theater in World War 11, the Berlin Airlift, or the Korean War.

Tactical airlift matured in Vietnam. American airlift personnel worked
with the French prior to their pull-out in the mid-1950s, and started assist-
ing South Vietnamese in the years just prior to the massive American
involvement. Tactics were developed, and then changed constantly in an
effort to adapt to current military situations. Sometimes the old procedures
did not apply. For example, the dropping of paratroops, long a staple of
tactical airlift, was only marginally successful and in 1966 was largely
abandoned in favor of helicopter-borne assault forces. But the early in-
volvement in airborne assault did provide experience in supporting a
seemingly endless variety of missions and helped shape the future of the
airlift mission.

Few tactical airlift missions in Vietnam could be called routine;
weather, terrain, enemy action, and the usual snafus saw to that. Tactical
airlift forces lost 122 aircraft and 229 crewmembers in Vietnam, many
while attempting to deliver critical cargo to friendly units surrounded or
besieged by enemy forces. Some crewmembers earned prestigious decora-
tions, including the Medal of Honor, for their performance in the face of
enemy fire; others died lonely deaths from causes that will probably go
forever unrecorded. But as this book consistently documents, the cargo
virtually always got through when it was within the realm of possibility.

A positive theme throughout the war was the cooperation between
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tactical airlift and its primary user, the U.S. Army. Army personnel
grumbled about late deliveries and the occasionally inaccurate airdrop of
supplies, but with the exception of the siege of An Loc in 1972 the com-
plaints were surprisingly minor. In the case of An Loc, Army personnel
were sharply critical of the Air Force for the length of time it took to
devise successful airdrop methods in the face of an unprecedented anti-
aircraft threat. Yet even this criticism became muted when new and
successful tactics were introduced. The key to the successful Army-Air
Force relationship was the willingness at all levels of command in both
services to exchange information, to work together, and to appreciate the
other service’s problems. The lessons learned in Vietnam ought to have a
major impact at the inter-service management level in any future conflict.

For those with a taste for the unusual there is a chapter on unorthodox
operations which documents for the first time the use of tactical airlift
to support secret missions throughout Southeast Asia; included was the
novel use of A-1 fighter-bombers to drop supplies in drogue-retarded
napalm tanks, while other A-1s bombed the surrounding jungle to disguise
the true nature of the mission. Also revealed are details on the use of
C-130s as bombers and reconnaissance aircraft, and the insertion and
extraction of special forces sent to harass North Vietnamese operations on
the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Finally, the reader will be challenged to examine and to assimilate a
wealth of detail, and to assemble a cogent picture of tactical airlift across
a broad operational spectrum. One thing emerges with clarity from this
book: tactical airlift in Vietnam triumphed over enormous obstacles. It
will forever be to the credit of tactical airlift forces that few friendly units
were overrun because tactical airlift failed to deliver the material when
victory or defeat hinged on supply from the air.

RICHARD H. KOHN
Chief, Office of Air Force History
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Preface

This book presents as its principal theme the United States Air
Force’s use of one form of air power, tactical airlift aviation, in a changing
limited warfare situation. The book’s language and content are tailored for
readers belonging to two overlapping groups—students of war and profes-
sional military officers. Several questions are central: how was tactical
airlift to perform in Southeast Asia, what was actually achieved, and by
what methods?

The conflict took its shape from the interaction of two systems of war.
Most of the time the war was without fronts and exhibited many of the
classic features of guerrilla conflict. Communist forces were skilled in cam-
ouflaged movement and supply——a necessary accommodation to allied air
power. The communist ability to infiltrate major military and paramilitary
units and supply areas almost anywhere in Southeast Asia was never ade-
quately checked by the allies. The Americans replied with their own air
mobility, seeking out the enemy and subjecting him to the killing effects of
air power and artillery. Both the allies and the communists periodically
undertook multiregimental regional operations, the allies concentrating
forces quickly by air, the communists doing so by patient and covert over-
land movement. Both sides sought to dominate the “hearts and minds” of
the civilian population; but neither fully succeeded, the unfortunate citi-
zenry generally thinking and acting in terms of personal survival, In the
end conventional military superiority settled matters,

Air transport gave the allies in Vietnam a powerful tool for mobility
and supply, permitting major operations in remote areas on short notice,
Airlift also made it possible to economize on defensive forces by affording
a fast means of reinforcing threatened regions, either from off shore or
from other parts of Vietnam. Transports routinely sustained isolated gar-
risons, when necessary by parachute. Finally, the transport force conducted
a countrywide passenger and logistics service and made immediate deliv-
eries of needed spare parts to repair grounded aircraft.

This volume focuses on the operations of the Air Force airlift system in
Vietnam and its three principal transport aircraft types. In the years before
1965 there were four squadrons of C~123 Providers in Vietnam operating
primarily on behalf of South Vietnamese forces and the U.S. Army Special
Forces. Beginning in 1965 the four-engine C~130 Hercules dominated the
huge airlift effort to support the U.S. Army and Marines in Vietnam. Late
in 1966 the Air Force acquired smaller C-7 Caribous from the U.S.
Army, and these aircraft thereafter served in diverse and useful roles. The
supplies hauled by Air Force transports in Vietnam far exceeded the com-
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bined payloads airlifted in the Korean War, the Berlin Airlift, and in the
very active China-Burma-India theater of World War II. This book also
examines briefly airlift activities in Southeast Asia of the U.S. Army and
the Marine Corps, the contract firms, the Vietnamese Air Force, the air
forces of the other allies, and the North Vietnamese. The strategic airlift
operations of the U.S. Air Force’s Military Airlift Command, however, are
outside the scope of this book.

I have tried to convey the story of the airlifters themselves—the men
who worked and flew to keep the airlift system going. I have sought to
picture the nature of cockpit duty, the perspiration in aerial port work in
high-volume operations at forward sites, the urgency of the hundreds of
details at squadron level, and the dilemma of the leader tempering his zeal
for the mission with the knowledge that one accident resulting from poor
judgment could cost a hundred lives.

The book is also a history of ideas. It examines the troop carrier con-
cept as it evolved from the 1950s to shape the force in Vietnam and discusses
its aircraft, organization, state of training, tactics, and roles. In the early
war years, reacting to the Army’s theories of airmobile warfare and expan-
sion of its organic helicopter arm, the Air Force moved vigorously to
improve its own airlift capabilities. This Air Force tactical airlift mission
became the foundation for important Air Force roles in a new system of
combat-zone tactics. Part of the process also entailed the inevitable erosion
of the traditional parachute assault idea. And ultimately from the airlift
experience in Vietnam emerged fresh ideas that influenced Air Force and
U.S. Army doctrine of the mid-1970s. This history was initially written as
three separate studies successively treating the periods through 1964,
1968, and 1975, each roughly corresponding to a major era in American
foreign and military policy. The present text, condensed from these earlier
versions, follows the same structure. Chapters are organized topically for
the convenience of researchers interested only in certain aspects of tactical
airlift. Discussions of managerial and organizational matters are kept to the
bare essentials, especially after the creation of the 834th Air Division
which became the basic administrative structure. I have used the pages thus
conserved to give relatively full accounts of certain combat and logistical
operations, in the belief that these are of historical significance and not
simply of technical value. Even so, only the more important and represen-
tative actions are detailed, once the essential operational patterns became
established. Discussions of the use of transport aircraft in the war for Laos
and in other special uses are treated independently in Part I11.

A bibliographic note is added at the back of the book. Two archival
repositories containing diverse materials were most fruitful—the Washing-
ton National Records Center at Suitland, Md., and the Albert F. Simpson
Historical Research Center at Maxwell Air Force Base, Ala. Also central
to my research were direct contacts with perhaps one hundred individuals,
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all veterans of airlift activities in Vietnam. The paucity of documentation
for the years before 1965 dictated that available material be mined to the
fullest and that further information be gathered through interviews. Begin-
ning with 1967 the problem became one of overabundance. To have
examined every relevant document would have extended the project several
years. My selective research for the later years concentrated primarily on
the study of command histories, interviews, and End of Tour reports de-
posited at Maxwell Air Force Base, reports of Air Force advisors working
with the Vietnamese Air Force, after-action or postmission reports on
particular operations, and collections of documents microfilmed by Project
CHECO (Contemporary Historical Examination of Current Operations)
or gathered by individual CHECO authors.

As research deepened, categorical conclusions became more difficult,
I am nevertheless willing to stand behind several broad generalizations. 1
feel that the American airlifters proved their professional expertise in flying
operations, and that many exhibited great dedication and imagination. The
personal courage of aircrews and ground crews was unblemished and at
times magnificent. Leadership from the 834th Air Division command and
staff apparatus was strong. Bureaucratic inanities were not absent, but on
balance the airlift effort was managed and executed intelligently. Probably
the most serious failing was the Air Force’s tardiness in developing an
adequate aerial port apparatus, a key to efficiency in high-volume airlift
operations. Cooperation in the field among the services was generally
good, marked after 1964 by a spirit of compromise among the separate
service staffs in Washington. I feel that the absence of heavy-lift helicopters
from the centrally managed airlift system was unfortunate, though not
ruinous. Helicopter and fixed-wing transport capabilities were effectively
meshed in combat situations in spite of, not because of, separate systems
for airlift requests and allocations. Also regrettable was the inadequacy of
prewar doctrine for joint use of forward airheads, compromising the safety
of crews and troop loads, until a systematic joint effort was organized in
1968 among officers serving in Viétnam. Past rivalries among the services
accounted for both the unsatisfactory helicopter arrangement and the for-
ward airhead difficulties.

The air transport vehicle (including the helicopter) proved an unsur-
passed instrument for combat-zone transportation in Southeast Asia. The
final years of the war, however, made clear the vulnerability of transports
to relatively cheap surface-to-air missiles. Whether this will inhibit future
use of airlift craft over hostile terrain will depend on developments in
equipment and tactics. With this reservation I am convinced that the
combat-zone airlift function deserves future funding and technical devel-
opment, to improve craft payload, vertical flight, and defensive qualities.
Whether such aircraft belong in the Army, or in the Air Force’s Military
Airlift Command, or should be under the control of theater and tactical air
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force commanders, are not crucial issues. Effective airlift operations can be
carried out under any of these arrangements if commanders and staffs
cooperate in a common purpose.

1 began work on this book upon my assignment to Office of Air Force
History in the spring of 1969 while the war in Southeast Asia was far from
over. My explorations never ceased to be an adventure. Although super-
visory and other tasks created frequent and sometimes prolonged intru-
sions, this study has occupied better than half my work during the past
eight years. I am in debt to my colleagues for their help on countless small
matters, to my supervisors for their understanding, to the many individuals
who gave their time and information in interviews, to those who read and
commented upon early versions of the text, to the administrators of the
various repositories for help in getting to the needed materials, and espe-
cially to the infinitely good-humored Elizabeth Schwartzmann, who typed
and gave perceptive suggestions on the endless drafts.

Lawrence J. Paszek, Senior Editor in the Office of Air Force History,
designed and managed the publication of this work from raw manuscript
through distribution. I am also grateful to Anne Shermer for the selection
and placement of photography; to S. Duncan Miller and Eugene P. Sag-
stetter, editors for the study; and to Ann Caudle and Bobbi Levien, who
painstakingly scrutinized the manuscript, galleys, and page proofs for the
ever-elusive error. The photography was selected primarily from the De-
fense Audiovisual Agency, unless otherwise indicated; the art from the
USAF Art Collection. My gratitude is further extended to James Watson
of the Typography and Design Division, U.S. Government Printing Office
for his role in the layout and design of Tactical Airlift.

Ray L. Bowers
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Part One:
The Counterinsurgency Years,

1946-1964






I. The French War
in Indochina

The joyless war of the French in Indochina passed into history at
Geneva in 1954. Through eight years of a “war without fronts,” French
Union Forces, comprising French troops, Foreign Legionnaires, loyal In-
dochinese, North Africans, and Senegalese, controlled only the ground on
which they stood. The Viet Minh used the classic tactics of the insurgent,
moving at will across the terrain of Indochina and avoiding battle except
on terms of its own choosing. Espousing nationalism, the Viet Minh won
support from the peasantry, a source of manpower for carrying on the war.
Sustained in the later years by weapons and materiel from Communist
China, the Viet Minh confronted the French with a nearly impossible
military situation.

An important potential asset for the French was their total superiority
in the air. With command of the air came the ability to use that medium for
transportation, observation, and the delivery of firepower. Handicapping
strike and reconnaissance aircraft, however, was the geography of Indo-
china—its spaciousness, forests, and climate—which afforded the guerrilla
army opportunities for dispersion and concealment. Geography, however,
suggested important uses for air transport. Airlift gave the French army
freedom from dependence on surface communications, whether in main-
taining isolated garrisons or in operating offensively in enemy-dominated
regions. A decade later, the Americans would employ air transport in essen-
tially the same ways, fighting essentially the same enemy in the same arena.

With President Harry S Truman’s May 1950 decision to assist the
French, America undertook an almost entirely advisory and logistical mili-
tary role in Indochina.® The U.S. Air Force’s contribution was primarily on
behalf of the French airlift arm and included provision of transports, spare
parts and equipment, instructors, and temporary maintenance detachments.
Air Force transport units based in the Pacific made regular deliveries of
military materiel to Indochina and on very rare occasions flew sorties
between points within the country.

Throughout the war years, French forces occupied several principal
enclaves. A chain of defensive positions guarded the Red River flatlands in
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the north, including the cities of Hanoi and Haiphong, the Bac Mai and
Gia Lam airfields at Hanoi, and the Cat Bi and Do Son fields outside
Haiphong. A second major French concentration lay around Saigon and
included the Tan Son Nhut and Bien Hoa airfields. French forces also
garrisoned perimeters about lesser centers at Tourane (later called Da
Nang), and Nha Trang. Overland movement outside these enclaves invited
ambush by day and was suicidal at night. Based inside these protected
areas were the French air transport squadrons, primarily at Tan Son Nhut,

Do Son, and Nha Trang.
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THE FRENCH WAR

In the less populated highlands of Vietnam and over much of Laos,
the French garrisoned numerous camps and posts. They conceived these
sites as rallying points for opponents of the Viet Minh, among the moun-
tain people, and as bases to support patrol activity by French-led counter-
guerrilla troops. The garrisons were supplied primarily by transport aircraft
operating from the larger coastal bases. Few of the isolated posts had
landing strips, so that airdrop became the customary delivery method. Over
seventy drop zones in the interior were in routine use by 1953.2

These fixed defensive positions tended to tie down more than half the
French manpower. Under American pressure, the French organized and
expanded a Vietnamese National Army, intending that the loyalist soldiery
man the fortified posts, thus releasing French troops for offensive roles.
French motorized units, equipped with tanks, trucks, and artillery, were
stationed at major bases and were prepared for fast movement into the
interior. Communist ambushes in early 1954 ripped apart one such unit,
Mobile Group 100, within the Pleiku-An Khe-Ban Me Thuot triangle of
southern Vietnam, exemplifying the futility of French roadbound supply
efforts against an enemy capable of off-road movement.3

In contrast, airborne mobility inherent in parachute troops and trans-
port aircraft promised worthwhile tactical possibilities. An Airborne
Forces Command was organized in 1949 with headquarters, training, and
support facilities at Saigon and Hanoi. The well-trained paratroop force
expanded in size throughout the war, exceeding eight thousand men by the
end of the conflict.

The paratroop battalions proved their tactical skills in more than 150
operations of varied dimensions. Few parachute operations, however,
could damage an enemy indifferent to pressure on communications. Usu-
ally Viet Minh forces faded away from the objective area, offering little
resistance either to the paratroops or to ground forces. Paratroops could
strike instantly but once on the ground they had no greater mobility than
conventional forces, and deep strikes raised the major problem of retriev-
ing the paratroops after completion of their mission.* Paratroops were
sometimes used in defensive situations, making approximately sixty rein-
forcement jumps into or near isolated posts under attack. Several times,
airborne units jumped into areas chosen to protect the withdrawal of other
forces. Occasionally, where suitable airstrips existed at threatened points,
transports landed the troopers.*

“Another means for challenging the Viet Minh in the interior was the
Base Aero-Terrestre, situated in a remote area and built around a ‘heavy-

* Parachute assaylts spearheaded each of the main French offensives from
Hanoi—sweeps in 1947 into the northern hills, and the later Hoa Binh and Lorraine
operations. An example of the independent raid was Operation Hirondelle near the
Chinese border in 1953, wherein three battalions destroyed communist war materiel
before withdrawing overland sixty miles for naval pickup.
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duty airstrip. Air supply entirely eliminated the need for ground lines of
communication. French troop units could stage from the airhead, making
patrols of several days duration. Should enemy forces concentrate to be-
siege the airstrip, they became vulnerable to air strikes. The base at Seno in
southern Laos was such an early airhead, containing an airstrip, supply
dumps, and manned by two infantry battalions. The airhead at Na San in
northwest Vietnam endured a heavy and prolonged Viet Minh attack in
late 1952, surviving by a stream of airlifted troops and equipment. The
French eventually abandoned Na San, judging that it tied down too many
troops and transport airplanes. The remarkable air evacuation of Na San in
August 1953 strengthened French confidence during the later Dien Bien
Phu venture.®

Air transport capabilities thus underlay the several French schemes
for contesting control of the interior: the widespread small garrisons, the
paratroop offensive and quick reaction forces, and the Base Aero-Terresire
concept. Until 1952, the French Air Force in Indochina operated some
fifty worn, three-engine Ju-52 transports. These were gradually replaced
by American C—47 Skytrains, most of them provided under the U.S. Mu-
tual Defense Assistance Program. Although slightly inferior to the Ju-52
for operations into short and rough fields, the twin-engine C—47 was faster
(140 knots), could carry larger payloads (nine thousand pounds of cargo,

French Air Force C—47s at Do Son airfield, August 1954.
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or twenty-five paratroops), and possessed slightly better exits for para-
drops. The C—47s were aged, but the availability of American technical
assistance and spare parts promised satisfactory maintenance. The twenty
aircraft present in Indochina in November 1951 swelled to 116 by the
1954 cease-fire.8

Several circumstances, however, reduced the seemingly impressive air-
lift capability of the C—47 fleet. French squadrons were chronically short
of air and ground crew personnel, reflecting budgetary and political condi-
tions in France. In transport units, available aircraft sometimes exceeded
aircrews. In December 1953, for example, the French had fifty-eight crews
for sixty-nine C—47s, having acquired some twenty additional aircraft the
previous month. Fatigue and disease further reduced available crews and at
times the French operated C—47s with only one pilot. For large operations
like the Dien Bien Phu assault, extra pilots were drawn temporarily from
staff duties.” )

Flying activity also was hindered by weaknesses in the French system
of aircraft maintenance and supply. Lacking the extensive World War II
experience in logistics of the British and American air forces, French
maintenance practices resembled, according to one American observer,
“USAF crew chief methods of about 1940.” Also, because of an unsatis-
factory system of spare parts distribution, crewchiefs felt obliged to hoard
private stocks of critical spare parts and to attempt local bench repair of
broken parts, practices considered insidious by the Americans. Ground
crewmen worked hard and an American group reported that, “at the lower
echelons, the conscientious performance of duty and will to overcome
obstacles . . . is impressive.” Nevertheless, the C-47 incommission rate
was often below fifty percent,* while monthly transport utilization rarely
reached fifty hours until the war’s final months.?

Military transports were sometimes augmented by civilian craft flown
by civilian pilots, many of them veterans of the difficult weather and terrain
of Southeast Asia. Civilian transports also flew into battle areas, and on
occasions dropped paratroops. During the final years of French involve-
ment, the French Air Force also operated eight twin-engine American
C-45 Expeditors, primarily for passenger and light cargo lifts between
major bases. Helicopters were used for medical evacuations and aircrew
rescue, but there were very few until the final months. At the time of the
1954 Geneva accords, the French Army and Air Force were operating
some forty helicopters in Indochina but the settlement interrupted plans for
further expansion and the undertaking of new airmobile assault oper-
ations.®

The desirability of increasing airlift capacity was indisputable. For the

* The twenty-five Air Force C-47s in Korea during fiscal year 1952 averaged
ninety flying hours monthly and a seventy-two percent incommission rate,
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Americans, continually pressed by the French to provide more transport
aircraft, first priority lay in reforming the sagging French maintenance
system. Toward this end, members of the U.S. Far East Air Forces turned
their energies during 1952 and became involved in an Indochina airlift
activity which increased steadily until the 1954 armistice.

American maintenance and supply teams from Air Force units based
in the Pacific arrived in Vietnam during late 1952 and sought to improve
French Air Force logistics. Both nations viewed this cooperation as tem-
porary, with French self-sufficiency the eventual goal. A stream of Ameri-
can mobile training teams gave further assistance. Six such teams arrived
from the United States for six-month tours during 1953. The logistics and
training teams moderately improved French maintenance, despite frictions
when American confidence rubbed against French pride.1®

Air Force officials repeatedly recommended against complying with
French requests for additional C-47s, believing that more transports
would be unusable unless maintained by American personnel. The idea of
lending Air Force transports to the French for short periods met few objec-
tions. During the summer of 1952, the French asked for sufficient trans-
ports to drop three paratroop battalions (about twenty-four hundred men).
In view of the urgent need to achieve battlefield victories, and despite the
past ineffectiveness of large paratroop operations, American officials
yielded to French entreaties. U.S. Ambassador Donald R. Heath in Saigon
informed Washington on August 15, 1952:

Actually, even if the offensive spirit of command and troops were at
highest pitch, no effective offensive could be undertaken against the
Viet Minh because French-Viet forces lack the indispensable element to
force the elusive enemy to battle—namely, sufficient planes for more
massive air drops of parachute battalions.1?

Consequently, the Air Force, on September-20, 1952, directed the Far
East Air Forces to provide twenty-one C—47s on a four-month loan. The
aircraft were to be delivered to the coastal base at Nha Trang, along with
spare parts and would thereafter be operated by French crews and would
display French markings, although the United States would retain owner-
ship. Simultaneously, the French were to shift twenty-nine C-47s from
Europe,* to bring the transport fleet in Indochina up to 102 planes. An Air
Force supply team flew to Nha Trang on October 6 to assist in organizing
the spare parts and equipment to be provided by the Americans.?

The 1952 loan project began with misfortune. On October 20 a tropi-
cal storm damaged ten C—47s that had just arrived at Nha Trang. Repairs

* Most were received from the Belgian Air Force, then reequipping with newer
aircraft.
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were made promptly, using parts airlifted from Clark Field in the Philip-
pines. Several weeks later, the French maintenance force, overwhelmed
with the additional C-47s, urgently requested the assistance of American
mechanics. Deeming emergency maintenance “vital to the holding of Na
San,” Ambassador Heath urged “immediately favorable action.” On De-
cember 20, 1952, Air Force headquarters directed the Far East Air Forces
to provide a maintenance team with a strength “adequate for the balance of
the loan time of USAF C—47 aircraft.” A team of approximately twenty-
eight men was promptly dispatched and remained at Nha Trang until the
following summer.13

Although the 102-ship C—47 fleet had been conceived primarily for
use in parachute assaults, in practice the ships were used for heavy-volume
work. The Viet Minh offensives in late 1952 against Na San and a smaller
base at Lai Chau necessitated some one hundred resupply flights daily.
Twenty French battalions in Laos, meanwhile, became entirely dependent
on air supply as a result of fresh communist attacks against Luang Prabang
and the Plain of Jars. Although disappointed by an absence of French
offensive operations, the Americans accepted that circumstances required
continuation of the C—47 loan beyond February. The loan period was
extended, the French returning eight ships in April 1953 and the remainder
in August.14

The idea of using C-119 Flying Boxcars for airdrops in Indochina
was appealing. The twin-boom aircraft had been designed for an airdrop
role, and its rear cargo door and elevated tail section made it possible to
release an entire cargo load in a single pass. French officials as early as
1951 requested some C—119s, evaluating the work capacity of the craft as
double that of the C-47 and stating that the 119s would operate strictly in
airdrop work from major airfields.1s

The Far East Air Forces C~119 fleet in 1953 consisted of approxi-
mately 103 craft, all assigned to the 483d Troop Carrier Wing at Ashiya
Air Base, Japan, commanded by Col. Maurice F. Casey. The wing flew
regularly in Korea, and maintained a majority of its aircraft for short-
notice paratroop assaults, Colonel Casey with several wing officers visited
Indochina in early spring 1953, looking into possible operating problems.
The group visited air bases throughout Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.
Casey reported widespread inadequacies in ground radio equipment and
instrument flight facilities, and described the language problems and
hazardous terrain likely to face American crews, Casey asserted that the
Gia Lam Airfield at Hanoi, the most likely C-119 operating base, needed
paved taxiways and parking space, since the loose gravel covering these
areas was hazardous to C-119 propellers. As for the possibility of provid-
ing the C-119s on a loan basis, Casey asserted that French crewmen could
easily be cross-trained to fly these aircraft and demonstrated this by giving
several French pilots informal transition instruction at the Saigon- airfield.

9
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Colonel Casey himself preferred that the wing’s aircraft be flown by his
own crews, but he made no written recommendation in the matter.1®

Gen. Mark W. Clark, USA, commander of the U.S. Far East Com-
mand, after personally visiting Indochina on March 26, 1953, requested
permission to dispatch two C-119s with American Air Force crews pri-
marily to land armored vehicles at interior points in Laos. Clark repeated
his request on April 18 but changed the concept of employment as a result
of Colonel Casey’s report, envisioning the C—-119s being used for airdrops
and for routine missions between major air terminals. The Joint Chiefs of
Staff decided against supporting these proposals and opposed the use of Air
Force aircrews. An urgent recommendation by Adm. Arthur W. Radford,
USN, Commander in Chief, U.S. Pacific Command, to lend six C-119s to
the French for operation by civilian crews, gained speedy Joint Chiefs and
presidential approval in the last week of April.1?

Pilot checkouts began promptly at Clark. Crews from the 483d Wing
gave ground and flight instruction to crewmen from the French Air Force
and to a group of civilian pilots recruited in the Far East under contract to
a private airline, Civil Air Transport, Inc. Checkouts were completed on
the flight to Vietnam and the six C-119s landed at Gia Lam on May
4-5, 1953. Eighteen ground crewmen from the 483d Wing accompanied
the aircraft to instruct and assist in maintenance. The American aircrews
remained at Hanoi flying about eighty missions during the three months of
Project Swivel Chair. The French and Civil Air Transport crews flew all
operational missions, The project shifted to Cat Bi in early June, because
of runway deterioration at Gia Lam. A second group of French pilots
received C—119 training with U.S. Air Force units in Europe and replaced
the civilian pilots in late June.1?

Neither Gen. Otto P. Weyland, commanding the Far East Air Forces,
nor Maj. Gen. Chester E. McCarty, commander of the 315th Air Division
(the theater airlift headquarters), was pleased with the continuation of
Swivel Chair. Both officers foresaw growing maintenance problems for the
483d Wing and shortages of airlift between Japan and Korea. General Mc-
Carty, while visiting in Vietnam, asserted that the Swivel Chair aircraft
were being wastefully employed and that no significant heavy drops had
materialized. French Air Force officials, although pleased with the payload
of the C-119, its airdrop qualities, and its ease of loading, were neverthe-
less unhappy over runway damage at Cat Bi, a result of the ship’s heavy
weight, Through an agreement negotiated by the U.S. mission in Saigon
with Gen. Henri E. Navarre, the new French Commander in Indochina, the
C-119s and the 483d Wing’s personnel left Indochina on July 28, 1953.
Also by agreement, the Far East Air Forces maintained six C-119s on ten-
hour alert, ready if needed for heavy drops in Indochina. French crews,
further, were to receive periodic C-119 refresher flights.1®

Released from the demands of the Korean War by the armistice of
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July 27, 1953, the Americans assumed the burden of new commitments to
bolster French airlift capabilities. Instead of using C-119s for sustained
duty, the Americans under Project Iron Age agreed to hold available
twenty-two C-119s for short-term loan, sufficient in number to increase
French paratroop assault capabilities to an equivalent of one hundred
C-47s. According to the 483d Wing Operation Plan 4-53 of October 9,
the aircraft were to arrive at Cat Bi within seventy-two hours for loan
periods of approximately five days. American Air Force crews were to
ferry the aircraft to Vietnam and would return the ships to Japan as soon
as the specified drops were completed. To General McCarty, this would
prevent “champagne and ice runs” by the French. Although the planes
would bear French markings, 483d personnel in their own uniforms would
perform all maintenance and technical supply functions.20

Training French Air Force aircrews in the C=119 was resumed at
Clark on September 23, with 483d Wing aircraft, instructors, and main-
tenance personnel. The goal was a capability to operate in Indochina with
twenty-two aircraft. Civil Air Transport crewmen, meanwhile, received
additional training at Ashiya, and were “exceptionally well qualified,” ac-
cording to Colonel Casey, who himself instructed in the flight program.
Many Civil Air pilots were former Air Force or Navy officers and one was
a former member of the 483d. The lure of high pay, adventure, and the Far
East apparently accounted for their latest choice of occupation.?l

The expanded training program, the planning for Iron Age, and a pres-
idential decision to provide another twenty-five C—47s (bringing perma-
nent strength in Indochina in December to one hundred aircraft)?? all
reflected the Eisenhower administration’s willingness to support the French
airlift effort. Behind the American policy was satisfaction with General
Navarre’s aggressive plans and the belief that air transport offered an
important asset for the campaigns ahead.

General Navarre’s decision to establish a Base Aero-Terrestre at Dien
Bien Phu was rooted in Viet Minh threats against Laos. From the airhead,
Navarre reasoned, French units could interdict communist forces in Laos
and, should the Viet Minh decide to concentrate against the airhead, a
setpiece battle would develop wherein French air and artillery firepower
could be decisive. Accordingly on the morning of November 20, 1953, two
paratroop battalions jumped from sixty French Air Force C—47s and
seized the valley of Dien Bien Phu. Viet Minh troops fled or were quickly
overcome, and a second wave of troopers jumped unopposed in the after-
noon.23
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A C-119 Flyng Boxcar on loan to French forces.
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Chinese, French, and American personnel unload a C-124 at

Saigon, August 1954.
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French military personnel board a Tactical Air Command C~124 Globemaster at Orly Field
Paris, bound for Indochina, May 3, 1954.
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Painting French markings on a USAF
C-119.

USAF maintenance specialists work on
a flak-damaged C—119 as a Senegalese
guard stands by, Haiphong Air Base,
May 1954.

French parachutists being dropped during an attack
on a Vietminh stronghold, November 1954.
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Generals Otto P.
Weyland and Earl E.
Partridge, former
Far East Air Forces
commanders, at a
joint retirement
ceremony, July 1959.
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Engineer troops promptly began renovating the old airstrip primarily
by hand labor. French aircrews attempted two drops of 17,000-pound
bulldozers urgently needed by the engineers at Dien Bien Phu. Several
483d Wing C—-119s were flown to Cat Bi for this purpose. On the first try
on November 23, the bulldozer fell away from its parachute and was
smashed. Two days later, a second dozer was successfully dropped. Colo-
nel Casey noted that this was the heaviest single item ever dropped in the
Far East. Meanwhile, other French crews completed training in heavy
drops at Cat Bi and at Clark Field and made four drops at Dien Bien Phu
on December 3.2

The first C—47 landed at the rebuilt Dien Bien Phu strip on Novem-
ber 25 amid clouds of red dust. Later, the engineers covered the runway
with pierced steel planking. The 150 miles separating Dien Bien Phu from
Hanoi meant that each C—47 did well to make two trips daily. The seventy
daily deliveries sufficed for essential resupply, but permitted little space for
airlift of construction materials needed for defensive positions. Items air-
landed during December included 155-mm artillery weapons and ten dis-
assembled light tanks.2?

Fifteen C—119s of the 483d Wing arrived at Cat Bi on December 5,
the first ships requested by General Navarre specifically under the Iron Age
plan. The craft were loaned for the stated purpose of dropping 1,070 tons
of materiel (mainly barbed wire and ammunition) at Dien Bien Phu. The
planes again bore French insignia and were flown by French aircrews. The
American detachment was asked to provide twelve ships each day. The
planes rotated to Ashiya for inspections and major repairs, returning to Cat
Bi carrying spare parts, replacement crewmen, Or parachutes. The original
tonnage commitment was completed on December 21, but the aircraft
remained at Cat Bi to meet a fresh requirement for another 930 tons of
barbed wire and stakes.**

During the winter, French forces at Pleiku and the Plain of Jars
became entirely dependent upon air resupply, further straining French air-
lift capabilities. The Iron Age commitments were successively renewed, so
that the original idea of short-term loans became meaningless. The number
of airplanes provided daily rose to seventeen in January, then dropped
again to twelve late in the month. Each ship flew one or two missions per
day and each averaged over three hours flying time. An eight-man U.S.
Army detachment from Ashiya prepared parachutes and loaded aircraft at
Cat Bi. By mid-March the Iron Age C-119s had dropped fifty-seven hun-
dred tons during 965 sorties.2

Although the Iron Age C-119s were used primarily for the Dien Bien
Phu drops, the French sometimes employed them for drops and landings
elsewhere, for example, at the hard-pressed base at Luang Prabang. The
119s also flew twice-weekly courier missions between Cat Bi and Saigon,
moving critical supplies and hospital patients. The French also used the
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C-119s as napalm bombers at Dien Bien Phu, claiming good results. The
Americans had discouraged this use, citing unsatisfactory trials in Korea.
One ship loaded with napalm crashed on takeoff from Cat Bi on March
23.28

General Weyland and other officials opposed proposals to use Ameri-
can Air Force crews for certain C—119 missions and the Joint Chiefs of
Staff noted that “practically all supply flights involve flying over enemy-
held territory.” Several members of the 483d Wing, however, visited Dien
Bien Phu, including Colonel Casey who landed with a maintenance team to
recover a C-~119 forced down for repairs. A few wing pilots arranged
privately to accompany one or two drop missions from Cat Bi, although
this practice was officially frowned upon. Otherwise, the 483d crews flew
only on engineering test and pilot checkout flights in the Cat Bi area, and
on daily support flights between Cat Bi and Clark Field. American Civilian
Air Transport crewmen returned . to C—119 cockpits early in March to
supplement the French Air Force crews.2®

Airdrome facilities at Cat Bi were barely adequate. The main runway
was eight thousand feet long, constructed of asphalt and concrete, with
steel matting in places. Continuous repairs were necessary to arrest runway
deterioration. Air traffic control was unsatisfactory—pilots reported sev-
eral near-collisions close to the airfield, and during overcast weather
takeoffs were possible only at fifteen-minute intervals, American Air Force
control tower operators assisted at Cat Bi during April and May, but
preparations for installing an American ground controlled approach radar
were interrupted by the end of the campaign.3?

The maintenance detachment from the 483d Wing kept the Cat Bi
planes in good flying condition, aided by the aircraft rotation system and
ample supplies of spare parts. Concerned with heading off future French
recriminations, Colonel Casey leaned over backwards to satisfy French
officers, and requested written confirmations of the number of C-119s in
commission daily. The 483d detachment by April numbered 121 men most
of whom served sixty-day tours. Enlisted men lived in eight-man huts,
officers commuted by jeep from a Haiphong hotel. Colonel Casey installed
an American mess hall, arranged for food and fresh water from Clark
Field, personally chose all supervisors, and insisted on tight discipline. The
flavor of combat too was present since Viet Minh commandos damaged a

—119 and several other aircraft in a night attack in March. Most of the
Americans found their weeks at Cat Bi memorable and, for Casey, this was
the “highlight experience” of his military career.?!

A lesser venture, also benefiting the French airlift effort, resulted from
a French request for American maintenance personnel to support two
squadrons of C-47s and one squadron of B—26 Invaders, Upon presiden-
tial direction, the Air Force on J anuary 30, 1954, ordered the Far East Air
Forces to form a provisional maintenance unit, to be in place in Indochina
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by February 5. The message closed with the admonition, “imperative this
group perform effectively.” General Weyland had opposed the proposal,
but directed fast and early action to select and prepare the men. Far East
Air Forces officers in discussions with the French chose Tourane as loca-
tion for the B-26s and Do Son for the C—47 group.32

A provisional unit* was formed from Air Force air depot wings in
Japan, Korea, and at Clark Field. Some forty-four aircraft loads of sup-
port equipment were loaded at Clark aboard C-54 Skymasters, C—119s,
and C-124 Globemasters. The C—47 element, consisting of seven officers
and 113 airmen, left Clark the morning of February 5, landing at Cat Bi
and moving to Do Son by vehicle. The detachment received its first C—47s
for maintenance on February 9. By the end of the month, the Americans at
Do Son had worked six thousand man-houss, completing nine periodic
inspections. |

Living and work facilities at 1’56\ Son\proved adequate and parts
shortages were met by making availabl ' Air Force spares. Most Americans
shuddered at the condition of the Fren anFcraft, some flying with over a
hundred malfunctions and many filthy f carrying livestock. Maj. Ken-
neth F. Knox, the American commande Do Son, watched one French
mechanic stand on an engine while looséning a spark plug with a sledge-
hammer. He later conceded that the Fre were well motivated, but pri-
vately resolved not to fly with them. French officers, though, officially
complained that the Americans worked too slowly. Total flying time none-
theless increased. During May and June, the C-47s flew twenty-one thou-
sand hours, compared with twelve thousand hours in January and
February.??

Overwater airlift missions by Far East Air Forces transports during
1954 were planned increasingly to assist Southeast Asia. Periodic emer-
gency shipments from Japan of various ordnances—flares, smoke bombs,
bomb clusters—were met by diverting 315th Air Division C-119s and
C—124s from other tasks. During the critical weeks before the fall of Dien
Bien Phu, aircraft of the 315th not already on loan to the French spent
nearly half their flying hours in support of the Indochina war. Clark Field
became the airlift hub, amid routes from Japan and the continental United
States. Because of deteriorating runways in Vietnam, the C—124s usually
operated only as far as Clark, hauling military materiel including ammuni-
tion, aircraft parts, and parachutes and rigging for airdrops.t Surface and
air shipments from the United States similarly converged at the Philippines.

* The unit was first designated 642d Field Maintenance Squadron, but was
redesignated FEALOGFOR (Far East Air Logistics Force), Field Maintenance Squad-
ron, Provisional, soon after its arrival in Indochina.

+ Thirteen C—124s of Tactical Air Command hauled one thousand troops from
France and North Africa to Tourane via Karachi and Ceylon, starting on April 20.
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Final movement into Vietnam was by C-119s and C-54s of the 315th Air
Division.

A C-119 could fly the one thousand miles from Clark to Haiphong in
six hours. In mid-April, the 816th Troop Carrier Squadron of the 483d
Wing moved to Clark with fifteen C—1 19s, tasked to make six round trips
daily to Indochina. The 119s were flown to Ashiya periodically for main-
tenance, blending into the rotation system set up for Iron Age. Cargo
handling personnel at Clark, some of them shifted from other jobs, worked
double shifts, breaking down cargo for separate destinations, preparing
shipping forms, and loading aircraft.3¢

The situation at Dien Bien Phu became increasingly desperate after
mid-March. The degeneration of the airlift effort, and indeed of the whole
battle from the French viewpoint, directly resulted from the close-in Viet
Minh artillery and antiaircraft fire. The communists spent three months
preparing, hauling guns and ammunition over mountain trails to camou-
flaged, dug-in positions almost impervious to French fire. Shelling in March
destroyed a C—47 while landing and demolished a parked C—119 that
had been forced to land for repairs, Airlanded supply virtually ceased
except for an occasional C—47 at night. Communist gunners, however, soon
discovered the night tactic and destroyed three C~47s during March 26 and
27. A last C-47 took off the night of March 27, loaded with patients;
another landed but was destroyed on the ground the next night. Drop zones
also came under shellfire, making recovery of the dropped materiel a
hazardous business.3

Subsequently during the campaign, reinforcements, a few at a time,
parachuted in at night. More than six hundred men with no previous para-
chute training thus jumped blindly toward the center of the camp.
Communist fire made daytime low-level supply drops suicidal. High-alti-
tude drops proved inaccurate, mainly because of the unreliability in the
delay parachute-opening mechanism. A chute opening at ten thousand feet,
for example, would drift with the wind for six minutes. When low clouds
covered the drop zone, crews sometimes aimed with the aid of a tethered
meteorological balloon. The recovery rate of supply packages declined as
the defended area grew smaller in size. Most of the thirty-five Tron Age

—119s damaged by ground fire were hit in the last weeks of the battle for
Dien Bien Phu. Five received major damage, generally from 37-mm explo-
sive shells. Civil Air Transport pilots denounced the French failure to
prevent the Viet Minh fire and pointed out that their contract required “no
combat flying.” A legendary civilian pilot and former Air Force officer,
James “Earthquake” McGovern, piloted the only C-119 actually shot
down at Dien Bien Phu. The bulky and bearded American was lost with
four crewmen on May 6, on his forty-fifth mission over the valley.?¢

The Cat Bi 119s averaged twenty-three sorties nightly during mid-
April. On several nights supplies dropped by the C-119s and C-47s
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exceeded two hundred tons, the quantity needed by the fifteen thousand-
man garrison for one day’s combat. When choices became necessary, food
took priority behind ammunition and medical supplies, and the garrison
spent the final month on half rations. Loadings climbed above two hundred
tons again during the final fortnight, but only a fraction actually reached
the defenders. In a last effort on May 6, twenty-five C-47s and twenty-five
C-119s dropped 196 tons and the next day C—47 drops continued despite
low clouds which precluded C-119 flights. Nevertheless, during the eve-
ning of May 7, Dien Bien Phu fell.%”

The pattern of events at Dien Bien Phu was unmistakable in the
communist siege of Khe Sanh fourteen years later. American officers in
1968 scrutinized the history of the earlier affair. Citing the reasons for the
Dien Bien Phu defeat, the Americans listed first the “inadequate logistics
support caused by an insecure line of communications and insufficient
airlift.”3® This assessment is open. to challenge. Without question, the
French airlift force was deficient in equipment, techniques, and personnel.
Still, air-delivered tonnages roughly equaled the eight thousand tons of
weapons, fuel, and ammunition brought overland by the Viet Minh. Given
the inability of the French air and artillery forces to destroy the communist
guns, it is doubtful that a larger airlift arm could have long deferred the
outcome.

In late May the Iron Age C-119 detachment moved from Cat Bi to
the French base at Tourane. Increasing Viet Minh activity in the Red Delta
and runway wear at Cat Bi necessitated the shift. The new location lay
equidistant between Hanoi and Saigon, and was a full hour’s flying time
nearer to Clark Field. The airfield was adjacent to the city and port of
Tourane, affording easy transfer of seaborne cargo. The larger of two
usable runways was seventy-nine hundred feet long and two hundred feet
wide, and was constructed of concrete and asphalt. Many buildings were
new, but hangars were small.

Between sixteen and eighteen C—119s were kept at Tourane through
early June to furnish twelve operational aircraft daily, capable of twenty-
four three-hour sorties. The aircraft occasionally received hostile fire in the
landing pattern at Tourane, and tracers and artillery could be seen close to
the base nightly. Stray bullets occasionally struck buildings, although the
field was surrounded by a perimeter of strong points and barbed wire.
Friendly naval and artillery fire sometimes passed overhead en route to
targets on the south and west perimeter. Pilots and crew chiefs of the 483d
were kept at Tourane on three-week rotations and were available to fly out
aircraft if required. A night evacuation became essential in late June and
the aircraft were removed to Tan Son Nhut and Clark. All planes returned
the next day, after the base had withstood a determined perimeter attack.
Earlier in the month, Viet Minh guerrillas beyond the base perimeter had
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seized three enlisted men and two U.S. Army parachute riggers. The five
were released in good health on August 31 after six weeks of captivity.

The 483d maintenance personnel occasionally flew to other bases to
recover aircraft grounded for maintenance. When an engine change was
required, an Air Force C~119 crew would fly to the marooned aircraft with
a spare engine, a mobile A-frame to hoist it, and a four-man engine-change
crew. Normally, the relief trip would return to Tourane the same day with
the defective engine, leaving the maintenance crew and an engineering test
pilot to work through the night and to return the next day with the repaired
transport. Aircraft were recovered by Americans in this way from Laotian
bases at Vientiane, Seno, Xiangkhoang, and Saravane. Once, while the
repairmen slept off-base at Saravane, communist infiltrators apparently
entered the American aircraft, but did no serious damage. Lt. Col Donald
C. Pricer, commander of the 483d detachment, flew the relief plane on
most of these occasions.?”

American Air Force officials invoking the original Iron Age plan, in-
sisted that the French justify all aircraft loans by naming specific tasks
and tonnage requirements. General MccCarty, concerned about the continu-
ing drain on 315th Air Division capabilities, again charged that the French
were using the C-119s wastefully, flying missions which could be handled
by C-47s. The Joint Chiefs of Staff on July 12 directed the Far East Air
Forces to remove eight aircraft and a proportionate number of personnel,
leaving only eight C—119s at Tourane, including four with American
markings that were kept in readiness for possible personnel evacuation.
The provisional squadron reported eighty-five persons on duty on July 30,
half the total of two weeks earlier.

The departure of the last C—119 from Tourane on September 7
closed out the 483d Wing role in Indochina. The wing had maintained
operations for nine months in a theater more than two thousand miles from
its home base. French and Civil Air Transport crews parachuted 14,800
tons of cargo in 2,750 C-119 sorties. Three C—119s were destroyed but
no American Air Force lives were lost.4? '

The American C—47 maintenance detachment at Do Son closed offi-
cially on June 29, and a detachment of four C—46 commandos and crews
belonging to the 315th Troop Carrier Wing in Japan also departed. The
C-46s had been kept at Do Son since mid-May in readiness to evacuate
the C-47 mechanics in the event of a Viet Minh attack. To assure oper-
ability, each C—46 flew every few days, often on missions to Tourane or
Cat Bi. One C-46 crashed on landing at Do Son on June 14.41

A few chores remained for the 315th Air Division. Division C-124s
hauled five hundred French wounded from Tan Son Nhut to Japan during
the early summer. Medical flight crews were from the 6481st Medical Air
Evacuation Group, a unit also under the 315th Air Division. Military Air
Transport Service planes completed the movement of patients to Europe
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At Tokyo International Airport, Gen. Earle E. Partridge visits men being airlifted back to
France during Operation Wounded Warrior.

during Operation Wounded Warrior.** In late July and August, the
C-124s hauled 106 tons of tents from military supply depots in Japan for
use by refugees in Indochina. It briefly appeared that U.S. airlift forces
might be called upon to assist in moving Vietnamese refugees from North
Vietnam. Possible large-scale air movements were studied, including a
Hanoi to Cat Bi emergency shuttle. In actuality, of the nine hundred thou-
sand refugees from the north, over two hundred thousand left by air, nearly
all by civil airlines. Ships and crews from the 483d Wing made only a few
trips from Gia Lam to Tourane, lifting out diplomatic personnel 48

Transport aviation had been important in the French conduct of the
war, linking the enclaves and permitting supply of forces in the interior.
Although these contributions were valuable, the French transport force was
too small, its equipment too obsolete, and its methods too outmoded to
realize the true potential of airlift. Too much was asked of the airlift forces
at Dien Bien Phu, despite extraordinary U.S. Air Force assistance. The
battle also exposed weaknesses in existing airdrop methods, in particular
the inaccuracy of high-altitude drops and the difficulty of recovering loads
on the ground under fire.

A fundamental lesson learned was that last-minute efforts to prop
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Courtesy: John Schlight

Evacuating the wounded after the fall of Dien Bien Phu, June 1954.

up an unsound airlift system are a poor substitute for prior and sustained
development based on appropriate doctrine. Transport airplanes are only a
part of the whole airlift system. Sustained airlift operations required a
corps of highly trained personnel, ample spare parts and high-quality air-
craft maintenance, trained aerial port units with suitable equipment, and an
overall airlift control agency for efficient allocation and scheduling. In most
of these areas the French Air Force was seriously weak.
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II. The Troop Carrier Idea,
1954-1961

The years following Dien Bien Phu were important ones for the Air
Force troop carriey arm. Doctrines were developed and forces created
which later were applied in South Vietnam. New tactical transports—the
C-123 and the C-130—began their careers in the active force. Tech-
niques and equipment were developed for short-field assault landings, for
airdrops of heavy equipment, and for increased range. Most crucial in its
influence on the later war effort was the decision, made in 1956, that the
Air Force airlift helicopter fgrge should be disbanded; most transport heli-
copters thereafter belonged to the ground forces for operation outside the
centralized theater airlift system.

Air Force transports and crews visited Southeast Asia only occasion-
ally, although their presence elsewhere in the western Pacific became the
foundation for planning speedy and large troop interventions. The crisis in
Laos beginning in 1959 forced renewed American attention to the region
and required intermittent use of airlift forces based in the United States and
in the Pacific.

Interest in applying air transport to problems of ceunterinsurgency
warfare became strong in 1961, reflecting White House response to a
deteriorating situation in South Vietnam. Decisigns later in the year re-
sulted in the arrival in Vietnam of varied American air units, predomi-
nantly helicopter and fixed-wing transport units, intended to improve the
airborne mobility of South Vietnamese troops. These dgployments began
the long history of Air Force airlift operations in South Vietnam.

Air transport attained a foremost role in theater military operations
during the Second World War. Airborne assault seemingly offered com-
manders combat zone mobility beyond anything known ja military history.
During the Normandy invasion parachute and glider infantry provided an
important margin for Allied success. More often than pet, however, results
of airborne operations were disappointing—troop eafrier transports were
not equipped for precise navigation, and paratrgep units once on the
ground (lacking vehicles and heavy weapons) begame immobile and vul-
nerable. Fulfillment of the promise of vastly improved airborne mobility
remained for the future.

The war also made clear that transport aireraft e¢ould be enormously
valuable in sustained high-volume air supply. During the final months of
the war in Europe, Allied transports (primarily C~47s) helped overcome
saturated ground transportation by airlifting large tonnages of. rations,
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gasoline, and munitions to forward areas. Airlift was even more vital in
Burma, where the rugged and jungle-covered land offered the Japanese
cover in moving against Allied surface communications.?

The Korean War furnished similar evidence. Two parachute assault
operations in the first year proved technically successful, but were of only
minor strategic consequence. More significant were airlandings of combat
units and supplies at Kimpo Air Base shortly after the Inchon landings,
and air supply in North Korea during the ensuing advance and withdrawal.
Although supply drops to isolated positions continued through the war, it
was during the final two years that the transport force settled into an
intensive and sustained high-volume effort. Emphasis was on higher air-
craft utilization, improved maintenance, efficiency in cargo handling, and
tight operational control. Such businesslike matters were the trademark of
Maj. Gen. William H. Tunner, former commander during the Berlin airlift
and during 1950-51 chief of all Far East-based transports. Tunner’s
command—designated the 315th Air Division in early 1951—by its exis-
tence reflected the Air Force’s belief in centralized management and
control of airlift forces. Centralization encouraged systematic attention to
emerging problems, and allowed the transport fleet to be allocated to the
most necessary tasks.? ,

An Air Force-wide project sought to codify prevailing air doctrine
toward the end of the Korean War. The task of reconciling all points of
view was not easy, but in the case of doctrine for theater airlift, the result
was clear and enduring. Drafts prepared by the Eighteenth Air Force, a
troop carrier command within the Tactical Air Command (TAC), evolved
into final form as Air Force Manual (AFM) 1-9, Theater Airlift Opera-
tions, July 1, 1954. The manual listed tasks for theater airlift forces as:
logistic airlift operations, aeromedical evacuation, airborne operations, and
special airlift operations. Although many TAC officers believed that air-
borne assaults would be infrequent in the future, the manual asserted that
“troop carrier forces are combat type forces: they participate in offensive
action against the enemy during an airborne operation.” .

The manual defined the term “logistical airlift operations” broadly to
include “unit deployments” as well as airdrop supply. Unit deployments
were airlanded movements of complete combat units to meet changing
tactical situations, like the 1950 hauls into Kimpo. The manual recognized
that “when units are air transportable they become more mobile, and . . .
constitute a threat to the enemy because they can be deployed quickly and
at will.” ‘

The prominence awarded the unit deployment idea reflected the trend
away from parachute assault. Parachute operations required specially
trained troops, were costly in materials and personnel injuries, and intro-
duced forces piecemeal into combat. By contrast, improvements in the air
transportability of equipment promised air mobility for “general” as op-
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posed to “airborne” forces. Army studies suggested that to make essential
items air transportable, light self-propelled antitank guns or light tanks
could substitute for heavier tanks, towed weapons could replace their self-
propelled counterparts, and engineer battalions could be equipped with
lighter construction equipment. Air Force tactical fighter units, too, could
be airlifted as units; in 1952 the 315th Air Division moved the personnel
and equipment of an entire fighter-bomber wing from Japan to Korea.

AFM 1-9 was clear on one point. Theater troop carrier resources
belonged under centralized control, normally within a numbered troop car-
rier air force. This view followed closely the broader Air Force doctrine
found in Air Force Manual 1-2 that, because of the inherent flexibility of
the air weapon and its ability to concentrate effort, air forces should not be
partitioned among different commands. The troop carrier air force, accord-
ing to AFM 1-9, would be under the direct authority of theater air com-
manders, who were responsible neither to tactical air force nor to ground
force commanders, much as the 315th Air Division operated outside the
Fifth Air Force which was under the Far East Air Forces. Priorities among
airlift users would be established by the theater commander through an air
transportation board with triservice representation, as in Korea, keeping
this function outside the air component structure. A control center within
the troop carrier headquarters would make daily schedules and control
flight movements, while liaison officers from the airlift users would co-
ordinate daily requests and assure that units and materiel were ready for
movement at the proper time and place. The control center would prepare
flight itineraries for each mission, showing loads and times for each sortie,
and distribute this information in the form of daily operations orders to
troop carrier and aerial port units.3

Thus by 1954 Air Force doctrine for troop carrier aviation remained
firmly rooted in the experience of World War I and Korea. The versatility
and usefulness of air transportation were understood and were reflected
amply in the official view. AFM 1-9 remained in effect for twelve years,
until superseded midway during the Southeast Asia war.

AFM 1-9 was published as an unclassified document, and thus gave
little indication of the Air Force’s growing interest in tactical nuclear war-
fare. The national theory of war, or “new look” in defense policy, emerged
after 1953 partly in reaction to the prolonged and distasteful stalemate in
Korea. For the Air Force troop carrier forces the classic theater airlift
roles became overshadowed by new responsibilities supporting the nuclear
strike effort. A TAC symposium in 1955 and the report of Exercise Sage-
brush the same year acknowledged the “de-emphasis of mass airborne
operations in this thermonuclear age.” Furthermore, sustained theater sup-
ply of ground forces secemed almost irrelevant in a war wherein initial
strikes could be decisive. Troop carrier aircraft in Europe and the Far East
were accordingly held in constant readiness for prestrike movements of
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weapons and strike aircraft under plans made necessary because of various
political restrictions, An Air Force-wide troop carrier conference in 1956
declared that “support by combat airlift for the retaliatory effort is and will
be the paramount responsibility.”

Since high-performance strike aircraft of the era could operate only
from lengthy, paved runways, there seemed little point to designing trans-
ports for landings and takeoffs at short, unimproved strips. Representatives
from United States Air Forces in Europe, attending the 1956 conference,
therefore insisted that funds should not be wasted for heavy landing gear
and extra engine power. Later that same year, the TAC operations analysis
directorate, forecasting the next fifteen years of tactical airlift evolution,
reaffirmed the importance of air logistics in an atomic war, and denied the
desirability of short-field capabilities promised by the new technology.?

Reaction to the new look soon appeared. Leading theorists of military
affairs, including Robert Osgood, Bernard Brodie, and Henry A. Kissinger,
challenged the emphasis on nuclear capabilities in military planning. The
Rockefeller Report, prepared during 1957 by a group of scholars and
scientists, agreed that while all-out war remained the gravest danger, it was
not the most likely threat. From the top ranks of the Army came pressure
for improvements in conventional forces and in the long-range airlift
needed to move those forces globally. Early interventions in “brush-fire”
situations, they argued, offered the hope of heading off bigger confronta-
tions. Recurrent crises over Berlin, Taiwan, Southeast Asia, and the Mid-
dle East seemed to vindicate these views, and the new look was recognized
as capable of much flexibility in dealing with these and other crises.®

A parallel idea was the composite air strike force concept. A com-
posite air strike force was a tailored force of fighters, bombers, reconnais-
sance, and troop carrier craft, capable of fast movement from the United
States to overseas trouble spots. Transportation of ground crews, equip-
ment, and supplies required considerable airlift. The payload and range
capabilities of the newer four-engine troop carrier craft of TAC were suited
for the strike force support role, and exercises and contingency plans of the
late 1950s were so developed. The larger job of hauling ground force units
overseas remained for the long-range transports of MATS.* The troop
carriers ordinarily augmented the theater airlift forces in logistics or assault
work, while the MATS crews returned to the United States for second trips.
The divisions of tasks were not rigid, and assignments could be adjusted
according to need. The traditional distinctions between strategic and tacti-
cal transports thus dimmed. It appeared a contradiction that a troop carrier
force built for a role in supporting theater ground force operations now
performed its foremost roles on behalf of the strike forces.”

* Military Air Transport Service, reorganized January 1, 1966, as Military Air-
lift Command (MAC).
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Combat zone airlift methods were also in a transitional period during
the 1950s. Parachute assaults remained a part of joint field exercises ex-
pertly staged from Air Force transports by the Army’s still-vigorous
paratroop arm, but newer ideas emerging within the Army suggested other
forms of battlefield air mobility might be more effective. The possibilities
offered by helicopters were glimpsed during the Korean War, and were
afterwards publicized by senior officers. Maj. Gen, James M. Gavin,* in a
1954 article, called for use of air vehicles in classic cavalry roles. In his
1958 book, War and Peace in the Space Age, he urged conversion of the
airborne divisions into sky-cavalry formations, though retaining parachute
capability. Field Manual (FM) 57-35 described the movement of combat
elements by Army-owned aircraft in battlefield “airmobile operations.”
Such tactics could apply to varied situations, ranging from nuclear battle-
fields to counterguerrilla situations.$

The Air Force, too, appreciated the possibilities for new forms of
battlefield airlift. The assault aircraft idea emerged after World War 1I
from projects to install engines on glider airframes. Such powered gliders
were seen as inexpensive but rugged craft, with slow landing speeds, able to
make repeated deliveries to airheads seized by paratroop assault. The Air
Force selected the XC-123, designed by Chase Aircraft Company Inc.,
from its XCG-20 glider. Some three hundred twin-engine C-123Bs were
built by Fairchild Engine and Airplane Corporation at Hagerstown, Mary-
land, and deliveries to TAC began in 1955. Assault aircraft operations
appeared in the joint exercises, but the concept weakened, partly because
of the vulnerability of the C—123 Provider in hostile areas. Consequently,
these aircraft were gradually shifted to logistic tasks in support of strike
aircraft units. Upon assignment of some C-123s to the Air Force Reserve
and with further reductions programmed for 1957 in the active force, it
appeared that the plane was to become the Air Force’s first and only fixed-
wing assault airplane. The eventuality seemed certain in 1960 when the
Army stated its wish that the Air Force buy more long-range transports
instead of craft equipped with the latest technology for short-field work.?

Even more short-lived was the Air Force’s helicopter assault transport
force. As early as 1949, design studies led TAC to the conclusion that
troop carrier helicopters merited vigorous development. Severe fund limi-
tations prohibited action at that time, along with Air Staff preference for
fixed-wing assault craft. The Korean War spurred Air Force approval of a
TAC requirement for an assault helicopter group. TAC received its first

—19s early in 1952, diverted from other commands. The 8th Helicopter
Flight was attached to the conventional troop carrier wing at Sewart Air
Force Base, Tennessee. 10

* General Gavin beca;e Assistant Chief of Staff for Operations and Plans,
Army Staff, and left the Army in 1958 over the issue of readiness for limited war.
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The rotary-wing vehicle adapted easily to existing troop carrier doc-
trine. The ability of the helicopter to land in inaccessible places promised a
new flexibility in airborne assault and in short-haul logistical work. The
helicopter could launch an attack despite low ceilings, required no para-
chute jump skills of its crews or passengers, and could land forces in
compact groups. Helicopters could pick up casualties from advanced posi-
tions, vastly improving the acromedical evacuation system, and promised
worthwhile capabilities for covert operations. Future helicopter wings were
to be organized under a theater troop carrier commander. By the end of
1955, five squadrons had been activated, with the projection of a force of
nine squadrons (three groups) of assault helicopters.!!

In the belief that helicopters should be directly responsible to the unit
supported and thus under the command of the ground commanders, the
Army remained committed to the idea of maintaining its own cavalry
helicopter arm. Under roles agreements of 1951 and 1952, Army aircraft
requirements were to be developed for airlifts “within the combat zone.”
Air Force troop carrier forces were responsible for lifts “from exterior
points to within the combat zone.” In planning joint exercises, Army offi-
cers consistently opposed use of Air Force helicopters beyond this function
and, in early December 1954, the Department of the Army notified the Air
Force that it had no requirement for combat zone support by Air Force
troop carrier helicopter squadrons. The position had been stated previ-
ously, and it now amounted to withdrawal of Army support for the three
programmed Air Force helicopter assault groups. On January 17, 1955,
the Air Force chief of staff, in a memorandum addressed to the Army chief
of staff, defended the Air Force tactical helicopter role. The memorandum
reasoned that the helicopter was in reality “just another aircraft” for air-
borne operations and logistical air support—an air vehicle which would be
particularly useful in dispersed operations on nuclear battlefields. The
Army reply the following month bluntly reasserted that it would not sup-
port the use of Air Force assault helicopter groups to meet Army
requirements.?

The Air Force a year later conceded with reluctance “that the Army is
the primary user of rotary-wing aircraft, and should have its own rotary-
wing capability.” Further, it stated that the Army should be authorized to
use its own helicopters in airborne operations and in aeromedical evacua-
tion “within the combat zone.” TAC assault helicopter squadrons were
converted to helicopter support squadrons, with a primary mission of pro-
viding logistic support for Air Force units in the United States and within
overseas theaters.'?

The Air Force helicopter troop carrier arm thus passed into history,
although a single squadron operated in the Far East theater airlift system
until 1960. Given the range and payload limitations of existing helicopters,
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the loss of this Air Force role seemed less than critical. For the future,
however, General McCarty, commander of the TAC troop carrier units,
warned that technical improvements in helicopters would eventually result
in “real airlift potential that definitely should be integrated with and as-
signed to the Theater Combat Airlift Force,”14 His view went unheeded; a
decade later, many American transport helicopters in South Vietnam
worked outside a centralized airlift system, denying to the user a worth-
while flexibility.

By September 1960 the Army had fifty-five hundred helicopter and
fixed-wing aircraft, an increase of eight hundred in four years. Plans called
for a further expansion to eighty-eight hundred within a decade including
procurement by 1964 of more than 250 CV—2 Caribou fixed-wing trans-
ports, to be built by de Havilland Aircraft of Canada. The Caribou was of
modest size, but could operate easily into and out of short and unpaved
strips. Simple in design, the ship was powered by two fourteen-cylinder re-
ciprocating engines, and handled an average payload of about two and a
half tons—roughly half the amount carried by the C-123. The Army
envisioned organizing the Caribous into sixteen-ship companies, assigning
one to each army and army corps, pri‘marily for forward area transport.s

Army officers defended the organic aviation arm, citing the need for
fast responsiveness on future battlefields; aircrews would live with the
ground forces, and would be familiar with the tactics of ground warfare as
well as with the immediate combat situation. After retiring as Army chief
of staff, Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor wrote in 1959 that the Air Force had for
decades neglected its responsibilities to the Army, and that new weapons
and equipment for tactical air support and airlift should be organic within
the Army. The official Army view was that of Field Manual 55-4, Decem-
ber 1959, which was that a centralized theater airlift system would consist
of Air Force transport aircraft and operate under allocations established by
a joint agency under the theater commander. Army airlift forces (i.e., the
Caribous) would be separately controlled, primarily under priorities and
allocations established by the Army, and would be attached to the opera-
tional control of particular ground commanders when needed for tactical
missions. The guidance of FM 55-4 became doctrine for American forces
in South Vietnam until 1967.1¢

Air Staff opposition to Army expansion in aviation appeared backed
by solid rationale. The vulnerability to enemy action of slow-flying craft
and the difficulties in moving short-range aircraft overseas in emergencies
were the main Air Force objections. But the heart of the Air Force position
rested on the conviction that:

Because of fear of losing control of a separate Army air service, the
Army is not capitalizing on the inherent flexibility of air power. It still
wants to use aircraft as artillery pieces having them always on call at
all levels of command.17
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To the Air Staff, decentralized control of airlift resources meant unneces-
sarily large forces, ineffective use of maintenance skills, and a grievous loss
of flexibility. On no other matter in troop carrier doctrine was the Air Force
position as clear as that of centralized Air Force control.

Disagreements among the services over cargo handling, drop-zone
management, medical evacuation, and other tactical airlift roles influenced
planning for joint exercises. The question of who should exert air traffic
control about the airhead was especially loaded, since whoever controlled
the airspace would be in a position to determine the entire pattern of
tactical air operations. Clear-cut resolution of the issue was important for
the safety of aircrews and passengers. The assault airstrip was likely to be a
marginal facility to begin with, and intense traffic would require the most
skilled controlier. The prospect of large numbers of Army helicopters
operating alongside Air Force troop carrier aircraft demanded a centralized
and workable traffic control system, one familiar to both Air Force and
Army pilots. Airhead traffic control in exercises was usually settled by
temporary compromises; often, Air Force personnel operated a control
facility, but with unsatisfactory radio communications with Army aircraft
and vehicle traffic. During one exercise, two aircraft—one Army and one
Air Force—landed simultaneously at opposite ends of the runway. A joint
agreement and a refined system for forward airhead traffic control re-
mained unrealized."

Beginning in late 1960, under Chief of Staff Gen. Thomas D. White,
the Air Staff resolved upon a new approach toward Army aviation. Instead
of basing its positions on legalistic arguments, the Air Force intended to
adapt to the battlefield an airmobility idea, performing its own appropriate
missions. General White requested the Air Staff to prepare for closer work-
ing relations with the Army, and he agreed with Gen. George H. Decker,
Army chief of staff, to “resolve long-standing doctrinal divergencies.” Pre-
liminary discussions began toward this end.!?

The apparent trend toward compromise was overshadowed by the
appointment of Robert S. McNamara as Secretary of Defense in January
1961. The new secretary made clear his resolve to wield full authority, and
relied upon his civilian-dominated staff for systematic analysis of problems.
A new pattern for decisionmaking resulted, moderating the effects if not
the depth of interservice rivalry. Knowing McNamara’s practice of subject-
ing questions to cost-effectiveness comparisons, the Air Force took heart in
its argument stressing centralization in airlift management. At the same
time, the Kennedy administration’s focus upon limited warfare capabili-
ties, and the emergence from retirement of Maxwell Taylor as presidential
military adviser, promised sympathetic appraisal of the Army’s organic air
establishment. Selection of Gen. Curtis E. LeMay as the new Air Force chief
of staff in early 1961 implied strong Air Force representations in all matters.
Within this context, conflict between the Army’s airmobility ideas and the
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Air Force Chief of Staff Gen. Curtis E. LeMay during a tour of Vietnam, 1962.

Air Force’s concepts for troop carrier aviation continued, conditioning and
being conditioned by events in Vietnam.

A prototype four-engine C-130, designed and built by Lockheed Air-
craft Corporation, first flew in 1954. Testing and development were rapid
and, despite delays caused by propeller problems, the first model joined
TAC for squadron service in December 1956. Its turboprop engines gave
the C-130 Hercules revolutionary performance: greater speed, range, and
takeofl qualities than the C-119, and double the latter’s payload. The
C-130 accommodated a family of load-bearing platforms developed after
World War II, designed for airdrops of heavy equipment. In addition,
numerous features were tailored for its tactical transport role including a
rear-opening ramp that allowed straight-in loading at truckbed or ground
height. The C-130 became for the next two decades the workhorse of the
Air Force’s tactical airlift fleet.2

In 1959 the Air Force completed its planned force of twelve C—130A
squadrons, six in TAC, three in Europe, and three in the Far East. The
aircraft was equipped with external fuel tanks needed to combat adverse
winds during transoceanic missions. A further development of the C-130A,
designated the C-130B, first flew in November 1958. The B-model had
more powerful engines, a new propeller, extra external fuel capacity, and a
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beefed-up landing gear that raised the aircraft’s allowable gross weight. A
later modification, the C—130E entered the fleet in the early 1960s.2!

The long history of the C-130 in the Far East began in December
1957, with the arrival in Japan of a single TAC Hercules to survey routes
and base facilities. In the months that followed, the three squadrons of the
483d Troop Carrier Wing at Ashiya exchanged their C-119 Flying Box-
cars for new C-130 Hercules, and the air and ground crews were assisted
in their transitional training by TAC personnel. In addition, two TAC
C-130A squadrons in April 1958 were made temporarily a part of a com-
posite air strike force responding to the Taiwan Strait crisis. While operat-
ing from Clark and Ashiya, respectively, the TAC squadrons took over
most of the theater airlift tasks, leaving the 483d Wing free to concentrate
on conversion training. By the end of 1960, the permanently-assigned

AIRCRAFT PERFORMANCE, BASIC MISSION*

Takeoff
run
(over Cruise
Takeoff Fuel S0ft speed Range

Weight Weight Payload obstacle)(knots) (NM)

C-47D 33,000 4,355 9,485 5,100 141 1,026
C-123B 57,800 13,700 11,043 4,670 142 1,891
C-123K 60,000 12,476 10,948 2,802 141 1,573
C-119G 72,700 13,344 15,858 5,470 162 1,415

Caribou

(C-7A) 28,500 2,880 6,219 1,200 132 544
C-124A 198,000 35,344 59,800 7,230 193 1,740
C-130A 124,200 29,379 33,810 3,830 290 1,900
C-130B 135,000 29,389 36,270 4,330 293 1,847
C-130E 152,914 33,772 44,679 5410 291 1,787

Note: The above data affords only general indication as to capability for
any particular task. Reductions and tradeoffs in loading fuel and cargo dras-
tically affect performance capabilities, as do variations in allowance for safety
and economy. The principal improvements in the C-130B and C-130E, over
the C—130A, were in systems reliability and overall gross weight. The C-123K
emerged in the 1960s and is discussed in a later chapter.

* USAF Standard Aircrajt/Missile Characteristics (Brown Book), Aeronautical Systems
Division, USAF, Vol 11, 1975.

34
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squadrons shifted to new bases—one to Tachikawa Air Base, Japan, and
two to Naha Air Base, Okinawa. Few members of the 483d regretted
leaving uncharming Ashiya for the glitter of Tokyo or the warmer breezes
of Okinawa.?2

The 315th Air Division theater airlift headquarters, established in
Japan during the Korean War, remained in existence. Organized directly
under PACAF* and separate from the Fifth Air Force, the 315th pre-
served the concept of central theater airlift control. Day-to-day airlift
priorities and allocations were determined within the regional Joint Mili-
tary Transportation Board, located in Japan. The board was replaced in
March 1961 by the Western Pacific Transportation Office (WTO) located
at Tachikawa and charged by CINCPAC with “responsibility for insuring
the optimum utilization of airlift . . . for tactical, training, and logistical
support of PACOM forces.” The western Pacific area extended from
Eniwetok to Calcutta, within which the 315th provided intratheater lift “to
supplement the services provided by the MATS.” With senior officer rep-
resentatives from all three services, the transportation office received airlift
forecasts and justifications a month in advance, either approving or dis-
approving requests and levying tasks directly upon the 315th. Each month
the air division forecast anticipated airframe and flying hour capabilities,
along with detailed reports of the past month’s flying.23

The 315th Air Division also had operational control over two dozen
C-124 Globemasters stationed at Tachikawa, an air base belonging to
MATS. The massive and ungainly appearing C-124s lacked the speed and
shortfield utility of the C—130 Hercules, but they could carry certain en-
gines, weapons, and vehicles too bulky for the latter. The air division also
controlled four C-54 Skymasters, used mainly to lift medical patients
between Far East bases. In late 1961 a decision was made to add a fourth
C-130 squadron. This acknowledged the long-held PACAF contention
that airlift was a primary limiting factor restricting theater war capabilities.
The new squadron arrived in June 1962.24

Three principal tasks dominated peacetime flying in the Far East:
individual and tactical training, intratheater airlift for air and ground forces
in Japan, Korea, and Okinawa, and joint exercises with U.S. and allied
forces. A fixed number of aircraft were kept on constant alert on Okinawa,
ready to airlift nuclear and conventional weapons and components to strike
units. Aircrews found themselves with little leisure time, but were rewarded
with flight missions to, the Philippines, Hong Kong, and Bangkok. One
crew was much envied, after visiting “that most exotic, delightful, and
mysterious city of the Pacific—San Francisco.”2

* The Far East Air Forces in 1957 merged into the Pacific Air Forces (PACAF),
located in Hawaii, under a unified Commander in Chief, Pacific Command, or
CINCPAC.
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Transpacific crossings meanwhile became routine for the C-130 crews.
By developing Eniwetok as a staging base in place of Kwajalein, it became
possible under most conditions to fly from Hawaii to the Philippines with
only a single stop en route. Facilities at Eniwetok were slowly improved,
and stocking of C-130 equipment and spare parts at Clark Field was
increased. During Exercise Mobile Yoke in 1960, twenty TAC transports
maintained a ninety-five percent incommission rate at Clark, flying regular
round-trip missions to Kung Kuan Air Base in Taiwan and to Bangkok.26
~130 aircrewmen were generally young. Aircraft commanders were
predominantly captains or majors in their early thirties, and most navi-
gators were lieutenants in their twenties. Normal family life was nearly
impossible, given the frequent absences from home during joint exercises
and overseas deployments. C~130 crews knew the pressures of the unit
operational readiness inspection, the rigors of survival training at Stead Air
Force Base, Nevada, and the pallidness of a cold egg and cheese sandwich
in a flight lunch. Crews used the term, “TAC sunset,” watching dawn
toward the end of an eighteen-hour day. A 1961 survey conducted at
Sewart Air Force Base indicated that the average C-130 aircrew work-
week was sixty-two hours, and that individuals were away from home forty-
one percent of the time. Few air or ground crewmen could hope for fast
promotions or future career diversity. Disillusioned, many returned to
civilian life, compounding the problems of inexperience and overwork in
the squadrons. Those men who stayed became the nucleus for an expand-
ing C-130 force during the Southeast Asia years.?

During the fighting at Dien Bien Phu, the U.S. Joint Chiefs took the
position that “Indochina is devoid of decisive military objectives,” and
warned against intervention by significant American forces, Military plan-
ners, nevertheless, examined possible actions, foreseeing important roles
for the Air Force theater airlift force. One proposal suggested shifting a full
wing of transports (C~119s and C-46s) from Japan to Clark, and further
staging to Tourane and Haiphong for in-country airlift work. Three squad-
rons of C-124 Globemasters, meanwhile, would augment the Pacific force,
primarily for overwater hauling. In a separate study, the Army Staff deter-
mined that an adequate intervention force would require airlift to drop one
assault division.28

After Geneva, the United States and the SEATO powers* retained

* The Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO) was established in Septem-
ber 1954, to manifest collective security in the region and further the American
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plans to send external forces into the region. The U.S. Joint Chiefs in late
1955, although recognizing that the main threat in South Vietnam was
infiltration and internal subversion, directed CINCPAC to develop a plan
for “swift and decisive intervention” in case of overt aggression from the
North. The chiefs believed that a U.S. Army regimental combat team could
be airlifted at once to Tourane (later renamed Da Nang) to stop the
communist invasion above 16° latitude; other forces would meanwhile
move by air and sea to points farther south. An Air Force medium troop
carrier wing would operate from the airfield at Cap Saint Jacques (later
called Vung Tau). The resulting CINCPAC Operation Plan (OPlan)
46-56 followed these proposals, prescribing the introduction of a brigade
task force of eight thousand personnel and five thousand tons of materiel,
all to be airlifted in two days from bases elsewhere in the Pacific. The task
would require maximum effort by the 315th Air Division and substantial
augmentation by transports and personnel from MATS.?®

The Kingdom of Laos became a valuable buffer insulating South Viet-
nam, Cambodia, and Thailand from the north, a “tripwire” which could
trigger SEATO assistance in case of a Chinese or North Vietnamese in-
vasion. CINCPAC OPlan 32 (I.)-59, for example, called for the airlift of
two Marine battalions from Okinawa to Vientiane and Seno as an immedi-
ate reaction force, preceding the introduction of a larger joint task force.
Variations to this plan included the possible use of American Army units
based in Hawaii and readiness for parachute assault operations. In all
cases, the force in Laos would be supplied by air, pending the development
of overland transport lines. Again, the plan required the full use of the
315th Air Division, assisted by C-130s and C-124s from the United
States. During late summer of 1959, the air division increased its readiness
for possible introduction of Marine battalions.2°

Actual missions to Southeast Asia were infrequent. Ships and crews
landed occasionally at the major airports, supporting embassy and military
assistance activities. The 315th task forces flew to Thailand annually in
conjunction with the principal SEATO exercises. Shortly before the spring
1958 elections in Laos, C—119s and C-130s delivered over 1,000 tons of
supplies to widespread locations in that country.3!

But conflict within Laos brought a pointed American response. Dur-
ing the first week of January 1961, C~130s of the 315th Air Division and
a TAC C-130 squadron converged on Clark Field preparing for possible
transport of marines. The 315th returned to normal mission activity after a

objective “to prevent the area from passing into or becoming economically dependent
on the Communist bloc.” Remaining outside the alliance were South Vietnam and
Laos, although both accepted SEATO protection under a special protocol to the
original Manila treaty. The United States and its SEATO allies were barred by the
Geneva agreements from stationing forces in either South Vietnam or Laos.
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few days, but the TAC squadron remained in the Far East until early
March; meanwhile, another TAC squadron arrived in Okinawa to partici-
pate in American and SEATO exercises scheduled for February. In conjunc-
tion with the exercises, the air division established several command posts
in upper Thailand.32 A renewed diplomatic crisis in March brought fresh
marines and theater transports to Clark and another TAC C-130
squadron arrived at Clark on the fourteenth. The C-130s made numerous
overwater hauls to Thailand, delivering munitions and weaponry for trans-
fer to Laotian forces. Also airlifted to Udorn were sixteen H-34 heli-
copters for operational use by contract aircrews, 3

The Laotian situation deteriorated further in late April. C-130s
made direct deliveries to Seno and Vientiane. CINCPAC on the twenty-
sixth ordered airborne troops to Clark, and American leaders examined the
feasibility of moving troops into Laos against the communist opposition.
Secretary of Defense McNamara stated that the communists could easily
halt the thirty-six daily transport sorties that were needed to sustain a force
at Vientiane. American military officers were less pessimistic. Admiral
Arleigh A. Burke, Chief of Naval Operations, pointed out that the task
force, if necessary, could retreat into Thailand and be reinforced by air at
Udorn. On April 26, after prolonged meetings in the White House,
CINCPAC received instructions to develop a fresh plan for deploying one
brigade to northeast Thailand and another to Da Nang as a show-of-force
threatening intervention in Laos. Tension eased soon afterwards following
a military cease-fire in Laos and the opening of a new Geneva Conference
on May 12, 1961 3¢

The 1961 Laotian crisis confirmed the importance of the Philippines
as an essential air gateway to Southeast Asia. During the year, PACAF
called for improved staging facilities at Clark Field, proposing stockage of
equipment (including materiel for an airborne battle group) and develop-
ment of a camp site for six thousand troops. The Army instead urged that a
full division be positioned in the Clark area to reduce airlift requirements
for any Southeast Asia troop movements. A serious constraint in planning
was the inadequacy of Southeast Asian airfields particularly in Laos where
only the Seno and Vientiane runways could even marginally handle

—130s and C-124s. Furthermore, both these fields if used would require

continuing and heavy maintenance. The solution seemed to be to improve
runways in Laos and northern Thailand, and to increase supply stocks in
Thailand, actions already begun.38

Speedy air access by U.S. forces to Southeast Asia remained a feature
of American military planning. But after the spring of 1961, a greater
question arose: how should American strength be applied to stem the
gradual deterioration inside South Vietnam? Air Force researchers looked
closely at historical uses of the aircraft in counterinsurgency, grafting con-
clusions onto established doctrine. Potential roles for air transport in low-
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grade conflict seemed great in support of military and paramilitary forces
and for nation-building activities.

This Air Force counterinsurgency potential was soon to be tested.
Poverty and disunity in South Asia had provided fertile soil for revolution-
ary activity. Moderate governments in emerging areas were vulnerable to
the classic weapons of the insurgent: subversion, propaganda, terror, and
guerrilla warfare. To the Soviets these conditions, if nurtured and brought
under communist leadership, promised a fresh path toward the old goal
of world revolution, Nikita S. Khrushchev, speaking before the Party Con-
gress in Moscow on January 6, 1961, reaffirmed Soviet determination to
support “wars of liberation” among the former colonial peoples.

President John F. Kennedy quickly picked up the challenge, and on
February 1, 1961, directed Secretary of Defense McNamara to study ways
of developing counterinsurgency forces. McNamara twice referred the mat-
ter to the Joints Chiefs of Staff and on the second occasion asserted that
“the development by the United States of counter-guerrilla forces is a
critical requirement in the defense of the Free World and . . . should be
pressed with all possible vigor.” President Kennedy’s address to Congress
on March 28 made clear his continued concern over indirect aggression,
guerrilla conflict, and small wars. In reaction to this unmistakable White
House pressure, “counterinsurgency” became a favored topic for discus-
sion and thought among American officers.?¢

The U.S, Air Force had little firsthand experience in counterinsur-
gency. During the second World War, Allied transport aircraft served in
the opposite role, supporting friendly guerrilla and unconventional war-
fare troops inside enemy territory. Airlift provided the guerrillas with
transportation to and from operating areas, and a means of supply. After
the Korean War, Air Force unconventional warfare units (air supply and
communication wings) were reduced in number and in 1957 eliminated
entirely. Conventional troop carrier units were, thereafter, required to main-
tain capabilities for unconventional warfare missions. In practice, however,
this included nothing more than those skills developed for normal airdrop
and assault work.*? '

The Air Force examined historical examples of counterinsurgency
operations—the experiences of the British in Malaya and of the French in
Indochina and Algeria. In the Malayan campaign (1948-1960), ﬁxed-
. wing transports moved troops and supplies between bases, and made sup=-
ply drops to offensive patrols. Helicopters lifted troops and made medical
evacuations. The official British history concluded that air transport was
the Royal Air Force’s most important role in the campaign. The French in
Algeria (1954-1962) used fixed-wing transports to land and drop sup-
plies in interior operating areas. More than one hundred helicopters per-
formed fast troop movements, either in response to enemy attacks or in
planned offensive efforts.**
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The U.S. Air Force on April 14, 1961, activated under TAC the
4400th Combat Crew Training Squadron (CCTS) at Hurlburt Field,
Florida. Its training mission was conducted under cover. The unit was
expected to fly operations against guerrillas, either as an overt Air Force
operation or in some undefined covert capacity. The capability of operating
at austere locations with simple and rugged aircraft was uppermost. To
Col. Benjamin H. King, first commander of the 4400th, the main mission
was to “get on with the problem . . . get the outfit together, learn how to fly
the airplanes, learn how to maintain them, and get your supplies set up.”s?

Like the American air commando force in Burma during 1944,* the
new special warfare unit possessed an integral airlift capability, organized
and controlled separately from any conventional theater airlift force. An
obvious choice for the airlift arm of the 4400th was the C-47, which had
served in Malaya, Indochina, and Algeria. The C-47 Skytrain was less
versatile than the C-123 Provider, but was widely used by foreign gov-
ernments. This was an important advantage which enabled the 4400th
crews to work with foreign personnel in training or operations, and
strengthened their cover story in the event of covert actions. C—47 airlift
squadrons had been assigned overseas for some years, and hundreds of
these Gooney Birds (as the aircraft was popularly known) still served in
supporting roles. The 4400th was authorized sixteen C—47s, eight B-26s,
and eight T-28s, and initial planning called for equal numbers of spare
aircraft to be kept in ready storage.

Known by its nickname, Jungle Jim, the 4400th launched into a
summer of hard work. Its 125 officers and 235 airmen were volunteers,
and had been put through rigid psychological screening. The flavor of
eliteness, self-reliance, and personal dedication was strong. The men were
taught French and Spanish, the use of infantry weapons, hand-to-hand
combat, psychological warfare, and parachuting. C-47 aircrews worked
hardest at their most demanding tasks—night penetrations and supply of
friendly guerrillas or Special Forces. Other missions included day penetra-
tions and drops, medical evacuations, leaflet and loudspeaker operations,
and forward field operations. Crews learned to refuel from fifty-five-gallon
drums, and each ship carried a hand pump for this purpose. Each Gooney
Bird was equipped with ultra high frequency (UHF), very high frequency
(VHF), and high frequency (HF) radios, exhaust flame dampeners, at-
tachments for jet-assisted takeoffs, loudspeakers, and litter supports.t In a
combat readiness test conducted by TAC in September 1961, the C-47
crews scored well ahead of the strike aircraft sections, operating success-

* The 1st Air Commando Group was tailored to support British Maj. Gen. Orde
C. Wingate’s 1944 air invasion of Burma, and included light transport, C—47, glider,
and strike aircraft.

T Thus modified, the ships were designated SC-47s; the S stood for “search.”
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fully in very difficult weather. The 4400th achieved operational readiness
in September.4®

The Air Force thus easily expanded its doctrine to fit the new preoc-
cupation with limited warfare. When in late June 1961 President Kennedy
asked for an inventory of paramilitary assets, urging the Joint Chiefs to
assume “dynamic and imaginative leadership” in this area, the Air Force
pointed to its Jungle Jim unit with satisfaction. The older doctrines for
employing troop carrier aviation remained—doctrines of airborne warfare,
theater logistics, unit mobility, and strike force support. Now, the Air
Force believed that the C-123s and C-130s also had capabilities valuable
in a low-level conflict. The effectiveness with which the troop carrier forces
operated in Southeast Asia after 1961 verified the flexibility and essential
soundness, if not the precision, of prewar tactical airlift and employment
doctrine.!

The limited warfare doctrines current in 1961 were tailored to the
worsening situation in South Vietnam, where the communists were inten-
sifying their vicious campaign of propaganda and intimidation. Several
hundred village leaders were assassinated monthly, confronting the gov-
ernment of President Ngo Dinh Diem in Saigon with insoluble problems in
nation-building. The citizenry—poorly protected from terrorists and with-
out deep loyalties to a class-ridden and frequently corrupt regime—gave
the insurgents a logistics, recruiting, and intelligence-gathering base.%?

Following the Geneva accords, Americans gradually took over from
the French responsibility for training and equipping South Vietnamese mil-
itary forces. A Military Assistance Advisory Group, Vietnam (MAAGYV),
limited to 342 men by the Geneva accords, administered the military
programs. In early 1960 the U.S. Joint Chiefs agreed that the emphasis in
training within the South Vietnamese forces should be changed “from con-
ventional to anti-guerrilla warfare.” Soon thereafter, U.S. Army Special
Forces teams entered Vietnam as instructors. During fiscal 1961, South
Vietnam was the fifth ranking recipient of U.S. military and economic aid.*?

The Saigon regime appeared very much aware of the importance of
air transport for improving national communications and combating in-
surgency. A national plan for airfield construction received the personal
attention of President Diem, so that by 1961 he could claim that his
country had the most advanced aviation infrastructure in Southeast Asia.
The airlift arm of the Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) consisted of two
squadrons at Tan Son Nhut, each authorized sixteen C-47s. The civil
airline, Air Vietnam, also operated C—47s, which helped to overcome
deficiencies in the nation’s surface communications which had been dis-
rupted by insurgency.*4

President Kennedy’s affirmation on May 11, 1961, that the United
States would seek to prevent communist domination of South Vietnam by
initiating “on an accelerated basis, a series of mutually supporting actions
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Courtesy: John F. Kennedy Library
President John F. Kennedy with Robert S. McNamara (left) and JCS Chairman
Gen. Lyman L. Lemnitzer (center), May 1962.

of a military, political, economic, psychological, and covert character,”
confirmed the direction of the nation’s policy. The Air Staff for the moment
held that the present situation was one which could be “met adequately by
indigenous capability.” Any active Air Force role, the staff held, should
“be limited to provision of a light transport squadron (C-123 or C-47)
and recce [reconnaissance] as required.” During the next months, proposals
to introduce American airlift forces were listened to as American leaders
sensed the usefulness of air transport in the counterinsurgency, but sought
to keep Americans with weapons out of combat. By year’s end, several
decisions resulted in the dispatch to Vietnam of men and aircraft from the
American services. The desire to improve the air mobility of the Viet-
namese ground forces was one of the several objectives of the diverse
assistance package.®

The first American air transport unit to arrive in Vietnam was a flight
of four SC-47 aircraft and their crews from the Jungle Jim squadron.
Secretary McNamara on September 5, 1961, announced to his service
secretaries his wish to make Vietnam “a laboratory for the conduct of sub-
limited war.” In a memorandum prepared in the Air Staff plans directorate
dated September 19, 1961, Secretary of the Air Force Eugene M. Zuckert
recommended to McNamara that a small force of C—47s, B-26s, and
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T-28s from the 4400th be dispatched to assist the Vietnamese Air Force
“in developing new techniques and equipment for use against the Viet-
cong.” McNamara termed the proposal “attractive” and, after seeking con-
currence by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, on October 11 obtained the
President’s decision to send the force, subject to Vietnamese President
Diem’s concurrence, “for the initial purpose of training Vietnamese
forces.” The detachment, known as Farm Gate, included four SC-47s,
four RB—26s, eight T-28s, and 151 personnel. 1t departed for Bien Hoa
in November.**

The idea of sending a much larger force of American Air Force trans-
ports was taken up by the Department of Defense, the Joint Chiefs, and the
services in a joint study on possible actions in South Vietnam. Their joint
report of October assessed the capabilities of the Vietnamese C-47
squadrons, and concluded that the VNAF lacked the capability to absorb
additional transport aircraft, except on the basis of a long-range military
assistance program. Use of American aircraft for logistic support missions
would permit the Vietnamese C—47s to concentrate on combat support.
The need for additional airlift was further emphasized by a panel in Saigon,
headed by the British counterinsurgency specialist, Robert G. K. Thomp-
son. After listing the principal deficiencies of South Vietnam, the Thomp-
son group placed at the head of the list the lack of transport aircraft,
pointing out that “it will be essential during the next six months for units
up to battalion strength to be able to operate in the Highlands, particularly
along the Laos frontier, away from their bases, for periods of up to six
weeks.”*7

Further impetus for increased airlift capability came from a group
headed by General Taylor, then serving as presidential military representa-
tive, following an October visit to Vietnam. Taylor stated that improve-
ment of the Vietnamese C—47 force would be “slow and painful,” and
recommended the addition of air transport through contract with Air
America and by the introduction of U.S. Army helicopter units. In a joint
memorandum prepared for the President, dated November 11, McNamara
and Secretary of State Dean Rusk proposed a series of immediate actions
to support the Saigon regime. The proposal incorporated many of General
Taylor’s views. Listed first was a recommendation for “increased airlift to
the GVN [Government of Vietnam] forces, including helicopters, light
aviation, and transport aircraft, manned to the extent necessary by U.S.
uniformed personnel and under U.S. operational control.” President Ken-
nedy approved the recommendation after discussing the memorandum with
the National Security Council and then authorized that President Diem be
so advised.*®

But questions remained: how many transports should be deployed
and of what type? The previous May, PACAF had raised the possibility of
pulling together a squadron of C-47 aircraft and crews then scattered in
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support roles among active units. However, the creation of a flying unit of
members unknown to their leaders or to one another appeared unsound.
Alternatively, to dispatch a significantly larger C—47 element from the
Jungle Jim squadron would cripple tactical development at Hurlburt. The
best alternative appeared clear. Five squadrons of C-123s were still in
TAC. These squadrons had few operational commitments and were sched-
uled for inactivation. Replying to an Air Staff query on the matter, PACAF
in late November recommended, and CINCPAC concurred, that one
squadron of C-123s should move to Clark Air Base en route to South-
cast Asia. McNamara, meeting with the Joint Chiefs on December 4, gave
final approval for movement of sixteen aircraft to Clark, subject to the
concurrence of the Secretary of State. The Secretary of Defense asked for
an early departure date, urging that the first aircraft arrive in the Philip-
pines by December 20. Under Project Mule Train, eight C-123s left for
Clark on the 11th.4

Another transport candidate was the Army’s fixed-wing CV-2 Cari-
bou, which was well suited for operations in Southeast Asia because of its
short- and rough-field takeoff and landing capabilities. A single Caribou
had been tested in Vietnam during the second half of 1961 and had proved
“extremely valuable and useful.” The Army in December informed
CINCPAC that a Caribou company could be moved into Vietnam early the
next year. But CINCPAC on December 14 rejected the Caribous, since the
C-123 Providers along with a company of Army U-1 Otters had already
been requested and these aircraft met immediate fixed-wing transport
needs. 50

The single Vietnamese Air Force helicopter squadron demonstrated
only an insignificant trooplift capability. Lt. Gen. Lionel C. McGarr, USA,
chief of MAAGYV, in early 1961 cautioned President Diem that the unit
should be used operationally, not administratively, and suggested that a
small infantry force be kept alerted to respond by helicopter to guerrilla
attacks. General McGarr also concluded that a larger rotary-wing capabil-
ity was needed, and on October 25, 1961, he recommended that two U.S.
Army helicopter companies be assigned to Vietnam. The Taylor report
supported McGarr’s view and suggested that U.S. Army units provide
“much needed airlift.” Two Army companies, equipped with H-21 Work
Horse helicopters, sailed from the United States on November 22; five days
later, McNamara dispatched a third H-21 company. A squadron of U.S,
Marine helicopters followed in April 1962, also to provide mobility for
Vietnamese troops.?

A host of other U.S. military actions ensued in late 1961, bolstering
the Vietnamese armed forces, improving facilities in Vietnam, and enlarg-
ing the American military presence. A few of these actions involved airlift
activity. Project Ranch Hand introduced six TAC C-123s, modified to
spray chemical defoliants along roadways. PACAF C-124s and C-130s
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during November airlifted men and equipment from elsewhere in the Pa-
cific theater to form the 2d ADVON, the new Air Force advanced echelon
headquarters in Saigon. Named its commander, and Chief, Air Force Sec-
tion, MAAGYV, was Brig. Gen. Rollen H. Anthis, an officer with consider-
able tactical air and air transport experience. Various subsidiary units
under the 2d ADVON were also airlifted into Southeast Asia, including air
base squadron detachments at Bien Hoa, Don Muang (Bangkok), and Tan
Son Nhut.52

As the year 1961 ended, attention of the troop carrier forces of the
United States Air Force had shifted to a preoccupation with Southeast
Asia. Secretary McNamara in December stated that South Vietnam had
“number one priority” and would receive whatever resources were needed,
other than U.S. combat troops.”® Twenty years had elapsed since the
United States became involved in a greater Pacific war. For much of that
period, the ability of the nation’s airlift forces to deploy military power
into Southeast Asia had reinforced America’s policy of wakeful detach-
ment. Now once again, seven years after Dien Bien Phu, U.S. troop
carrier planes and personnel moved into Vietnam. This time their stay in
that beautiful but unhappy land would be prolonged for over a decade.
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III. Farm Gate and
the Air Commando Tradition

The first Air Force transport unit to operate in Vietnam was the Farm
Gate C-47 Skytrain element, which arrived at Bien Hoa from Hurlburt in
November 1961. Its main task was the supply of isolated military camps
throughout Vietnam and this required the sharpest skills in airdrop and
airlanding work. Classic techniques for forward area supply, known to
Skytrain crewmen in Burma, Korea, and among the French in Indochina,
again came into use.

The term, air commando, was officially adopted for Jungle Jim and
Farm Gate personnel in 1962. The name connoted informality of disci-
pline, but total dedication. The air commandos had little use for red tape,
medijocre leaders, or “standardization.” They said what they thought and
performed to the limit of their endurance. The enthusiasm and resourceful-
ness thus unleashed accounted for the remarkable accomplishments of the
Farm Gate airlifters; if the aircraft were old and tired, the men who flew
and maintained them decidedly were not.

The Farm Gate C—47 element remained small, expanding only to
seven aircraft by 1964. And by that time its effort became overshadowed
by the large tonnages airlifted by the fleet of Air Force C—123s in Viet-
nam. Shortly thereafter, use of the Air Force C—47s for gunship, psycho-
logical, and administrative courier roles ended their tactical airlift mission.
But during the earlier years, the work of the Farm Gate C—47s repre-
sented a significant and imaginative application of air transport to the
problem of the insurgency.

Two days after President Kennedy’s October 11, 1961, decision to
dispatch a Jungle Jim task force to Vietnam, a team of officers including
the comander of the 4400th, Colonel King, met in Hawaii with Brig. Gen.
Theodore R. Milton, commander of the Thirteenth Air Force in the Philip-
pines, and the Pacific Command staff. After explaining the capabilities of
Jungle Jim, King’s group and General Milton moved on to Saigon, there
winning an “enthusiastic” initial response. The MAAGV chief, General
McGearr, at once asked that the deploying force be enlarged. Colonel King
visited Bien Hoa, Da Nang, and Nha Trang, looking over these bases as
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Brig. Gen. Theodore R. Milton,
Thirteenth Air Force Commander, in
1962.

possible operating locations. He recommended and McGarr approved Bien
Hoa as an operating site, because of its relatively central location and
nearness to the various headquarters at Saigon. During the discussions, the
idea of training the Vietnamese Air Force was never mentioned; the Jungle
Jim mission appeared to be purely operational—to respond to the needs of
the American ambassador and the military forces in the country.

Returning to Hawaii, Colonel King met with the PACAF staff on
October 28, and secured agreements on field kitchen arrangement, ground
transportation, refueling, and ammunition supply, all of which were to be
provided by PACAF. The Farm Gate element, it was understood, would
deploy with organizational maintenance personnel and equipment, supply
personnel and “flyaway” spare parts kits, as well as medical, communica-
tions, administrative, and combat control team personnel. On November 4
a team deployed from Tachikawa to Bien Hoa to erect a tent camp for the
anticipated Farm Gate force.!

Four SC—47 aircraft left Hurlburt on November 5, 1961, with King
at the controls of the first aircraft and Capt. Richard Tegge as navigator.
The four crews had been selected from among the 4400th’s most highly
qualified personnel. Despite the extra fuel capacity of the SC types, the leg
from California to Hawaii so depended on favorable winds that the Alaska
route had been chosen. The long haul halfway around the world at 120
knots, in itself proved something of a challenge to airmanship and stamina.
The longest leg was the fifteen-hour overland flight from Maimstrom Air
Force Base, Montana, to Elmendorf Air Force Base, Alaska. One crew
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made an unplanned but safe landing at White Horse, in the Canadian
Yukon. All remained an extra day at Elmendorf, waiting for an engine to
be changed on King’s aircraft. Leaving Elmendorf on the eighth, the four
planes island-hopped to Adak in the Aleutians, Midway, Wake, Guam, and
Clark. Crews navigated independently by long-standing loran and celestial
techniques, flying at intervals of approximately twenty minutes. The four
ships rendezvoused over the Philippine coast, and flew over Clark in forma-
tion before landing on November 13. Having logged over seventy-five
hours of flying time in eight days, the crews rested forty-eight hours at
Clark, meeting there the T-28 pilots who had traveled (along with the
T-28s themselves) by MATS heavy airlift. The four SC-47s arrived at
Bien Hoa without ceremony on November 16, 1961, met by the main
ground echelon. In-country missions began the first week.2

The Farm Gate mission as officially stated by Secretary McNamara
and President Kennedy had been limited to training and the development
of methods. In reality the concept of operations was far broader. PACAF
on December 4 proposed employment in actual operations. For the C—47s
this meant “aerial resupply, airdrops of Vietnamese paratroopers, tactical
intelligence collection, psychological warfare, and other missions as re-
quired.” Tasks included the resupply of approximately two dozen border
patrol bases, each eventually possessing a landing strip capable of handling
a C-47. CINCPAC on December 20 clarified a recent ruling by Mec-
Namara: Farm Gate’s basic mission was to work out tactics and tech-
niques; operational flights were authorized, however, “provided a Viet-
namese is on board for purpose of receiving combat or combat support
training.”3

To the Farm Gate C~47 crewmen, the requirement for a combined
crew looked like a purely political matter, since no Vietnamese C—-47
trainees in need of training were on hand. To satisfy the proviso, unskilled
Vietnamese enlisted personnel were carried on certain “combat” flights.
Later, Vietnamese navigators proved useful on Farm Gate night flare mis-
sions. Although it was claimed with some validity that Farm Gate served as
an example of professional air power for the Vietnamese, the C—47 section
performed no direct training of the Vietnamese Air Force. All Farm Gate
planes had the red-and-yellow VNAF insignia in place of American mark-
ings. In reality the mission was operational, with a secondary experimental
purpose.*

The Farm Gate unit was officially designated Detachment 2, 4400th
Combat Crew Training Squadron, to perform missions under the nominal
operational control of 2d ADVON. Colonel King, however, believed from
earlier personal conversations with General LeMay that he was supposed
to answer directly to the American ambassador and the Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA) representative in Vietnam on matters concerning
covert projects. King therefore accepted requests for C-47 supply flights
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directly from the air attaché, the CIA, and the Agency for International
Development (AID). Although these missions were carried out skillfully,
relations became strained between King and General Anthis, the ADVON
commander. In King’s words, Anthis “crawled my frame several times,”
over a lack of coordination in such mission activity, a problem com-
pounded by difficulties in communications between Bien Hoa and Saigon.
Colonel King in late December privately advised his successor, Lt. Col.
Robert L. Gleason, to seek better relations with the ADVON. Frictions
lessened as the lines of authority firmed. Outside agencies thereafter made
airlift mission requests to the logistics directorate of MACV,* and the 2d
ADVON command center assigned all Farm Gate C—47 missions. Ad-
ministratively, Detachment 2 remained an element of the 4400th at Hurl-
burt, with especially close ties in matters developing new tactics and
equipment.’

Through its existence apart from the other American and allied airlift
units in Vietnam, the Farm Gate element appeared to contradict the Air
Force’s doctrine of centralized airlift control. As events developed, how-
ever, Farm Gate principally served the requirements of the Army’s Special
Forces and its own needs, work which easily distinguished the element’s
duties from the tasks of the other airlift units. Furthermore, the habitual
allocation (or dedication) of the C—47s could be changed overnight at the
ADVON should the aircraft be needed for other roles. Crews felt that some
missions and loads were a waste of time, and saw occasional examples of
wasteful duplication in itineraries among the C-47s, C-123s, and the
Army transports. Such cases loomed large to crewmen who felt their ener-
gies wasted, but these were relatively infrequent. An indisputable weak-
ness, albeit less personal to the crewmen, was the absence of close mission
control during the flying day; crews could be diverted from their planned
itineraries only by ad hoc radio or telephone procedures.®

The war’s first combat loss among Air Force airlift forces occurred on
February 11, 1962. A Farm Gate SC-47 crashed and burned near Bao
Loc, killing the eight Americans and one Vietnamese on board. The plane
had left Bien Hoa, landed at Tan Son Nhut, and had taken off with a load
of propaganda leaflets for dispersal along a scheduled flight route to Da
Nang. Hostile fire was suspected, but the actual cause of the crash remains
undetermined. The aircraft had apparently been flying at low altitude along
avalley in clear weather.”

To replace the lost ship, TAC upon Colonel King’s recommendation
dispatched a standard C—47, stripped of loudspeakers and other extra

* The Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV). was a subordinate
unified command established in January 1962 under CINCPAC. The 2d ADVON
headquarters functioned as the Air Force component command of MACV, and be-
came the 2d Air Division on October 8, 1962.
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equipment found on the SC models. Thereafter, Farm Gate crews called
this aircraft “the light one,” preferring its performance, maneuverability,
and payload over the characteristics of its three heavier cousins. When in
January 1963 the detachment received two additional C—47s, both were
lighter versions.?

Aircrew replacements, arriving for six-month rotational tours, came
directly from the Jungle Jim squadron at Hurlburt. At Bien Hoa, the new-
comers received briefings on the intelligence situation and flying matters.
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Each recent arrival flew first a few missions with an instructor to major
airfields and accompanied a night flare mission. More rigorous work then
followed and each new crewman flew daily with his instructor on resupply
missions to isolated points. The checkout ended when the newcomer at-
tained full qualification in the demanding shortfield and airdrop skills.

Expansion and reorganization of Jungle Jim in Florida, meanwhile,
reflected President Kennedy’s continued interest in counterinsurgency war-
fare. Replacing the 4400th CCTS* in the spring of 1962 was a new entity
called the Special Air Warfare Center (SAWC) with two subordinate
groups. The 1st Air Commando Group had three operational squadrons,
one of which flew C~47s and C-46 Commandos. The 1st Combat Appli-
cations Group had the role of developing doctrine, tactics, and equipment
for field operations. Farm Gate became a detachment of the 1st Air Com-
mando Group. Secretary McNamara late in 1962 approved expansion of
the commando group to wing status, which included a squadron of C-47,
C-46, and U-10B Super Couriers. The squadron had no transport heli-
copters, despite Air Force recommendations that it should.’

Flying in Vietnam differed markedly from routine transport work in
the United States. The limited system for air traffic control and the scarcity
of precision navigation aids made the use of instrument flight rules clear-
ance procedures impractical and entailed long delays and communications
frustrations. Most C—47 flights were therefore conducted under liberalized
visual flight rule procedures, by which aircrews remained themselves re-
sponsible for staying clear of clouds and other aircraft. Pilots cruised either
above or below cloud layers, and penetrated broken layers by spiraling
through holes. Ground controlled approach landing patterns, under control
of ground radar, and instrument letdowns using low frequency radio bea-
cons were almost never attempted; indeed, the skills in instrument flying
which so dominated proficiency training in the U.S. Air Force found little
application in Farm Gate C—47 operations.

Accurate navigation constituted a serious problem in view of the
remote location of many supply points, the mountainous terrain, and the
usually poor weather. Several low frequency radio beacons offered limited
navigational assistance, but the basic technique remained mapreading sup-
plemented by dead reckoning. Pilots and copilots assisted the navigator,

* The 4400th CCTS became the 4400th CCTG in March 1962, with three sub-
ordinate squadrons, among them the 4400th Air Transport Squadron. SAWC was
activated on April 27, 1962.
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whose outside visibility was very restricted. The navigator’s celestial and
loran equipment were of no use during the short in-country flights and the
driftmeter provided only wind (not fixing) information. The challenge of
locating an isolated mountain camp after descending through a break in the
clouds, often taxed every grain of crew experience and wit; at such times,
the search was performed as quickly as possible, to reduce exposure to
enemy fire while beneath the clouds at low altitude.

Farm Gate operation officers maintained lists of airfields approved for
C-47 use, generally those having at least twenty-five hundred feet of land-
ing surface. Except in emergencies when waivers could be granted by the
Farm Gate commander at Bien Hoa, aircraft were not scheduled into
unapproved fields. Few remote strips had control towers or communica-
tions facilities, and careful identification was necessary to ensure that the
field was secure and usable. A low pass over the landing area permitted
visual inspection for possible hazards and afforded a final check of runway
direction and field identification. Usually, personnel on the ground would
set out green smoke grenades, signifying that the camp was not under
attack and also indicating the wind direction.

The favored technique for C-47 shortfield landings in Vietnam in-
volved a high and steep, power-off approach, maintaining an airspeed of
eighty knots until final roundout and then the heavy use of brakes after
touchdown. The steep angle of descent reduced exposure to hostile small-
arms fire on final approach. Nearby trees or high terrain, crosswinds, or
intermittent visibility complicated landings. Pilots were urged to practice
their precision shortfield skills at every opportunity, even though landings
were seldom made on strips of less than twenty-five hundred feet in length.

Rough surfaces were as much a problem as field dimensions. Airstrips
used by the C-47s might be of clay, laterite (a reddish hard soil common
in the area), grass, or covered with pierced steel planking (PSP) or
asphalt, in various states of repair. Ruts and loose objects menaced landing
gear and exposed surfaces. Propeller damage during landings was a com-
mon occurrence, tempering use of those tail-high landing-roll techniques
taught at Hurlburt for shortfield work.

Night landings were attempted only in emergencies, since the forward
landing points lacked fixed runway lighting. Shielded flashlights for mark-
ing landing areas had been used in training with the Special Forces in the
United States, but these were hard to spot unless perfectly pinpointed. Cans
of burning gasoline, laid out alongside the strip, proved more satisfactory
in Vietnam. Experiments in making landings using the light of flares
previously dropped by the landing aircraft, proved understandably chancy.
The Farm Gate detachment requested that the problem be further investi-
gated at Hurlburt.

Airdrop missions called for imaginative methods. Prior to takeoff,
aircrews plotted exact drop-zone locations and studied information folders,
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which sometimes included aerial photos. Approaching the drop zone, the
crew attempted FM radio contact with personnel below. If this failed, the
appearance of properly colored smoke or panel signals on the ground
signified readiness below to receive loads. Drop altitude was normally be-
tween 150 and 350 feet, the lower the better for accuracy, provided para-
chutes had time to deploy properly. Night drops were made only in rare
emergencies, although crews were routinely urged to note camp layouts and
landmarks in case of night missions.

Drop mission loads usually consisted of twelve bundles, each weighing
up to two hundred pounds. Bundles rested on pallets which could be
shoved over the roller conveyers on the floor of the aircraft. Those crew
members—anavigators, Vietnamese observers, and maintenance men along
for the ride—not needed in actually flying the plane, helped the load-
masters in manhandling the pallets to the side cargo door. Crews flew
rectangular patterns over the drop zones, kicking out one or two bundles
on each pass. The altitude and shape of the pattern depended on terrain
and the possibility of hostile ground fire; supply locations in mountainous
areas sometimes required very careful flying within the valleys, particularly
when marginal weather prevailed. The exact release point was determined
purely by aircrew judgment, taking consideration of whatever wind infor-
mation was available to them and could be adjusted according to the
results of the previous passes. Accuracy was often important; some of the
smaller drop zones were located entirely within fortified perimeters. The
driftmeter was tested as a sighting device for lining up during the run, but
was not used on actual deliveries.

The Farm Gate airlifters experimented with methods for freefall de-
livery of cargo; these were new techniques, untried previously at Hurlburt.
Half-filled “blivet bags” containing fifty pounds of rice could be dropped
from C-47s flying at forty feet, and the bags would skip along the ground
on impact without breaking. Within weeks after arriving at Bien Hoa, the
first aircrews used this technique for deliveries in the delta region south of
Saigon. The method proved ideal for delivering goods to one extremely
small drop zone bordered by water. Other nonfragile items such as bundles
of sandbags or barbed wire were freedropped, using higher altitudes (about
fifteen hundred feet) to reduce rolling on impact. Freefall techniques not
only improved accuracy, but reduced the expense and effort of preparing
materials for drops. Farm Gate or Vietnamese Air Force strike aircraft
normally accompanied transports on drop missions and suppressed hostile
ground fire.

Although clouds, low ceilings, and poor visibility were chronic prob-
lems and frequently caused mission delays, air aborts because of weather
were virtually unknown. On one occasion a Farm Gate crew, hauling an
emergency load of ammunition to a Special Forces camp, found the camp
completely covered by ground fog. After orbiting the area for two hours
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and unsuccessfully seeking radio contact and a way to penetrate the under-
cast, the crew spotted the smoke trail of a flare, apparently fired from
below. The crew turned quickly, pushing out the ammunition packages at
the spot of the flare’s smoke. The aircrew learned the next day that the
entire load had been recovered; one package landed exactly on target.1®

The early view expressed by McNamara and Zuckert, that Farm Gate
was to represent a kind of laboratory for developing new techniques and
equipment for counterinsurgency warfare, proved only marginally valid for
the airlifters. Most of the airlift tactics employed in Vietnam by the C—47s
had been worked out previously at Hurlburt and the results in Vietnam
were those of emphasis, not technique. Although developments in tactics
for night flare work were significant, in airlift work proper the problem for
Farm Gate lay not so much in developing new techniques, but in relearning
and becoming skilled in the old.

On the other hand, the diverse developmental projects ranged from
inflight pickup of personnel from the C—47 and C-46 to airdrop supply
from A-1E strike aircraft. Much attention went to the problem of locating
drop or landing zones in darkness or bad weather. Several aircraft were
equipped with Decca navigation sets (a British product employing ground
stations) for this purpose. Another approach was to place electronic aids
on drop (or landing) zones. Several radio beacons were tested as was the
tactical landing approach radar (TALAR), which emitted a niarrow beam
signal for reception in the aircraft. As in Jungle Jim’s operational activities,
developmental work rested heavily upon the initiative and resourcefulness
of individual officers and airmen; and adherence to formal and prescribed
procedures was distinctly secondary.!1

Although the camp supply role in the early years was the most
prominent and most demanding task, it consumed less than half the total
Farm Gate C-47 flying hours. Other tasks varied and some were outside
the usual air transport functions. These uses reflected the adaptability of
the transport and foreshadowed the varied usages of larger and more nu-
merous Air Force transports in Vietnam in later years.

The Farm Gate C-47s flew occasional practice paratroop missions
with the Vietnamese airborne brigade and its training establishment near
Saigon. Actual parachute assault missions were rare, but included two
drops of sizable Vietnamese Special Forces units. On June 4, 1963, five
American and four Vietnamese Air Force C—47s dropped 232 troops in
a raid against a suspected Viet Cong station ten miles east of Bien Hoa.
The drop zone was marked by a Farm Gate U-10, and the American
carriers released their troops accurately. Vietnamese aircraft, which had
flown from Tan Son Nhut to Bien Hoa for loading, made their drops
twenty minutes later, also with technical success. Reconnaissance of the
drop-zone area, including photos taken by Farm Gate less than forty-eight
hours before the mission, proved extremely valuable in mission prepara-
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VNAF C-47 transports in formation over Tay Ninh, 1963.

In the Air Commando tradition, A1C Richard B.
Costello (left), loadmaster, Capt. William H. Brandt,
pilot, and flight mechanic SSgt. Russell D. Lapray Vi .
wear the Australian commando hat. Their C-123 ietnamese paratroopers hooking up.
is in the background, 1965.

Members of the Vietnamese airborne brigade at Tan Son Nhut, 1962
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tion. Tactically, the raid was a limited success; a close-range firefight de-
veloped four hours after the drop, and an enemy staging area consisting of
several buildings was captured, along with foodstuffs and equipment. A
similar venture, Hurricane IIT, was less auspiciously executed on June 26,
1963; approximately 242 Vietnamese Special Forces paratroops jumped
from three Farm Gate and seven Vietnamese Air Force C-47s into a
location eight miles from the earlier site. The Americans dropped path-
finder personnel ahead of the main force and provided the first two-ship
element in the stream. All aircraft again marshaled at Bien Hoa. All jumps
were accurate, except for the initial Vietnamese element which landed in
trees. The jumpers were shot at during descent, though none were wounded.
The operation was marred by bitterness during the mission briefing, ap-
parently resulting from Vietnamese displeasure over the dominant American
role in planning and leading the drop. An American Air Force liaison
officer who had coordinated the mission recommended that Farm Gate not
participate with the Vietnamese Air Force in such ventures or that the
Vietnamese should lead the formation. Although good relations generally
prevailed between the Vietnamese Special Forces and the Farm Gate unit,
no further airborne raids involving Farm Gate materialized.!2

The idea of operating Farm Gate strike aircraft from other locations
in Vietnam had been discussed almost from the start of the Farm Gate
operation. The concept gained strength during the summer of 1962, follow-
ing complaints by senior Army personnel in Vietnam over delays in fulfill-
ing requests for air strikes because of the distances between Bien Hoa and
target areas. The Thirteenth Air Force on September 6 recommended that
deployed air strike teams (DASTS) be positioned at Pleiku and Soc Trang,
for support of the IT Corps and the delta areas, respectively. Each strike
team consisted of five or six T-28s or B-26s, with a C-47 for flare work
and internal airlift support. The strike team concept supported the Farm
Gate augmentation proposals first considered by the Joint Chiefs of Staff in
December, and two C-47s sent in January 1963 were justified principally
in terms of this new role. The 2d Air Division soon afterwards reported
that these aircraft had been sent and were operating out of Soc Trang,
Pleiku, and Da Nang,3

Movement of materiel and support personnel between Bien Hoa and
the operating locations became a routine responsibility for the Farm Gate
airlift section. Scheduled C—47 courier flights operated twice weekly to the
strike aircraft locations at Soc Trang and Da Nang, while less regular
flights supported Farm Gate detachments at Pleiku and Nha Trang. In
general, administrative flying was not burdensome. By 1964, C-47s flew
two round trips daily, linking Bien Hoa with 2d Air Division headquarters
at Tan Son Nhut. More popular among the aircrews were troop recreation
flights every two weeks to Hong Kong or Bangkok.14

Psychological warfare operations from the outset were an essential
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part of the operational concept for Farm Gate. In the first weeks, crews
experimented with loudspeaker and leaflet-dispensing techniques, and on
December 20, 1961, tried these in conjunction with rice drops by Viet-
namese Air Force C—47s. Observers on the ground reported that reactions
among the populace ranged from indifference to great excitement. The loss
of a crew in February 1962 led to high-level review of the psychological
warfare role. Eight days after the crash, Secretary McNamara asked Pacific
Command and MACYV leaders why only one Vietnamese was on board. The
secretary contended that the Vietnamese should fly such missions, and that
he did not wish to expose American personnel to such risks. The Farm
Gate loudspeaker and amplifier planes were accordingly transferred to the
Vietnamese Air Force.!®

The development of a night flareship-airstrike capability became an
important Farm Gate contribution. In flareship work, C-47 crews released
parachute flares from an overhead orbit, illuminating friendly outposts
under attack and permitting visual airstrikes. A practice range near Bien
Hoa was used for experimentation and training, and the methods thus
worked out were eventually adopted by the three units engaged in flare-
dropping—the Farm Gate and VNAF C-47s, and the U.S. Air Force
C-123s at Tan Son Nhut. The Farm Gate flareship role gradually de-
clined. Whereas in 1962 a Farm Gate C—47 flew nightly, a year later their
contribution amounted to a single ship on ground standby at Bien Hoa.'®

The idea of using the transport in attack or bombing roles led to
further tests in January 1963 when a C—47 dropped twenty-pound frag-
mentation bombs from its doorway. More promising was the installation in
the C-47 of side-firing 7.62-mm miniguns at Eglin Air Force Base,
Florida. A test team arrived in Vietnam nearly two years later and installed
the guns and sighting equipment on two Bien Hoa C-47s. The gunship
proved successful in night outpost defense, reducing delays and problems
of communications between flare and strike aircraft. The use of the C-47
for the gunship-flareship role later entirely overshadowed its airlift role.1”

Another aircraft, the U-10 Super Courier (or Helio Courier)—a
single-engine, fixed-wing aircraft—gave Farm Gate a light airlift capability.
The plane had space for four passengers or could carry seventy cubic feet
of cargo. Its maximum payload with full fuel was 550 pounds. Personnel
or cargo could be airdropped, and the ship could operate into dirt strips
shorter than a thousand feet. Unable to meet General McGarr’s request to
send U-10s (then still designated as the L-28) in 1961, the Air Force
promptly contracted for delivery of fourteen U-10s to the 4400th early
the next year. After training and experimentation at Jungle Jim, four
U—10s were sent to Southeast Asia in August 1962. Their mission in-
cluded visual reconnaissance, forward air control, and light airlift, the last
to include liaison air transport and the movement of personnel and materi-
als for psychological operations.
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The four U-10Bs quickly proved their usefulness in airlift work.
They flew frequently to Binh Hung, a hamlet in the southernmost peninsula
of Vietnam which was defended by the local citizens led by the renowned
Father Hoa. Previously the C—47s had supported the hamlet through air-
drops. Only a part of the dirt airstrip was usable because of rough terrain
at one end. Other missions to remote sites often involved hauling medical
or civic action personnel and supplies. Emergency medical evacuations
were often performed, sometimes (according to air commando lore) after
Army helicopters had declined to try the missions. One U-10 pilot landed
at an outpost during a night battle to remove a captured Viet Cong officer
for immediate interrogation. On another occasion, personnel were landed
on an eight hundred-foot segment of dirt road. The U-10s thus repre-
sented a valuable supplement to the heavier haul capabilities of the Farm
Gate C—47s, both for routine, forward area, and emergency airlift tasks.

A formal operational test of the U-10B in Vietnam in early 1963
concluded that the aircraft was excellent in the airlift and psychological
warfare roles, but barely satisfactory for visual reconnaissance and unsuit-
able for forward air control, owing to its restricted cockpit visibility.
Particularly attractive was the superiority of the U-10 over the C—47 for
loudspeaker work, because of the ship’s slow speed of flight and low engine
noise. During May 1963, equipment intended originally for the C—47s was
installed on additional U-~10s to support the U.S. Army’s psychological
warfare program. To improve the U—10s responsiveness to Army re-
quests, the aircraft was sent regularly from Bien Hoa to bases further
north. Whereas airlift and administrative sorties amounted to more than
half of its monthly workload in the summer of 1963, the sortie rate de-
clined to ten percent by January 1964, and the Farm Gate U-10 element
became known as the psychological warfare section.!8

In recognition of their dedication and their relatively informal disci-
pline, both Farm Gate and Jungle Jim crews were officially designated in
1962 as air commandos. The early air commandos at Bien Hoa were high
in morale and enthusiasm. All were volunteers for duty with Jungle Jim,
and all shared the hard training experiences at Hurlburt. Flying personnel
trained as complete crews, and in most cases stayed together in Vietnam,
where distinctions of rank further eroded. Informally (but strongly) disci-
plined, all shared a strong desire for getting things done. Rules and estab-
lished practices seldom interfered with mission accomplishment,

Until 1963, manning was limited at Bien Hoa where there was only
one overworked flying crew for each C-47. The workweek was normally
seven days in length and there were no holidays or weekends. The zest for
flying remained strong, if for no other reason than it was cooler and cleaner
in the air. C—47 aircrews were especially pleased because they landed each
day at localities throughout the country and were largely removed from
close supervision. They felt a keen rivalry with the American C—123 units
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at Tan Son Nhut, and even claimed superior tonnage and passenger-haul
performances. The Farm Gate airlifters were proud of their own freewheel-
ing dedication, and some believed that the C~123 aircrews lacked deter-
mination in flying their missions and were being stifled by unimaginative
and formal methods.!?

Air commando leaders encouraged individual initiative and responsi-
bility both from inclination and necessity. The C-47 section chief was
usually the senior aircraft commander and he flew daily, leaving little time
for meetings or paperwork. His office space was nonexistent. Leadership
pointed in the direction of mission achievement with only nodding em-
phasis on adherence to flying regulations. If compromises with flying safety
occasionally happened, no C—47 accidents resulted, reflecting the compe-
tence and judgment of the individual aircrews. Rules limiting an individual’s
consecutive hours of flying duty existed on paper, but in Farm Gate units
they took second place to on-the-spot personal judgment. Air commando
leaders respected the importance and the morale value of the Australian
tropical hat, which became a symbol of air commando eliteness and indi-
viduality. Though banned by a four-star general visiting Bien Hoa in 1962,
the tropical hat soon returned.??

A sense of wartime was present, although the C—47 aircrews did not
experience the heavy losses and associated morale problems found among
the strike aircraft sections. Enemy small-arms fire became a gradually
increasing concern for the C-47 crews, who chose flight patterns about
drop zones and airstrips with care. Records of battle damage were kept
only incompletely, showing only that four C-47s received hits in 1962 and
eight in 1963. Typical hits were from .30-caliber fire and these occurred
most often in the delta country southwest of Saigon.

Accustomed to speaking out on all occasions, Farm Gate officers in
their End of Tour Reports fervently criticized various matters, ranging
from shortages of personal flying gear to a lack of current intelligence
information, except by word of mouth among crews. An important handi-
cap was the absence of permanently installed FM radios in the C—4T7s,
necessitating use of a hand-carried set for communication with personnel
on drop zones. Farm Gaters condemned rivalries between the U.S. Army
and the Air Force over preponderance in tactical air roles. They agreed,
however, that interservice relationships were excellent at the working
level.?!

The style of the air commandos was also distinctive in maintenance of
their aging aircraft. One consideration in creating Jungle Jim was to sim-
plify maintenance and move away from the complex methods demanded by
the Air Force’s newer aircraft. Although the C-130, for example, could
land and take off at primitive sites, sustained operation at any location
depended on bulky ground support equipment: auxiliary power sources, air
conditioning and starting systems, and specialized test equipment. Return-
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ing to simpler planes, the air commandos relied heavily on the skill and
resourcefulness of the individual crew chief while reducing the amount of
materiel and the variety of special skills needed to assist him,

The extraordinary dedication of the Farm Gate maintenance men was
beyond question, and this was reflected in their excellent aircraft incom-
mission rates during the early months. Among C—47 aircrews, respect for
the achievements of the mechanics, who kept the elderly craft airworthy,
was profound. Operational ready rates remained high, while the men
labored under conditions of high humidity and temperature and lacked
many basic work facilities. Coordination between aircrews and ground
crews was unusually close, and with only four C-47s assigned, pilots were
personally acquainted with the maintenance history of each aircraft.
Maintenance men often flew along on operational missions, gaining satis-
faction from observing the results of their labors. Aircrews were usually
pleased to welcome them aboard, for they represented precious assistance
in case of a breakdown away from home base. 22

During the second half of 1962, a heavy and sustained flying effort
began to reveal fundamental weaknesses in the undermanned maintenance
system. A Thirteenth Air Force operations staff visitor to Bien Hoa during
the first week of November 1962 reported that maintenance standards
and safety were being compromised in meeting the demanding flying
schedule. Maintenance men were working long hours, seven days a week,
with grossly inadequate quality control supervision. All aircraft appeared
covered with dust and a film, and auxiliary aircraft equipment was im-
properly stored. The C-47s had been overflying programmed hours from
the outset and were for the past five months exceeding eighty hours
monthly per aircraft, contrary to the fifty-hour allocation upon which spare
parts and support manning were based. That the fleet remained operational
at all under these conditions was remarkable.23

To correct the immediate problem, forty-three maintenance men were
dispatched to Bien Hoa on temporary assignment from Japan, pending
action by the Air Force to increase manning. Additional men were selected
with preference given to individuals experienced on the Farm Gate aircraft.
A subsequent proposal to perform C—47 periodic inspections at Clark
instead of Bien Hoa was rejected by PACAF, because of the flying time
required for the round trip to Clark, and the desirability of keeping the
dock personnel at Bien Hoa where they were available for unscheduled
repairs. Aircraft were sometimes moved to the Philippines, however, for
some unscheduled maintenance jobs and for major C-47 inspection and
repair under contract with Philippines Air Lines.2*

The austere living conditions encountered by the first Farm Gaters at
Bien Hoa gradually improved, and the dirt-floored tent camp gave way to a
cantonment of some seventy frame buildings, each with a wood floor,
corrugated roof, and wooden side louvers. The “Bien Hoa huts” were rea-
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sonably comfortable, and set the pattern for construction of most of the
later bases in Vietnam. Food at the military mess facility was unappetizing
and the Vietnamese water-pumping system periodically broke down, neces-
sitating the rationing of water. The abundant insect population of Bien Hoa
made it necessary to sleep under mosquito netting, while the chronic heat
and humidity quickly gave one’s bedding a moldy aura. Officer aircrew
members contrasted these primitive conditions with those of their C-123
counterparts in Saigon, who lived in Vietnamese hotels in that yet un-
spoiled city. Some nonflying personnel spoke of a feeling of imprisonment
with the Bien Hoa cantonment and not everyone relished the compulsory
calisthenics held at six in the morning. Uniformly applauded, however,
were the irregular Saturday evening C—47 flights to Saigon, leaving in late
afternoon and returning at midnight, which permitted a taste of the bright
lights for twenty privileged passengers. Refinements such as movies, a
library, officers’ and airmen’s clubs, chapel, and post office began to appear
at Bien Hoa in 1963 and thereafter.2

The Farm Gate commandos of 1962 were conscious of their heritage
from World War II, and events during the night of July 20, 1963, reviewed
their tradition of achievement. Shortly before midnight, a ground alert
SC-47 at Bien Hoa took off to drop flares in the delta. Six men were
aboard, commanded by the pilot, Capt. Warren P. Tomsett. About 0200,
the joint operations center (JOC) at Saigon radioed Captain Tomsett,
asking whether he could attempt a rescue pickup at Loc Ninh, a thirty-six
hundred-foot strip in the jungle border country north of Saigon. Tomsett
took up the new heading, relinquishing the flare mission to a Vietnam Air
Force C—47. Locating Loc Ninh in the blackness of the jungle was itself a
worthy achievement, given the complete absence of radio aids. Arriving in
the vicinity, the crew spotted several dim fires (paper soaked in gasoline and
jammed on sticks) which roughly outlined the landing surface.

The Loc Ninh strip had been used in daylight by Farm Gate crews.
The high trees at both ends and the rise at the middle of the runway made
Janding tricky under any circumstances. Captain Tomsett’s first approach
was too high and too fast, but on the second attempt, using full flaps and
sharply reduced power, his landing was successful. Six wounded Viet-
namese soldiers were lifted aboard by their comrades, using stretchers
improvised from parachutes. During the critical takeoff moments later, a
section of instrument panel lighting failed, necessitating dependence on a
pocket flashlight. Small-arms fire could be seen on both sides of the air-
craft, but the darkened aircraft was not hit. An American Special Forces
medic who came aboard at Loc Ninh cared for the wounded.

The mission was without doubt an exceptional one, requiring extreme
pilot skill along with the dedication of each crewmember. Probably other
Farm Gate crews would have attempted the mission, and most, but perhaps
not all (in the judgment of Tomsett’s fellow pilots), would have succeeded.
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General LeMay presented the crew the Mackay Trophy* at Hurlburt on
July 9, 196426 :

Well before the end of their third year at Bien Hoa, however, it was
clear that the eliteness and special ways of the air commandos did not
adequately fit the actual situation. The flying mission, as it had actually
evolved, did not demand the special training in low-level and covert work
given to the original Jungle Jim squadron. Meanwhile, the air commando
force in Florida encountered difficulty attracting volunteers, and by mid-
1963 one-half of the newcomers were nonvolunteers. Few career air com-
mandos remained at Hurlburt who had not previously served in Vietnam at
least one six-month tour.

Tactical Air Command in April 1963 published a plan - converting
Farm Gate to a permanently manned unit, drawing upon personnel from
the Air Force at large. Responsibility for providing tactical training re-
mained with SAWC, and the first class of permanent assignees arrived at
Hurlburt in late June. A mix of temporary and permanent assignees pre-
vailed at Bien Hoa until year’s end. Also, it was decided to double aircrew
and maintenance manning, and to plan for higher sortie rates. Organiza-
tionally, the C-47 section at Bien Hoa became part of the 1st Air Com-
mand Squadron (Composite) under the 34th Tactical Wing, both or-
ganized on July 8, 1963, and placed under PACAF jurisdiction.2?

It soon became evident at Bien Hoa that the flying skills of the new-
comers were generally below those of the veteran Jungle Jim crews. This
had been to a lesser extent true of the replacement crews under the tem-
porary assignment system, and formal standardization-evaluation flight
checks were prescribed for each new crewman. By 1964, however, in-
structor pilots were voicing serious misgivings about the declining flying
proficiency. Pilots who had never flown aircraft with conventional landing
gear might receive as little as sixteen hours of left seat (first pilot) flying
time at Hurlburt. A C—47 instructor charged that “their landings and
ground handling of the aircraft were substandard even on long, hard sur-
face runways. They would definitely be unable to cope with crosswind
landings on short, narrow, dirt strips.” Addressing these conditions, leaders
found it necessary to abandon the informal ways of the past. Formal
training requirements, written regulations, and standard procedures became
an essential part of the unit’s activity as in other Air Force units in
Vietnam,28

The double manning decision proved surprisingly damaging to zircrew
morale. With twelve crews available to fly six ships, crewmen found them-

* The Mackay Trophy is awarded annually for “the most meritorious flight of
the year.” Since its inception in 1912, winners have included Rickenbacker, Arnold,
Doolittle, Foulois, and Yeager. A C—47 first figured in the award in 1947, for a
mission on the Greenland icecap.
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selves with considerable spare time, and it was felt that flying proficiency
was being lost. The 2d Air Division opposed any change, calculating
arithmetically the total demand from missions, the ground-alert system,
and necessary training, Otherwise, morale remained high, aided by the
practice of giving high effectiveness reports and through a generous policy
for awarding Air Medals.2? '

A tactical group battle damage study in late 1963 determined that a
C-47 crewman serving a one-year tour had a probability of sixty-three
percent of experiencing at least one battle damage. During the first half of
1964, recorded episodes of hits occurred at double the earlier rate. One
aircraft took six hits only five miles from Bien Hoa. Viet Cong commandos
penetrated the fencing at Nha Trang on the night of September 23, 1963,
seriously damaging two parked Farm Gate C—47s. Engine failure during
takeoff at Tan Son Nhut caused the destruction of another on January 22,
1964. No Americans were injured in any of these episodes since the Feb-
ruary 1962 crash.?®

The conversion to permanently assigned maintenance personnel was
accompanied by major revisions in maintenance concepts. A separate con-
solidated maintenance squadron under the 34th Tactical Group removed
the maintenance function from the operational squadrons. Simultaneously,
the highly systematized methods prescribed by Air Force Manual 66-1
were put into effect,'entailing rigid maintenance planning and scheduling. A
few shortcomings persisted—three or four mechanics still shared a single
toolbox. But the increases in manning, tightened supervision, and stand-
ardization in procedures soon brought measurable improvement. Opera-
tional readiness rates during 1964 held well over eighty percent against
fifty-nine percent during the spring and summer of 1963. Maintenance man-
hours stood at 10.5 per flying hour, against an AFM 66-1 standard of
10.0. :

In maintenance, as in flying operations, the individualistic flavor of
the past yielded to a more highly organized system, one designed to pro-
duce sustained results at reasonable efficiency. Through the entire period,
the C-47 upheld its reputation for reliability and simplicity of main-
tenance. Although major mechanical problems afflicted the other Farm
Gate types, the veteran Gooney Birds performed well, whether under the
original Farm Gate system or AFM 66—1.%!

The supply operation out of Nha Trang on behalf of the remote
Special Forces camps continued until the end of 1964. Most of the time,
two ships and three crews (each with an extra loadmaster) were kept at
Nha Trang, permitting four round-trip missions each day. It was, never-
theless, apparent that the C-123 was superior to the C—47 both for air-
drop and shortfield work; several of the C~47 pilots had themselves stated
this in their End of Tour Reports. As administrative courier work in-
creased on behalf of the various Air Force detachments in Vietnam, and
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after one ship was stationed at Bangkok for similar service in Thailand,
the use of the C~47s for Special Forces support came to an end. The event
was regretted by many of the C—47 crewmen, who took satisfaction in
their demanding and colorful roles.3?

With the passing of the camp-supply mission, the elitist aura of the
air commando airlifters vanished. The small all-volunteer force of dedi-
cated, if somewhat unruly professionals, had done all that was possible.
The air commando name was not abandoned and was instead adopted by
the large force of C~123 crews in Vietnam; but henceforth it was time for
the application of Air Force standards.
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IV. The Dirty Thirty and
the Vietnamese Air Force
Transport Arm

A decision to place U.S. Air Force pilots in Vietnamese transport
cockpits was a temporary measure, intended to meet pressing Vietnamese
pilot shortages. For the members of the Air Force Pilot Augmentation
Group—the “Dirty Thirty” as they became known even in official circles—
the assignment to Vietnam proved to be an unusual and memorable experi-
ence. The Americans discovered that the Vietnamese transport pilots were
highly skilled, often more so than the Americans in the type of flying
required in Vietnam. A camaraderie developed among them and they soon
overcame differences of habit and outlook. Those Americans who took
the trouble discovered a richness in the culture and language of the Viet-
namese. The Dirty Thirty operation, beginning in the spring of 1962 and
ending before Christmas 1963, probably changed the course of the war
very little. But as a unique venture in allied cooperation at cockpit level,
the endeavor was a success. The idea of organizing aircrews and squadrons
of combined nationality was tried only occasionally thereafter, and then
only in response to special needs. Whether further binational efforts might
have significantly advanced the overall American-Vietnamese effort re-
mains unproven.

The Vietnamese Air Force was established in 1950 to supplement the
French Air Force in the war against the Viet Minh. French instructors
used their native language, and provided pilot training at Nha Trang. The
graduates were used as fillers in French units or assigned to all-Vietnamese
units equipped with light airplanes. Individuals destined for multiengine
transports and bombers received further training in France and North
Africa. Vietnamese Air Force ground crewmen were assigned as trainees to
French units, where they performed menial maintenance tasks. Vietnamese
officers assumed all command responsibilities from the French in 1955.1

Expansion of the VNAF was modest during the late 1950s, and short-
ages of skilled aircrews and ground crews reflected a lack of technical
orientation among the Vietnamese population. With the arrival of the Mili-
tary Assistance and Advisory Group, Vietnam, U.S. Air Force personnel
worked to improve the VNAF logistically by reorganizing their main-
tenance along American lines, installing systems for determining stock
levels and requirements, and arranging for translations of technical
publications. The Vietnamese maintenance and supply capabilities gradu-
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ally improved, but remained below American standards. Selected Viet-
namese were trained in air and ground specialties in the United States. By
1961 the VNAF included some 4,400 personnel and was organized into six
operational squadrons, but remained far inferior in stature and influence to
the Vietnamese Army which numbered 147,000 men.2

The first VNAF transport squadron was formed in the summer of
1955, and consisted of sixteen C—47s and nine qualified aircrews. Their
yellow-and-red insignia replaced the old French Air Force markings. A
second C-47 squadron was created in April 1957, and by the fall of the
following year both were rated combat ready. Both squadrons operated
from Tan Son Nhut, under the 1st Transport Group. Transition training
consumed nearly half the group’s flying effort, and the number of proficient
crews reached twenty-three in 1961, not including those assigned to the
civil airline, Air Vietnam. Flying skills were good and not a single accident
marred the eighteen thousand hours of flying in 1961. Maintenance im-
proved slowly. The C—47 flying rate rose from twenty-five hours monthly
in 1957 to nearly twice that figure. The group acquired skill in parachute
assault work, performing frequent training missions with the Army’s air-
borne brigade, but actual combat assaults against the Viet Cong were rare.
Routine transportation tasks, along with continued training, dominated
flying activity. The two C—47 squadrons nevertheless represented an im-
portant resource that linked the regime to its people and was capable of
moving troop units quickly into regions contested by the guerrillas.?

As U.S. air units arrived in Vietnam in early 1962, American leaders
introduced long-term programs for Vietnamese Air Force expansion, look-
ing toward future American withdrawal. A limiting factor in such plans
was the shortage of Vietnamese pilots. Additional aircraft could be made
available to the Vietnamese quickly, and logistical support could be facili-
tated by means of contract maintenance arrangements, but the only lasting
solution for pilot shortages lay in training programs whose effect would be
years in the future. In February 1962 the VNAF had only 225 trained
pilots to fill the 271 cockpit and staff positions requiring flying officers. The
problem repeatedly emerged during Secretary McNamara’s monthly con-
ferences in Hawaii and various approaches were discussed, including the
use of American or third-country pilots in VNAF cockpits.*

General Anthis, in his capacity as chief of the Air Force Section of
MAAGYV, decided to place thirty U.S. Air Force pilots in the Vietnamese
1st Transport Group as one of several actions he took to expand the Viet-
namese Air Force in early 1962. Placing American and Vietnamese pilots
in the same cockpit had been proposed by Air Force Maj. Charles P.
Barnett, who had served since 1960 as MAAGYV advisor with the transport
group and had himself flown regularly with the Vietnamese. The thirty
Americans were designated as copilots and were integrated into Viet-
namese C—47 aircrews. This allowed transfer of a number of Vietnamese
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pilots to T-28 strike aircraft which were being delivered to Nha Trang,
The decision followed a Farm Gate C-47 crash and invited fewer adverse
political reactions than using Americans in fighter cockpits. And it agreed
with McNamara’s wish to reduce American exposure to combat hazards,
The Americans arrived in April 1962, immediately releasing eighteen
Vietnamese copilots for the Nha Trang program. For the Americans (and
this was not foreseen), the assignment provided unusual insight into the
strengths and weaknesses of the Vietnamese airlift force, and indeed of the
Vietnamese society.5

The original thirty Air Force pilots had been chosen the previous
month under quotas levied upon the commands by Air Force, “for special
category assignment to MAAG Vietnam.” The selectees were to be fully
and currently qualified to fly C—47s. Since little else was known about the
assignment, few men volunteered. Several of those selected had been listed
on recent manpower reports as surplus pilots within their commands. Some
had considerable experience in the venerable C—47, although several re-
quired copilot qualification training after reaching Vietnam, particularly
those who came from the Strategic Air Command (SAC). Perhaps one out
of four had previous Tactical Air Command troop carrier experience.
Nearly all were captains, except for Major Barnett who became chief of the
group; most were aged thirty or more and several had flown in World War II.

Few of the copilots had more than a week or two to prepare for the
assignment, and many moved their wives and children to new homes.
Travel across the Pacific was by MATS contract carrier. The men arrived
at Tan Son Nhut in several groups over a three-day period beginning in mid-
April. Several pilots stationed in J apan served temporarily with the group
until all stragglers were on hand. The first arrivals stayed in tents at Tan
Son Nhut, but shortly all moved into the stucco-and-tile Dong Khanh Hotel
in Cholon, a suburb of Saigon, where the second floor was leased to the
Americans. An initial briefing at the downtown officers’ club described the
general situation in Vietnam, after which Major Barnett outlined the nature
of the job ahead. The group then went by bus to Tan Son Nhut, where they
met and spent several hours talking with their Vietnamese counterparts.
Each American was assigned to one of the two Vietnamese squadrons, and
each was detailed to fly initially with a particular Vietnamese pilot, after
consideration of individual flying experience and language skill.

Although Major Barnett urged that the Americans share first-pilot
responsibilities with the Vietnamese, General Anthis insisted that the
Americans publicly be known to be serving as copilots, as laid down in the
guiding directives. Several American officers were at first dissatisfied with
this secondary role, especially since many Vietnamese were second lieu-
tenants and all were youthful in appearance. The obvious flying experience
of the Vietnamese, however, soon overcame the early American doubts. As
mutual confidence developed among individuals, pilots of the nationalities
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routinely exchanged seats for part of each day’s flying, allowing the Ameri-
cans to perform many takeoffs and landings from the left seat. This prac-
tice was encouraged for its harmonious effect by the transport group com-
mander, Lt. Col. Nguyen Cao Ky. As a result, those Americans not
previously qualified as first pilots in the C-47 became so by the end of
their tours. With the rarest exceptions, however, the Vietnamese officer
remained officially in command of the aircraft.®

Dissimilar habits of flying continued to divide the groups. American
pilots since World War II had been nurtured on concepts of flying safety.
Energetic officers at all Air Force command levels served as flying safety
officers, whose job it was to spearhead programs for reducing all conceiv-
able hazards to flight. Also, the Air Force emphasized instrument-flying
techniques, taught on the ground using elaborate training equipment and
practiced in the air on nearly all flights. Flying by instruments became
second nature for most American pilots, and rigid adherence to the proce-
dures prescribed by instrument-flying rules and flying safety regulations
became automatic. All this was wholly different from the flying techniques
encountered by the Americans assigned to the VNAF transport group.

The Vietnamese never attempted an instrument approach if they
could make a visual one. Upon reaching the vicinity of their destination,
Vietnamese pilots invariably sought the slightest break in a cloud cover,
making a tight downward spiral to get underneath the overcast for a visual
landing. Radical aircraft maneuvers sometimes resulted, and the possibility
of an inflight collision when flying in rain or near clouds was ever present.
The Vietnamese, experienced in recognizing particular landmarks near the
different airfields, could locate and approach the landing places accurately
in limited visibility. The Americans at first were appalled by their seeming
recklessness, but most came to realize that usually this was a safer way of
doing the job, given the unreliability of most radio approach aids, the
absence of heavy air traffic, and the experience and training of the Viet-
namese in this way of flying. Very soon, the Americans themselves were
doing the same things.

Less defensible was the custom among Vietnamese pilots of placing a
cardboard panel across the windshield whenever the sun became an annoy-
ance, shutting off forward visibility. Few American copilots became accus-
tomed to flying blind in clear weather. Too, Americans at first were startled
by the Vietnamese technique when taxiing close to another aircraft of
having several crewmen stand on the wing of the parked ship, weighing it
down sufficiently to permit vertical clearance. But this unorthodox method
seemed to work well enough. Another source of concern among the Ameri-
cans was that Vietnamese Air Force flying regulations, which supposedly
governed all flying activity, were written only in Vietnamese and were
unintelligible to the Americans.

The contrasting approaches to flying led to only one serious incident. It
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occurred during the early months and followed open criticisms by several
of the understandably nervous Americans. Colonel Ky called a meeting in
an attempt to reduce tensions. Officers of both groups aired their com-
plaints and the Vietnamese had as many as the Americans. The confronta-
tion had a salutary effect, contributing to the development of the fine rela-
tionships which marked future Dirty Thirty operations. The Americans
became more tactful in offering advice on instrument flying and ground
controlled approach work, The best approach they found was example,
asking permission first and then demonstrating smooth techniques.

The early arrangement whereby each American flew only with a par-
ticular crew soon gave way in one squadron to a system of separate sched-
uling. Each copilot flew daily except after a night mission or alert duty,
averaging about sixty hours per month. Ordinarily, a pilot wore his flying
clothing to a breakfast before daylight at the downtown Five Oceans offi-
cers’ hatel, arriving at the aircraft for a dawn takeoff. After six hours or so
of flying and ramp time, the crew returned to Saigon for lunch and a siesta,
usually followed in midafternoon by another flight mission. There was very
little flying from noon Saturday until Monday, and no night missions ex-
cept for flare work. '

Within the American group, the less experienced members looked to
the veterans for guidance. Information passed informally among them on
hazards, facilities, and recommended techniques at the various airstrips
and drop zones. The Air Force’s traditional monthly flying safety meetings
were faithfully organized by Capts. John A. Herschkorn, Jr., and Pat Ker-
nan, spreading information on various incidents and observations of the
past month. The Vietnamese were aware of this ritual among the Ameri-
cans, but they never emulated it. No system existed for one American to
administer a flight check to another. The Americans could ask a Viet-
namese pilot how a Dirty Thirty officer was performing in the air, but the
answer was invariably favorable since the Vietnamese disliked criticizing
anyone. When replacements for the original Thirty began to arrive from the
United States early in 1963, each newcomer was scheduled for one or two
missions as an extra crewmember. The newcomer would then fly as copilot
with Major Barnett and finally with the Vietnamese squadron commander,
who gave instructions and checked on the American’s ability to land the
aircraft.

The Americans had few responsibilities during mission preparation.
The Vietnamese navigator received the weather briefing and did the flight
planning, while the flight mechanic inspected the aircraft. The American
officer usually went by himself to the aircraft, met the rest of the crew
there, and learned the planned itinerary. In keeping with the responsibilities
of the copilot, the American handled the throttles, raised the landing gear,
positioned the flaps, read the checklist (when used), and carried on radio
conversations to English-speaking controllers. Although the Vietnamese
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pilots and some of their navigators spoke understandable English, the
Vietnamese customarily spoke on the interphone in their own language.
The American copilot thus was left to guess what was being discussed and
his anxieties increased with the tone of urgency in the conversation.

In dividing tasks among the crewmembers, the Vietnamese carefully
defined the responsibilities and status of the navigator, radio operator, and
particularly the flight mechanic. The latter customarily started the en-
gines, and he himself performed the final engine check or runup just prior
to takeoff. The pilot watched while the flight mechanic did these things,
and only rarely did he overrule the mechanic’s judgment. If engine difficul-
ties occurred during flight, the mechanic would take over control of the
malfunctioning engine. This was a questionable practice since most Viet-
namese engineers’ arms were too short to reach easily the prop-feathering
buttons. Most Americans became very watchful during takeoffs, lest a
feathering button be accidentally or hastily activated by an excited Viet-
namese engineer.

Several Dirty Thirty members witnessed the crash of a C-47 at
Kontum in July 1962. As the ship lifted from the airstrip in the rain, smoke
appeared in one of the nacelles. The propeller could be seen feathering, but
almost at once the prop resumed turning as if the crew were attempting to
restart. The aircraft stalled in a turn at the field’s boundary and landed on
its back. There were no survivors. Among those on board was Capt. Wil-
liam Bunker, the first and only American to lose his life as a member of the
Dirty Thirty.

The Vietnamese pilots were well practiced at making steep, power-
off approaches into short airstrips. The Dirty Thirty had little experience in
this kind of work, being accustomed to power-on approaches into long,
hard-surfaced runways. Capt. Kendall G. Lorch, after making a difficult
power-off landing, was congratulated by his obviously pleased Vietnamese
aircraft commander. The Vietnamese officer clapped the American on the
shoulder and praised him with: “Oh, you made that landing just like a
Frenchman.”

The Vietnamese Air Force C—47s routinely made supply drops at iso-
lated posts. Sometimes, four ships joined on drop missions, each aircraft
making individual passes from a rectangular orbit. Several Vietnamese
army men handled the loads inside the aircraft and pushed the bundles to
the doorways for jettison. Vietnamese ground officers and American ad-
visors on several occasions complained about drop inaccuracy; it appeared
that Vietnamese crews often dropped while flying too far above the ground
or too fast, decreasing accuracy and increasing breakage. At times surface
wind calculations were ignored and aircrews failed to observe and correct
for impact errors. Those American copilots with troop carrier experience
gave cautious advice, bringing about some improvement,

The Vietnamese navigators, knowing the terrain and the weather con-
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ditions of the country, became expert in finding their way in limited visibil-
ity. They easily located remote drop zones and in several paratroop assault
operations outperformed the American C-123 force, mainly because of
their greater familarity with local landmarks. The Vietnamese pilot used a
low frequency radio beacon both for homing and lines of position, an item
long discarded by American aircrews. Aural-null techniques, whereby a
crewman obtained reliable bearings without the use of automatic direction
finding equipment, had to be relearned by the American copilots. Reliance
on the simple magnetic compass required an awareness of its idiosyncrasies
which were beyond the understanding of the Dirty Thirty. Oddly enough,
the Vietnamese scheduled occasional medium-altitude and overwater-navi-
gation training missions, allowing the navigator to practice celestial naviga-
tion, a skill seemingly of little value in the existing conflict. The transport
group also operated a C—47 as a flying classroom for the Vietnamese Air
Force navigator school.

The efforts of the American Farm Gate force toward night strikes
led to the regular use of the Vietnamese Air Force C—47s as flareships. The
Vietnamese joined in procedural tests in mid-1962, and soon afterwards
their C—47s undertook nightly flare responsibilities. One ship orbited
above Saigon each evening, ready to fly to any outpost under attack; a
second aircraft took over the duty at midnight. A third remained on ground
alert at Tan Son Nhut, while a fourth stood by. Throughout 1963, flare-
ships and crews were kept at Da Nang and Pleiku, and rotated every six
or seven days from Tan Son Nhut. The Dirty Thirty copilots flew on all
flare missions. Their presence was especially useful in handling radio
communications with American forward air controllers and strike pilots. A
Vietnamese navigator would talk to the outpost below, and would translate
the situation on the ground for the Dirty Thirty officer. The latter would
then pass on the information to an American strike pilot and controller,
and the Dirty Thirty copilot would coordinate the ensuing flare and strike
runs. Interference and difficulties in making contact using the portable
frequency modulation (FM) radios and the VHF set made radio com-
munication at best frustrating, and the role of the American copilot in
overcoming handicaps of language was often crucial.

Hostile small-arms fire could be encountered anywhere in Vietnam.
Bullet holes tended to concentrate in the aircrafts’ aft sections. Once, a
serious situation occurred during a training mission when a bullet severed
the rudder control cable, necessitating use of differential engine power for
directional control of the aircraft during the landing. Outpost supply mis-
sions often met with fire, especially when terrain permitted only a single
direction of approach. The psychological warfare leaflet-drop missions
were the most hazardous, although these usually were accompanied by
fighter escort and were flown at treetop level. Aircraft occasionally re-
turned with their bottoms stained by foliage. At least two C—47s had
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engines shot out on leaflet missions, Loudspeaker missions were safer; they
were flown in the single loudspeaker—equipped aircraft, known unoffi-
cially as the “sing along.” The Dirty Thirty made their own survival Kkits,
which contained equipment for use after bailout or crash landing. They
consisted of materials obtained locally; official kits later were obtained
and placed in the planes.

Aircraft maintenance proved eminently satisfactory. The C—-47 was
well known to the Vietnamese mechanics, many of whom had trained in
the United States. American maintenance advisors worked closely with the
Vietnamese, aiding them also in procurement of equipment and spare
parts. The Vietnamese maintenance sections operated on a twenty-four-
hour schedule, working into the night when necessary to prepare aircraft
for the next day’s missions. Most planes were back in flying status by early
evening. The Americans were mildly surprised at the apparent carelessness
of the Vietnamese aircrews in performing engine runup checks. The wet
climate caused water in the leads and plugs, and ignition (mag drop)
checks often were well out of tolerance. The aircrew would take off any-
way, and the dubious Americans admitted that the engine seemed to func-
tion well in the air. Sometimes the Vietnamese abbreviated or simply
omitted these checks.

With few exceptions, the Vietnamese scheduled their C—47s centrally
from Saigon, although without a formal system of priorities and alloca-
tions. Airlift missions were of several types. Airline passenger routes were
flown from Saigon, with stops at Qui Nhon, Da Nang, Hue, and Pleiku. All
sorts of people including women, children, and priests would get on and off
at each point, but the official nature of their business was unclear to the
Americans. Army combat units sometimes were moved, the aircraft shut-
tling them between locations for several days. Supply missions were at
times aromatic, involving the delivery of livestock on the hoof, since refrig-
eration was nonexistent in the countryside. On one occasion, a six hundred-
pound steer was paradropped. The C—47s sometimes carried senior
officers on trips to the corps headquarters, entailing long waits and in-
convenience for the aircrew. But by custom a general officer distributed
pocket money to each crewmember, including the American copilot. All
things considered, the Dirty Thirty officers judged that the Vietnamese used
their airlift arm for necessary and useful activities.”

From the first, the Vietnamese officers were pleasant to the Americans
and many lasting friendships were formed, particularly with Americans
who appreciated local food and customs. Nearly all the Vietnamese pilots
spoke some English, but with accents not readily understood by Ameri-
cans. Hand signals for use in the cockpit were worked out, and many
Americans took courses in Vietnamese or learned a little Pidgin French.
Basic communication was English, however, as the Vietnamese improved
in their use of it and the Americans became accustomed to the accents. The
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two national groups came together frequently in evening gatherings at
Saigon restaurants, usually instigated by Colonel Ky. On some occasions,
the Americans provided or participated in the entertainment. A few Ameri-
can officers received invitations to visit the clean if modestly furnished
homes of the Vietnamese officers. On missions away from Tan Son Nhut,
the Americans ate with the Vietnamese crewmen. And at Da Nang, where
crews staged for a week of flare alert duty, the Americans often chose to
stay in the Vietnamese billets rather than in the American tent compound.
Certain Dirty Thirty members became known among the Vietnamese for
their skill in flying, or for their willingness to fly extra missions. Some
Americans became interested in Saigon charity projects.

There was a strong tendency among the Dirty Thirty to think of
themselves as part of the Vietnamese Air Force. Most were quite ready to
join the Vietnamese crewmen in criticizing the “Americans”—meaning the
American C~123 crews at Tan Son Nhut—for mistakes during combined
assault operations. The Vietnamese pilots were both likable and well
educated; some had lived in the north during boyhood, and others had
relatives in the Diem government. When tardiness or lackadaisical perfor-
mance occurred among Vietnamese crewmembers, the Americans kept
their criticisms within their own circle, understanding that for the Viet-
namese the war was no mere career diversion which would end in twelve
months.

In the official chain of command, the Pilot Augmentation Group was
placed under an Air Force senior advisor to the transport group (Major
Barnett), who in turn was under the operations branch of the Air Force
Section of MAAGYV. Major Barnett was thus the official link to higher
American agencies, and his daily activities reflected the administrative and
coordinating responsibilities. Within the Dirty Thirty group there was little
formal organization. Two rooms near the Vietnamese squadron area served
as a combination office and ready room for the Americans, manned around
the clock by a duty officer from the Thirty. Squadron and flight com-
manders existed on paper, but in practice the leaders tended to be those
whose experience and temperament qualified them.

One of these leaders was Capt. Robert “Bear” Barnett, who was later
killed in a B-57 accident in Vietnam. Barnett was a gregarious character
of seemingly inexhaustible energy. He arranged group photographs, de-
signed the Dirty Thirty emblem, scrounged for survival gear, organized
entertainments, and challenged Colonel Ky to shooting matches. Dirty
Thirty veterans ten years later generally agreed that it was primarily
“Bear” Barnett who inspired the group pride which came to mark them.
The nominal chief, Maj. Charles P. Barnett, gave free rein to informality
but supervisory control became tighter under his successor, Maj. Raymond
E. Nicholson. The unconventional style of the Thirty, however, diminished
little.
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Dirty Thirty pilots: (1) Capt. Robeson S. Molse and (2) Captains Ty Lewis, (left) Harold
Sweet, and Bill Blackburn (right).

VNAF officer and Capt. Joseph Grant with the Dirty Thirty insignia, Tan Son Nhut.
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The origin of the Dirty Thirty name is unclear. One legend has it that
the nickname came from an Army officer’s comment at the unscrubbed
appearance of the Dirty Thirty members lunching at the Five Oceans after
a morning of flying. Actually, living conditions in the Dong Khahn Hotel
and in the Hong Kong Hotel were far from primitive, although cold-water
showers were a frequent (and sometimes useful) shock. Flying clothing
shortages led to the wearing of unofficial paraphernalia, including pieces
of civilian clothing, scrounged weapons, and survival gear. Replacements
arriving in 1963 were forewarned to bring extra suits. The Thirty neverthe-
less relished their nickname, along with their distinctive though unofficial
insignia. The emblem featured the profile of a goat, a creature said to
represent both the Vietnamese symbol of fertility and the American symbol
of odor. Others pointed out that the Vietnamese referred to the Americans
as goats who ate from tin cans.

Morale among the men was high, sustained by group solidarity and
satisfaction with the flying job. Occasional flights to Singapore, Kuala
Lumpur, Bangkok, and Hong Kong were pleasant breaks and were sought
by both the Vietnamese and the Americans. Mail and pay reached the
Americans through the Military Assistance Advisory Group (MAAG) in
Saigon. Medically, the Thirty proved a hardy lot except for periodic gastro-
intestinal troubles which seemed to afflict everyone whether on Vietnamese
or American diets. None of the Thirty contracted hepatitis. Each individual
received one Air Medal but Vietnamese awards could not be accepted.
Flying time was not listed as “combat” on individual flying records. The
greatest morale boosters and unfailing occasions for noisy celebrations
were the successive reductions in tour length (originally eighteen months),
down to fifteen months, and finally to one year. The replacement of the
original Thirty over several months in early 1963 produced no change in
the spirit and performance of the unit.?

If the Thirty seemed forgotten in matters of equipment, certainly their
reputation was widely known. Aviation Week reported in August 1962 that
the men were “meeting their responsibilities with dignity, patience, and
excellent results.” The troop information journal of the Air Force included
an informative six-page article on the Thirty, and senior Air Force officers
occasjonally visited the group, among them General Anthis and Gen.
Walter C. Sweeney, Jr., the commander of TAC. Some of the Dirty Thirty
were introduced to local public officials at outlying airfields: Capt.
Robeson S. Moise met President Diem and the American ambassador
while on the ground at Can Tho. Each man received an invitation to the
ambassador’s 1962 Christmas party, and many attended affairs held by the
air attaché office.?

A central figure who contributed immeasurably to the harmony sur-
rounding the Dirty Thirty venture was the energetic commander of the
Vietnamese Air Force Air Transport Group, Ky. Softspoken and sincere in
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manner, Ky was liked and admired by the Thirty. Trained under the
French, Ky himself flew regularly, usually on the more demanding mis-
sions. Dirty Thirty members who shared his cockpit found him a flying
“artist.” Ky later revealed that he had misgivings at the start of the venture,
recalling that during an earlier tour at the U.S. Air Force Air Command and
Staff School, his pride of nationality and mistrust of foreigners caused him
to become narrow-minded toward Americans. Nevertheless, Ky displayed
sensitivity in countless considerate actions toward the Americans, episodes
which belied his later ignoble public image in the United States. As head of
the Vietnamese Air Force in 1964, Ky requested that Major Nicholson, the
second chief of the Dirty Thirty, be reassigned as his personal advisor.
Nicholson was not sent, but the incident suggested that the Dirty Thirty
experience may have aided indirectly in later relations between the allies,
when Ky’s role in his country’s politics enlarged.*®

The Buddhist agitation which disturbed South Vietnam in mid-1963
raised concern in American circles that the Dirty Thirty members might be
photographed transporting Buddhist prisoners. Acting on instructions from
the MAAG staff, Major Nicholson instructed his officers to quit any mis-
sion when Buddhist prisoners were brought on board. More than once, an
American copilot remained behind, to be picked up later. During the crisis
culminating in the overthrow of President Diem on November 1, the Dirty
Thirty were confined to their hotel, where they watched their Vietnamese
associates making flaredrops over the city. The Americans resumed their
flying duties soon after the coup.

The decision to close down the Dirty Thirty operation was made well
before November 1963. Withdrawal of the American copilots was part of a
one thousand-man reduction of U.S. forces in Vietnam, undertaken as a
gesture toward ultimate American departure. In deciding to end the Dirty
Thirty operation, a temporary reduction of Vietnamese Air Force C-47
capability was anticipated, though it was expected that Viétnamese gradu-
ates from pilot training programs would restore the unit to full strength by
the next summer.

Maj. Jacob H. Rodenbough served as Dirty Thirty chief during the
final weeks, having replaced Major Nicholson unexpectedly in the fall.
Inexperienced Vietnamese copilots at the time arrived as replacements for
the Thirty, and it was necessary for the newcomers to fly on missions with
the most qualified Vietnamese instructors. The resulting overload among
the Vietnamese pilots brought a decision to use two American pilots on’
certain night flare missions, without a Vietnamese pilot on board. Only the
most qualified Americans were thus used, always with a Vietnamese navi-
gator aboard the aircraft. Dirty Thirty members had not previously held
aircraft commander responsibilities, though a few were granted the honor-
ary title.

On December 4, 1963, two dozen Dirty Thirty officers waited to
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board an American Air Force jet transport at Tan Son Nhut bound for
home. Two officers remained in Vietnam to serve as advisors with the 43d
Air Transport Group, as the First Group was redesignated. The departing
Americans wore Vietnamese Air Force pilot wings recently awarded to
them by Colonel Ky at a special ceremony; many displayed handlebar
mustaches. Several Vietnamese pilots attended the ceremony, constituting a
sufficient if quiet honor. Most of the Americans returned to preferred
assignments, including several who had requested duty in Europe or Japan.
Collectively, the two Dirty Thirty groups had logged more than twenty-
thousand flying hours in Vietnam.!

One perceptive Dirty Thirty member, Capt. Kenneth M. Mac-
Cammond, afterwards outlined the significant achievements of the group.
First were the direct accomplishments—the participation by the Americans
in airlift and flare operations, and their role in releasing Vietnamese pilots
for strike aircraft work. The second was a less tangible but a more lasting
contribution—helping the Vietnamese to acquire the kind of air discipline
necessary later when large numbers of American planes began to use the
same airspace, increasing operations at night and by instruments, and by
example suggesting the position of the military officer in a democracy.

Finally, to Captain MacCammond, the Dirty Thirty experience
offered perspectives on insurgency warfare potentially valuable to Ameri-
can commanders and planners. General Anthis on several occasions,
according to one Dirty Thirty veteran, urged the members to “keep our
eyes and ears open and learn everything we can about counterinsurgency
warfare.” MacCammond and others had followed Anthis’ advice, exploit-
ing their unusual vantage point to seek out the nature of the conflict. No
final report or debriefing program was ever undertaken, however, to bring
together the lessons of the Dirty Thirty venture. Except among the indi-
viduals themselves, most of whom were scattered in unrelated assignments,
the store of experience and the outlook was by and large lost to the Air
Force.12

The members of the Pilot Augmentation Group were not the first
Americans in war to share cockpits with Asian allies. American airmen
had been mixed with Thai C-47 crews during the Korean War, and others
had flown with the Chinese late in World War 1L In Vietham, however, the
Americans came not as cadres, but as partners. The Dirty Thirty venture
verified the ability of the American airman to work and fly in close partner-
ship with allies of different culture and outlook. MacCammond and Capt.
Harold L. Sweet listed as the keys to successful relationships of this kind:
an adventurous palate, the energy to learn a new language, an honest
curiosity in the history and symbols of a different culture, competence in
one’s own work, and perhaps most of all the total absence of superior
attitudes in personal dealings. That the Dirty Thirty members, haphazardly
chosen and without guidance on such matters from higher authority, by
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and large understood and followed these guidelines reflected favorably on
the nature of American democratic society.

Plans for expansion of the Vietnamese Air Force reflected the strong
American desire to withdraw American forces from Vietnam. Secretary
McNamara repeatedly expressed the intent to “Vietnamize” the war effort
(although the word was not yet in official use). American Air Force
officers, however, understood the organizational and human prerequisites
for meaningful VNAF growth. During a three-hour conference in Saigon
in April 1962, for example, President Diem and General LeMay revealed
very different outlooks—Diem pressed for additional aircraft, while Le-
May stressed that the president could get more out of the craft he already
possessed.!?

Two issues shaped planning for the future Vietnamese airlift arm.
Most significant was the question of priorities—whether to focus available
trained manpower into fighter or transport units. McNamara in the spring
of 1963 challenged the existing program as too heavy in fighters and too
light in transports and helicopters; a year later, the secretary stated that
Vietnamese pilots assigned to transport units should be shifted to fighter
units, letting Americans absorb a greater airlift role. A second factor was
the Vietnamese wish to acquire C-123s, a proposal first raised by Diem in
1962, since the 123 had better payload, airdrop, and shortfield qualities
than the C-47. U.S. Air Force officials agreed with Diem’s logic, but held
that the Air Force needed its C—123s for duty in Vietnam and in the future
air commando structure. Shifting outlooks and other considerations pro-
duced many changes in programming for the future force, but in actuality
the transport force remained at two squadrons and the conversion to
C-123s was delayed for nearly a decade after it was first proposed.**

Most of the members of the Vietnamese Air Force joining the C-47
squadrons as replacements for the Dirty Thirty were recent graduates of
flying schools in the United States. Recruitment of pilot candidates had
been difficult due to the limited education of the Vietnamese youth, the
severe security investigation required by the Diem regime, and the need for
English language familiarity. After further training in English, a total of
166 students completed undergraduate pilot training during 1963 and
1964, including two hundred hours of flying in the T-28. Those selected
for assignment to the transport squadrons underwent further training in the
C-47. By mid-May 1964 the Vietnamese Air Force reported a total of
ninety-four C—47 pilots and copilots, but approximately twenty short of
the full cockpit and staff authorization.!s
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Americans found little to criticize in the technical competence of the
Vietnamese C-47 aircrews. An inspection team from the Thirteenth Air
Force in January 1964 contrasted the “superb” work of the C—47s in
flareship roles with the ineffective performance of the Vietnamese fighter
squadrons. On other occasions, however, the Americans charged the Viet-
namese airlifters with a lack of dedication. A senior MACV officer, in a
conversation with Vietnamese defense officials, complained of the inactiv-
ity of the Vietnamese C—47s on weekends. Though the Vietnamese
seemed to agree with the Americans, reform was not forthcoming. Citing
an example of apparent dereliction of duty by a Vietnamese flareship crew,
Col. Winston P. Anderson, director of operations for the 2d Air Division,
pointed out to General Anthis that the Americans had to continue “push-
ing” the Vietnamese. The U.S. Air Force was aware that its own reputation
was in part at stake in the performance of the Vietnamese Air Force.
Replying to a criticism of the Vietnamese combat motivation by General
Earle G. Wheeler, Army chief of staff, the American Air Force pointed out
that similar observations could be made of the Vietnamese army.18

Air Force officers tried to assure critics that the Vietnamese C—47s
were used only for worthwhile purposes. General LeMay asked PACAF
in early 1962 to look into reports by Air Staff visitors that the transports
were hauling officials and their families. Special concern was given to the
C-47 flareships kept at Da Nang and Pleiku, where the Vietnamese army
corps commanders habitually used the aircraft for other purposes. The
problem came to the surface during an attempt to rescue the crew of a
downed U.S. Army helicopter in December 1963. The flareship, sup-
posedly on alert at Pleiku, was discovered by the Americans to be flying on
a “personal junket”; a U.S. Air Force C—123 flareship arrived on the scene
too late and two American lives were lost. Vietnamese Air Force head-
quarters subsequently ordered that the alert flareships not be diverted for
personal use under any circumstances, but it remained difficult for Viet-
namese junior officers to resist the orders of the Very senior corps
commanders.!?

Senior Vietnamese officers put off all American proposals to combine
Vietnamese and American transport efforts under a single scheduling and
allocations apparatus. For the Americans, centralization promised better
efficiency and would strengthen the Air Force case for bringing the U.S.
Army Caribous into a consolidated system. The Vietnamese joined in a
combined movements allocation board in mid-1963, but this led to no
significant merger of effort. The Vietnamese contributed only a single
C-47 daily for a predetermined itinerary under the control of the Ameri-
can airlift system. Col. Lyle D. Lutton, Jr., recent commander of the
United States’ C-123 force in Vietnam, addressed the problem in a 1963
article prepared for a professional Air Force journal. He charged that
repeated American efforts to consolidate airlift requirements encountered
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“a disappointing lack of interest and recognition from Vietnamese official-
dom in eliminating duplication of effort.” The PACAF staff returned Colo-
nel Lutton’s article with the statement that criticism of the Vietnamese Air
Force should be deleted or moderated “for political reasons.”!®

Attempted consolidation began by late 1963, when the Vietnamese
airlift scheduling officers (each of whom spoke good English) worked at
desks not far from the U.S. Air Force controllers. The Americans could
thus informally ascertain whether scheduled Vietnamese aircraft could
carry items in American aerial ports; conversely, the Americans sometimes
helped out the Vietnamese by squeezing an extra sortie on top of a day’s
schedule. Since the overall Vietnamese capability was in any event rela-
tively small, a further merger was not pressed strongly by the Americans;
more immediately important was the matter of enlarging the total airlift
capability of the C—47s, primarily by training more aircrews.®

By 1964 the Vietnamese Air Force took pride in the development of
its fixed wing airlift arm. Although the total lift capacity was small by
comparison with the tonnages hauled by the much larger fleet of American
transports in the Far East, the Vietnamese C-47 units represented a tech-
nically skilled cadre upon which to base future growth. Relations between
the Vietnamese and the Americans were satisfactory, and were clearly
strengthened by the success of the Dirty Thirty venture. Vietnamese
reluctance to yield control of their transports to a combined agency domi-
nated by the Americans was understandable and even justifiable, recog-
nizing that one day the Vietnamese would stand alone.
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V. Mule Train—The First Year

A single squadron of Tactical Air Command C—123 Providers ar-
rived in Vietnam in January 1962 as part of Project Mule Train. A second
squadron followed in midyear. The C~123 squadrons were neither elite
volunteer units like Farm Gate nor improvisations like the Dirty Thirty
detachment. Both C-123 units were squadrons of the professional peace-
time Air Force, accustomed to conventional methods of flying and manage-
ment. In Vietnam, however, the C—123 aircrews faced the same primitive
operating environment confronting the C—47 crewmen, and quickly
learned to apply the same essential techniques.

Although ranking low in prestige in an Air Force dominated by newer
and more powerful aircraft, the early C—123s and their crews performed
well in Vietnam. Their contributions foreshadowed much larger numbers
of transports that were to operate later in Vietnam, while the apparatus for
managing their operations became the nucleus for the future system of
scheduling and control.

Since the beginning of its Air Force service in 1955, the C-123 had
proved conclusively its safety and reliability. The aircraft’s conservative
design and engineering simplicity minimized mechanical problems and its
incommission rates consistently surpassed those of the C-130 and the
C-124. The 464th Troop Carrier Wing at Pope Air Force Base, North
Carolina, operated the five C—123 squadrons still in active status in late
1961. The unit had experienced only one fatal accident in three years.!

The C-123B’s characteristics were sound if unspectacular. The cargo
compartment held sixty troops, or a wide variety of vehicles and cargo. A
hydraulically operated rear ramp and numerous high-strength tiedown fit-
tings facilitated cargo loading. Welded tubular steel construction around
the cockpit, and heavy compression members elsewhere, offered crash pro-
tection—a vestige of the plane’s origins as a glider. The 123 was not pres-
surized and usually cruised at 5,000 feet and 140 knots true airspeed. The
aircraft could haul a maximum eight-ton payload twelve hundred miles
round trip, an adequate range for transoceanic missions.2

One of the C-123’s most prominent features was its shortfield landing
capability. During an assault landing the aircraft began a relatively flat,
power-on approach with flaps lowered fully. Upon crossing the final obsta-
cle, the pilot further reduced power until touchdown. Reverse-pitch pro-
pellers and an antiskid braking system aided to cut short the landing roll.
Ground-roll distance for a well-executed landing was under one thousand
feet, but an additional eight hundred feet were required to clear a fifty-foot
obstacle during descent. Landings in crosswinds were hazardous, but TAC
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decided against a wider landing-gear modification, believing that the
C-123 was obsolescent.?

The powerplant for the C-123B consisted of two eighteen-cylinder,
air-cooled Pratt and Whitney reciprocating engines. Data from suitability
testing in 1955 indicated unsafe margins in case of loss of one engine
during takeoff, and the Fairchild firm began planning to add auxiliary jet
engines. General McCarty in 1955 made it plain that “if the aircraft will
not perform any better than indicated on these charts, we want jet augmen-
tation or we don’t want the aircraft at all.” The C-123]J, tested at Edwards
in 1958, incorporated two turbojet engines in wingtip pods. It achieved a
significant safety margin for single-engine flight and reduced takeoft dis-
tances slightly, but the financial costs prohibited modification of the fleet.

Another shortcoming lay in the C-123’s airdrop qualities. The size
and strength of the rear ramp limited cargo bundles to two thousand
pounds, although several bundles could be released in succession over an
elongated drop zone. Early models of the aircraft had no provision for a
navigator, whose role in air drops was essential. A navigator’s seat was
later added in the forward part of the cargo compartment behind the
copilot, and rudimentary navigation equipment was installed. The navi-
gator’s outside visibility, which was important for low-level and airdrop
work, was poor.?

Most aircrews and ground crews of the 464th Wing were veterans in
the C-123. Their skills in airlanded assault and supply techniques were
well honed, and they repeatedly earned praise for their work in major joint
exercises in the United States. Each aircrew consisted of two pilots and a
flight mechanic; one navigator was generally assigned for every four
crews.®

The Mule Train deployment order followed by two days McNamara’s
final decision to relocate the C-123. By Operation Order 19-6, December
6, 1961, TAC directed the 464th Wing to send a C-123 squadron of
sixteen aircraft with its support personnel for 120 days temporary duty in
the Far East. Airmen and officers at Pope had already learned of the
impending move at a general meeting addressed by Col. William T. Daly
and by Lt. Col. Floyd K. Shofner, commanders respectively of the 464th
Wing and the 346th Troop Carrier Squadron. The operation was labeled
“a classified training exercise to Clark Air Base,” but most individuals
surmised that Southeast Asia was to be their ultimate destination. The
346th Squadron, probably the wing’s most competent squadron, was
chosen for the venture along with sufficient support personnel to operate
“as a tactical airlift force.” Squadron personnel who were not eligible or
not qualified for the operation were replaced by individuals from other
wing units. In addition, aircrew loadmasters, previously assigned to aerial
port squadrons, were shifted to the 346th. In all, 243 persons were to be
sent.
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Preparations were hasty, since the first eight aircraft were scheduled to
depart on December 10. During their final days at Pope, the aircrews
planned the overseas flights and attended lectures on survival, long-range
cruise control, and the operation of the newly installed auxiliary fuel and
oil tanks. Each aircraft was flown on a seven-hour long-range test mission.
And each crew underwent a proficiency check flight. Crewmen felt this was
unnecessary, since all of them had been previously judged “combat ready.”
Finally, fifty-six tons of equipment were prepared for Military Air Trans-
port Service airlift to the Far East.?

Final briefing for the movement was held on Saturday, December 9.
After a twenty-four-hour delay caused by poor weather, the first eight
aircraft led by Colonel Shofner left Pope. The second group, although
scheduled to take off a day later, remained at Pope over the Christmas
holidays and departed on January 2. This flight was led by the squadron
operations officer, Maj. Wayne J. Witherington. The first eight planes ar-
rived at Clark a week later. The Pacific crossing was fatiguing but unevent-
ful, with landings at Hickam, Wake, and Guam. The aircraft flew in loose
formations of three, minimizing the chance for error by navigators more
accustomed to a different kind of flying. Newly installed loran sets provided
regular lines of position which, when combined with sun observations, gave
accurate fixes. Overall the ferry operations were safe, if slow, and set the
pattern for future C—123 transoceanic flights.®

 The first group of C~123s remained at Clark for two weeks. The
aircrews recuperated from the long Pacific flight and attended intelligence
and theater operations briefings given by the Thirteenth Air Force staff. On
December 30, four ships were ordered to Vietnam and their crews made
final preparations. Three days later, led by Colonel Shofner, the planes
were flown to Tan Son Nhut. The crews arrived without ceremony and,
finding no arrangement for billeting, made their ways to downtown Saigon
hotels. The C~123s began airlift operations on January 3, 1962.°

Defining how the Mule Train force was to be used, American officials
emphasized tactical applications over logistical. Mule Train’s primary mis-
sion, according to an early Pacific Air Forces concept, and reflected there-
after in Air Staff memoranda, was to provide “tactical airlift support of
South Vietnamese armed forces.” A secondary mission was to perform
airlift logistical support for 2d Air Division advanced echelon activities in
Southeast Asia. Specific tasks designated by Pacific Air Forces included
troop drops, assault landings, supply drops, aeromedical evacuation, and
air resupply, in that order. Adm. Harry D. Felt, USN, Commander in
Chief, Pacific Command, told Secretary McNamara during a mid-Decem-
ber 1961 conference in Hawaii that the C-123s would be used in combat
support roles, as opposed to routine transportation services; McNamara
explicitly approved these roles. Army Chief of Staff General Decker, in
Senate hearings on January 26, 1962, stated that American airlift forces
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were in Vietnam to provide tactical mobility for Vietnamese ground
forces.1®

Air Force officers—bred on AFM 1-9 and existing airlift doctrine—
also understood the much broader applicability of airlift forces, beyond
narrowly defined tactical roles. The Pacific Air Forces staff, for example,
described the potential for a true “air logistic system” for South Vietnam.
Air transport, the staff believed, could be particularly valuable in Southeast
Asia, “because of the proven vulnerability of rail and road networks and
the high manpower and equipment costs of providing safe passage thereon.”
Airlift could supply isolated strongpoints and support offensive sweeping
operations, affording freedom from surface supply. The meager size of the
initial Mule Train force prevented full implementation of these ideas, but
it was clear that the Pacific Air Force had not forgotten established
doctrine.!

Proposals for operating the C—123s from Clark or for apportioning
the aircraft among the regional senior advisors in Vietnam quickly led to
the development of a concept of centralized countrywide control. On De-
cember 28, 1961, a team of 315th Air Division officers arrived at Tan Son
Nhut, for the purpose of developing a plan for introducing the Mule Train
force. Col. Lopez J. Mantoux, deputy commander of the division, soon
joined the group to provide overall guidance. As airlift specialists, the
officers of the 315th understood the need for aerial port and mission con-
trol systems for any sustained operation, but this need was overshadowed
by the emphasis on tactical employment and by the immediate question of
how to handle the C—123 entry. The team recommended introduction of
twelve aircraft during January and a daily commitment of six, each to be
utilized for four flying hours. A route structure and an all-weather capabil-
ity would be gradually developed as the aircrews gained familiarity with
operating conditions. Consistent with AFM 1-9, the team recommended
creation of a joint agency to allocate airlift priorities, anticipating that
tactical missions would in all cases receive the highest priority. Personnel
from the 315th Air Division, on January 2, 1962, formed the airlift branch
of the Vietnamese Air Force/2d ADVON joint operations center at Tan
Son Nhut and thereafter undertook to manage C-123 daily mission
activity.12

Early missions were almost entirely logistical. Cargo usually consisted
of foodstuffs and relatively small items. Wheeled loads, such as jeeps and
power generators, were commonly carried; helicopter rotor blades and
other materiel were frequently hauled between Saigon and Qui Nhon in
support of the U.S. Army helicopter company at the latter location. Per-
sonnel lifts supported the installation of Air Force radar and communica-
tions equipment for the tactical air control system (TACS). No training or
advisory role existed, and there was no rule requiring Vietnamese person-
nel on board. The C—123s were marked with American insignia, and the
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Viet Cong prisoners unload sacks of rice from a G123 during a Mule Train resupply
mission, June 1962.

aircrews wore military clothing. The four aircraft and their crews at Tan
Son Nhut were joined on January 2 by two additional ships and aircrews
weekly until the desired strength of twelve was reached late in the month.
During January, Mule Train aircraft flew a total of 548 hours, without
accident or hazardous incident. No mission was canceled for lack of ready
aircraft. During February, operations settled into a routine whereby seven
ships flew daily missions of approximately four flying hours in length. Two
aircraft and crews (with maintenance personnel) were positioned at Da
Nang for operations in the northern region. Four were rotated to Clark for
major maintenance. Briefing the Chief of Staff in March, the Air Staff
reported that the early performance of the Mule Train unit had “exceeded
expectations.”13
The Mule Train squadron encountered essentially the same operating
problems faced by the Vietnamese and American C-47 crews. There was
no lavish apparatus of ground radar, navigation aids, communications, and
instrument approach facilities such as the airmen in the United States were
used to. A dozen low frequency radio beacons located at the major airfields
gave some navigational assistance, but the Americans considered the sig-
nals too unreliable for instrument landing approaches. Attempts to obtain
instrument clearances, moreover, usually led to communications troubles
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and wasteful delays. It therefore seemed equally safe and far more con-
venient to fly under visual flight rules, whereby the crew was responsible
for its own traffic clearance. When cloud penetration was unavoidable, the
recently installed TACS radars at Saigon, Da Nang, and Pleiku provided
informal traffic advisory assistance. The C-123 crews quickly became
accustomed to visual flying techniques long practiced by the Vietnamese—
* the spiraling climb or descent through a break in an overcast, the cruise
either just above or just below a cloud layer, the visual approach and
landing in conditions of marginal visibility. All crew members joined in
looking out for other aircraft. These methods, strange to airmen accus-
tomed to rigid instrument procedures, continued to characterize troop car-
rier operations in Vietnam throughout the next decade.

Vietnamese controllers, using VHF and UHF radio communications
regulated takeoffs and landings at the major fields. Most of the controllers
spoke English, although their transmissions often had to be repeated, either
by a tower operator or by a C-123 copilot. The system was generally
satisfactory, except when traffic became particularly heavy, then American
controllers joined the Vietnamese, especially at the often saturated Tan
Son Nhut tower. Navigation facilities gradually improved with the installa-
tion of omnidirectional radio stations at Da Nang and Nha Trang, and
tactical air navigation stations at Tan Son Nhut, Pleiku, and Da Nang.
Precision ground controlled approach equipment for instrument landing
approaches was placed in operation at Tan Son Nhut, and later at Soc
Trang, Vung Tau, and Da Nang.**

A dozen hard-surface airfields became the nucleus for the Mule Train
route structure. These were generally located about main population cen-
ters and military bases, and had been used by the C—47s of Air Vietnam
and the Vietnamese Air Force. C—123 scheduled passenger runs and mili-
tary logistics missions linked Da Nang, Tan Son Nhut, Nha Trang, Bien
Hoa, Pleiku, Ban Me Thuot, Hue, Da Lat, Soc Trang, Qui Nhon, and
Vung Tau, and virtually every Mule Train sortie took off or landed at
one of these airfields. These air stations made up a chain of primary fields,
affording an adequate skeleton for a countrywide airlift system. Coverage
was least satisfactory in the Mekong Delta country in the south, where
soft ground made construction difficult.'®

Aircrews generally flew about three of every four days. Their itin-
eraries allowed the aircraft to return to Tan Son Nhut by nightfall.
Aircrews made every effort to return to Saigon each evening, since sleep-
ing and messing facilities elsewhere were rare. Mechanical breakdowns
away from Tan Son Nhut were infrequent; a stranded crew needing
maintenance assistance usually got word back to Mule Train operations
through another aircraft or by land telephone. A crew flew the prescribed
itinerary, checking in with the control towers where these existed, but flight
following and close mission control from Tan Son Nhut were nearly impos-
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A hard-surface airfield at Ban Me Thuot, 1963.

sible. Communications problems became vexing when a crew could find no
cargo for pickup after landing at the specified airfield. To retrace the
situation by land telephone through the joint operations center consumed
many hours of valuable crew and aircraft time.!¢ Another concern was the
underuse of cargo space. The Mule Train squadron hauled 1,996 tons of
passengers and cargo during 921 sorties in February and March, an aver-
age of a little better than two tons per sortie, compared with the aircraft
capacity of five or six tons. Several factors explained the low usage figures,
including the difficulty of making available large cargo loads for the smaller
locations and the lack of backhaul cargo at many points. Nevertheless, in
order to raise the allowable maximum payload of the C-123s, some two
thousand pounds of unnecessary gear, including heaters and anti-icing ac-
cumulators, were removed from the aircraft in April. Restrictions were
temporarily imposed reducing takeoff margins for the sake of heavier pay-
loads. Colonel Shofner warned against this trend, judging that “eventu-
ally equipment would falter and an accident would result.”!?

Another measure to increase the overall airlift capacity followed the
February crash of a Ranch Hand spray C—123 and the consequent deci-
sion to halt defoliation operations. Two Ranch Hand aircraft and their
crews returned to the United States and were replaced by airlift C—123s
and crews, thus increasing the size of the Mule Train force to eighteen.
Spray equipment was removed from the several remaining Ranch Hand
planes, allowing their use for airlift work.!#

The use of the aerial spray crews in airlift work, however, was not
successful. The original Mule Train squadron (the 346th) was a highly
skilled group and had received a Tactical Air Command flying safety
award for accident-free flying during 1961. The initial squadron’s crew
members were proud that to the spring of 1962 not a single Mule Train
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aircraft had been so much as scratched in Vietnam. By contrast, although
many of the Ranch Hand people originally came from the 464th Wing, the
skills demanded for spray tasks were different from those needed for tacti-
cal airlift. On April 20, 1962, a Ranch Hand aircraft and crew took off
from Da Nang on a cargo-haul sortie to Dong Ha, near the demilitarized
zone. Thirty miles from their destination, with good ceiling and visibility,
the crew spotted an 1,100-foot north-south airstrip northwest of Hue and
misidentified it as the Dong Ha 3,900-foot east-west runway. No navigator
was aboard and available maps of the area were poor, but the mistake was
unjustifiable. The pilot managed to land successfully, but quickly became
apprehensive as a crowd began to congregate about the aircraft. He then
attempted a downwind takeoff, but the ship failed to get off the ground.
Although the crew escaped from the crash with no serious injuries, the
plane was demolished.

An important reform followed. Lt. Gen. Thomas S. Moorman, vice
commander of Pacific Air Forces, firmly reminded the Thirteenth Air
Force of the need for “increased supervision, stringent standardization,
improved training programs, flying safety consciousness, and discipline.”
General Anthis accordingly directed that the Ranch Hand detachment be
merged with the C-123 airlift organization to facilitate closer supervision
and the development of appropriate operational procedures. The loose
leadership and control which worked so well in the Farm Gate and Mule
Train units invited trouble when a unit such as Ranch Hand attempted
unfamiliar tasks.'?

The unblemished Mule Train accident record ended on May 2, 1962,
with the failure of the left main wheel of a C—-123 attempting to take off at
Tan Son Nhut with a load of Vietnamese troops and cargo. The pilot
successfully halted the aircraft on the runway, all persons escaped without
injury, and the ensuing fire was extinguished by a local crash crew. A
second C—123 wheel failure occurred nearly three weeks later as the air-
craft was taxiing on rough pierced steel planking. As a consequence of
these two accidents, installation of redesigned wheel assemblies in all
C-123s began promptly.2° ,

The threat of Viet Cong antiaircraft fire was of only minor concern in
routine airlift work. Aircrews ordinarily flew at least twenty-five hundred
feet above the ground, and when possible chose offshore routes. The first
confirmed report of small-arms fire against a Mule Train C-123 took
place in February during an airdrop mission in the A Shau Valley, but the
first hits occurred the next month when one aircraft was holed in the
elevator and another in the right engine, both by small-caliber weapons.
Exposure was greatest at low altitudes—during takeoffs, landings, and
airdrops. The delta area was most dangerous, although small-arms fire was
occasionally encountered near each of the major air bases. Following the
first confirmed report of fire, Colonel Shofner requested armorplating for
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installation in the cockpit floor and aircrews sometimes improvised addi-
tional seat protection by using heavy personnel flak suits. On July 10 A1C
Howard W. Wright became the first C~123 member to be wounded by
Viet Cong ground fire. He was hit in the right thigh while the aircraft was
descending at Tan Son Nhut.2!

The idea of moving a second C—123 squadron to Vietnam came up at
the Secretary of Defense Conference of February 19, 1962, in Hawaii.
During a discussion of the matter, General Anthis assured Secretary Mc-
Namara that the C-123 was proving to be a most suitable transport for
operations in Vietnam. In a message to CINCPAC, dated March 12,
MACYV officially recommended the sending of a second unit, citing as the
basis for their recommendation high Mule Train flying during the summer.
The Air Staff challenged the need for more transport aircraft in Vietnam,
and also opposed a separate MACV request for a U.S. Caribou company.
The MACYV logistics section on May 22 asserted that Mule Train capabili-
ties were becoming saturated, and indicated that transports would be
placed on daily strip alert for tactical missions. Four days later, the Joint
Chiefs of Staff directed movement of another sixteen C-123s to the
Pacific.22

The deployment order came as no surprise to the air and ground
crews of the 777th Troop Carrier Squadron at Pope Air Force Base which
had been selected for the move, Aircraft had already received Mule Train
modifications, so that final preparations for the move could be advanced
for departure on May 28. The movement to the F ar East was designated as
Sawbuck II*, and resembled in execution the earlier Mule Train moves.
Five MATS transports hauled the ground crewmen, although one aircraft
island-hopped with the Providers and carried an enroute maintenance
team. The first Provider echelon reached Clark on June 8; four aircraft and
crews then went on to Bangkok on the eleventh to provide air transport
service in Thailand while awaiting the arrival of a Caribou company. The
remaining twelve 123s flew to Da Nang during the next four days.

In view of the crowding at Tan Son Nhut, Da Nang was selected as a
second operating base in Vietnam. The latter possessed good airfleld facili-
ties, seaport facilities, and a location favorable for operating over the
northern part of South Vietnam. The 777th aircraft at Da Nang, like Mule
Train, were placed under the operational control of the 2d ADVON
through the Joint Chief’s airlift branch. The Bangkok C-123 detachment
came under the operational control of the Air Force component com-
mander, in Thailand. Administratively, all Mule Train, Ranch Hand,
and Sawbuck II personnel were organized under the Tactical Air Force
Squadron, Provisional 2, based at Pope with members assigned temporary

* Sawbuck I was an earlier move of a reconnaissance detachment to the west
coast, and one C-123 to PACAF.
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duty in Southeast Asia. For the purpose of consolidating maintenance and
supply, the Sawbuck II ground crews were moved to Tan Son Nhut in
September. Aircraft and crews thereafter rotated to Da Nang.23

Originally, Mule Train manpower planning provided for four-month
duty tours for both aircrews and ground crews. The first group of replace-
ments left Pope on March 21, 1962, by MATS airlift to take the place of
forty-seven Mule Train members. Similar rotations followed during the
next three months, resulting in a complete turnover of the original group.
But, citing the experience of the French that aircrews became more profi-
cient and useful the longer they stayed in Indochina, PACAF gained ap-
proval for lengthened tours of six months. During the summer PACAF and
TAC further recommended that the C—123 units be permanently assigned
to the Pacific, with individual tours a year or more in duration. An Air
Force policy remained in effect, however, that South Vietnam should be an
“experience-gaining opportunity for as many Air Force officers as pos-
sible.”24

Several accidents in the second half of 1962 suggested a need for
tighter supervision. A Sawbuck II crew left Tan Son Nhut for Ban Me
Thuot in mid-July under visual flight rules. About fifty miles from their
destination, the crew descended through a cloud break in order to complete
the flight underneath the layer. They were unable to remain in the clear
while circling only 500 feet above the rolling terrain and began to climb
into the clouds. At about 3,300 feet, the plane flew into a hillside. Fortu-
nately, tall trees cushioned the impact and the four-man crew (no navi-
gator was aboard) survived the crash and for three days remained at the
site until evacuated by a helicopter. An accident board determined that the
primary cause for the loss of the aircraft was poor pilot judgment in
“attempting to maintain VFR in mountainous terrain in deteriorating
weather.” This was a cursory if safe verdict, and ignored the fact that the
accident was a consequence of the kind of marginal visual flights made
daily by C-123 crews. More significant were the board’s observations on
the need for better maps and on improved traffic control in Vietnam.%

Two landing accidents occurred in late October. On the twenty-
fourth, an aircraft trying to land at Quang Ngai touched down 180 feet
short of the runway, resulting in major damage to the main landing gear
and aft fuselage. Misjudgment by the pilot and the crew’s failure to compute
performance data were deemed the causes. Five days later, another C-123
crashed during an attempted landing at a new airfleld under construction at
Dak To. The landing gear folded upon hitting a large rock lip not visible
from the air. The aircraft had been scheduled to land on the older Dak To
dirt field, but this was not made clear in the mission order; furthermore, the
new field was incorrectly shown as “usable” in the published air facilities
chart. The pilot, Capt. Richard S. Dowell, had not made a previous landing
at Dak To, in violation of a recent ruling requiring a ride to the field. An
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accident board assessed the primary cause of the accident as faulty super-
vision. The wreckage became a permanent landmark at Dak To.26

Whereas the early Mule Train crews and their replacements had been
veterans of C—123 and troop carrier aviation, a decline in the quality of
newcomers became evident in late 1962. Many pilots were new to the
C-123, having been recently drawn from the Air Force at large and put
through a training program at Pope. Colonel Daly, commander of 464th
Wing at Pope, warned his superiors that accidents overseas were likely to
become more frequent.2” A Thirteenth Air Force operations team visited
Vietnam during the first week of November and further warned that the
existing information folders on airfields and drop zones were “outdated,
inadequate, and a detriment rather than an aid to aircrews.” To tighten
overall supervision of flying practices, the operations team recommended
creation of a C-123 standardization-evaluation flight at Tan Son Nhut.
The idea was not new, since nearly every flying unit in the Air Force had
such a flight which consisted of several experienced and able aircrew per-
sonnel responsible for developing and publishing flight procedures and for
seeing that line crews and flight instructors adhered to these procedures.
Acting independently, Colonel Daly had dispatched to Vietnam “two of my
finest standardization-evaluation Captains, Cooper and Taddiken.” As an-
other measure, General Anthis informed PACAF that 179 C-123 flying
hours were to be used during November solely for training,28

But squadron commanders were faced with a real dilemma. Tradi-
tionally, air leaders were expected to stir up a strong sense of mission
dedication among their men, encouraging crews to overcome all obstacles
to “hack the mission.” In Mule Train, and indeed in all airlift ventures in
Vietnam, seldom did the importance of a single sortie justify unusual com-
promises in air safety. On the other hand, to adhere rigidly to standing
regulations would seriously hamper daily deliveries. The solution lay in a
commonsense approach—strongly warning crewmen against taking unjus-
tified risks and unsafe shortcuts, but leaving the decision in an operational
situation to the judgment of the aircraft commander.

Flight-line maintenance at Tan Son Nhut was at first of high quality.
The 346th Squadron maintenance men had years of experience in working
on the C-123, and had adequate spare parts in the flyaway kit brought from
Pope. The base supply office at Clark, however, proved unable to avoid a
depletion of the flyaway kit stocks. Cannibalization of aircraft and the
arrival of a second set of kits with Sawbuck II provided some relief, but
aircraft grounded due to parts shortages reached a horrendous twenty-five
percent in June. Strenuous attention to the problem during the summer,
however, enabled the base supply offices at Clark and Tan Son Nhut to
meet the demand. Meanwhile, maintenance personnel worked seven days a
week to meet the increasing flying requirement of seventy-two hours per
aircraft in June, above the fifty hours initially established. But unrepaired
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malfunctions began to accumulate. Increasingly, the practice became to
schedule an aircraft for missions despite numerous malfunctions, no one of
which was sufficient to ground the plane. Gradually, the entire fleet deteri-
orated in this way. However, given the high qualification of the aircrews
and their judgment in aborting when necessary, flying safety remained
unimpaired. A Mule Train pilot described the C-123s in late 1962 as
follows:2®

We operated when we had good engines and when we had good flight
instruments on at least one side of the instfument panel. Beyond that
we took almost anything that could fly. We didn’t get very sophisticated
about cracks in the gear and magnafluxing the wing spars and that sort
of thing. If it was tied together we flew it, because the 123 is a very
durable and rugged little machine. And the maintenance people did the
very best they could to prevent any real serious flaws becoming un-
noticed. But as far as the niceties—all the radios didn’t often work,
some of the flight instruments often failed because of the heat and
humidity.30

Living arrangements for the maintenance troops at Tan Son Nhut
were abysmal. The tent cantonment was dirty, overcrowded, and inundated
. with mud. There was no hot water for showers. Unscreened tents were
located next to the flight line, where engine noise made sleep difficult.
Menus at the field mess were austere, refrigeration was limited, and rats
and roaches were plentiful. Few individuals escaped gastrointestinal afflic-
tions. Conditions at the Spartan tent camp at Da Nang were somewhat
better. Scarcely improving morale among the enlisted men was the knowl-
edge that officer aircrew members lived in pleasant downtown billets, dined
in restaurants, and received generous per diem allowances. For their part,
pilots and navigators, who warmly praised the flight-line improvisations
and the dedication of the ground crewmen, denounced the contrast in living
arrangements. That these deplorable conditions influenced maintenance
efficiency, if not also the quality of work, is beyond question.3

Senior officers visiting Vietnam during the year praised the dedication
and ability of the men of Mule Train. Aircrew officers were generally junior
in rank (only three field grade officers accompanied the original Mule
Train deployment), but they were highly experienced in flying. One Mule
Train officer, Capt. Benjamin N. Kraljev, Jr., had flown over Dien Bien
Phu in an Iron Age C-119 in 1954. They were also dependable in judg-
ment, and functioned well under loose supervision. Within the unit, leader-
ship emerged from the instructor pilots—Capts. Charles West, Carl
Wyrick, William Richards, and their successors—men whose competence
and energy established the pattern for the others. Although a few individ-
uals adopted an immature flamboyance, the workload never suffered. As in
Farm Gate, the satisfaction of having a clearcut task each day and per-
forming it well was strong. The standards of professional airmanship estab-
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lished by the early C-123 crews in Vietnam were never excelled by those
that followed.32

The Air Force’s determination to establish a tactical mobility role
for the C-123 became apparent in a plan, submitted to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff February 20, 1962, which outlined the Air Force’s approach to
counterinsurgency in Vietnam. Basic to this proposal was the recommenda-
tion that quick reaction force packages be formed, to consist of paratroop
units of the Vietnamese army and of allied transport and helicopter air-
craft. The reaction force packages were to be positioned at major airstrips
and were to be prepared to react to Viet Cong attacks on outposts and
villages. The paper picked nine quick reaction locations to blanket the
country effectively.

The paper proposed that a typical reaction unit include a battalion of
paratroops, one-third of whom would be kept on alert. At Tan Son Nhut,
Vietnamese Air Force C—47s and H-34s would provide the alert airlift
arm. Positioned at each of the other sites would be five U.S. Air Force
C-123s and ten U.S. Army H-34s, along with five American-operated
T-28s for strike and escort support. The suitability of the C—123 for the
quick reaction role had been demonstrated by its ability to operate “out of
short unprepared fields with a payload of 60 combat troops.” Further,
airborne troops could be dropped by parachute or airlanded, according to
the situation.

The plan required the placement of simple communications equipment
at each village and seemed compatible with the strategic hamlet program
being implemented for the security of the rural population. The paper also
called for various psychological warfare and civic action measures. In sum,
the Air Force proposal became “a virtual blueprint for the whole counter-
insurgency program.” General LeMay urged that it become the basis for
American and South Vietnamese strategy and he appreciated the fact that
the effort might begin in one or two regions, then expand gradually over the
whole country and eventually become entirely a South Vietnamese opera-
tion,33

The emerging rivalry between the American services made unqualified
Joint Chiefs endorsement improbable. On March 2 the chiefs agreed to
refer the plan, along with a dissenting Army memorandum, to the Joint
Staff for comment and to CINCPAC for “appropriate study and considera-
tion.” With characteristic energy, General LeMay moved to prevent stag-
nation of the quick reaction force idea. General Taylor spoke to Secretary
McNamara about the proposal and sent him a copy of the plan. A com-
munication for the President also had been prepared, but was halted in the
Office of the Secretary of the Air Force on the understanding that General
LeMay had already taken up the matter with President Kennedy. Copies of
the plan were provided to PACAF, the Thirteenth Air Force, the 2d
ADVON, and to Brig. Gen. John A. Dunning, who as head of plans and
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policy was the senior Air Force officer in MACV. Similar proposals for
rapid reaction force packages had been simultaneously developed by 2d
ADVON, but had met opposition at MACYV because of the bare sufficiency
of forces for current activities. In his April meeting with President Diem,
General LeMay received Diem’s strong endorsement for the quick reaction
plan in combination with the strategic hamlet idea, while the Air Staff
continued to urge Gen. Emmett O’Donnell, PACAF commander, to nudge
CINCPAC toward active support.3*

Interim arrangements to initiate the plan began in March. The 2d
ADVON reported that five hundred Vietnamese paratroopers were placed
on alert status during daylight hours in Saigon, along with five Vietnamese
Air Force C—47s on forty-minute standby. An American C-123 was kept
on alert and another in backup status. A Mule Train alert crew stayed in
tents on base, remaining on duty through the night for possible flareship
missions. For movement of the Fire Brigade paratroop force, it was antici-
pated that the alert aircraft would be augmented by additional C—47s and
C-123s as available. A written plan also provided for the recall of Mule
Train mission aircraft operating near Saigon, able theoretically to take off
again within two hours.3®

The alert paratroop battalion at Tan Son Nhut made an emergency

Gen. Emmett O'Donneli, PACAF commander, with VNAF officers at Saigon International
Airport, April 1963.
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move to Da Nang in mid-March and six Mule Train aircraft joined in the
effort. In drawing the 123s away from their normal air logistic duties even
for several days, the operation produced an immediate swelling of backlog
cargo awaiting movement. Although it was clear that any permanent ex-
pansion of the C-123 alert responsibility would bring undesirable in-
creases in cargo backlogs, General LeMay during his April visit pressed for
such action as a step toward full implementation of the quick reaction plan.
Soon after arrival of the second C~123 squadron in June, the C-123 alert
force was increased to six aircraft, five at Tan Son Nhut and one at Da
Nang.3¢

The quick reaction concept depended heavily upon the effectiveness of
parachute assault, but neither the physical geography of South Vietnam nor
the experience of the French airborne forces in Indochina were encouraging.
The Air Staff, in submitting the plan to the Joint Chiefs, pointed out these
handicaps. Cleared areas for drop zones were rare in the forested highlands
which dominate the northern two-thirds of South Vietnam. The Mekong
Delta lowlands comprising much of the south were frequently flooded.
Most promising for paratroop operations were the semiforested plains
within a sixty-mile arc to the north and west of Saigon, an area known for
considerable Viet Cong activity. The location about Saigon of the Viet-
namese airborne forces, the Vietnamese C-47s, and the Mule Train
C-123s, strengthened the possibilities for ventures within this area and all
of the significant parachute operations in 1962 occurred there.37

Aircrew techniques for delivering paratroops accurately to drop zones
had advanced only slightly from those of the second World War. Technical
procedures for loading and discharging jumpers from C-123s had been
refined by TAC, and thousands of training and exercise missions had been
flown over the eastern United States. A systematic method for calculating
the exact jump point once the drop zone was visually located, called the
computed air release point (CARP), had been adapted from the experi-
ences of the Royal Canadian Air Force. This calculation used known
parachute ballistics and prevailing wind conditions. The most fundamental
problem of the aircrew remained unsolved, however, that of locating and
identifying an unfamiliar drop zone, especially during conditions of dark-
ness or poor visibility. The C-123 had no electronic aids on board de-
signed to assist the navigator in locating drop zones. This omission was
justifiable in view of the aircraft’s basic simplicity and its intended airland
assault role, but memory of misplaced paratroopers in Sicily and Nor-
mandy was inauspicious for the tasks ahead.

Since the navigator’s outside visiblity from his station behind the
pilots was poor, C~123 copilots were supposed to furnish position infor-
mation to the navigator. Mapreading became an important part of the
copilot’s training at Pope and in the flying in Vietnam. Even though the
aircrew had located the initial point for the run-in to the drop zone, precise
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and positive identification of the zone itself still remained. The zones were
usually located in flat featureless areas and were difficult to spot from low
altitude even in good weather with the aid of photographs. The two pilots
and the navigator strained forward during the final two minutes, attempting
to glimpse the objective early enough to permit final corrections. Air Force
pathfinder teams were trained to parachute ahead of the main force to
mark drop zones with flares and smoke. Such combat control teams were
organized within the aerial port squadrons, but were not used in the early
Vietnamese parachute operations. In practice, placing paratroops ac-
curately depended primarily upon the eyes and wits of the aircrews.?®

The Vietnamese army paratroopers were members of the Vietnamese
airborne brigade and were organized into six battalions. The battalions
rotated duties, so that while one stood on quick reaction alert, one or two
of the others might be engaged in jump proficiency training, while the
remainder participated in field operations, either as a central reserve or as
an infantry force attached to other units. The quick reaction battalion
remained at Tan Son Nhut, available to take off in a few hours. The
American C-123 aircrews respected the Vietnamese paratroopers, who
received jump pay totaling only fifty cents per actual jump. Their devotion
to duty was sometimes demonstrated when they practiced parachute land-
ings by dropping in full gear off the back of trucks.?® One American pilot
described the Vietnamese trooper thus:

He stands about five feet two or three, he has to walk stiff-legged and
on tiptoe because his gun butt’s dragging the ground, he’s got cooking
pots strapped to him plus maybe a few live chickens, but he’d have a
big smile on his face before he goes out . . . . I think if anybody’s
ever seen a Vietnamese paratrooper in the back end of a C-47 . . .
why you’d have a great deal of admiration for him.4°

A parachute assault of the 5th Airborne Battalion near the Cam-
bodian border west of Saigon on January 21, 1962, revealed the capabili-
ties of the Vietnamese airborne and troop carrier forces and was of interest
to American officials as a possible model for the future. The operation was
planned well in advance and was designed to surprise the Viet Cong forces
believed to be in the area. The battalion jumped from Vietnamese Air
Force C—47s, landing on and securing the prescribed drop zone. The jump
was coordinated with the surface movement of four other battalions, and
the five-day timetable went as planned. Contact with the enemy was slight,
however, and the Joint Chiefs of Staff termed the results “disappointing.”
The Americans suspected that the enemy had withdrawn because of the
heavy air reconnaissance and air strikes preceding the assault, and criti-
cized the troopers for the time lost while they collected their parachutes
before moving against the Viet Cong. On February 20, six Mule Train
C-123s again joined the Vietnamese C-47s and the U.S. Army H-21s
and stood by for possible drops into the same drop zone. In the meantime
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South Vietnamese ground forces maneuvered in the area attempting unsuc-
cessfully to flush out the enemy.*!

The first C-123 combat drop occurred two weeks later, in relief of an
outpost at Bo Tuc in Northern Tay Ninh Province, five miles from the
Cambodian border. The post came under heavy Viet Cong attack during
the night of March 4/5 and received air strike support the next morning.
Shortly after noon, the joint operations center airlift branch received a
paratroop mission request, and three C-123s with troops from the 5th
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Airborne Battalion took off immediately. Two of the aircraft flew a second
sortie to Bo Tuc and the five flights delivered a total of 198 troopers,
including several American advisors. The airdrops were unopposed and the
forces neither received nor inflicted casualties. Further reinforcements were
airlanded in the area the next day. The operation demonstrated that while
airborne reinforcements might save an outpost, they could not force an
enemy to fight against his will.42

Dissatisfaction with the comparative inactivity of the Mule Train
force in the airborne assault role became the basis for a March 17 Pacific
Air Forces message, dispatched from General O’Donnell’s office to the
Thirteenth Air Force and subsequently redirected to the 2d ADVON. It
read in part:

C-123s were deployed to South Vietnam for tactical use. To date,
these aircraft have been primarily utilized in their secondary role of
logistical carriers. As a résult, the U.S, Army is attempting to justify
the introduction of other aircraft with the primary function of tactically
airlifting ground forces into objective areas . . . . The purpose of these
suggestions is to solicit and increase tactical usage of the C-123 by
ARVN units through creating a market, if necessary, in the combat
support role.#3 '

The message urged that strenuous effort be made to identify potential
assault strips and drop zones in Vietnam, and that training missions be
flown to these places, thus refining navigation and approach methods and
introducing both Vietnamese and U.S. Army personnel to the versatility of
the C~123. The Joint Chiefs in July recommended that several Air Force
air liaison officers recently assigned to assist the Vietnamese corps and
division staffs develop opportunities for “selling assault transport.” The
orientation of the liaison officers hitherto had been largely toward the
tactical air strike role and ground commanders were encouraged to request
the use of the airborne brigade, a force of “3,000 rough and ready troops,”
thus bringing the troop carrier arm into action.

The first combined assault invalving both American and Vietnamese
troop carrier aircraft took place on June 28, 1962. A dozen Vietnamese
Air Force C—47s joined sixteen C—123s in dropping paratroops thirty-five
miles north of Saigon, near a locatjon that had been under Viet Cong
attack the previous evening. The decision to drop came shortly after dawn
and in the haste premission planning was cut short, contributing to subse-
quent confusion during the flight. The aerial rendezvous between the
American and Vietnamese formations began smoothly, but the run-in was
ragged because of the differing speeds and maneuverabilities of the two
aircraft. Further, an unexpectedly low ceiling necessitated a last-minute
change in drop altitude and additional delay resulted in the area when the
leaders of the American and Vietnamese formations disagreed on identifi-
cation of the drop zone. The jumpers were nevertheless dropped with
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accuracy, although tactical success on the ground was slight. After the
operation, representatives from Mule Train met with Vietnamese pilots and
U.S. Air Force liaison officers to work out better mission procedures. It
was agreed that in future operations a Vietnamese navigator would fly in
the lead C-123 to assist the Americans in locating the drop zone.*®

This measure proved valuable during the next paratroop mission two
weeks later when a ground convoy was ambushed by Viet Cong in an area
of rubber plantations thirty-eight miles north of Saigon. The attack was
broken off after ten minutes, but airborne forces were dropped three and a
half hours later in hopes of blocking the enemy retirement. This was ex-
clusively a C—123 operation and involved over twenty aircraft. A second
blocking force was introduced by helicopter. Again, identification of the
drop zone was a problem, since the area lacked distinctive geographical
features. A Vietnamese officer in the first C-123 assisted the lead nav-
igator, Capt. Charles R. Blake, in locating the area. General Sweeney, the
TAC commander, witnessed the jump from the air. After the parachute
assault, reinforcements were airlanded at a nearby dirt strip. All landings
were unopposed and contact with Viet Cong forces after the initial ambush
was negligible. The force was withdrawn by air on the third day.*¢

C-123s, C-47s, and H-21s joined on September 24 in a coordi-
nated assault against several Viet Cong-controlled villages near Cu Chi,
twenty miles northwest of Saigon. Poor weather delayed the five hundred-
troop paradrop, and the single available radio frequency soon became
cluttered. A helicopter commander remarked afterwards that the troops
could have moved faster by foot.*” ‘

On November 20, five C-123s and twelve Vietnamese C-47s each
dropped 250 troops, reopening operations in Zone D, the forested Viet
Cong haven north of Bien Hoa. The Americans were supposed to drop
ahead of the C—47s, but they were unable to locate the drop zone because
of extremely poor visibility. The trailing Vietnamese nevertheless released
the paratroops successfully over the correct area, obliging the Americans. to
continue their efforts. The C-123s airdropped the men on the fourth and
fifth passes, but missed the objective by one kilometer. Simultaneously
during the first week of the Zone D operation, the C—123s completed 154
airlanded sorties and the C-47s, 77, hauling troops and equipment be-
tween Saigon and the Phuoc Long airstrip seventy miles to the north.
Twenty C—47s executed a second paratroop assault a week later with little
confusion; five men were killed during the landing and in crossing a nearby
minefield, but there was no contact with the enemy.*8

The five-aircraft C-123 quick reaction alert force at Tan Son Nhut
achieved no significant successes. The alert aircrews stayed in their bar-
racks near the flight line, while the paratroop battalion remained in varying
states of readiness according to circumstances; five Vietnamese C—47s also
stood by during daylight hours. Practice missions proved the quick reaction
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force’s capability to deliver paratroops seventy-five minutes after a request.
A joint operations plan which outlined procedures for the Fire Brigade
alert force and prescribed various alert postures, was published on October
17, 1962, and signed by General Anthis and senior officers of the VNAF
and the Vietnamese army. The plan provided that the assault force would
ordinarily consist of 360 paratroops—50 to be carried in each of the five
C-123s, and 22 in each of five C—47s. The faster C-123s would drop
first, thus averting the possibility of an overrun by the trailing element,
Another 140 troops along with cargo were to be delivered within three
hours by a second flight. -

Although the text of the October plan stated that the procedure would
be expanded, and while every Friday six C-123s made practice troop
drops, American officials nevertheless questioned the quick reaction con-
cept. Actual launches had been infrequent, and friction developed from the
reluctance of the Vietnamese to infringe on their lunch or siesta habits. On
one occasion during General Sweeney’s J uly visit, to demonstrate the Viet-
namese unwillingness to respond, the American alert force took off and
overflew an objective area empty. Most troubling was the apparent weak-
ness of the parachute assault method itself against an enemy difficult to
locate and able to avoid battle at will. At year’s end, plans for organizing
an additional airborne battalion were canceled, reflecting MACV’s evalua-
tion of the “past employment of airborne battalions, and success of current
military operations using helicopters.”4®

Air Force doctrine for theater operations stressed the concept of a
centralized airlift system, along the lines developed in the Korean War and
prescribed in AFM 1-9 in 1953. In addition, the many joint exercises of
the 1950s had convinced TAC troop carrier officers not only that airlift
organization should be centralized, but that the airlift control apparatus
should be separated from the joint operations center, where communica-
tions resources and attention were dominated by the tactical air strike
function. The exact form of the airlift system varied considerably from one
exercise to another, but it generally included a troop carrier headquarters
with a central control post, functioning through combat airlift support units
(CALSUs) located at the principal operating airfields. As an extension of
the troop carrier headquarters, each support unit had operations and com-
munications personnel, who briefed troop carrier crews and coordinated
with aerial port and other local agencies. Similar functions at forward
airfields and landing zones were performed by smaller teams called move-
ment control centers (MCC). The support units and control centers were
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not permanent, but came into existence only for particular exercises. They
did however provide experience in tactical airlift management to many
troop carrier officers. The ideal of an integrated airlift system with central
management of aircraft, aerial ports, and control agencies, was strong in
the minds of most TAC and 315th Air Division airlift officers. Centralized
control in the Air Force view promised not only efficiency in management
but also flexibility in usage, allowing airlift forces to be directed to the most
urgent theaterwide tasks. Conflict with the U.S. Army’s preference for
decentralized control for the sake of improved responsiveness and battle-
field cooperation remained a fundamental issue for a number of years.?

Airlift arrangements during the first months in Vietnam bore little re-
semblance to those set forth in AFM 1-9 and developed through joint
exercises. A joint airlift allocations board existed only nominally above the
joint operations centers for setting monthly airlift priorities. This initially
seemed to be an unimportant omission, since the tempo of ground opera-
tions was slow and the Vietnamese were not accustomed to shipping by air.
An American-manned air traffic coordinating office (ATCO) passed daily
logistical shipment requests to the joint operations centers, identifying re-
quests as routine or priority.

The joint operations center’s airlift branch became the principal agency
for daily air transportation management and the immediate point of con-
tact for the Mule Train squadron. The coordinating office prepared sched-
ules and attempted to follow missions using information telephoned from
the Mule Train operations center. The latter could communicate with air-
crews only by short-range radio. The temporary duty officers from the
315th Air Division who manned the airlift branch were replaced in early
March by four officers assigned from the United States for eighteen-month
tours with the 2d ADVON. Only one of the four had a background in
airlift work. All four regularly worked fourteen to sixteen hours a day
during March and April. However, the increasing pace of briefings, staff
actions, and daily mission coordination allowed neither the time nor devel-
opment of understanding to meet deepening problems confronting the air-
lift effort. In a letter to General Anthis dated May 12, Colonel Shofner
complained of the many last-minute changes to the daily mission orders
and he recommended that “the highest qualified airlift people available be
assigned as ATCO and airlift duty officers.” In the meantime, the Thir-
teenth Air Force had requested relief of three airlift branch officers, be-
cause of their “substandard performance, and . . . no experience in airlift
operations.” Personnel from the 315th Air Division returned to man again
the airlift branch. These officers, although unfamiliar with the C-123,
appreciated the operational limitations which confronted troop carrier
operations. Major Witherington and his assistants discovered with gratitude
that questions of cargo and fuel load, existing weather limitations, and
airstrip conditions could now be intelligently discussed and appraised with
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the joint operations center.5! Unfortunately, the fundamental airlift defi-
ciencies were too deep seated for correction by so limited a reform.

Dissatisfaction with the airlift operation was soon expressed. The
American senior ground force advisor at Pleiku in a March 12 letter to
MACYV listed examples of unsatisfactory support—airlift delays, for ex-
ample, apparently caused foodstuffs to spoil before reaching Pleiku, Some
personnel complained of waiting several days at Tan Son Nhut for air
transportation to Pleiku, and others were unable to get transportation at
Da Nang for Saigon. Officers at Nha Trang stated that it had taken eight
days to deliver a rebuilt T-28 engine from Bien Hoa to Nha Trang, while
the aircraft remained out of commission. Aircrews confirmed that wasteful
delays were common and when they arrived at destinations they often had
to hunt out receivers for their cargo, or make impromptu arrangements for
offloading and reloading. Cargo and passengers were often not ready when
the C~123 arrived, apparently because no one on the ground realized that
a mission was due. Only at Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang, where in Decem-
ber 1961 local coordination was by combat airlift support unit detach-
ments from the 315th Air Division, were terminal operations reasonably
efficient.52

Some complaints apparently were colored by service rivalry, and
others reflected a lack of knowledge or initiative among users. Neverthe-
less, the existence of serious weaknesses was obvious in mid-April to a
PACAF team under Brig. Gen. Travis M. Hetherington studying the situa-
tion. The group visited Tan Son Nhut and five other points normally served
by C-123s and reported that the Mule Train operation itself was being
conducted in a “highly professional manner,” but that “a very definite
problem” existed in the airlift area, citing many of the prevailing inefficien-
cies. The Hetherington findings were confirmed during a visit by General
LeMay during April 18-20, which included an inspection of the Mule
Train aircraft and crews. The operations section of LeMay’s report, pre-
pared by Brig. Gen. Jamie Gough, bluntly asserted that “there is no effec-
tive airlift system,” and recommended that an officer experienced in theater
airlift operations be sent temporarily to the 2d ADVON “to set up an
airlift system.” Col. George M. Foster, PACAF director of transportation,
who was known to Gough since both had served with the 484th Wing at
Ashiya, was selected. Colonel Foster initiated a series of measures which
culminated in a major reorganization in the fall.5® ‘

The difficulties appeared to lie in two areas: insufficient aerial port
facilities and an inadequate apparatus for communications and aircraft
control. Systematic attention to these problems required a further clarifica-
tion of responsibilities and possibly a major reorganization. One proposal
considered within PACAF in May was to place the C-123 operation -
under the direct management of the 315th Air Division, thus exploiting the
airlift expertise and facilitating possible use of the division’s C—130s in
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Southeast Asia. General Milton, commanding the Thirteenth Air Force,
recommended a lesser reform, calling for the creation of a deputy for airlift
within 2d ADVON with a small staff of about twelve men, “to give us the
professional supervision this operation requires without creating another
little empire.” Milton’s view incorporated MACV’s wish to retain full
operational control.5*

The final arrangement, decided upon in September after lengthy staff
coordination in Saigon and Hawaii, entailed major reform. A new combat
cargo group was to be established in Southeast Asia, manned by perma-
nently assigned personnel. The combat cargo group would establish opera-
tional control over Air Force troop carrier and aerial port units in Vietnam
and Thailand. Pending activation of permanent units, PACAF on Septem-
ber 21 set up temporary units at Tan Son Nhut—the 6492d Combat Cargo
Group (Troop Carrier), Provisional, and 6493d Aerial Port Squadron,
Provisional. Colonel Mantoux, who had planned the initial Mule Train
mission in January, arrived at Tan Son Nhut to take command of the
6492d. More than twenty officers and men from the 315th Air Division
worked in the combat group headquarters during the fall, pending arrival
of the permanent staff. The 315th personnel, in General Anthis’ opinion,
represented the division’s “most professional and dedicated airlift spe-
cialists.”58

Detailed procedures, responsibilities, and organization for a “U.S.
military airlift system within Southeast Asia” was established by MACV
Directive 42 and its enclosure, initially dated October 11, 1962, and re-
issued under the original date with added clarifications of command lines.
The apparatus, known afterwards as the Southeast Asia Airlift System
(SEAAS) clearly reflected past trends in Air Force doctrine. The directive
provided that the combat cargo group would replace the old joint opera-
tions center airlift branch, both as an airlift staff agency in the 2d ADVON
and in exercising mission control over Vietnam-based transports. As later
amended, the group would also function as a coordinating agency for
C-130s based elsewhere while transiting Southeast Asia, would maintain
cognizance of MATS trips, and would maintain liaison with Vietnamese
and Thai airlift agencies. An aerial port squadron and its detachments,
under the combat cargo group, were to receive and manifest cargo and
passengers, load and unload aircraft, and store cargo in transit. The group
also was to function as the headquarters for the aerial port and C-123
squadrons and perform normal command and administrative roles. The
combat cargo group thus appeared jurisdictionally competent to build and
operate an expanding theater airlift system.5¢

Reform of the MACV transportation allocations system had begun
the previous spring when Brig. Gen. Frank A. Osmanski, USA, MACV’s
logistics chief, directed his staff to plan an agency within the logistics
section to undertake this function. Directive 42 stipulated that a move-
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ments branch of MACV’s logistics section as recommended by General
Osmanski, would function as a joint airlift allocations board and would in
effect represent the MACV or theater commander. Airlift users were to
forecast needs to the logistics section twenty-five days before each new
month. The combat control group was then to estimate its capabilities. Ten
days later, allocations were to be decided in a meeting, chaired by the
logistics chief, to develop a tentative schedule for the following month.
Flexibility was essential and additional requests could be made at any time,
preferably at least two days before shipment. Requesters assigned priorities
to each shipment, ranging from priority one (emergency) through priority
four (not urgent). Within the same priority, the items longest in the system
moved first. But the directive set up no specific procedures for immediate
Tesponses to emergency or tactical requests. General Anthis made it clear
that he expected the combat cargo organization to be responsive in emer-
gencies to the tactical air control system through the joint operations center
outside the apparatus of the movements branch.5"

The 315th Troop Carrier Group (Combat Cargo) and 8th Aerial Port
Squadron activated on December 8, 1962, replaced the provisional units.
The 315th Group had a strength of twenty-seven officers and twenty-one
airmen, all of whom were on permanent assignment. Group headquarters
was organized into sections for operations, materiel, plans, training, stand-
ardization-evaluation, safety, and administration. The manning document
included spaces for the transport movement control detachments at Tan
Son Nhut, Da Nang, and Don Muang. Although the 315th Group was an
element of the 315th Air Division, the group’s responsibilities included
developing tactics and techniques and providing technical advice on airlift
matters. Operational command of the group rested with the Commander,
MACYV, who in theory exercised control through his Air Force component
command, the 2d Air Division. Certain administrative activities, including
pay, messing, and court-martial jurisdiction, along with periodic main-
tenance and supply support at Clark, remained the responsibility of the
Thirteenth Air Force. TAC, however, continued to provide air and ground
crews for the C-123 squadrons. 58

As the first commander of the 315th Group, Colonel Mantoux,
formerly the deputy commander of the air division and commander of the
6492d Combat Cargo Group, brought with him the outlook of an airlift
specialist, one inclined to think in terms of efficiency in sustained airlift
operations. In contrast, General Anthis and his immediate staff were more
consciously involved in defending the Air Force’s roles and missions in
Vietnam. These divergent viewpoints, according to Mantoux’s later recol-
lections, led to no major differences in policy, nor did Anthis reject any
specific proposals made by Mantoux. Years later, recalling that his position
between Anthis and the 315th Air Division was sometimes awkward,
Mantoux wrote: “As I look back on it, it really does not seem to have been
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any problem, yet when things were rough and tempers frayed, it seemed
to be one.” In essence, the interests of all commands pointed toward the
same objective—the achievement of a high-efficiency airlift system, one
capable of both sustained logistics and responsive tactical service.™

Transport movement control detachments were established at four
additional locations in late 1962: Qui Nhon, Nha Trang, Can Tho, and
Pleiku. Communications between the combat cargo group and the new
detachments was based principally on the very unreliable Vietnamese tele-
phone system, a wholly unsatisfactory means for immediate operational
purposes. Improvements were anticipated with the approval later in the
year of secure teletype circuits to link a proposed airlift communications
center at Tan Son Nhut with the control detachments. In addition, in a
letter of October 25, 1962, the cargo group requested. installation of radio
equipment at the control detachment locations. The equipment would
operate on a common troop carrier frequency, thus permitting the detach-
ments to communicate with individual aircraft. If and when implemented,
the integrated teletype radio apparatus was to link aircraft, detachments,
and the cargo group in a reliable and fast network. For the moment,
however, the chronic annoyances of an inadequate communications system
remained. But the apparatus of the transport movement control detach-
ments, functioning as satellites of the combat cargo control headquarters,
established a pattern for the much larger airlift control system which fol-
lowed.®0

Monthly statistics of airlift activity demonstrated improving efficiency.
With C-123 flying hours remaining relatively constant at nineteen hundred
hours monthly, combined cargo and passenger tonnage thereafter rose in
every successive month, from twenty-three hundred tons in June to thirty-
nine hundred tons in November 1962. During the last three months of the
year, tonnage utilization (cargo and passenger tonnage per sortie) was 2.9
tons as compared to 2.4 tons for the previous quarter. The average sortie
duration also increased, indicating still more favorable ton-mile trends.®

In the United States the controversy over tactical air roles came to a
head in 1962. After several months of study by his systems analysis office,
Secretary McNamara in a memorandum of April 19, 1962, called upon the
Secretary of the Army for “fresh and perhaps unorthodox concepts which
will give us a significant increase in mobility.” Four months later, an Army
board under the chairmanship of Lt. Gen. Hamilton H. Howze, USA,
arrived at “a single general conclusion: adoption by the Army of the
airmobile concept.” The board further recommended the creation of air
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assault divisions, equipped with large numbers of aircraft to haul troops
into battle and provide fire support. Separately organized air transport
brigades, equipped with heavier helicopters and Caribou transports, would
distribute supplies to forward points. American Air Force transports, the
Howze group proposed, would make “wholesale movements to bases as far
forward as possible,” linking these sites with the Army’s transport craft to
form an all-air line of communication.¢2

To the Air Force, the Howze recommendations boiled down to what
the Army had long wanted——a tactical air force of its own. An Air Force
board, chaired by Lt. Gen. Gabriel P. Disosway, vice commander of TAC,
met during the summer of 1962 and arrived at the conclusion that although
improvements in Army mobility were needed, the approach should be to
develop “existing and proven” Air Force capabilities. Air Force transports,
for example, could make deliveries to forward airstrips, and a single
C-130 could haul six times the tonnage of a Caribou. Finally, the Disos-
way board asserted that helicopters were too slow and vulnerable for
assault penetrations, and restated the Air Force conviction that centralized
control was a necessity for theater air forces. Seeking reconciliation of their
different approaches, McNamara on November 14 charged the two services
with “the task of finding ways by which we can take full advantage of
aviation.” The Air Force replied ten days later, agreeing that there should
be field tests of the Army’s concepts and stating that it was devoting itself
to “imaginative approaches” toward airlift support of the Army.%

The issues arising from the Howze board recommendations clearly
influenced service positions regarding Southeast Asia. Maj. Gen. Sam W,
Agee, the Air Force’s director of operations, wrote that the Army was
trying “to wrest a large part, if not all, of the airlift missions in Vietnam
from the Air Force.” He feared that arrangements in Vietnam could “have
a long-term adverse effect on the U.S. military posture that could be more
important than the battle presently being waged with the Viet Cong.”
Senior Air Force officers after visiting Vietnam acknowledged that the
Army’s transport helicopters were performing a useful service, but they
unsuccessfully urged that the aircraft should be controlled centrally under
the joint operations center. The Air Force’s position on the Caribous, end-
lessly restated and defended, was essentially twofold: the service was
against sending Caribou units to Vietnam, and it was in favor of placing
the Caribous, once they had reached Vietnam, under centralized airlift
system control. PACAF, the Thirteenth Air Force, and the 2d Air Division
all supported this viewpoint. %

In its opposition to the introduction of Caribou units, the Air Force
insisted that the C~123 could do most jobs better. The C-123 could haul
more than double the Caribou’s payload over three times the distance, and
had twice the volume of cargo space. Although the C—123 required con-
siderably more runway for takeoff (1,750 feet compared to 1,020 feet for
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U.S. Army Caribou in Vietnam, 1962.

the Caribous), the difference with the Caribou narrowed when the C-123
carried only enough fuel and cargo to equalize range and payload. The
C-123 had a compensating advantage when landing on wet surfaces, since
the Caribou had not yet been equipped with reversible-pitch propellers.®

In May 1962 MACYV, in restating earlier requests for the assignment
of a Caribou unit, asserted its intention to use the Caribous in “an inte-
grated . . . logistics airlift system.” Four aircraft would be committed daily
to the centralized control agency.®® Approval for movement of Caribous
to Thailand followed, and the first of eighteen left Fort Benning, Georgia,
on May 31. The 1st Aviation Company flew across the North Atlantic,
Europe, and the Middle East, and the first element reached Bangkok on
June 17 while the last arrived three weeks later, five days late. Although
the trip was slow, it was faster than movement by ship and avoided the
burden of disassembling and crating each aircraft. The Caribous and air-
crews operated initially from Korat, primarily on nonscheduled logistics
missions on behalf of American forces in Thailand.®

Eight of the Korat-based Caribous moved to Vietnam the next July,
directed by the MACV commander, Gen. Paul D. Harkins, USA, to conduct
a field test. Admiral Felt accepted entry of the Caribou into Vietnam “on a
temporary basis for test purposes.” Six of the aircraft were positioned for
direct support of the U.S. Army senior advisors at Da Nang, Pleiku, and
Tan Son Nhut, and two operated from Tan Son Nhut in direct support of
MACYV. Their employment was principally in unséheduled and airlanded
operations. The flying hour usage was high and soon led to shortages of
spare parts, reminiscent of the early Mule Train problems.®8 '

But the Caribous quickly proved their usefulness. During a ten-day
period in July, the two Da Nang aircraft hauled troops and equipment for
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Army Gen. Paul D. Harkins,
MACV commander, 1962.

-— l

the establishment of a new camp at Lao Bao, in the extreme northwest of
South Vietnam. The two Caribous made two or three sorties daily, hauling
into a strip plainly inaccessible to the C—123s.%?

The remaining Caribous in Thailand moved to Vietnam in December
and the company headquarters transferred to Vung Tau. MACV’s joint
operations section justified the realignment by citing declining activity in
Thailand, a need for more airlift in Vietnam, and the desire of the Army
“to evaluate effectiveness of the Caribou company in a counterinsurgency
role.” All aircraft thereafter operated from Vung Tau, except for those
supporting the corps advisors at Da Narig and Pleiku. The intention to
place some Caribous under the airlift system for scheduling and control
was repeatedly stated, but in practice the Army generally disregarded the
idea. The issue continued into 1963 and reappeared during the discussion
of the new MACV national campaign plan and the associated air transport
buildup.

The payload and range capabilities of the C-~130 Hercules and the
C-124 Globemasters were well suited for long-range lift tasks. During
1962, the transports controlled by the 315th Air Division delivered sup-
plies regularly to Southeast Asia, supplementing seaborne deliveries and air
shipments by MATS. An early task was Project Barn Door, the air move-
ment to Vietnam of heavy equipment and personnel for a tactical air
control system. Preparations included sending on December 26, 1961, an
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airlift support unit to Clark, including maintenance, communications,
aerial port, and command post personnel. The division committed twenty
transports for the Barn Door project.

These missions began on January 2-3, 1962, with the delivery of
seven loads to Tan Son Nhut. Subsequent flow was heaviest to Da Nang,
where a heavy radar site and an air support operations center were to be
established. A movement control team was sent to Da Nang on January 6
and erected its own tent encampment. Before returning to Clark nine days
later, the Da Nang team handled seventy-three transport aircraft arrivals.
Offloading of the aircraft often took only thirty minutes, although refueling
delays were sometimes lengthy. An omnirange radio facility at Da Nang
made possible instrument landings in the prevailing difficult weather. The
heavy runway usage caused noticeable deterioration of taxiways and the
loading ramp, but the concrete airstrip proved entirely satisfactory.

Missions to other locations were generally successful, although several
aircraft required tire changes at Clark due to cuts incurred on the pierced-
steel-planking runways at Bien Hoa and at Pleiku where a C-124 blew a
nosewheel tire. The concrete runways at Nha Trang and Tan Son Nhut,
however, proved adequate. The transports used altitude block reservations
en route and every mission listed on the original flow schedule took off on

i;

Thai airmen unload a USAF C-124 Globemaster at Don Muang Air Base.
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A C-124 delivers a trailer truck loaded with supplies to Takhli Air Base, Thailand, May 1962.

the prescribed day. The Barn Door project ended on January 15, after
seventy-four C-130 and sixty-eight C-124 sorties. The ability of the the-
ater troop carrier force to operate in Vietnam was successfully demon-
strated.?®

In support of America’s firm stand against communist actions in
Laos, preliminary movement began with the departure on May 12 of four
Okinawa-based C-130 Hercules for Clark to assist in the transfer of
F-100 Super Sabres to Thailand. Four fighters and three C—130s landed
in Thailand the next day for an “operational visit.” Two days later, on
May 15, the Joint Chiefs of Staff issued orders sending to Thailand ele-
ments of Joint Task Force (JTS) 116, formed under contingency planning
for American intervention. Eleven 315th Air Division C-130s took posi-
tion the next day at Don Muang with maintenance, aerial port, and extra
flight crew personnel. Air movement of a Marine battalion landing team
from its debarkation point at Bangkok to Udorn, Thailand, commenced at
midday, May 17. The C-130s completed eighty-five round trips between
Don Muang and Udorn, returning to Okinawa three days later.

Another flow of transports began on the night of May 19/20. Among
the first were elements of the JTF 116 headquarters and the 315th Air
Division airlift support teams. They were assigned to provide aerial port,
communications, and control services at four locations in Thailand. All air
division drop and training missions were canceled, and joining in the ex-
tended effort were sixteen C—130B transports from TAC, the last of which
arrived at Clark on May 24. For fifteen days beginning on May 20, 120
C-130 and 51 C-124 departures cleared Okinawa for Thailand with a
refueling stop at Clark. Their payloads averaged twelve tons of men and
equipment. Although the Marine combat troops had been airlifted from
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Thailand during the summer, the continuing American presence required
substantial daily air support.™

Clark Air Base remained the principal gateway for transports of
both MATS and the 315th Division for air access to Southeast Asia, and
overlapping of capabilities and routes was unavoidable. During the summer
of 1962, the 315th furnished seven scheduled flights weekly from Clark to
Tan Son Nhut, while MATS provided twenty-one. Both commands flew
additional unscheduled missions, although MATS normally scheduled
flights only to Tan Son Nhut and Don Muang. A CINCPAC proposal in
September to discontinue 315th Air Division flights to Southeast Asia in
favor of exclusive dependence upon MATS met firm opposition at PACAF.
The C-130s were necessary, PACAF held, for munitions hauls to Bien
Hoa, for medical evacuations from Nha Trang, and for direct delivery to Air
Force tactical units at Da Nang and upper Thailand. The overlapping of
routes continued without serious consequences. MATS and the 315th Air
Division aerial ports at Clark were consolidated and a single air traffic
coordinating office at the air base determined which traffic should be
moved by which command."

The Air Force could look back upon the first year of C~123 opera-
tions in Vietnam with at least partial satisfaction. Through strenuous
efforts, crews demonstrated the usefulness of airlift in a countrywide
counterinsurgency effort. The national campaign plan called for even
greater dependence on air transport and led to the forecast that the airlift
requirement for the next year would be 4.4 million ton-miles per month,
twice the existing capability.* A regional airlift system had been formally
constituted, marking a step toward the creation of a central managerial
structure for the future. Within the airlift squadrons, manning and main-
tenance patterns changed to reflect the prospect of a sustained effort.
Having acquiesced in the idea that the Army needed transport helicopters
in Vietnam, the Air Force, though acting positively, had not yet demon-
strated its own capability to provide mobility for parachute infantryman.
Finally, the Mule Train effort, a modest infusion of American power into
Vietnam, had apparently contributed to a measurable decline in Viet Cong
military activity. This was first evident in May 1962 and continued
throughout the summer and fall.™

* Twenty-seven C—-123s could produce 1.4 million ton-miles per month, eight
Caribous could generate 0.3 million ton-miles per month, thirty-two C—47s added
0.5 million ton-miles per month, The Farm Gate C—47s were not included in the
MACYV calculations.
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V1. The Airlift System,
1963-1964

Three developmental trends were detectable during 1963 and 1964.
The first was the growth of the Southeast Asia Airlift System that cen-
tralized management of in-country transports, aerial ports, and airlift
control detachments. As the overall volume of airlift effort increased, two
additional C-123 transport squadrons were assigned to Vietnam, raising
the total to four. Progress toward greater efficiency was measurable. In its
logistical applications, airlift fitted easily into the whole national transpor-
tation system, effectively complementing the surface transport modes. But
disagreement persisted among the services on the use of the Army Caribou
transports within the airlift system.

A second trend was the continuing search for a tactical, as opposed to
a logistical, troop carrier role. By supporting the parachute assaults, the
Air Force was advocating an obsolete technique, a fact made gradually
clear by the indifferent results of successive operations. Difficulties among
the C-123 aircrews in executing with precision the paratroop missions
constituted an unusual blemish on the Air Force’s competence. By the end
of 1964, the decline of the parachute assault idea appeared nearly com-
plete, and was overtaken by the troop-carrying helicopter and by the use of
the C-123s in airlanded tactical tasks.

A final line of development, which will be treated in the following
chapter, was the unusually successful application of C-47s, C-123s,
Caribous, and helicopters in supplying isolated camps. This was a separate
logistics system operated by the U.S. Army Special Forces.

The national campaign plan, published by MACYV in late 1962, pro-
vided for a general framework of allied counterinsurgency activities, which
included offensive military operations, expansion of the self-defended
“strategic hamlets,” and border-control measures. In-country transporta-
tion channels were to be realigned to reduce the role of Saigon as the point
of origin of most shipments. Further, redistribution centers were to be
developed at Da Nang, Qui Nhon, Nha Trang, and Can Tho, each of which
would receive cargo by water for transshipment by air to interior locations.
Air transport was essential for east-west short hauls to forestall a major
effort by enemy forces to disrupt or destroy ground lines of communica-
tions. The Air Force accepted this general scheme and appreciated the
suitability of water transport for most hauls from Saigon to the redistribu-
tion centers. But in the plan for east-west airlift patterns, the Air Force saw
the specter of a system of local control arrangements under the authority of
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regional corps commands, arrangements which were anathema to the Air
Force’s concept of centralized control.!

The 2d Air Division worked out several possible force structures,
each tailored to meet the airlift requirements of the plan. One scheme
called for the operation of C~130s from Vung Tau and Tan Son Nhut;
another called for expansion of the C-123 fleet to 109 aircraft. MACV on
January 2, 1963, officially requested the early introduction of a third
C-123 squadron, with a fourth unit held in reserve in the United States
until needed. In March the proposal received approval from the Joint
Chiefs and the secretaries largely without the controversy attending the
simultaneous proposal for the introduction of additional Caribous (see
below). A third C-123 squadron arrived in mid-April, led by the 464th
Wing commander, Colonel Daly. Fifteen of the squadron’s sixteen C—123s
were at Da Nang on April 17. The plan for the fourth squadron provided
that it be positioned at Bien Hoa, but some aircraft and crews were to be
kept at Nha Trang and Qui Nhon on a rotational basis.?

AFM 1-9, Theater Airlift Operations, had cautioned that “airlift
should not be considered a substitute for surface transportation,” and
should be used for routine logistics purposes only to preserve the air fleet
for possible tactical or emergency needs. On the other hand, dependence
on airlift, according to the national campaign plan, admitted the undeni-
able ability of the enemy in Vietnam to interdict road movements at virtu-
ally any point. General Osmanski, in a letter to his counterpart on the
Vietnamese joint general staff, analyzed the costs of protecting ground
convoys. Small Viet Cong forces, he argued, should not be allowed to tie
down numerous government troops in escort roles. Thus, even relatively
routine transport movements might justifiably be performed by air, despite
the apparent increased monetary expense, particularly if routes were
known to be insecure or if weapons, ammunition, or communications
equipment valuable to the communists were to be hauled.? Interviewed
more than a year later, after a succession of communist ambushes, Osman-
ski reaffirmed his outlook.

In a normal theater of operations such as Europe one relies on the five
means of transportation in priority—rail, road, pipeline, inland water-
ways, and finally air. But here, because of VC interdiction of the sur-
face means of transportation we rely on them in reverse order—air
first, then on water, there is no pipeline, then on road and least on
rail ¢

The airlift requirements justified in the campaign plan proved vastly
exaggerated. South Vietnamese offensive military operations failed to
materialize in the dimension envisioned, and road convoys proved less
subject to ambush than anticipated in the plan. In a scaled-down plan put
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in effect in May 1963, monthly airlift tonnage expectations were reduced to
14,500 tons by August, rather than to 36,000 tons per month as originally
forecast. For the American airlifters, the tonnage reduction was probably
fortunate. Brig. Gen. Theodore G. Kershaw, commander of the 315th Air
Division, warned that expansion of airlift was more than a matter of ac-
quiring additional aircraft. He foresaw air and ground congestion at many
locations, insufficiency of aerial port facilities at most, difficulties of air
approaches during bad weather seasons, and failure of airstrips to with-
stand sustained C-123 landings. A suspicion remained that the revised
tonnage estimate was still too high, for airlift movements during the first
five months of 1963 averaged only 3,500 tons monthly.5

By mid-1963 the ground transport situation had improved and certain
roads, once virtually closed by the threat of ambush, were now used regu-
larly by unescorted or lightly escorted Vietnamese army convoys. The
important routes from the coast to the interior points of Pleiku, Ban Me
Thuot, and Da Lat remained essentially open through most of the next
year, and in the first six months only three ambushes occurred. Petroleum
movements by road were generally unhindered. The small railway system,
however, remained handicapped by its vulnerability to sabotage at night.
Reacting to widespread Viet Cong actions against the railroads in late
1963, CINCPAC asked for a restudy of in-country logistics and he wanted
to determine whether less reliance on airlft might result in more effective
route security.®

In any case, statistics made clear the finite capacity of the existing
airlift force. Of the American Military Assistance Program materiel moved
out of Saigon in the late summer of 1964, seventy percent of the tonnage
went by road, twenty percent by sea, five percent by rail, and only five
percent by air. On the other hand, eight percent, approximately eight thou-
sand tons per month, of the domestic military cargo movements during that
summer moved by air, i.e., twice the percentage of the previous summer,
while approximately twenty-five percent moved by water and the remainder
mainly by road. Forty percent of the cargo destined for American receiv-
ers, however, went by air. The dominance of airlift in passenger move-
ments is not reflected in the tonnage figures.”

The countrywide shipment patterns during these years evolved largely
as projected in the national campaign plan. The coastal vessels used for
shipment of goods from Saigon to lesser ports proved successful. Like the
American airlift system, coastal sealift was organized centrally under
MACYV overview. In late 1964, the assistance command recommended the
creation of a U.S. Army logistics command in Vietnam to reflect the
Army’s ongoing need for a large-scale logistics effort which could not be
supported by the existing naval agency. The Air Staff appreciated MACV’s
reasoning, but they distrusted the Army’s desire to place its own aerial port
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Col. David T. Fleming,
commander of the 315th
Troop Carrier Group.

teams at airfields not already served by Air Force port detachments. To the
Air Force, it followed that “the next step [forward] be integration of the
airlift system into the proposed logistics command.” The question awaited
the Joint Chiefs’ consideration.®

Col. Thomas B. Kennedy arrived in Vietnam in May 1963 as the first
permanently assigned commander of 315th Troop Carrier Group, Assault.
He was a veteran airman, having served in the Berlin and Korea airlifts
and most recently was a member of the MATS staff. His group was a
“minimal operational and planning headquarters,” but nominally under
the control of the 315th Air Division and further assigned to the opera-
tional command of MACV and 2d Air Division. Kennedy found that the
arrangement created some awkward conflicts in loyalty, but he considered
his primary responsibility to the 2d Air Division. As described in the
1962 combat cargo group reorganizational plan, the group also was con-
stituted as an airlift staff element for the 2d Air Division, but Kennedy was
designated director of air transportation for the division and he maintained
appropriate staff relationships with MACV. Col. Charles W. Borders, the
operations officer during the second half of 1964, spent much of his time
visiting the group’s transport movement control, aerial port, and squadron
locations, and sought more and better facilities and equipment for them.
He experienced excellent relationships with the 2d Air Division, particu-
larly with the division’s deputy commander, Col. Allison C. Brooks.
Colonel Brooks possessed a strong airlift background, having served
formerly in MATS headquarters and as a troop carrier wing commander.
Known as the “Gray Fox,” Brooks was regarded as a driving force by
Borders and was also a close personal friend of Col. David T. Fleming,
Kennedy’s replacement.”
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Transport movement controllers A1C Theodore R. MacDonald (left) and Capt. William L.
Lawter maintain radio contact with a C-123 on its way to Da Nang, 1963.

The belief implicit in MACV Directive 42 that most airlift movements
could be forecast well in advance proved invalid. In practice, most logistical
and tactical movements resulted from oncall requests with an advance
notice of twenty-four to forty-eight hours on the order. The allocations
procedures specified in the directive were therefore overshadowed by the
daily process of matching immediate requirements against existing capabili-
ties. Each day, movement requests were consolidated at the desk of a field
grade Air Force officer assigned to the movements branch of MACV’s
logistics section. An officer from the 315th Group would bring up-to-date
data showing the backlogs of routine cargo awaiting movement at each
location, along with information on the operational status of the troop
carrier fleet. When difficult choices had to be made between movements of
equally stated priority, the final adjudicator was the logistics officer. The
daily schedules were thus established by four in the afternoon, and this
permitted aerial ports to prepare loads during the night and to plan mis-
sions for the troop carrier units.1?

Changes to the planned itineraries necessitated by weather, aircraft
breakdowns, or emergency requests were managed by the 315th Group.
Aircraft engaged in shuttling between Saigon and nearby locations could be
readily diverted to different tasks, and quick reaction force alert ships
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could be alternately used for the local runs. Mission changes were most
problematic for the aerial port managers, often involving laborious break-
down of previously prepared loads. Schedules for aircraft operating from
Da Nang were ordinarily prepared at that location and published in the
group’s consolidated “frag order” (the daily mission directive). The most
criticized feature of the allocations scheduling system involved the inability
of the logistics officer; because of his many other responsibilities, to scruti-
nize critically users’ requests, screening out unjustified requests and exag-
gerated priorities.!

Improvements in communications and in daily mission control an-
ticipated for early 1963 were slow to materialize. Activation of teletype
circuits, previously approved for airlift use, was held up in the belief that
the airlift system could share the joint operation center’s lines used for
control of strike aircraft. Teletype service at several points, most notably at
Nha Trang, remained unsatisfactory, and the primary means of communi-
cation between the six transport movement controls and Tan Son Nhut
remained the telephone. An air-ground radio net requested two years ear-
lier was largely in existence by 1964, linking transport control with mission
aircraft. Each transport movement control had its own call sign: Pleiku
was “Cross Bow,” Nha Trang was “Beach Boy,” Qui Nhon was “Sea
Breeze”; and the practice of contacting transport control on all sorties
became fixed among aircrews. A kind of central flight-following procedure
thus developed as aircraft arrivals and departures were relayed via tele-
phone by the transport controls to Tan Son Nhut. A fixed high frequency
station in the 315th Group’s operations center began operation in early
1964, promising direct contact with troop carrier aircraft anywhere in the
country. But regular communications were interrupted by atmospheric
characteristics and equipment malfunctions, problems which had hampered
earlier efforts to link aircrews with the Mule Train operations office. Air-
crews neither used the high frequency radios for routine reporting nor
monitored the group frequency for possible mission diversions, but instead
they relied on communications through mission control. By February 1964
an aircrew could communicate directly with six mission control detach-
ments using the common airlift frequency, or if necessary an aircrew could
reach the 315th Group directly using high frequency equipment if condi-
tions permitted. While agreeing that flight-following capabilities had much
improved, aircrews and transport movement control personnel remained
critical of continuing difficulties and unreliability in communications.'?

The operations section within the 315th Group became known by mid-
1963 as the airlift control center (ALCC), with sections for the schedul-
ing, mission control, and operational planning functions. Working space
was limited and the general surroundings very noisy. The control center
and each movement control detachment used quick-reference card systems
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and status boards as aids in mission following. Each was required to use its
own initiative to keep the system flowing, rather than consult the control
center through the troublesome communications. Inexperience in airlift
matters among newly assigned control center and movement control per-
sonnel brought recommendations that these individuals be recruited from
the C-123 squadrons. For Maj. Horace W. Shewmaker, chief of the Qui
Nhon and Nha Trang movement control detachments during 1964, each
day brought new crises and communications headaches. He nevertheless
judged the overall airlift system to be both productive and efficient, and
“capable of expansion without change to its fundamental structure.”!3

In all discussions, Air Force officials remained opposed to deploying
more Caribous to Vietnam, and they favored employing those already
assigned under a centralized airlift system. The Air Force feared, for ex-
ample, that a second Caribou company requested by MACYV in its national
campaign plan would be used to enlarge corps-level airlift establishments
to the detriment of overall efficiency and contrary to the rationalized need
for an airlift system. Somewhat encouraging was a January 1963 CINCPAC
recommendation, that all Caribous should “be included in the established
airlift system.” The following March, the Joint Chiefs approved the
CINCPAC position. The approval was less than an admission of full sup-
port, but it afforded legalistic support for future Air Force efforts to bring
the Caribou fleet under airlift system control.4

Despite 2d Air Division representations at MACV’s logistics section,
the number of Caribou aircraft under airlift system control remained only a
token force. Although by an agreement in J anuary 1963 three planes were
to be provided daily, the actual commitment dwindled to fewer than.one
per day in May and June, as maintenance difficulties reduced the number
of incommission aircraft below the corps’ allocations. Meanwhile, Air
Force airlift staff officers noted that much of the Caribou work under the
corps advisors was administrative support, and they quoted Army Caribou |
pilots who complained of inefficiency. In June Admiral Felt repeated his
“desire that all Caribous [should] be included in the overall airlift system.”
MACYV then prepared a new proposal whereby both companies would
be in the airlift system, although one would function in direct support of
the four corps advisors.15

The 61st Aviation Company arrived at Vung Tau in July 1963, having
flown by way of the Azores, Spain, and the Middle East, Its aircraft were
assigned each day for employment under the respective corps advisors,
while according to a provision in an annex to MACV Directive 44, dated
July 8, the 1st Aviation Company was to operate within the Southeast Asia
Airlift System. By late August, allocations from the 1st Company to the
airlift system had reached eight aircraft daily. With a full-time liaison
officer from 1st Company serving with the Tan Son Nhut mission control
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detachment, a significant beginning toward integrated operations appeared
at hand.'¢

MACYV had remained unenthusiastic over control of the 1st Company
by the airlift system, and it offered little resistance to the proposal to
withdraw the unit as part of a thousand-man token reduction at the end of
1963. The unit left Vung Tau in December, leaving behind some of its
aircraft as spares for the 61st. Thereafter, the planes of the 61st operated
from Da Nang, Pleiku, and Vung Tau, generally under corps advisor con-
trol. The company provided Special Forces support only in response to a
specific mission request. But usage within the airlift system declined and
stopped entirely in mid-July 1964, In midyear, however, controversy over
the Army transport renewed when General LeMay formally disagreed with
a recommendation of the Joint Chiefs that approved return of a second
Caribou company to Vietnam. LeMay challenged MACV’s employment of
the Caribous, and he stated that the aircraft should be a part of the alrhft
system “for more effective airlift operation.”?

The usefulness of the Caribous in Vietnam was undeniable. During
1963, despite a declining maintenance rate and shortages of experienced
manpower, the 1st Company continually increased the passenger and cargo
workload, often operating into locations and under- conditions unsuitableé
for sustained C-123 operations. The installation of reversible-pitch pro-
pellers proved successful. Caribou crews made frequent airdrops, generally
to Special Forces camps, both by parachute and free fall methods. They
also worked on tactics for resupply of forward patrols. Regular missions
employing low-level extraction techniques promised better accuracy and
economy than by paradrops. Through the low level method, the crew actu-
ated a parachute to extract the palletized cargo. Army test reports also
indicated that a new forward-scanning weather avoidance radar “enhanced
, the effectiveness” of the Caribous in Vietnam. But accidents seemed to
occur in bunches, and some aircraft were damaged in shortfield landmgs
and others lost on takeoff.!#

Assessments of the extent of duplication and waste resulting from the
independence of the Caribous from the airlift system remained controver-
sial. Episodes of duplication occurred with sufficient frequency, for exam-
ple, when C-123s discovered that their loads had been already picked up
by opportune Caribou lift. On the other hand, some Air Force liaison
officers held the belief that a number of their service’s aircraft should be
controlled at the corps level. General Anthis was confronted with the prob-
lem of satisfying “a customer that is also a competitor;” and General
Osmanski recognized that some complaints were made by individuals
“adept at trying to trick” the Southeast Asia Airlift System into unfavor-
able showings. Such conduct among officers in the field was a rare excep-
tion, and generally the climate of cooperation was total. Officers at the
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airlift control center did find members of the nearby MACV Army aviation
section wholly committed to the immediate fighting of a war,1?

A decision was reached in early 1963 to place the C-123 units
permanently in Vietnam. This was done to offset the undesirable turnover
of personnel caused by the six-month tours, and the inability of the training
program at Pope to pravide sufficient replacements for the three squadrons.
Indeed, the squadron that was sent in 1963 consisted primarily of men
going to Vietnam for the second time. The Joint Chiefs concurred on April
12 with the Air Force “to exploit the operational experience of personnel
now lost after six months.” With the conversion, authorized crew-to-aircraft
ratio was set at 1.5 to permit increases in sorties and aircraft utilization.20

The Air Force continued to encourage men to volunteer for Southeast
Asia, and the selection rule was adopted to assure that “only the best go
west.” The experience level in the C—~123 was low, especially in the 309th
and 210th Squadrons at Tan Son Nhut. Tightened supervision, begun in
late 1962, increased, although the factor of individual judgment and
adaptability remained important. Indeed, one C~123 instructor concluded
that his biggest problem lay in getting former bomber and tanker pilots to
break away from reliance on prescribed procedures. Weekly meetings dis-
cussing weaknesses and solutions were held among the 315th Group
standardization personnel and the squadron instructors. The adoption of a
twelve-month permanent tour standard quickly built up the average in-
country experience among crewmen, but it also brought an annoying in-
crease in paperwork.2!

C-123 training in the United States remained a topic of continuing
review. Cargo airdrops received renewed emphasis as a result of the early
Mule Train experience. Upon recommendations from Vietnam in the
spring of 1963, tactical training was revised. Corridor stream and night low-
level airdrop missions were eliminated; and emphasis shifted to day assault
landings, airdrops, and formation flying. Instructor pilots in Vietnam also
criticized the inability of newcomers to make landings with heavy loads,
which resulted in several near-accidents in 1964, More work in nonstand-
ard and steep landing approaches also appeared desirable, along with
additional practice in mapreading navigation at the altitudes ordinarily
used in Vietnam. Training of enlisted flight mechanics and loadmasters
seemed in some areas to be superficial and this necessitated prolonged
checkouts in Vietnam.22

The 311th Squadron at Da Nang preserved an air of individuality.
Drawn entirely from Pope personnel in 1963, the crewmen were generally
younger, lower in rank, and far more experienced in the C—123 than their
counterparts at Tan Son Nhut. The work of the 311th included frequent
missions to mountain airstrips and drop zones, and operations into the A
Shau Valley. Lt. Col. Harry “the Horse” Howton, the commander of the
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311th, became a legendary figure and his colorful leadership earned him
the dedicated effort of his men. He was a favorite subject among reporters
and writers visiting Da Nang. And officers of the 315th Group staff spoke of
Howton’s “own little airline,” because of the fact that schedules were
drawn up within his unit.??

Viet Cong ground fire increased steadily against allied transports.
Seventeen C-123s received hits in 1962, seventy in 1963, and more than a
hundred in 1964.* At first most hits came from individual small-arms fire,
but multiple hits from machineguns became more and more frequent. The
communists formed antiaircraft companies, and developed techniques for
digging in and concealing gun positions. Transport crews used, hereafter,
higher en route altitudes and tighter landing patterns. To supplement the
data furnished by the official intelligence system, information on hot areas
passed by word of mouth among crewmen. When flying into such areas,
crews stayed clear of ridges and made steep descents to remain as low as
possible. The simplicity and ruggedness of the C—123 proved assets in
such instances. Fighter escort was planned for certain missions and this
was a valuable tactic since the communists learned not to open fire in the
presence of strike aircraft. During major operations in the A Shau Valley in
May 1964, for example, transports and helicopters timed their arrival to
take advantage of scheduled air cover. The congestion of transports at the
valley airstrips was unavoidable, but this was preferable to operating un-
escorted. Experience substantiated the conviction that, given proper strike
support, the C-123s could operate anywhere in South Vietnam.24

Despite the trend of hits between 1962 and 1964, few aircraft losses
could be clearly attributed to communist ground fire. Enemy action was
suspected, but not confirmed, in the loss of a C-123 before dawn on
October 24, 1963, while the Provider was dispensing flares south of
Saigon. A year later, ground fire originating from Cambodia destroyed a
C-123 while dropping ammunition at the Bu Prang camp. The wreckage
lay just inside South Vietnam and all eight crewmen perished. A second
C-123 on the same mission also received ground fire.?

Carelessness or indiscipline in the air could never be absolutely ex-
cluded as factors in aircraft accidents. Intolerable were aircrew actions
such as those causing the crash of a 315th Group C-123 in northeast
Thailand on April 12, 1963. After a normal takeoff at Nakhon Phanom,
the aircraft’s crew attempted to snare a red flag mounted on top of a fifty-
foot pole. On the second try, the left wing struck a house and the aircraft
crashed. Two Thais on the ground were killed along with the four-man

* The stated figures include data for UC-123s, which accounted for approxi-
mately a third of the above totals. Per sortie, UC-123s were hit at least twice as
frequently as the airlift C-123s.
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crew; a Thai civilian entered the burning aircraft but he was unsuccessfil
in his rescue attempt. During the investigation, the board learned that other
C-123 crews had also tried to snag the flag. This episode represented an
indefensible breach of flying discipline and stained the group’s otherwise
creditable record of achievement.26

In spite of the Nakhon Phanom fiasco, the deteriorating accident
rate of late 1962 was reversed. One crew barely avoided disaster when it
aborted a landing attempt on the sloping strip at Bao Loc. During its go-
round, the aircraft flew through vegetation and extending tree limbs, clog-
ging an oil filter. This necessitated an emergency landing at Bien Hoa.
Another créw escaped serious injury in mid-1964 during a landing at Gia
Vuc. Apparently as a result of unequal propeller reversal, the aircraft
swerved into a barracks and totally burned. Though the plane was the
seventh C-123 lost in Southeast Asia, the 315th Group received for that
year the PACAF tactical flight safety trophy and the Air Force flying safety
plaque, “in view of the hazardous missions flown and the limited airfield
and navigational facilities.”2

Contentment was apparent among troop carrier crewmen, stemming
from the diversity of their missions and the readily apparent results of their
endeavors. Howton, whose military career included service in the China-
Burma-India theater in World War II and later troop carrier operations in
Korea, reported that morale was “the highest I have ever encountered.”
He, like many others, felt that his tour had been “the most challenging and
rewarding I have ever had.” Most officers believed their Vietnam service
would be beneficial to their careers, and many received desirable reassign-
ments upon returning to the United States. The opportunity to earn awards
and decorations, and to accumilate “combat support” flying time were
important incentives. Flights supporting Special Forces, airdrops, and
munitions hauls qualified as combat support, and one Air Medal was
awarded for each twenty-five of these (the criteria for this award changed
periodically). Personnel shortages became a blessing in part, creating extra
work and thus filling the time ordinarily left for family responsibilities.
Most crewmen disliked the necessity to lengthen their individual tours
beyond twelve months, which was widely done because of shortages in the
fall of 1964. After the Bu Prang loss in October, some heldover crewmen
asked to be grounded. Supervisors quietly honored some requests, under-
standing the morale effect of the extensions.28

Billeting and messing arrangements for enlisted men at Tan Son Nhut
improved little, while overcrowding in the barracks and messhall worsened.
Most individuals at Da Nang lived in open-bay barracks furnished with
double bunks; noisy conditions made rest next to impossible for individuals
on the night work or flying schedule. Other annoyances included the un-
suitability of heavy Air Force fatigue clothing and boots, and shortages of
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vehicles for onbase transportation. Serious health problems were absent,
except for occasional cases of hepatitis and attacks of dysentery which
seemed to strike everyone periodically.?®

The enlisted members of the C—123 aircrews deserved special credit,
since they shared the risks of the officers along with the privations in pay
and living conditions of the other airmen. Loadmaster work was wearisome
and sometimes especially dangerous, since these men handled heavy
cargo during loadings and drops. The Mule Train loadmasters Wwere rela-
tively junior, bringing with them the enthusiasm and physical stamina of
youth. On many crews, the officers pitched in to help offload at places
distant from aerial port locations. The tasks of the flight mechanics were
ordinarily less exhausting, although for a time Mule Train flight mechanics
doubled as ground crewmen. The policy of scheduling each flight mechanic
regularly in “his own” aircraft offered valuable familiarity with the peculi-
arities of each plane, but the notion quickly proved irreconcilable with
maintenance efficiency. Recognized for their expert knowledge of aircraft
engines and auxiliary systems, able “engineers” could assess malfunctions
better than many pilots, and their advice often made possible safe comple-
tion of otherwise doubtful missions. The daily airlift accomplishments of
the C-123 fleet were thus made possible by the energy and skills of all
crewmembers.3?

The distinctiveness of improvisation continued to mark C-123
maintenance. Much of the work at Tan Son Nhut was conducted outdoors;
at night, crews used flashlights or vehicle headlamps. Of five engine
changes made in March 1963, the engine shop performed four away from
their home base. Over usage and climate contributed to engine and tire
failures, dirty oil systems, and corrosion. But the shortages of spare parts
and maintenance equipment improved gradually. Aircraft were flown to
Clark for periodic inspection work. Days off for the maintenance people
were nonexistent and aircrews warmly praised their efforts, marveling at
their ability to keep the aircraft flying despﬁe the difficult work conditions
and the harsh usage. One C-123 instructor pilot wrote that “the relationship
between flight crews and maintenance men is the best I have ever seen.”8!

The wearing effects of heavy usage reduced the incommission rate in
May and June 1963, while the squadrons at Tan Son Nhut fell seriously
short of their monthly flying quota of sixty hours per aircraft. Several
changes, all pointing toward traditional maintenance management, helped
reverse the decline. Consolidated aircraft maintenance squadrons were cre-
ated in July at Tan Son Nhut and Da Nang. All maintenance personnel and
equipment from the C~123 and other flying units were absorbed into the
new squadrons. The 315th Group thus relinquished its responsibility for
maintaining the C-123s. Also put into effect in July were the highly sys-
tematized methods of maintenance management procedures. With the
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conversion to one-year permanent manning and the introduction of newly
designed maintenance vans, the changes amounted to a fresh start for
C—-123 maintenance in Vietnam.32

The status of the remaining C-123 force in the United States became
anomalous as the 464th Wing resumed its conversions to C-130s. The Air
Force in mid-1963 recommended, and the Secretary of Defense later ap-
proved, transfer of the C—123s to the special air warfare force, a descend-
ant of Jungle Jim. The C-123s remaining at Pope were moved to
Hurlburt along with a nucleus of officers and airmen. They formed the
317th Air Commando Squadron (Troop Carrier), which was activated
July 1, 1964. Pipeline C-123 training for Vietnam also shifted to Hurl-
burt. The C-123 units, thereafter, claimed the air commando tradition,
although the eliteness of the early Jungle Jim venture had faded.?3

.

The Air Force during 1963 persisted in its efforts to make the para-
chute assault method work. General Anthis repeatedly informed PACAF
that the airlift fleet was primarily an instrument for tactical roles, with
logistics employment a secondary mission. If the reverse were true, he said,
“we are likely to end up as an airline rather than as an assault airlift
force.” The Air Force thus went along with the gung ho attitude of U.S.
Army advisors, who saw in the paratroops the best fighters in the Viet-
namese army.3*

Two tactical operations in early January 1963 brought together heli-
copter and parachute mobility. The first effort was a planned morning
assault near the Cambodian border, directly north of Tay Ninh City. A
parachuted force was to move toward units landed by helicopter, sweeping
an area believed to house the principal regional Viet Cong headquarters.
Helicopters staged from Quan Loi airstrip, twenty miles east of the objec-
tive area. To preserve surprise, preliminary reconnaissance was limited and
planning for the airlift was held to a single day.

American C-123 and Vietnamese C-47 crews attended a predawn
briefing at Tan Son Nhut. Soon after daylight, seventeen C-123s and
twenty C—47s loaded 1,250 paratroops and taxied into line for takeoff. As
in most previous assaults, Colonel Ky flew the lead C-47. The join-up and
flight to the jump area were uneventful, except for troublesome saturation
of radio frequencies. Air strikes hit the drop zones and other targets shortly
before drop time. Since the zone was narrow, the C—123s flew individually
at five-second intervals. Approaching the area, the lead crew spotted pro-
truding stakes on the ground. Aborting the jump, the transports began to
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orbit, awaiting a decision by the Vietnamese airborne brigade commander
aboard one of the C-123s. Broken clouds made the orbit a hazardous
undertaking. After long discussion, the Vietnamese officer decided to jump
as planned. Injuries were not numerous and some elements intentionally
descended into a nearby wooded area. The prolonged orbit, however, be-
trayed hopes of surprise and%‘ground operations developed slowly. Twenty-
eight hours after the jump the joint operations control duty officer wrote:
“Paratroops are in pickup zone and will not leave until chutes are picked
up. No wonder we never catch the VC’s.” The six-day search netted several
hundred Viet Cong casualties along with considerable amounts of enemy
supplies.35 '

More controversial was the operation conducted on the same day in
the Mekong Delta, thirty-five miles southwest of Saigon. This had been
planned as a helicopter venture, staged from the Tan Hiep airfield near My
Tho. After several unopposed troop lifts in the morning, ten American
H-21s attempted an assault at the hamlet of Ap Bac, where they en-
countered intense fire from concealed enemy positions. Four copters were
shot down at the landing zone, along with an American gunship helicopter.
In late afternoon, the Vietnamese ground commander called for para-
troops. Approximately an hour later, 320 boarded seven Providers in a
formation led by Lt. Col. Andrew Johnson.

Approaching the drop zone, confusion again prevailed in the lead
aircraft, because the troops below fired flares of colors different from those
briefed. Unsure of the meaning of the signal, Johnson refused to drop the
men until he received radio clearance. The troops jumped on the third pass
over the site. Their jump accuracy was good, but they encountered fire
during their assembly on the ground and by next morning had twenty men
killed and another thirty-one wounded, including two U.S. Army advisors.
Throughout the next day, transports and another paratroop battalion re-
mained ready for further jumps; the battalion was not sent as the intensity
of fighting subsided.3¢

Allied reexamination of the events established that there was an
absence of strike aircraft during the morning hours, there was a lack of
aggressiveness among South Vietnamese troops, and the transport helicop-
ters were obviously vulnerable. General Harkins believed that the drop
zone for the paratroop assault had been unwisely chosen. As a demonstra-
tion of the readiness of the reaction force, however, the mission had been a
success, marred only by the confusion at the site.37

The allies later captured a copy of the communist analysis of the Ap
Bac battle. The document revealed that the enemy learned of the afternoon
drops shortly beforehand by intercepting allied radio communications. The
communists watched the three overhead passes by the seven C—123s (the
document misidentified the aircraft as C—47s). The sight of the transports
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Maj. Gen. Rollen H.
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talks with Viet-
namese paratroopers
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Three C-123s on a Vietnamese paratroop training mission over Vuna Tau. 1964

Nguyen Cao Ky, as an air
commodore in 1964.

New aerial port detachment at Qui Nhon.
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and descending paratroops caused some of their new recruits to take refuge
in ditches, getting their weapons wet. Other troops fired resolutely on the
paratroopers in the air and on the ground, wiping out several elements and
forcing local retreats. The document drew several lessons:

(1) Viet Cong commanders should be alert to the possibility of para-
chute assaults, considering the tactical situation and the presence of a clear
drop zone.

(2) The presence of an allied observation plane, followed by the
appearance of the C—47s, would signal the assault.

(3) Troops should fire upon descending troopers, preferably in or-
ganized barrage starting as soon as parachutes opened and aiming below
the knees.

(4) The paratroop commander, with his distinctive colored para-
chute, should be singled out for fire.

(5) Paratroops were vulnerable when first landing, because of dis-
persion, unfamiliarity with terrain, and the need to untie weapons.

(6) The defenders should attack, seeking hand-to-hand combat, as
soon as the jumpers hit the ground.3®

More than a thousand troopers jumped from twenty-one C-123s on
January 28, 1963, near Ba Ria, riorth of Vung Tau. Despite reduced
maneuverability, an in-trail “V” formation of three aircraft each was used
in order to get the entire force on the ground as quickly as possible. Ninety-
five percent of the men landed in the short drop zone. Vietnamese Air
Force C-47s dropped thereafter. Although to that date the assault was
technically the most successful involving American aircraft, no contact
with communist forces resulted. Just prior to the airborne phase, an enemy
communication was intercepted, instructing the Viet Cong forces in the
area to disperse and evade government forces.??

Three airborne operations in 1963, each involving the C-123s and
the C—47s, appeared to verify the superior accuracy of the Vietnamese in
placing troops on designated drop zones. In the three assaults of March 13,
21, and 24, the C—47s placed their loads correctly. Of the troops carried
by the C—123s on the 21st, one half missed the zone by three to four miles.
Three days later in Tay Ninh Province the C—123s put 100 parachutists,
including a U.S. advisor, into the jungle adjacent to the drop zone. This
was the largest operation of the series, involving sixteen C-123s, eighteen
C-47s, and 1,181 men of the airborne brigade. Two C-123s received
hits. The six-day ground operation included heliborne operations and
resulted in capture of a Viet Cong munitions factory and food depot, and
was considered “exceptionally successful.”4

On the strength of information indicating an assembly of high Viet
Cong officials, an airborne assault was launched the morning of June 11,
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fifteen miles northeast of Tay Ninh City. Ten C-47s and six C-123s
arrived at the target area on schedule in early morning. The C-47s
dropped their troops successfully, but because of rainshowers which partly
obscured the drop zone, the C-123s turned to Tan Son Nhut. They were
recalled to the drop zone when the showers appeared to move away, but
again the Americans had trouble finding the area, neglecting the advice of a
Vietnamese navigator in the lead C-123. After several passes, the C—123s
made their drops; many paratroopers landed away from the drop area and
pthers were confused during their assembly because the 123s had dropped
the men using the opposite axis of flight from that planned. The delay
between the Vietnamese and American drops proved unfortunate, since it
left the men on the ground understrength. Five of the C=123s did receive
small-arms hits, 4!

However the September 10 reinforcement jump near Ca Mau in the

- extreme south of Vietnam was reasonably successful. Although briefing

instructions and the actual loading were confused, Capt. Jack V. Cebe-
Habersky, assistant air liaison officer to the airborne brigade, guided the
transports by radio to the drop zone from an L-19. T-28s made pre-
strikes, and ten C—47s and seven C—-123s dropped five hundred men “with
professional dispatch.” C

A succession of frustrations reached the bizarre in Operation Phi
Hoa 5, on October 20. Fourteen C—123s preceded sixteen C-47s to the
drop site near the Parrot’s Beak salient of Cambodia, northwest of Saigon.
Unable to spot the zone, the Americans turned away for a second run.
Again, an American officer in a light aircraft gave verbal instructions and
laid down smoke grenades. Approaching the area a second time, an Amer-
ican navigator prematurely actuated the green-light jump signal, causing
the poised paratroopers to begin exiting. Other aircraft in the element also
began the diop at the sight of the leader’s chute, as did the trailing Pro-
viders. Before the mistake could be corrected by radio, some 350 men had
landed about two miles short of the intended place. Fortunately, contact
with the enemy on the ground was negligible; this permitted the jumpers to
rejoin, although many parachutes were lost.43

The tragic drop on November 24 (Dan Chi 4) confirmed with finality
the limitations already plain. The mission was prepared hastily to reinforce
forces under heavy attack in the Ca Mau Peninsula. A hurried briefing gave
the American crews only thirty minutes to launch aircraft; they were told
that the Vietnamese Air Force C-47s would lead, and that the C-123s
were to drop on the preceding parachutes. Five C—47s and eight C-123s
carried a full battalion. But, because of a lack of warning, no control ship
accompanied the transports. ‘

The Vietnamese dropped first and successfully placed their jumpers.
The lead American navigator, because of inadequate maps, became dis-
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oriented during the run. And the camouflaged parachutes of the earlier
jumpers were unrecognizable until the C-123s passed directly overhead.
Exiting late, the second wave landed into an area of heavy growth and deep
water, well beyond the limits of the zone. Bight men drowned, troop as-
sembly was difficult, and nearly all of the chutes were lost. The jump
therefore was halted before all of the men had exited, and those remaining
jumped accurately on another pass. Three American aircraft received hits;
and, in general, contact on the ground with the Viet Cong forces was
negligible.**

The next day, Col. Joe B. Lamb of the U.S. Army, an adv1sor to the
airborne brigade, accompanied the brigade commander to investigate the
drop. At Ca Mau, Lamb met a senior Vietnamese officer who indicated
that he was initiating formal correspondence on the consistently poor per-
formance of the C—123 aircrews. His letter, addressed to Vietnamese Air
Force headquarters with an information copy for MACYV, referred to
the Dan Chi 4 and Phi Hoa 5 operations. He requested ‘‘appropriate
measures to be taken to avoid above cited deficiencies in future opera-
tions.” Lamb, meanwhile, compiled for MACV a record of the brigade’s
airborne operations since January, pointedly highlighting the difficulties
involving the C-123s. An American officer warned that the Vietnamese
paratroopers might become reluctant to jump from the C-123s, if thc
errors continued.*5 -

Replying to an official letter from General Anthis on the matter,
Colonel Kennedy stressed that most of the failures were the result .of in-
adequate information and a lack of time for planning. These could be
avoided, Kennedy wrote, had the Vietnamese been more cooperative in
mission preparation. Although the quick reaction force operations plan
specified procedures for combined operations, each assault, for example,
entailed fresh and prolonged adjudication over employed tactics. Kennedy
later described the “absolute chaos and disorganization” which prevailed
prior to these missions and the last-minute debate on the, drop zone loca-
tion and approach path.48

The reforms took several directions. Soon after Dan Chi 4, the 2d
Division requested higher command assistance in obtaining expanded
scale maps, since “accuracy of airborne assaults was being affected by
lack of charts to pinpoint DZ’s.” New tests led to better techniques for
marking drop zones with flares and smoke, and the idea of using an air-
borne controller in assaults—a notion absent in prewar U.S. doctrine—was
affirmed in combined procedures published in 1964. American officers tried
to interest the Vietnamese in the special gear used by the British in Malaya
for parachuting into trees, hopefully making possible a far wider choice of
drop zones. Arrangements for Vietnamese officers to visit Singapore, how-
ever, encountered interminable obstacles and were eventually canceled.*?
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Paratroops and transports were marshaled on at least five occasions
during 1964, but only two operations were actually carried out. During the
morning of April 12, a battalion jumped into the Kien Long district of
southernmost Vietnam, after Viet Cong attacks the previous night. Surface
winds gusting to twenty knots dragged the men upon landing, injuring 66 of
the 584 wha had jumped. The two waves landed a half mile from the drop
zone. Only intermittent contact with the enemy resulted. Another mission
on July 18 was technically more successful. All ten C—47s and a like
number of C-123s dropped accurately, but there was no contact with the
enemy.*8

The quick reaction force concept faded along with the parachute as-
sault idea. The Fire Brigade transport force, normally consisting of five
C—47s and three C-123s, could lift only two airborne companies—a force
too small to challenge the larger Viet Cong formations now appearing. The

“idea, therefore, gained strength to delay paratroop response until a larger
force could be marshaled. More frequently, alert transports were used for
unplanned lifts and local paratroop training. The airborne brigade itself
organized an “Eagle Flight” force, an alert element ready for immediate
helicopter movement. With the paratroops themselves adopting the heli-
copter assault concept, the parachute approach became obsolescent.4?

- American Air Force officers acknowledged the advantages of heli-
copter mobility in Vietnam, offering a wide choice of landing zones, the
capacity to withdraw or relocate forces, the ease of troop assembly after
landing, and the ability to deliver troops not having special jump training.
The Air Force, however, pointed out the vulnerability of helicopters to
hostile fire, and firmly opposed the idea of arming these aircraft. Maj. Gen.
Glen W. Martin, PACAF plans and operations deputy, advised Anthis in
June 1963 that arming the helicopter “eliminates its use in a role for which
it is better suited, that of helicopter transport.” By mid-1964, the bulk of
the two-hundred-aircraft U.S. Army helicopter force in Vietnam was de-
ployed under the operational control of the corps senior advisors, with a
reserve element placed at Saigon under MACV joint operations control for
shifting when needed among the several corps.50

As the paratroop assault concept declined, the use of the Provider
fleet in airlanded tactical movements became more frequent. Indeed, the
helicopter airmobile idea, instead of ending the tactical role for the 123s,
produced a host of new applications which sustained or cooperated with
forward helicopter operations. The troop capacity, range, and shortfield
qualities of the C—123 introduced innumerable possibilities for imaginative
employment.

Exemplifying airlanded tactical applications were the continuing
C-123 missions into the A Shau Valley, which intensified in late 1963.
Operations into the valley recurred often in the subsequent airlift history
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in Vietnam. Lying near the Laotian border, roughly three miles wide, and
traversed along its length by a primitive roadway, the valley offered the
communists an avenue from Laos to the hills about Da Nang and points to
the south. Three airstrips existed within the valley. A Luoi at the northern
end and A Shau at the southern were usable by C-123s, and the former
under day conditions only. Ta Bat near the center depended upon C-123
airdrops and Caribou and Marine helicopter landings. Several Vietnamese
battalions garrisoned the airfields, while Vietnamese special troops op-
erated about the lesser outposts. The entire region resembled a strategic
airhead, in that overland movements were rarely attempted by the single
hill road from the coast. Communist forces were able to enter and move
about the valley, and transports could expect ground fire at anytime.
Weather chronically handicapped air operations, compounded by the total
absence of landing aids. Two Da Nang-based 123s routinely shuttled each
day into A Luoi; troop rotations, reinforcements, or engineer construction
projects brought intermittent increases in the airlift effort. On November
18, for example, after a night of heavy communist attacks, the C-123s
brought into A Shau 540 troops and thirty-five tons of munitions. An
intensified air resupply effort continued for the next two weeks, until there
was a decline in enemy activity and a withdrawal of reinforcements. Con-
frontation in the valley continued and on one occasion small-arms fire
wounded the pilots of a Caribou preparing for takeoff. Lt. Gen. William C.
Westmoreland, deputy commander of MACV, was aboard the aircraft at
the time and chagrined local authorities closed the valley’s three airfields,
promising that the garrisons would receive a diet of airdropped basic ra-
tions until the insecure situation was corrected.®!

Another form of C-123 airlanded tactics developed in the Quyet
Thang 33/64 operation of March 14—16, 1964, staged in the roadless and
partly submerged area where the Mekong River enters Vietnam. The
C-123s used the dirt airstrip at Don Phuc, in the heart of the operational
area; a command post and artillery forces were lifted in the first morning,
simultaneous with the initial helicopter and waterborne assaults. That
afternoon, the 123s began to deliver fuel and rocket ordnance for the
helicopters; without this effort, the closest replenishment facility was fifty
miles away. An air liaison officer present at Don Phuc reported that he was
“happy to see the USAF in tactical operations,” and that the initiative of
the aircrews had enhanced the “sometimes tattered USAF feathers.”5?

Still another form of air mobility exploiting the range of the 123s was
adopted for the deployment of an airborne battalion and ranger company
from Saigon to Quang Ngai on April 28, 1964. Helicopter assaults out of
Quang Ngai began the previous day. The airlift flow plan called for takeoffs
at Tan Son Nhut every fifteen minutes; ten C-123s were to haul 360
troops and sixteen tons of cargo, and they were to be followed by ten
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Vietnamese Air Force C—47s with 220 troops. On the ground at Quang
Ngai, the aircraft were to discharge their loads with engines running to
minimize congestion. The plan was executed with only minor deviations,
and during the afternoon of the twenty-eighth, the newly arrived force was
lifted by helicopter to the battle area. Some of the C-123s made additional
trips from Saigon, and others shuttled to and from Da Nang, carrying fuel
for the helicopters and T—28s operating from Quang Ngai.®
The capabilities of the C—123s to shift forces from one part of Viet-
nam to another received attention in new contingency plans developed at
MACV. Various alternatives were discussed. In one plan, the Providers
were to be augmented by C—130s. General Westmoreland, who had as-
sumed the command of MACV in mid-1964 and was himself a former air-
borne officer, recognized the ability of the transports to make fast division-
sized movements. This, he believed, made it possible for the Vietnamese to
" cope with the major military threats.54
The evidence became unmistakable. Not only did the C-123 excel in
airlanded tactics, but also there existed an important need for this kind of
activity in a “war without fronts.” The airlanded tactical applications,
although less dramatic than parachute assault operations, correctly fore-
shadowed the employment of the C-123s and a larger force of C-130s in
Vietnam in later years. The ability of the Southeast Asia Airlift System to
sustain daily high volume logistics demands, while maintaining readiness
for surges in the tactical effort, become the heart of the airlift story,

Essential to an efficient theater airlift system are the management and
handling of cargo at the theater airfields. Misdirected or damaged cargo, or
unnecessary aircraft-loading delays, sap the resources of a command.
Under agreements dating back to 1952, the Air Force held primary re-
sponsibility for tactical aerial port activities. The Army retained the obliga-
tion to prepare parachutes, platforms, and cargo for airdrops, and kept
responsibility for loading aircraft during major unit moves, tasks which
might otherwise saturate a local aerial port. Air Force Manual 1-9 estab-
lished that the Air Force would operate aerial port facilities under the
command control of a theater airlift commander, and would assign parent
aerial port squadrons and smaller detachments at airfields according to
need. Aerial port squadrons of varying size were accordingly organized in
TAC and the Air Force Reserve. In addition to managing cargo and pas-
senigers at theater airfields, the squadrons provided loadmasters for duty on
airdrops and combat control teams. The latter trained as pathfinders for
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assault drops, but had broad capabilities if stationed at forward airstrips.
During Exercise Swift Strike in 1961, the aerial port apparatus was sub-
stantial. TAC and Reserve port personnel served as cargo handling teams
at five airfields, while six combat control teams deployed to forward loca-
tions. The apparatus became the foundation for the aerial port system later
adopted in Southeast Asia.5®

Newly established aerial port detachments operated in early 1962 at
Tan Son Nhut, Da Nang, and Pleiku, manned with personnel from the
Japan-based 7th Aerial Port Squadron. Elsewhere in Vietnam, cargo
handling depended largely on the resourcefulness and energy of the aircrew
and local personnel. A team of senior PACAF officers determined in April
that at many sites supplies were “constantly being misplaced or lost.” At
Nha Trang, for example, an Air Force communication team commander
felt obliged to meet every incoming aircraft to assure that his supplies
reached him.5%

Three port detachments were added during the spring—two in Thai-
land and one at Nha Trang. At the six ports, operations were hampered by
equipment and facility limitations. Critical shortages “affecting the mis-
sion” were listed and the assets of the entire theater screened. Forklifts,
used for moving and hoisting loads into the rear doorway of the C~123s,
frequently broke down under heavy usage; repairs usually depended on the
resourcefulness of inadequately trained mechanics at the scene. Aircrews
often complained of errors in the weight of cargo shown on loading docu-
ments, a potential cause for major accidents.®”

The aerial port apparatus under the 6493d Aerial Port Squadron (Pro-
visional), set up in late 1962, included 135 permanently assigned per-
sonnel, fifteen others in temporary assignments, and sixty-one Vietnamese
and Thai nationals used for unskilled tasks. Most were assigned to the
major ports at Tan Son Nhut and Bangkok. With activation of the 8th
Aerial Port Squadron in early December 1962, this unit became the model
for future growth. The 8th was an assigned unit of the 315th Group and
under its operational control. MATS air terminal detachments at the major
airfields remained separate entities, until they merged with the 8th in Oc-
tober 1963.58

Gradual improvements in facilities and equipment diminished the
need for improvisation and ingenuity at the ports. Hot lines were installed
linking the aerial port’s space control office at Tan Son Nhut to both the
joint operations center and base operations office at the 315th Group, and
to the freight and passenger holding areas. The link thus formed an inde-
pendent communications network for terminal operations.

Overtime was common and days off rare among aerial port members,
as the monthly tonnages increased. Port detachments in Vietnam handled
over 5,000 tons in January and 6,500 tons in May. The Tan Son Nhut
facility was by far the busiest, handling 3,700 tons in May, compared with
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1,500 at Da Nang, 700 at Pleiku, and 600 at Nha Trang. At Tan Son
Nhut, cargo brought in by air or sea to Saigon was repacked into smaller
loads and marked for various destinations within Vietnam. Beginning be-
fore dawn each morning, the forklifts could be heard installing the re-
packaged cargo into the holds of the C—123s.

Expansion during 1963 largely followed the traffic forecasts of the
national campaign plan. New port detachments, designated as redistribu-
tion centers, opened at Qui Nhon and Can Tho in May. A detachment
moved to Bien Hoa from Thailand in June. Port squadron strength reached
150 in June, nearly a twofold increase in a six-month period; the national
campaign plan provided for further increases to raise the personnel
strength to five hundred. Since the Air Force had few individuals experi-
enced in tactical aerial port work, numerous low-ranking airmen from
supply and associated specialties were assigned to the 8th Squadron. Local

' on-the-job-training programs generally made such newcomers quickly
productive. Especially attractive was the idea of increasing the use of local
nationals, promising not only early cuts in Air Force manpower, but also
providing a pool of trained people able to carry on after the American de-
parture. A PACAF team had so recommended in June 1963, and
suggested that a suitable ratio might be one military supervisor for every
four Vietnamese employees. An enlarged program for training Vietnamese
civilians was accordingly introduced.5®

The Air Force’s Project 463L, a universal cargo handling system for
the C-130 Hercules aircraft, promised faster and more efficient cargo
handling along with improved methods as well for the C-123, and for
other strategic transports of MATS. The C—130s had a dual rail system
installed capable of receiving standard aluminum pallets. Cargo could be
loaded on the pallets at the aerial ports, and moved planeside by small
trailers or forklifts, and loaded by the latter. At major ports, self-propelled
platforms or “K-loaders,” facilitated fast loading of multiple pallets. Both
C-123s and C-130s if necessary could make fast offloadings by unlock-
ing the pallets, taxiing forward, and allowing the pallets to roll out. Equip-
ment for the 463L system began to arrive in the Pacific in late 1963; in
spite of the endless shortage of aluminum pallets and the chronic problems
with equipment maintenance, the system proved enormously valuable.8°

Shortages of materiel handling equipment persisted. For example,
only eighteen forklifts were on hand in Vietnam in May 1963, including
four heavy-duty type—three were located at Tan Son Nhut and one at Da
Nang. The absence of forklifts at outpost locations sometimes necessitated
time-consuming hand loading or offloading, while the difficulty of keeping
forklifts in commission never ended. Scales for weighing cargo remained
generally unavailable throughout 1964, necessitating “educated guess-
work” in keeping loads within safe limits and resulting in the loss of
considerable lift capacity because of unnecessary safety margins.8!
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Aerial port workloads increased in proportion to overall airlift activ-
ity. The effort at Qui Nhon built up rapidly under the redistribution
concept of the national campaign plan; and the creation of a Special Forces
logistics center at Nha Trang resulted in major cargo increases at that port.
On June 20, 1964, the 8th Squadron announced that its detachments:in
Thailand and Vietnam had handled 357 tons of cargo, a new single-day
record. A new detachment was placed at Vung Tau in December, where
the problems initially were as great as elsewhere. Rainstorms ‘regularly
converted the cargo area into mud, and on one occasion knocked down the
port tent. At year’s end, personnel manning for the eight aerial ports in
Vietnam stood at three hundred, including fifty local civilians. The creation
of additional detachments came under discussion, but the 8th Squadron
recommended that detachments be placed only at locations handlmg at
least 150 tons per month.%2

At the end of 1964, the aerial port apparatus in Vietnam had moved
away from its shabby beginnings. The port system had been neglected
during the Mule Train operation, mainly because the sustained and expand-
ing nature of the airlift operation had not been foreseen and the focus was
upon tactical roles. Crews and users occasionally complained about unsat-
isfactory port service, but it was clear that a countryw1de structure, capable
of major expansion, had been created.

The non-Vietnamese based transport force continued its previous
roles. Hauls to Southeast Asia increased only moderately, from a monthly
average of 427 tons in 1962 to 530 tons during the first half of 1964.
These figures reflect also the increasing use of sealift and MATS transports.
The C-130s usually carried high-priority engine and aircraft parts, mail,
passengers, and humanitarian supplies. The C-124 Globemasters also
hauled various engines, generators, and weapons, too bulky for the 130s.*
Introduction of a special sea service ended the routine use of C~130s for
hauls of aviation munitions from the Philippines to Vietnam. The four
Pacific C-130 squadrons thus focused on three peacetime activities: indi-
vidual and unit training; airlift for forces in Japan, Korea, and Okinawa;
and joint exercises with American and allied forces. Eleven C~130s were
kept on ground alert at Kadena Air Base, Okinawa, ready to move nuclear
components and weapons to strike force bases. During August 1963, over

* One of the two C—124 squadrons of the 1503d Air Transport Wing (MATS)
moved to Hickam in June 1964 as a measure to improve U.S. gold flow. The 22d
Troop Carrier Squadron remained at Tachikawa under 315th Air Division.
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seventy Air Force C-130s and C-124s, and Marine KC-130s assembled
on Okinawa, and prepared for possible air evacuation of American ci-
vilians from Vietnam. Various contingency plans depended heavily upon
the theater transports. One plan, for example, forecast the use of paratroop
assaults in conjunction with amphibious landings against objectives in
Vietnam.®

The idea of placing C~130 units in Vietnam first appeared in 1962.
A 2d ADVON study concluded that the limited volume of airlift activity
and the generally poor runway conditions made introduction of the C—130
undesirable, although the matter could be reexamined in the future. There-
after, the 315th Air Division held a position against in-country basing of
the 130s, citing the inefficiency of using long-range transports for frequent
thirty-minute hauls and the inability of most airfields in Vietnam to with-
stand their sustained use. PACAF in late 1962 established the conditions
for the limited use of the Hercules within Vietnam. The 315th Group in
Vietnam could request deviations from C-130 route schedules. Approval
rested with the air division. Also, C-130 aircrews were directed to check
in with local terminal agencies upon landing in Vietnam, to assure “effec-
tive utilization of available space on the aircraft.” Thus until late 1964, use
of the C-130s within Vietnam followed four modes: (1) by advance
request through the logistics section to the MACV Western Pacific Trans-
portation Office; (2) by placing loads on aircraft scheduled to make a
second in-country stop en route to out-country locations; (3) by request to
the 315th Air Division for diversions; and (4) emergency diversions,
primarily medical evacuations.%4

Of extreme importance, these events affected the development of the
C-130 force in the United States. Largely in reaction to the Army’s argu-
ment for airmobile warfare, the Air Force pressed ahead with projects
designed to improve the tactical capabilities of its C~130s. Meanwhile, the
Air Force tested in field exercises the ability of its transports to deploy and
sustain ground armies through an all-air line of communications. This
experience helped earn for the Air Force a standoff in the service fight and
helped shape the future employment of the C—130s in Vietnam.

Although excellent airdrop characteristics had been designed into the
C-130, weakness remained in making drops in bad weather. During the
1950s a systematic method for computing parachute ballistics and descent
winds was introduced, and combat control team personnel received inten-
sive training as pathfinders on drop zones. A special task force set up at
Sewart Air Force Base, Tenn., in early 1963 completed the testing of a new
system of in-trail, low-level formation tactics, designed to overcome all but
the lowest ceilings and to minimize exposure to hostile ground fire. All
TAC and PACAF C-130s accordingly received Doppler radar equipment
with an automatic position computer, designed to assist the navigator in his

141



Airlifters in Vietnam employed a variety
of delivery systems.

Containerized delivery, 1964.

Low-altitude parachute
extraction system.

Parachute of a normal cargo drop
dwarfs a Special Forces member.




AIRLIFT SYSTEM 1963-1964

rigorous low-level tasks. A requisite for reliable drops, however, remained
visual sighting of the drop zone.

An alternative to the paradrop method was the extraction of loads
from transports flying just above the ground. The ground proximity extrac-
tion system (GPES) consisted of a hook-and-cable arrangement. The air-
craft flew low so that its hook (connected to the cargo) snagged a ground
cable stretched across the path of flight. Water-twister energy absorbers,
attached to the steel cable, decelerated the load after extraction. The sys-
tem resembled that used for arresting aircraft landing on carriers. A Sewart
task force tested the extraction system, and about eighty-five C-130 at-
tempts averaging four tons per extraction, were performed during Exercise
Swift Strike III in 1963. A demonstration at Tan Son Nhut in March 1963
was unimpressive, as the hook failed to engage on the first two passes.
The ground proximity system promised precision delivery of heavy loads,

" but required prepositioning of ground equipment and recovery of heavy
platforms for reuse. Its reliability unproven, the extraction equipment was
removed from Vietnam in June 1963.%¢

In early 1964, a self-contained extraction system known as the low-
altitude parachute extraction system (LAPES) was tested at Eglin. A
C-130 could deliver three eight thousand-pound loads in successive passes
and each load was pulled from the aircraft by an extraction parachute
released by the aircrew. Landing-gear wheels remained extended while
performing the drop, thus avoiding damage in case an aircraft accidently
contacted the ground. In a later exercise, LAPES was used to deliver
GPES ground equipment, proving the greater utility of the former. Both
LAPES and GPES were tested with C—123s, but a crash during GPES
delivery ended the effort, except for light loads.8”

A continuous goal was to improve the ability of the C—130 to operate
into short and unimproved airstrips. Assault-landing techniques were re-
fined in troop carrier units and the Joint Chiefs directed the extraordinary
effort be made to qualify all C-130 crews for assault work. Airlanded
operations at forward positions became a feature of the successive joint
exercises during the period. Tests for modifying the C-130 fleet with
various landing-gear improvements, an antiskid braking system, more pow-
erful engines, and a structural beefup prompted agreement within TAC that
these were worthy of long-term and future funding.®

Later, airlift commanders bringing with them their TAC knowledge
for using the C-130s in forward areas stressed the importance of the
1963-1964 joint exercises in the United States. But disagreement among
the services continued in late 1964, and several developments appeared
irreversible. One was the acceptance of the Army’s helicopter airmobile
idea, strengthened by the acknowledged usefulness of the helicopters in
Vietnam. Another was the undeniable competence of the Air Force’s
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C-130 force for theater and many forward supply tasks.®® The strong
airlift system in Vietnam represented another fait accompli, essentially
mirroring the Air Force’s doctrine of centralization and ruling out any
compromise negating the existence of the Southeast Asia Airlift System.
Ambiguities persisted, however. There remained the question of the role of
the Army’s Caribous and the Air Force’s cargo helicopters, the latter re-
vived for the 1964 tests. Subsequent Air Force programs for expanding the
C-130 force to thirty-two squadrons reflected the immediate desire to
strengthen transoceanic capabilities, but the ultimate effect was to enlarge
the force available for heavy use within Vietnam. Meanwhile, the evolving
airlift control methods and the improved forward area capabilities of the
C-130 could be expected to influence future airlift activities in Vietnam.?®

The incidents in the Gulf of Tonkin on August 2 and 4, 1964, brought
a strong American response, including air strikes against North Vietnam.
Air Force strike aircraft (F—100s and B-57s) were sent for the first time
to bases in South Vietnam, while Japan-based fighters moved to Thailand.
The Tactical Air Command dispatched three fighter squadrons across the
Pacific, along with forty-four C-130s under Project One Buck.

The One Buck C-130s were drawn from the 314th, 463d, and 516th
Troop Carrier Wings, located respectively at Sewart, Langley, and Dyess
Air Force Bases. The transfer order came during the night of August 4/5,
and the first aircraft took off before dawn. The Pacific crossings were
performed routinely. The 130s hauled support personnel and equipment
for themselves and some of the fighter units. Theater missions under the
315th Air Division’s operational control began on August 10. One
C-130B squadron operated from Clark and another from Naha. But
twelve C—130Es of the 516th returned to Dyess on the eleventh, after each
aircraft had flown at least one mission to Vietnam.”

The two new squadrons quickly reduced the backlog of accumulated
cargo resulting during the Southeast Asia buildup. In two weeks, beginning
on August 5, two thousand tons of cargo were airlifted from Clark in more
than three hundred flights. Maintenance and aerial port personnel, along
with additional communications and control center personnel, shifted from
elsewhere within the 315th Air Division to Clark. Also, for three weeks, all
Japan-based C-124s operated from Clark. Heavy rains, billeting short-
ages, and inadequate equipment for cargo handling at Clark contributed to
the hectic state of affairs.??

Shortly before the Tonkin Gulf affair MACV had concluded that the

144



AIRLIFT SYSTEM 1963-1964

Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara at Tan Son Nhut, 1964.

Southeast Asia Airlift System was saturated and requested a fourth C—123
squadron. Since the beginning of the year the C-123s had consistently
flown above the allotted sixty aircraft hours monthly, and sapped any
capability for future increases. As an interim measure, MACV requested
the temporary assignment to the 2d Air Division of four C—130s, “until
C-123s are in place.” During late July, several 315th Air Division 130s
operated from Tan Son Nhut for periods of approximately four days, but
on August 8 (one day after McNamara had approved the placement of a
fourth C-123 squadron) the Joint Chiefs directed CINCPAC to assign
eight C-130s to Vietnam for a four- to six-month tour. A somewhat
different arrangement, favored by 315th Air Division and concurred in by
MACYV, was actually put in effect, although the same result was achieved.
All C-130s continued to operate from their offshore locations, but they
were applied to in-country backlogs by scheduling or diverting overwater
missions to make multiple stops within Vietnam. The scheme avoided the
need for a substantial C-130 support establishment within Vietnam, and
afforded flexibility in meshing intratheater and in-country schedules. Oper-
ational control remained with the 315th Division. Frequently, aircraft and
crews remained overnight in Vietnam, and on several occasions they de-
ployed there for tours of about four days in duration. On some days during
the fall and winter, as many as twenty-five C-130 and C-124 aircraft
operated in Southeast Asia. In the view of the air division, the arrangement
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afforded “a rapid response and surge capability far beyond that of an
assigned force of eight C—130 aircraft positioned in RVN.”?

Secretary McNamara’s decision to assign a fourth C-123 squadron
caught TAC midway in its transfer of the C~123s from Pope to Hurlburt.
No unit was fully manned nor ready to depart. The first eight aircraft and
crews left Hurlburt for Vietnam on September 23, and were followed four
weeks later by a second similar flight. The crewmen were primarily those
who had recently completed pipeline training. The new unit was designated
the 19th Air Commando Squadron and was activated October 1, 1964, at
Tan Son Nhut.™

Widespread flooding in November and December blocked surface
travel over much of Vietnam and necessitated hundreds of humanitarian
relief airlifts. Flooding was most severe about Quang Ngai, but emergency
deliveries extended as far north as Da Nang and as far south as Phan
Thiet. Additional C-130 missions were scheduled and a special arrange-
ment was put into effect, allowing the Tan Son Nhut airlift control center
to schedule all C—130s transiting Vietnam to make an additional “up-
country” stop without consultation with the 315th Air Division. Heavy
clouds and wet runways daily challenged the aircrews as sortie totals
climbed. The airlift system accepted the extra mission load without change
to its normal mode of operation, although saturation of ramp space and
aerial ports at some points reduced efficiency. The system retained its
capacity for responsiveness and, when an unexpected unit movement arose
during the morning takeoffs on November 17, nine C—123s shifted over to
the new task with little confusion.”

The intensive flying activity of the early weeks gradually declined for
the One Buck crews. A rotational system was introduced and during De-
cember the Dyess wing became responsible for replacing aircraft and crews
at Naha, and the Sewart wing at Clark. Weekly, one C-130E aircraft and
two aircrews arrived as replacements. Maintenance personnel served two-
month tours at the Far East locations. The Pacific C-130 force thus
stabilized at four permanent and two rotational squadrons.™

By the end of 1964, the Air Force had proven its organizational skills,
having established in South Vietnam a productive, responsive, and ex-
pansible airlift system. The excellent qualities of the C-123 for combat-
zone employment had been proven, and C—130s had been employed on a
small scale without difficulty. Transport aviation plainly afforded a superb
means for moving and sustaining military forces in Vietnam; it also ap-
peared, however, that airlift could neither force the enemy to fight in
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unfavorable circumstances nor compel the loyalty of the South Vietnamese
people to their government. The year 1964 brought political uncertainty to
Vietnam and a rising tempo of Viet Cong activity, causing MACV to
conclude that “the motivation differential apparently has shifted signifi-
cantly in favor of the Viet Cong.”?"
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The rugged central highlands of Vietnam.
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VILI. Air Supply of
Special Forces

The hills and plateaus of the central highlands occupied most of the
interior of South Vietnam, reaching from the Saigon plain to the northern
border of the country. From the air, the highlands had a great natural
beauty, a rugged terrain blanketed by the greenest of grasses and forests.
Narrow waterways cut toward the sea; villages and signs of cultivation
were scattered. The airman landing in the highlands often found dry and
relatively cool air, a welcome change from the humidity of Saigon.

About five percent of South Vietnam’s population lived in the area.
Many were tribal peoples, Montagnards, accustomed to primitive agricul-
tural methods and resentful toward Vietnamese rule and colonization,
Communist forces easily crisscrossed the region’s long and indistinct
borders with Laos and Cambodia. The highlands thus became a vast neu-
tral arena within which the communists could train and equip combat
forces, evading or offering combat at will. The desirability of challenging
the Viet Cong in the interior thus appeared clear to allied planners, aware
of the success of small unit techniques against guerrillas in Malaya.

Transportation though presented special problems. Before 1961, cer-
tain South Vietnamese posts in the mountains could be reinforced only by
man-carried supplies. But supply parties were frequently ambushed, and
many posts had to be abandoned.! Nevertheless, encouraged by the Amer-
icans, the Saigon government in late 1961 planned major military activities
in the highlands using U.S. Army Special Forces teams as both local or-
ganizers and instructors. Partly from the example of the British in Malaya,
the new camps were to be supplied principally by air.

Support of the Special Forces camps had been a major aspect of the
earlier Farm Gate C—47 Skytrain operation. Later, the American C-123
Providers assisted in the supply effort and, as airlift requirements steadily
increased, they undertook an increasing share of the load. New techniques
for air supply were developed and new airfields came into being. The
supply of remote camps became, by the end of 1964, the most significant
contribution of the Air Force transports in Vietnam.

During 1961 the Americans urged the Saigon government to try a new
approach in the highlands. Their general idea was to win the loyalty of the
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tribesmen and to give them weapons for use against the communists. Al-
though Diem hesitated to arm the Montagnards, pilot operations for the
Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) project began in late 1961. U.S.
Army Special Forces troops, the Gréen Berets, whose potential for counter-
inisurgency held the personal interest of President Kennedy, were active in
the field effort. Twelve-man Special Forces detachments (known as
A—teams) went to selected villages, lived among the tribesmen, and won
their cooperation by providing medical care, firearms, and the initiative for
starting civic improvement projects. At each camp, local CIDG forces were
recruited, equipped, and trained for self-defense. The hope was that each
camp or area development center would become a nucleus for self-defense
forces in nearby hamlets and for a regional strike force capable of offensive
counterguerrilla action. The program proposed to make the highlands
dangerous for the communists without introducing large numbers of non-
Montagnard troops.?

In December 1961, American and South Vietnamese Special Forces
troops entered the relatively well-populated plain about Ban Me Thuot and
launched a pilot CIDG effort. Their success was immediate. By mid-1962,
self-defense forces existed in some seventy lightly fortified villages, and a
four hundred-man mobile strike force was in being. Secretary McNamara
reported to the President that as a result of the enterprise thirty Viet Cong
had been killed and sixty had defected; on the other hand, CIDG recruits
had lost in combat only one of their two thousand weapons. At year’s end,
twenty-eight Special Forces A-teams were present in Vietnam, most of
them engaged in the CIDG program in the highlands. Over twenty thou-
sand self-defense and strike force troops had been trained. The results
fortified American determination to expand the program.?

The CIDG program came under the direction of the combined studies
division (CSD), a CIA operational agency located in Saigon under the
supervision of the American ambassador. The operations center could
communicate by radio with the Special Forces camps, facilitating its opera-
tional control of the teams. American logistical support for the program
was handled entirely apart from the procurement and distribution of ma-
teriel for the Vietnamese army. Air shipment originated either at the
division’s supply depot in Saigon or from a forward supply facility estab-
lished at Da Nang. The division controlled its own small air transport
force, primarily composed of civilian contract aircraft. The Farm Gate
C-47s and occasionally the Mule Train C-123s supplemented the non-
military transports for shipments out of Saigon, while the C-123 detach-
ment at Da Nang served the camps in the northern region.*

The Farm Gate airlifters from the start worked harmoniously in the
CIDG program, building upon the earlier cooperation between Jungle Jim
and the Special Forces in the United States. For the C—47 crews, the flying
day usually began with a short flight from Bien Hoa to Tan Son Nhut.
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Vietnamese laborers moved the cargo from the warehouse and loaded the
aircraft under American supervision. Each bundle was marked with its
accurate weight, unlike much air cargo shipped in Vietnam. During the fall
of 1962, Capt. James Hampton, a Farm Gate copilot, spearheaded the
construction of elevated loading platforms ih an old hangar, thus permit-
ting loadings at Bien Hoa and eliminating some of the flights to Tan Son
Nhut. During 1962 the Farm Gate C—47s spent about one-fourth of their
total effoit, approximately 650 sorties, in behalf of the Special Forces. The
C-123 contribution, meanwhile, gradually increased and by year’s end
roughly matched that of Farm Gate.5

A continuing issue was the question of using organic Army transports
for the CIDG and Special Forces supply effort. During 1962 the Army
proposed the creation of a Special Forces aviation brigade ih the United
States, and a unit equipped with Caribous, helicopters, and other craft was

formed on a test basis at Fort Bragg, North Carolina. MACYV in October
recommended to CINCPAC that twenty-four Army aircraft (including
four Caribous) be assigned as organic aircraft to Special Forces in Viet-
nam for emergency supply operations. General Anthis vigorously opposed
the recommendation, citing the capabilities of Farm Gate and Mule Train,
and the acknowledged satisfaction with the Air Force’s past performance.
CINCPAC on Noveémber 2 rejected the MACV recommendation, raising
as an dlternative the possibility of introducing additional Air Force air-
craft. Admiral Felt during a conference at Saigon on January 10, 1963,
reaffirmed his strong opposition to the creation of a “private air force” for
the Special Forces.® .

With the transfer of the CIDG project from CIA to Army control, the
Special Forces logistics system went through a changeover period in early
and mid-1963. The coastal base at Nha Trang was selected as a site for a
new headquarters designated the U.S. Army Special Forces (Provisional),
Vietnam,* and for a Special Forces logistics support center. While harigar
construction and depot stockage proceeded at Nha Trang, the C-123s and
C-47s gradually took over the workload of the nonmilitary transports in
hauling CSD materiel from Saigon.” The average monthly tonnages hauled
for the defense group project during the first half of 1963 reveal the shift-
ing effort:8

Airland  Airdrop

315th Troop Carrier Group (C-123) 1036 52
Farm Gate (C-47) 297 199
CSD (nonmilitary aircraft phased _

out in May, a four-month average) 51 13
Army (Caribou) 126 2

* Henceforth called Special Forces, Vietnam, in this study.
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Although the C-123s thus claimed a larger share of the overall workload,
Farm Gate C—47s flew twenty-five hundred Special Forces support sorties
in 1963, more than triple the 1962 figure and approximately half the unit’s
total sortie effort for the year.?

The logistics support center moved from Saigon to Nha Trang during
June 1963, occupying four newly constructed warehouses. The CIDG and
Special Forces logistics pipeline, activated on July 1, began with procure-
ment of items in the United States or in the Far East. Materiel moved to
the Army’s counterinsurgency support office in Okinawa, for further ship-
ment by sea, and offloading at Nha Trang. Certain high-priority cargo
moved into Vietnam by C-130. Although truck or boat convoys were
sometimes used, over eighty percent of the materiel léft Nha Trang by
American military air transportation.

The teams in the field made known their supply needs by radio, and
response was good. Packaged weapons, ammunition, and supplies, kept at
Nha Trang and the forward supply points, were available for next-day air
delivery. Standard bundles were rigged for immediate loading for emer-
gency drops and, if necessary, the composition of bundles could be altered
slightly at the last minute.

In some respects the logistics system seemed wasteful, because of its
loose accountability and indeed of the almost exclusive reliance on expen-
sive air delivery. On the other hand, the wish to hold down the American
presence argued against placing storekeeper and aircraft maintenance men
at field locations, and against the use of escorted land convoys. The air
logistics apparatus thus fit the physical and psychological coloration of the
CIDG venture, well exploiting the special characteristics of air transport.1®

Agreement on a pattern of future irregular defense group air resupply
was reached at a Saigon meeting on March 7, 1963. Present were the
MACYV logistics chief and the respective commanders of the 315th Group
and Special Forces, Vietnam. The Air Force representatives agreed to
provide a regular airlift allocation of twenty tons daily, primarily using the
C-123s of the 315th Group, but supplemented by Farm Gate for limited
loads and for airdrops into small drop zones. Any additional airlift require-
ments would be handled by routine request, allocation, and scheduling
procedures under MACV Directive 42. The 315th Group was to give the
Special Forces confirmation of the next day’s mission schedule by noon
daily, a commitment strongly desired by the Special Forces to allow teams
time to prepare to receive loads. The scheduling information was to be
obtained through a newly designated transport liaison officer, a qualified
airlift specialist to be attached to the Special Forces at Nha Trang.!!
Agreeing to make available sufficient ships and crews to meet the daily
twenty-ton commitment, the Air Force began a rotational system, keeping
two Farm Gate C—47s and three 315th Group C-123s at Nha Trang. For
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PACAF, the Special Forces support effort had “the highest priority in
RVN.”12

The transport liaison officer at Nha Trang proved useful for local
coordination and mutual understanding. In addition, a 315th Group trans-
port movement control detachment, established on July 1, 1963, served as
a control post and agency for further coordination at Nha Trang. Approx-
imately six overworked temporary duty officers and men manned the con-
trol post until permanently assigned personnel arrived during 1964. The
control post remained open sixteen hours a day, using adequate if cramped
working space provided by the Special Forces. Each mission originating at
Nha Trang required close control, particularly airdrops, since errors in
coordination could easily result in a failure to complete delivery at the
receiving end. The control detachment maintained folders containing pho-
tographs and descriptions of the various drop zones and landing strips, and
briefed aircrews for each mission. Like most detachments in Vietnam, the
Nha Trang control post was inconvenienced by unreliable outside com-
munications, receiving notices of inbound aircraft from other points usually
after the planes had landed. The control personnel sometimes accompanied
supply flights, which made them more conscious of problems in the field
and in the ajr,13

Ramp space at Nha Trang for parking and loading aircraft was
limited. An additional ramp space was completed only in late 1964, with
further construction programmed for the accommodation of a full C-123
squadron. Aircraft loadings were mostly performed by Vietnamese, but
supervised by the small Air Force aerial port detachment and Special
Forces personnel. 1

The high competence of the troop carrier aircrews engaged in Special
Forces work was indisputable. Supervisors assigned only the more able
pilots of the 315th Group to Nha Trang rotation, recognizing the hazardous
and demanding nature of many irregular defense group missions. Pilots
new to Vietnam flew routine missions out of Tan Son Nhut for several
months. Only when they were deemed sufficiently skilled did the new-
comers enter the Nha Trang rotation, accompanying an instructor or highly
qualified pilot. Certified only after several missions, they then became
eligible for subsequent rotational duty. Many individuals advanced to in-
structor status midway through their tour in Vietnam. Similarly, newly
assigned C—47 pilots joined the Nha Trang rotation only in the final stages
of their in-country checkout.15

" An aircrew at Nha Trang typically flew two missions daily, each

involving a round trip to a detachment location. Missions sometimes in-
volved small deliveries to two or three different points. Except for an
occasional flare mission or a night emergency supply request, flying was
entirely a daytime endeavor, since defense group sites lacked lights for
night landings. The noon meal, usually a sandwich or an inflight ration,

153



TACTICAL AIRLIFT

was gulped down whenever possible. At the forward locations, periods of
heat and dust alternated with drizzle and mud, so that airmen appreciated a
hot shower and cold brew upon returning to Nha Trang each evening.

Missions generally entailed the most demanding techniques. Those
aspects marking routine airlift work in Vietnam—the reliance on the air-
crew’s judgment and resourcefulness, the absence of instrument and
navigation aids, and the communications difficulties—all of these were
intensified in Special Forces work. The C-123s regularly landed at air-
strips having less than two thousand feet of runway, and at other sites they
encountered an assortment of hazards. Navigators customarily accom-
panied both airland and drop missions, performing dead-reckoning naviga-
tion, plotting radio bearings, and working with the pilots in mapreading.'®

A crew’s rotational tour at Nha Trang varied in length from several
days to as long as three weeks. Crewmen found the duty both pleasant and
professionally satisfying. Billeting arrangements varied from time to time,
but were excellent in the American MAAG compound near the beach.
There, coastal breezes offered a relief not found in Saigon and Bien Hoa.
Aircrews concluded that the Air Force kitchen was unsanitary and the
dining hall too crowded. They therefore often dined in the French seafood
restaurants in town or at the Special Force’s mess. Relations between the
airlifters and the Green Berets were excellent, and the latter generously
shared their resources, including five Army vehicles lent to the Nha Trang
airlift detachment for local transportation. The Air Force ingratiated itself
by bringing privately purchased copies of recent magazines and newspapers
to the camps, and by giving briefings to Special Forces personnel newly
arrived in Vietnam. The aircrews stressed their service’s emergency airlift
and air strike resources available at the field. Special Forces officers often
warmly praised the work of the airlifters, and each came to recognize the
voice of the other during their radio communications.*”

Airlanded delivery was preferable to delivery by parachute. Parachute
drops had several disadvantages, among them the need for special rigging,
the possibility of breakage or loss, and the inconvenience for ground per-
sonnel in recovering loads. Thus, where airstrips were sufficiently long and
the surface dry, cargo was delivered by landing. Caribous landed at places
inaccessible to the C—123s and C—47s, but the loss of two Caribous on
soft strips at Buon Mi Ga and Tra My in 1963 indicated that there was
need for more judicious employment. When the Caribous were unable to
land, Special Forces logistics personnel often requested helicopter delivery
from U.S. Army regional advisors. Distance and weight of cargo often
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made helicopter use impractical, however, and often all helicopters were
fully committed to other tasks. The work which remained was left for
airdrop by fixed-wing transports. The Farm Gate C—47s performed most
of the drop missions out of Nha Trang, while the C-123s concentrated
upon their specialty of delivering heavier loads into. short fields, The
C-123s at Da Nang, however, engaged in considerable airdropping to
the northern camps. On rare occasions, when a single very heavy item was
to be airdropped, such as a bulldozer, a C-130 flew to Vietnam for the
mission,18
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Gen. Jacob E. Smart, PACAF
commander, (left) and Army
Lt. Gen. William C.
Westmoreland on the flight
fine at Tan Son Nhut, 1964.

Special Forces members
release a live cow dropped
by parachute at Phu Tuc.

C-47 crews supporting U.S. Army Special Forces.
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Courtesy: U.S. Army
An Army Special Forces team contacts a village chief and his assistant (left). Soldiers in
“tiger suits" are Vietnamese members of the strike force.
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Courtesy: U.S. Army
Montagnards disembark from an

American transport hear the strategic
hamlet of Buon Chay, January 1973.

Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor, chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, on a tour of
Tan Son Nhut, 1963. General Taylor is
accompanied by Maj. Gen. Victor H.
Krulak, Special Assistant to the JCS
(left), and Maj. Gen. Rollen H. Anthis,
commander, 2nd Air Division (right).
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Although the Farm Gate C—47 unit was from the start well prepared
for supply drop work, neither the Mule Train aircraft nor their crews were
initially ready to undertake cargo drops. Except for a small test project, the
only such C-123 air activity at Pope had been the drop of paratroops.
During their first month in Vietnam, the Mule Train crews went through a
fast retraining program designed to revive their techniques for dropping
moderate-sized cargo loads.®

U.S. Army advisors supervised Vietnamese personnel in packaging
materials for airdrop and rigging of parachutes. During flight the aircrew
loadmaster had responsibility for the cargo, but two or three Special Forces
troops or Vietnamese assistants helped in pushing out the bundles. Loads
generally included ammunition, foodstuffs, and other essential items. When
dropping livestock, the larger animals were bundled into crude wicker
baskets fitted with parachutes, and went out over the tailgate along with
everything else; the unusual sight of the creatures descending by parachute
occasioned many comments.?

Drop accuracy was important, since the zones were small, often only
a limited clearing within a fortified perimeter. Cargo falling into the jungle
was frequently captured by the Viet Cong. For accuracy, C-123 crews
released cargo from comparatively low altitudes, about four hundred feet.
Computed ballistics solutions were thus unimportant and accuracy depend-
ed mainly upon the visual judgment of the pilot. The navigator assisted in
identifying the drop zone and in providing wind information. The para-
chute was supposed to open slightly above ground level, pulling the load
upright just before impact and thus reducing impact shock.* After each
release, the pilot climbed to about one thousand feet, then returned to the
initial point for the next pass. Alertness was vital to avoid terrain hazards
and pilots learned to vary patterns. One C-123 received fourteen hits on
its sixth pass over a drop zone, after it had made five unchallenged runs
over the same path. The family of tactics developed in Vietnam were
taught in the Pope and Hurlburt training programs.?!

These methods helped to reduce exposure of transport aircraft to
hostile fire. But in addition, Vietnamese fighter planes usually escorted drop
missions, deterring, and often silencing Viet Cong ground fire. Coordina-
tion of fighter and airlift schedules was sometimes a problem, and transport
crews complained that the escort fighters were sometimes too far away to
respond when needed. A new tactic was adopted in early 1964. Two fight-
ers flew crossing patterns in front of and below the transport while two
other fighters orbited behind. Upon encountering fire, the transport crew
immediately dispatched smoke bombs or flares and marked the location for

* Both C—47s and C-123s also made successful low-level free-fall drops of
clothing, rice, and construction materials.
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the fighters. The 315th Group crews fastened flare pistols to the side of
their aircraft, and fired the pistols by attached lanyards.22
The absence of FM radios in the transport cockpits precluded radio
communication between aircrews and the irregular defense group locations.
The latter possessed battery powered sets similar to those provided to the
Vietnamese army. A small number of PRC-10 and PRC-25 receiver-
transmitter radios became available for makeshift use in the transports.
Battery unreliability, problems in manual tuning, and confusion over fre-
quencies were frequent. Vietnamese radio operators sometimes accom-
panied missions, but knowing little English they were of only slight help.
Visual signals at the drop zone sometimes sufficed—colored smoke by day,
and signal fires at night. The Viet Cong learned to display decoy lights at
night, and thus added to the difficulty of night drops. As a consequence,
loads were occasionally dropped with gross inaccuracy. Permanent installa-
tion of airborne FM equipment was programmed for a later date, but Air
Force crewmen remained sharply critical of the incompatibility in radio
equipment which prevented airdrop crews from communicating with men
on the ground.23 :
Most of the time, Special Forces personnel warmly praised the work
of the transport crews. The Farm Gate C-47s were consistently successful
in their drops. The C-123s received occasional criticism because of errors
in crew coordination, cargo handling, or in drop-zone identification. Re-
straining straps and hooks broke on several occasions, causing premature
releases. Loads could be destroyed if crews released from too low an
altitude to permit full chute deployment; more often damage resulted from
faulty rigging. Errors were most likely to occur on emergency missions
when briefings and mission preparation were curtailed, U.S. Army Caribou
crews, flying Special Forces drops out of Da Nang in 1963, met with
similar problems. Caribou drop tactics were similar to those of the
C-123s, including the pullup at release and the free-fall method. Rivalry
with the Army aircraft helped to stimulate efforts within the 315th Group
and the 2d Air Division to overcome the C-123 difficulties.2¢
Subsequent developmental projects in Vietnam and in the United
States brought improvements to airlift capabilities. Most focused on the
kinds of rigorous tasks required of Special Forces missions, and some prom-
ised improvements benefiting the whole range of C-123 and C—47 work.
Of much potential significance was the YC-123H, an adaptation of
the C-123B, with improved qualities for shortfield and forward area work.
Senior Air Force officers visited Vietnam in early 1962 and reported that
the standard C-123B was “ideal for this type of warfare,” but they took
note of the aircraft’s limited engine power, which held down the size of safe
payloads, particularly in mountainous areas. The visitors also criticized
the relatively high landing pressure which precluded operations on the
softer strips. The YC-~123H incorporated auxiliary jet engines on pylons
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mounted outboard of the main engines, a drag parachute to reduce land-
ing roll, and wider-track landing gear with larger tires and wheels. These
changes improved the aircraft’s ability to deliver ten-ton payloads to short
strips. But flight-testing in the United States in the fall of 1962 indicated
that the improvements fell short of full expectations, and the Air Staff ten-
tatively recommended against costly retrofit of the C-123 fleet.

A single YC-123H was flown to Vietnam in January 1963 for addi-
tional testing. During a ten-week period of evaluation, the aircraft was
integrated into airlift system scheduling, and was used daily in whatever
activities best suited operational needs. Its increased payload capability
was regularly exploited, and many 315th Group pilots were most pleased
with the advantages of the improved landing gear in crosswinds and on soft
fields. Takeoff ground roll with maximum payload was cut aimost in half.
The test aircraft returned to the United States in May, and was destroyed
in an accident later in the year.2s

Official assessments of the H-model were generally favorable. Mid-
way through the test period, the 2d Air Division advised the Air Staff that
the aircraft was doing “excellent work.” In a message dated April 5, 1963,
prepared by Col. Leon M. Tannenbaum, the 315th Group commander,
General Anthis judged the YC-123H capable of satisfying the need for
shortfield transport capabilities. Further, the H-model could deliver in
four sorties tonnage equivalent to seven C-123 or fifteen Caribou flights.
The final test report prepared by the 2d Air Division stated that the aircraft
was “capable of fulfilling the majority of airlift requirements likely to be
encountered in the RVN,” and recommended acquiring sufficient H-models
for three squadrons. However, Harkins and Osmanski at MACYV officially
disagreed, and concluded that the need for the H~model was insufficient
since few airfields in Vietnam could support sustained heavyweight deliv-
eries. On December 23, 1963, at a time when forces in Vietnam were being
reduced, the Air Staff determined that “the USAF has no further interest
in modification of C~123B to YC-123H configuration.”2¢

Another project sought to provide the air transport fleet with all-
weather paradrop capability in South Vietnam. Much effort was devoted to
tests of the British-designed Decca navigation system, consisting of a chain
of one master and two slave ground stations that furnished the aircrew
continual positioning information. The airborne equipment gave a pen-and-
ink tracing across a terrain chart located in the cockpit. Ground stations
were installed in late 1962 near Vung Tau, Phan Thiet, and Tay Ninh, and
eighteen C-123s received the airborne components, as well as a small
number of C-47s, B-26s, and helicopters.?”

But Decca results were disappointing. Aircrews had trouble receiving
the signals, malfunctions were frequent, and readings were sometimes
grossly erroneous. The accuracy rate of 113 feet average was acceptable on
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those rare occasions when actual drops were possible, but this happened
only within a one hundred-mile range of the ground stations. Testing in the
United States with C-130s produced similar results. The final Decca fail-
ure occurred in September 1963 during a C—123 demonstration flight for
the new PACAF commander, Gen. Jacob E. Smart. The mission encoun-
tered a series of equipment malfunctions, and the general retired to the rear
cabin in apparent disgust. The Joint Chiefs ruled in August 1964 that the
Air Force should continue to operate the ground chain, primarily for use
by Army helicopters for whom the equipment was of some marginal
value,28
In contrast to the failure of the Decca system, the tactical air naviga-
tion (tacan) stations in Vietnam and Thailand gave convenient and reli-
able navigation assistance in instrument weather. In the tacan system, the
aircraft transmitted an interrogator pulse to a ground station, and received
~ back range and bearing information. Tacan was widely used by transport
and strike aircraft crews as an aid to navigation, but its accuracy was
inadequate for blind airdrops.? In addition, other devices investigated
were an airborne doppler system tested in Caribous and helicopters, radar
beacons and reflectors evaluated with the airborne radar of the 315th Air
Division C-130s in 1962, a tactical version of loran-C and shoran. The
idea of transmitting radio signals from drop zones claimed attention. The
Sarah homer, tested by the 315th Air Division in 1963, proved quite
satisfactory for this role except that signals became reduced in wooded
terrain. Fifty lightweight radio beacons had been issued the previous year
to Vietnamese units served primarily by the Caribous, but tests of two
newer types of radio beacons as aids in locating airstrips and drop zones
began the following year. None of this equipment received full endorse-
ment or entered into general use. The idea of using ground controlled
approach radar for guiding drops was not investigated, although such units
were in use at the major airfields. The all-weather airdrop problem, recog-
nized since World War II, but a chronic victim of deficient funding, re-
mained essentially unsolved.30

A byproduct of the CIDG program was an improved net of forward
airfields stretched over most of South Vietnam. Outlines of the airfield
system were already evident in 1961, when the Diem regime undertook a
construction program and recognized the importance of aviation in nation-
building. In existence at the time were improved fields near the major cities
and in outlying areas maintained formerly by French plantation owners.
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The national airport plan of 1960 called for the construction of seventy-
nine airfields capable of receiving C—47 Skytrains, and for 1961 the re-
gime optimistically claimed the existence of sixty fields, of which thirteen
were paved. Many were surfaced with laterite, a locally found hard crusty
soil of reddish color, which could be easily shaped and compacted. Dry
laterite could support aircraft as large as the C-130 Hercules, although
its load-bearing qualities degenerated rapidly during the wet season. In
selecting locations for new CIDG area development centers, the presence
of an airstrip was often a foremost consideration.3!

The Americans recognized the importance of forward airfields in the-
ater operations. Reflecting problems in forward airfield construction and
repair during the Korean War, AFM 1-9 called for an airfield apparatus
extending to forward zones and dedicated exclusively for air transport use
if possible. In subsequent joint exercises, the American services explored
the use of rapidly prepared airstrips in offensive assault operations, and the
Army’s Corps of Engineers developed a family of air transportable con-
struction equipment for this purpose. A defense department and Joint
Chiefs of Staff study group, foreseeing possible major ground operations in
the interior areas of Vietnam, called for the construction of additional
airstrips in late 1961.32

However, American funding for airfield construction in Vietnam dur-
ing the next two years provided mainly for improvements in existing fields.
The Vietnamese civilian directorate of air bases, meanwhile, slowly ex-
panded the number of C—47 fields under the national airport plan. The
Vietnamese army had a separate construction program which focused di-
rectly on airfields for supply of military units. In the nine-month period
ending with July 1963, the Vietnamese army engineers opened eighteen
new or rehabilitated strips with runways varying in length from thirteen
hundred to forty-five hundred feet and constructed of packed earth, al-
though at times further surfaced with laterite or gravel. At a few locations,
pierced steel or aluminum planking was laid down over laterite, giving the
fields wet-weather capabilities. Among the irregular defense group support
strips built in the central highlands by the Vietnamese engineers were those
at Dak Pek, Cung Son, and Mang Buk. Americans noted that modern earth
classification techniques were neglected, but the firm and usually well-
drained soils of the highlands eliminated most design and construction
pitfalls. The main problem was finding flat areas with unobstructed ap-
proaches. Unsatisfactory field design in the Mekong Delta area, however,
led to a series of airstrip failures, and even asphalt surfaces became spongy
and rutted under constant C-123 usage because of the softer subsoils.3?

Nearly all forward airfields lacked sufficient ramp parking space. If
two aircraft were scheduled into the same field, one often had to wait aloft
while the other completed offloading at the end of the runway. Some of the
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fields, especially those in mountainous areas near Laos, could be ap-
proached only with difficulty. At Kham Duc near the Laotian border
southwest of Da Nang, a steep hill blocked one end of the runway, so that
landings had to be executed in one direction and takeoffs in the other,
regardless of wind conditions. A project to lower the hill by bulldozer
began in 1963. Fifty miles to the north, the A Shau airstrip lay amid hill-
tops often obscured by clouds. This necessitated precarious low-level
approaches down the length of the valley. Dak To, south of Kham Duc,
had claimed a C-123 and its crew in 1963. All three locations—Dak To,
Kham Duc, and A Shau—supported Special Forces A-teams and all three
sites earned at an early date unpleasant reputations among troop carrier
airmen.3*
The question of the number of airfields usable by each type of trans-
port became entwined with service disputes over roles and capabilities.
Early lists of airfields usable by C-123s sometimes considered only strip
length, neglecting sustained load-bearing capacity. Whether or not a par-
ticular airfield was suitable usually depended on the degree of safety and
the extent of usage envisioned. During March 1962, a Mule Train crew led
by Capt. Carl Wyrick, with two officers from the 315th Air Division, flew
survey missions to dozens of airstrips in Vietnam, including some of very
doubtful suitability. The survey classified about 75 fields as “usable” by the
C-123s. An earlier survey team had been less optimistic and used more
stringent criteria, and its report had been rejected by General Anthis. In
August 1963, of the 175 airfields in South Vietnam listed by MACV, the
C-123s were actually using 68, most of which exceeded two thousand feet
in length. Thereafter, the number of fields actually used by this aircraft
increased by fifty percent each year, reflecting expansion of the CIDG
effort and the continuing airfield construction program, Many of these
airstrips became important in later years, serving as airheads for sustained
allied offensive ground and airmobile operations.?s
The volume of Special Forces air transport activity gradually ex-
panded as the number of CIDG camps increased in 1964. Each new twelve-
man detachment required airlift of about 60 tons of equipment and sup-
plies during its first six weeks, followed by 17 tons per month thereafter.
Airlifted tonnages reached 2,147 during July 1964 and 2,410 tons the next
October. The July figure included 495 tons delivered by parachute and free-
fall drop, nearly double the amount dropped a year earlier. Of the July
tonnage, sixty-one percent was loaded at Nha Trang, twenty-four percent
at Da Nang, ten percent at Saigon, and four percent at Can Tho. Compared
with the 2,147 tons airlifted in July, land and water shipments within the
Special Forces system totaled 282 and 107 tons respectively. The truck
hauls were mainly out of Pleiku, while water movements were primarily
between Nha Trang and Da Nang, and from Can Tho to delta camps.
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Nearly all cargo reaching the Special Forces distribution system now ar-
rived at Nha Trang by sea from Okinawa or by coastal vessel from Saigon,
and less than one percent entered Vietnam by air.3¢

Like the irregular defense group program, the associated airlift effort
had important civic action aspects. The American transports were highly
visible, threatened no harm, and represented a source of food and medi-
cines. They even served as a kind of a civil airline because of a liberal
American policy of allowing civilians to ride as passengers. Ships returning
empty to Nha Trang and Da Nang often carried passengers approved by
the local district chief.3?

The Special Forces and civilian defense groups gained an additional
mission starting in late 1963, when they were made responsible for screen-
ing and reconnoitering the Laotian and Cambodian border areas. Border
surveillance sites, previously established under the combined studies divi-
sion, were converted to the CIDG system, and the personnel assigned to
the latter were to be trained by Vietnamese Special Forces teams, assisted
by Americans. During 1964, the civilian defense group’s border control
role gradually supplanted the group’s earlier emphasis upon building local
self-defense units, and a pronounced shift of locations took place. By year’s
end, most A-teams were positioned near the western border to screen the
southern third of the country. Their results were not impressive. One com-
pany-sized CIDG patrol unit existed for each twenty-eight miles of border,
and they were spread too thin either to halt enemy infiltration or to provide
more than fragmentary intelligence.?®

Another reorientation grew from the appealing idea of using CIDG
teams for offensive long-range patrol activity, entering areas previously
safe for the Viet Cong. Defense teams could operate either independently
or as reconnaissance forces in advance of helicopter-borne rangers or in-
fantry. Such efforts within the borders of Vietnam were disappointing in
1963 and 1964, but the idea was pressed strongly by Secretary Mc-
Namara and Gen. Maxwell D. Taylor during their 1964 visits to Saigon.
This idea was further plainly reflected in a letter of instructions sent by the
new 5th Special Forces Group to all operational detachments on November
3, 1964. The letter stated that CIDG strike forces should seek *“‘continuous
offensive counterguerrilla operations.”3?

Airdrop supply of offensive strike force patrols presented special
problems due to the extremely irregular terrain found in many parts of
the highlands and the scarcity of cleared spaces for use as drop zones. The
supply activity required highly accurate airdrop methods, a pickup capabil-
ity, containers for free-fall delivery, and inexpensive disposable parachutes.
The Caribous dominated in this role throughout 1964, because their
smaller cargo capacity better matched the loads required. Although patrols
could often not be seen from the air because of the jungle canopy, com-
munication by radio was generally possible. The patrol usually displayed

164



SUPPLY OF SPECIAL FORCES

smoke to mark the drop zone, preferably a stream bed or open ridge,
though on occasions drops were made into the trees. Crews refined ac-
curacy by adjusting the release point on successive passes.10

Although Army Pentagon officials pressed the government for an
authorization of their own air arm within the Army’s Special Forces struc-
‘ture, until late 1964 Caribou transports in Vietnam were not dedicated for
Special Forces use. The aircraft were generally scheduled by the respective
corps senior advisors, who made planes available to Special Forces only
upon particular mission request or on an opportune basis. Special Forces
personnel, including the commander of Special Forces, Vietnam, expressed
dissatisfaction with this arrangement, since the Caribous were sometimes
unavailable and were in any case subject to cancellation. Late cancella-
tions were especially undesirable, since at some camps personnel had to
make short but dangerous overland trips to rendezvous with the aircraft.
Special Forces logistics officers thus preferred to depend on the C-123s
and C-47s. As a result, the customary service positions were oddly re-
versed. The Air Force provided a dedicated airlift service, while the Army
made its aircraft available through a daily allocations process.4!

During November 1964, one Australian and three U.S. Army Caribou
aircraft moved to Nha Trang from the 92d Aviation Company at Qui
Nhon to supplement the Air Force rotational force. The Caribou augmen-
tation had been requested by the Special Forces command, claiming the
Caribou superior for landing on wet surfaces during the rainy season, and
for delivering supplies by low-level inflight extraction (LOLEX). Approx-
imately fifteen airfields normally serviced by the C-123, but “rendered
useless by rain,” were deemed accessible to the Caribou throughout the
year. At Nha Trang, the Air Force transport movement control and the
Army Caribou detachment pooled communications resources, combining
mission scheduling and ensuing functions. A senior Air Force movement
control officer in the combined activity quickly came to appreciate the
shortfield capability of the Caribou, viewing its role as complementary with
the C-123’s ability to haul ten thousand-pound generators and the 215-ton
trucks widely used throughout Vietnam. During December the Air Force
C-47s withdrew from Special Forces supply work, and the C—123 force at
Nha Trang was simultaneously increased to seven.#2

The success of the overall CIDG effort remains questionable. Ameri-
can confidence in the venture was high, as reflected in the spring 1964
decisions to double U.S. Special Forces manpower in Vietnam and to
convert from six-month temporary duty to one-year permanent assign-
ments. The revolt of Montagnard troops at five camps near Ban Me Thuot
in September 1964, however, not only slowed the momentum of the CIDG
strike team program, but also suggested serious weaknesses in the whole
CIDG effort.*3 The defense group’s strength at year’s end was 21,500,
located at forty-four sites.
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Assessments were more clearcut in evaluating the role of transport
aviation in supporting the CIDG program. The employment of the C-123
in Special Forces supply was easily that aircraft’s most rewarding use and
was an inexpensive byproduct of the larger roles for which the Providers
had come to Vietnam. In no other Southeast Asia activity did air transport
make a more direct or vital contribution. The dependence of the Special
Forces teams on air transportation was nearly total, given the scarcity of
roads and the skill of the enemy in ambush. If interservice disputes tinged
the Special Forces supply mission, the main effect was to strengthen Air
Force determination to provide the best possible service.** For most troop
carrier airmen, the experiences in Special Forces work were the most vivid
and satisfying of their military careers. The daily airmanship and dedica-
tion of the Air Force and Army aircrews in camp supply defy overstate-
ment.
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VIII. The Entry of
the C-130, 1965-1966

American leaders during the winter of 1964-1965 reached the
consensus that this nation’s policy was failing in Vietnam. They introduced
a new policy in February 1965 stressing a measured application of air
power against North Vietnam. Further decisions followed during the spring
and summer placing U.S. Army and Marine combat units in South Viet-
nam and employing them in mobile offensive operations. The enemy, too,
increased his involvement, and North Vietnamese formations appeared in
the south in increasing numbers, practicing a system of camouflaged tactics
and logistics made obligatory as a response to allied air power. The “war
without fronts” in South Vietnam thus continued and brought with it a
growing air mobility for allied ground troops.

The American’ buildup increased air transport requirements both for
lifts within South Vietnam and for hauls into Southeast Asia. The Air
Force met this need in three ways: by increasing the offshore C-130 force,
by increasing flying rates for each unit, and by seeking improvements in
managerial efficiency. The four squadrons of C~123s continued to operate
into South Vietnam, but the use of the C—130 force within the country
became a dominant feature of these years.

The C-130 Hercules proved remarkedly adaptable for in-country
tasks, vastly increasing the overall Southeast Asia Airlift System capacity
and extending operations regularly into the night. A fundamental decision
was reached to base the C-130 units offshore and to rotate aircraft and
crews to operating locations in Vietnam. This decision was reviewed peri-
odically but survived these reassessments. And the arrangement proved
workable, if beset by problems. By 1966 these aircraft regularly landed at
forward airstrips, operating near the limits of the ship’s safety margins.

The airlift control system readily accommodated the C-130s, but in
other respects the expansion brought serious inefficiencies. Slowness in
enlarging aerial port capacities was reminiscent of the earlier period of
C-123 expansion, and the ports struggled to overcome insufficiencies of
manpower, equipment, and facilities. Members of the airlift squadrons
strove to meet unrealistic expectations, often putting forth Herculean
efforts. Accident rates spiraled. The apparent need for reform led in late
1966 to the creation of the 834th Air Division, the agency for future airlift
system management,
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Air Force C-130 Hercules.

The fast-moving developments in early 1965 taxed the full capabili-
ties of the six-squadron C-130 force in the Pacific.! Four C-130A
squadrons were permanently assigned in Japan, three at Naha under the
6315th Operations Group and one at Tachikawa directly under the 315th
Air Division. Rotational squadrons from the Tactical Air Command re-
mained after August 1964 at Clark and Naha. President Lyndon B. John-
son on February 7 ordered the evacuation of American military and
government dependents from Vietnam, “to clear the decks and make
absolutely clear our continued determination.” Twenty-two 315th Air
Division C—130s were placed on alert at Clark on February 9 in readiness
for the operation. The actual evacuation, however, was arranged by the
Saigon embassy and carried out largely by chartered commercial airlift.
The 2d Air Division later reported that military transports evacuated 376
persons while over one thousand moved by commercial means. The scene
at Da Nang was especially sober, where dependents boarded an Air Force
C-130 for Hong Kong, while planeloads of marines arrived from Okinawa.
McNamara congratulated the military establishment for its limited part in
the evacuation.?

The President also announced on February 7 his decision to send a
U.S. Marine light antiaircraft missile battalion to Vietnam. The unit was to
be equipped with rocket-propelled Hawk missiles, to protect strike aircraft
at Da Nang against communist air attack. The 315th Air Division in fifty-
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American dependents leave the Republic of Vietnam after the president’s evacuation order,
February 10, 1965.

two C-130 flights on the seventh and eighth of February lifted 309 pas-
sengers and 315 tons of missiles, launchers, power vans, and other equip-
ment, hauling these direct from Okinawa to Da Nang. The theater
paratroop force, the Army’s 173d Airborne Brigade, was held for several
days on a two-hour alert for possible air movement from Okinawa. Other
airlifts followed, hauling personnel and equipment of tactical fighter units
to Southeast Asia.?

The presence of substantial allied air units at Da Nang led to a decision
in late February to introduce two U.S. Marine reinforced battalions for
base defense. This decision accorded with repeated recommendations
made during that month by the Joint Chiefs of Staff, CINCPAC, and
General Westmoreland, and had the reluctant concurrence of Ambassador
Mazxwell Taylor who sensed that the arrival of United States infantry units
implied America’s assumption of the ground war. The use of the 173d
Brigade instead of the Marines had been considered but rejected in part
because of CINCPAC’s desire to preserve the theater’s airborne assault
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capability. The Joint Chiefs advised on February 27 that the deployment
had been approved and, by message dated March 7, directed CINCPAC to
commence the movements.*

One Marine battalion landing team stationed afloat off Da Nang
splashed ashore on the morning of March 8. Twenty-four Marine helicop-
ters landed at Da Nang the next morning from an offshore carrier, and
several Marine KC-130 tanker-transports brought in helicopter unit per-
sonnel from Okinawa. The 315th Air Division undertook the larger task of
hauling the second battalion landing team from Okinawa.

The landing team airlift was performed expertly and without serious
difficulty. The 315th Air Division, providing seventy-six C-130 aircraft,
began the move on the morning of the seventh upon receipt of CINCPAC’s
directive. During the following night the first troop elements moved from
their billeting areas. They and their equipment were then organized into
C-130 loads. After a delay of three hours, while awaiting final clearance
from Saigon, the first Hercules took off from Naha after sunrise. The
stream followed at thirty-minute intervals between individual aircraft. The
flow halted after the thirteenth Hercules arrived, when MACV advised that
Da Nang could no longer accommodate the simultaneous arrival of the
battalions. After telephone clearance from General Westmoreland, the air-
lift resumed again shortly after midnight on the morning of the tenth. Two
days later the entire landing team had arrived, except for tanks and low-
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priority vehicles. The surface vehicles were moved by sea to Da Nang. In
all, Air Force C-130s delivered 1,030 combat-equipped troops and six
hundred tons of cargo, and flew over nine hundred hours. Congestion and
delays on the ground at Da Nang proved to be the only significant technical
flaw. A few transports received very light ground fire, but only one aircraft
reported a harmless hit. The Marine headquarters sent a glowing letter of
recognition and praised the airlift.5

The 173d Airborne Brigade became the first U.S. Army unit com-
mitted to Vietnam, being brought in by the 315th Air Division in early
May 1965. The decision to commit the unit grew from President Johnson’s
conviction that “something new” had to be added to South Vietnam,
namely a brigade force for the Vung Tau-Bien Hoa region. The brigade’s
initial mission was security, but it was expected to expand into active
counterinsurgency operations, an activity conferred as well upon the
Marines about Da Nang. The Air Staff, keenly aware of the need for base
defense at Bien Hoa, supported the Joint Chiefs’ decision favoring the
deployment. The air movement of the 173d from Okinawa confirmed the
capabilities of the 315th Air Division to carry out such tasks.®

On April 14 CINCPAC had first alerted the 173d Brigade to prepare
to move two battalions to Vietnam by airlift; on the same day PACAF
received a warning to prepare sufficient aircraft for the lift. The brigade
headquarters and one battalion were scheduled to go to Bien Hoa and the
second battalion was to land at Vung Tau. An Australian brigade would
join the 173d at Bien Hoa in June. The 173d was advised to maintain its
parachute capability for possible in-country employment., The 6315th
Operations Group performed detailed planning under the basic directive,
315th Air Division Operation Order (OpOrd) 373-65. A 150-sortie air-
lift effort was proposed, to extend over three days. Diplomatic arrange-
ments with the South Vietnamese were completed on May 1, and an
advance party flew from Okinawa to Saigon two days later.”

The C-130 stream took off from Okinawa at midnight on the fifth.
Crews and aircraft from the 315th Air Division participated. By seven in
the morning, thirty-eight sorties had taken off from Naha and Kadena.
Landings at Bien Hoa began in daylight after a flight of over six hours, and
within three hours a brigade operations center was set up at the airfield.
During the air movement eleven hundred tons of equipment and eighteen
hundred troops were delivered in 142 aircraft loads to Bien Hoa and
Vung Tau. Of these flights, eighty-one C-130 and five C—124 missions
landed at Bien Hoa. The remaining brigade elements arrived by sea at the
Saigon and Vung Tau ports between May 12 and June 1.8 ‘

The paratroops thus joined the Marines as the vanguard of American
field forces in Vietnam. The theater troop carrier forces never again ex-
ecuted offshore, brigade-size unit deployments, although the capability for
doing so remained prominent in contingency planning. Later ground units
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arrived in Vietnam generally by sea and occasionally by strategic airlift.
The presence of the 173d in Vietnam marked a new phase in the long
partnership between the Pacific troop carrier and the airborne arms. Past
joint airborne training imperfectly resembled the kinds of air mobility now
possible, but traditional bonds strengthened interservice cooperation in
scores of future unit air movements within Vietnam.

Since the previous summer, offshore-based C-130s had flown mis-
sions in South Vietnam under various arrangements. During a four-month
period that included February 1965, C-130s flew 1,024 hours and lifted
fifty-two hundred tons of cargo and passengers on flights entirely within
Vietnam. During a brief mission in February, set up for the purpose of
hauling aviation ordnance to Qui Nhon, the 315th Air Division for the first
time temporarily relinquished daily scheduling authority for the C~130s to
the airlift control center of the 315th Group at Tan Son Nhut. Further
intensification of ground combat the following month additionally byr-
dened the overworked C-123 force, necessitating greater use of the
C-130s. A temporary assignment of four C-130s to Tan Son Nhut
stretched into May and early June. Itineraries again were laid out by the
control center using only airfields approved for C-130 use by the air
division; the latter, however, retained nominal operational control through
an on-the-scene C—130 mission commander.?

The desirability of making more permanent arrangements appeared
clear. A MACYV fact sheet prepared in March emphasized that more air
transport was needed to avoid tying down allied troops in highway security.
The paper supported General Westmoreland’s formal recommendation to
CINCPAC that a partial squadron of eight C—130s be positioned in-
country for sustained operations. The 315th Air Division continued to
oppose the idea of permanent in-country assignment. It insisted that the
past arrangements had kept backlogs low in Vietnam, and made the 130s
available for overwater missions and contingencies elsewhere.10

Both viewpoints appeared satisfied with the arrival on June 4 at Tan
Son Nhut of four C-130s for operations of “indefinite” duration. These
aircraft joined those formerly assigned for “temporary” duty. The newly
arrived aircraft were accompanied by extra maintenance personnel and
aircrews needed for the sustained operations. This action admitted that the
shuttle system was to be a continuing thing. It also recognized that Her-
cules aircraft and crews would continue to rotate from offshore bases, and
their presence in Vietnam would be adjusted to according to need. By June
23 the in-country force consisted of nine C—130s, six at Tan Son Nhut for
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indefinite usage and three for specific lift requirements from Qui Nhon to
airfields in the interior.1 :

While in Vietnam the shuttle C-130s operated as a part of the South-
east Asia Airlift System, but under MACV operational direction through
the airlift control center. The number of aircraft in Vietnam varied accord-
ing to immediate mission requirements as determined by MACV. The
trend was clearly upward although expansion was limited by shortages of
ramp space, base facilities, and by aerial port inadequacies. New detach-
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ments of C-130s were placed at Nha Trang and Vung Tau during the fall.
A decision to construct a major logistics air terminal at Cam Ranh Bay had
been made the previous summer, a decision which reflected a recognition
of the site’s excellent natural harbor and of its obvious potential for devel-
opment as an air base. By October the construction of a ten thousand-foot
aluminum matting runway and a small parking ramp permitted the base’s
all-weather use, and a C-130E shuttle force began operations two months
later. The total in-country C-130 force increased from fifteen to thirty-two
aircraft by the end of 1965. Those C-130As formerly used for flareship
work out of Da Nang entered the Cam Ranh Bay rotation in May 1966.12

C-130 Aiirlift Force in Vietnam

Dec 31, 1965 Nov 1, 1966
Tan Son Nhut 14 C-130B 23 C-130B
Vung Tau 5C-130E (closed in March 1966)
Nha Trang 8 C-130E 8 C-130E
Cam Ranh Bay 5C-130E 13 C-130A
32 44

Operations offices for administration and command of the C-130
detachments were set up at Tan Son Nhut and other locations manned by’
temporary duty personnel from the 315th Air Division and offshore
C-130 units. These elements assigned missions to crews and aircraft,
provided intelligence and operational information, managed sundry detailsi
in getting missions launched, and coordinated with local base units. Upon
airlift control center request, the element at Tan Son Nhut had sole in-
country authority to waive airfield criteria and crew flying restrictions. This
element was redesignated in late 1965 as Det 5, 315th Air Division; and'
increased its manning by adding thirty permanent and two hundred tem-:
porary duty maintenance men. By mid-1966 the detachment had expanded
to five hundred men. At other locations gradual improvements in facilities’
for the detachments’ maintenance, parking, and billeting resulted from:
combinations of self-effort, locally coordinated arrangements, and contract’
construction.!®

Maintenance tasks at the shuttle locations in Vietnam were kept to a
minimum in order to hold down the size of the ground force. Detachmént.
activities consisted principally of postflight inspections; changes of wheels,
engines, and props; routine servicing; and replacement of individual com-
ponents. Certain minor malfunctions were left for offshore repair. Aircraft
seldom remained in Vietnam longer than two weeks, thus permitting. in-
spection work offshore at intervals of 125 flying hours. The 315th- Air
Division advised that shuttle aircraft likely to be out of commission for
more than twenty-four hours should be repaired by cannibalizing other
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aircraft or replacing the planes from off shore. Maintenance men from
offshore units served at the shuttle locations for tours of thirty to sixty
days, and augmented the small cadres of permanently assigned individuals.
A crew chief left the flight line only after ten or twelve hours of hard
work, 14

To the C-130 aircrews, operations in Vietnam appeared both in-
efficient and unsafe. Many professional airmen, accustomed to the highly
regulated methods common to TAC and to interisland work, were dubious
of the style of flying practiced in Vietnam and of methods well known to
the C-123 and C-47 airlifters. Hazardous taxi conditions seemed uni-
versal not only at the overcrowded larger airfields, but at forward sites
where runways and taxi strips were freely used by vehicles, helicopters, and
the local populace. Aircrews questioned the practice of postponing minor
repair work until the aircraft had rotated offshore. Ramp delays while
awaiting aerial port or refueling service were chronic and radio communi-
cation saturation added to the frustrations. Delays in taking off from
Saigon because of heavy traffic were common. Scheduling at times seemed
inefficient, especially when an aircrew returned with no load to Tan Son
Nhut, only to depart empty for pickup elsewhere.!s

One C-130 squadron commander convincingly describes the mess of
the Tan Son Nhut shuttle, documenting his report with written statements
from his aircraft commanders and with a detailed account of his own flight
experience of September 29, 1965. After rising at five in the morning and
* obtaining with difficulty motor transportation, the crew arrived at Tan Son
Nhut nearly three hours later only to learn informally that their-aircraft
might be out of commission. The crew prepared for the flight anyway, arriv-
ing planeside at 0900 to find the aircraft ready to go but with no cargo. After
waiting two hours, and in the meantime trying to locate their missing load,
the pilot hitchhiked back to C-130 operations where the duty officers ex-
pressed surprise that the crew had not yet departed. After arranging for the
loading, the pilot returned to discover another aircraft parked in front of his
ship and blocking his path to the new loading area. Loading was finally
completed in the early afternoon. After a routine delivery to Qui Nhon, the
aircraft developed maintenance problems which prevented takeoff until it
was too dark to continue to Kontum with a load of tactical emergency
cargo. After sixteen hours, the crew returned to their quarters in Saigon
having made only one delivery of ordinary cargo. While conceding that this
frustrating day was not entirely typical, the squadron commander con-
cluded that many of the events were normal. Such conditions, he wrote,
tempted aircrews to seek shortcuts and to take unsound risks.18

Shuttle aircrews especially criticized the unsatisfactory arrangements
for housing, messing, and ground transportation. C—-130 crewmen often
spent hours searching for hotel rooms and sometimes slept in their aircraft
or in hotel lobbies. By 1966 crews were able to stay in local “villas” near
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A C—130 lifts off a membrane runway
at a Vietnam outpost.

Maintenance work on a Hercules
at an in-country location, 1966.
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Transports from the 315th Air Division lined up on the taxi
strip at Tan Son Nhut, 1965.
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the base, but these were not air conditioned and the lack of sanitation was
scored by the air division’s surgeon. Meals were often taken at Tan Son
Nhut at a flight line trailer, the “Roach Coach,” which served hot dogs, fruit
juice, and coffee. At Nha Trang, the crews stayed in an open-bay barracks.
Heat, noise, and cleaning activity made proper rest all but impossible for
men on the night-flying schedule. At Cam Ranh Bay aircrews resided in
tents or open-bay barracks. The continuing conditions of frustration and
inadequate rest hardly squared with the responsibilities of the crews, on
whose judgment rested the safety of their passengers.17

The wings based outside of Vietnam understood that crewmen were
dangerously overworked. One unit reported that many aircrews were not
getting any rest days during their ten-day cycles in Vietnam, and another
reported that some crews had to be returned to Vietnam after only nineteen
hours at their home station. Replying to a senatorial inquiry in February
1966, PACAF and the 2d Air Division denied that “crews in Vietnam
sometimes fly at the point of exhaustion.” The reply cited a recent reform
reducing the allowable workday for aircrews in Vietnam to twelve hours.
Another constructive measure was an increase in the shuttle force man-
ning, thus allowing occasional rest days for crewmen in Vietnam.®

The carrying capacity of the C—130 proved an enormous asset for the
Southeast Asia Airlift System. Further, the introduction of this aircraft
allowed around-the-clock operations. This was feasible because the air-
craft’s navigational radar permitted operations during periods of darkness
and marginal weather. Ground aids for safer flight were now more widely
available in Vietnam, including ground controlled approach radar for land-
ings, a radar advisory service for inflight warning of the approach of other
aircraft, and tacan radio equipment for instantaneous navigational fixing.
Airfields at Nha Trang, Qui Nhon, and Cam Ranh Bay received improved
night lighting. The C-130 effort thus evolved into a high-volume, twenty-
four-hour, air logistics service linking the main airfields. Operations to
marginal forward strips remained principally work for the C-123s. A
division message, dated August 1, 1965, confirms this trend, prescribing
that highly qualified, “short-stop” C-130 pilots could operate only into
strips exceeding in length the “computer ground run distance plus 1,000
feet.” This in effect barred the C—130s from airfields having runways less
than thirty-five hundred feet in length and promised to hamper employment
of the Hercules force in the large-scale offensive ventures for which the
U.S. Army was preparing. Behind the air division’s conservative policy was
concern for safety as well as awareness that the tonnage capacity of the
C-130 could be only partly used in shortfield work.1®

Pilots and supervisors returning from the TAC rotational units in late
summer 1965 informed TAC headquarters that C—130 assault capability
devefoped in recent years was not being fully exploited in Vietnam. They
calle® for a revised concept of operations to include “direct support of army
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combat operations.” Soon afterwards the Air Force asked PACAF to ex-
amine the use of “the full potential of tactical assault airlift” in Southeast
Asia. The 2d Air Division vice commander on October 29, 1965, added
that the C-130 capability for using unprepared surfaces two thousand feet
long had been proven in the past and that if the Air Force “wanted to lose
the airlift task to the Army, we were headed in the right direction.” The
315th Air Division modified its policy on November 10, authorizing opera-
tions into all fields within the performance limitations of the aircraft. The
flights had to be specifically approved by the Det 5 commander after he
considered the urgency of the tactical situation and the capabilities of a
particular aircrew. PACAF on November 26 concurred in the deletion of
the one thousand-foot runway safety margin. An intensified training pro-
gram ensued at the offshore bases to strengthen the skills of the designated
short-stop pilots and to increase their numbers. The decision to use the
C-130s for shortfield work, coupled with efforts to improve selected for-
ward strips to meet the minimum Hercules landing-takeoff capability,
paved the way for the application of this aircraft to battles of the future.2®

An inquiry by Secretary McNamara revived the question of in-country
basing. The MACV staff had leaned toward the idea and, on July 10,
1966, Lt. Gen. William W. Momyer, the Seventh Air Force commander,*
proposed to PACAF in-country assignment of a C-130 wing with “clear-
cut and standardized lines of command and control” and with full in-
country maintenance capability. General Momyer repeated his recom-
mendation in September, further stressing the need for fullest possible
familiarity among aircrews with the places and methods encountered in
Vietnam. The Seventh Air Force staff accordingly began planning for a
four-squadron wing at Cam Ranh Bay. After discussing the question with
General Westmoreland in October, Secretary McNamara ordered the Joint
Chiefs of Staff to develop a plan for stationing two C-130 squadrons in
Vietnam.2!

The positions of the various commands on this issue were by now firm,
so that the resulting staff work and discussions amounted to reaffirmations
of old positions. The 315th Air Division, PACAF, and the Pacific Com-
mand had consistently supported basing out of Vietnam and the increas-
ing use of C-130s for in-country work, first by using transiting aircraft
then by temporary augmentations and finally by the shuttle system. The
shuttle arrangement had numerous advantages: reducing the need for in-
country logistics support, maintenance facilities and ramp space, and al-
lowing for the movement of cargo from abroad by aircraft rotating into
Vietnam. Shuttled C-130s produced higher daily flying rates while in-
country than was possible with permanently assigned units, since heavy

¢

* The 2d Air Division became the Seventh Air Force on April 1, 1966#
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maintenance and crew training were done out of the country. Finally,
weakening the view that in-country basing would enhance aircrew fa-
miliarity with operating conditions, crewmen assigned to the Naha, Clark,
and Tachikawa squadrons served Far East tours of up to thirty-six months,
far longer than the twelve months prescribed for individuals assigned in
Vietnam. Air Staff support for out-of-country basing was crucial, and this
idea was reaffirmed in meetings within the Air Staff board structure and
before the Joint Chiefs. Clearly the acceptance of the idea reflected the
absence of specific failings in the shuttle system. In forwarding the re-
quested plan to McNamara on November 19, 1966, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff joined CINCPAC in recommending continued basing out of Vietnam.
In a memorandum to the Joint Chiefs, dated December 5, Secretary Mc-
Namara concurred. He was swayed by the high construction costs and the
economic impact permanently assigned Hercules squadrons would have on
Vietnamese currency.??

Secretary McNamara’s decision became final although the pros and
cons of out-of-country basing remained a popular topic for debate among
airlifters. Morale remained satisfactory among C-130 air and ground crew-
men, aided by a late 1966 command decision to count each shuttle cycle of
fifteen days or more toward an official Southeast Asia tour. Those aircrews
assigned at Mactan Isle Airfield, Philippines, and Ching Chuan Kang Air
Base, Taiwan, were buoyed by the expectation of returning home in thir-
teen months; those with families at Clark, Naha, and Tachikawa lived an
odd existence, alternating periods of combat duty in Vietnam with normal
family life.

In August 1966, for the first time, the C~130s hauled more tonnage
in Vietnam than the combined total shifted by the C~123s, Caribous, and
Vietnamese C-47s. But in the next three months, C-130 tonnages re-
mained well below the MACV forecast of haul requirernents. The conclu-
sion reached within the 315th Air Division was that the MACV forecast of
sixty thousand tons monthly had been inflated. In reality tonnages had
been limited by the availability of air transport. Tactical operations had
been shaped to fit the existing in-country transport force, relying more
heavily on road transport than might otherwise have been the case. In its
monthly operational report for July, the U.S. Army operational head-
quarters for the central provinces—Headquarters IT Field Force, Vietnam—
reported steadily increasing shortages of Air Force airlift, increasingly fre-
quent cases of postponed and incompleted movements, and a need to
tighten airlift priorities among ground force tacticians.2?

The growing role of the C—130s in South Vietnam necessitated major
expansion of the force based offshore. Additional temporarily assigned
rotational (rote) squadrons arrived from TAC in April 1965, easing the
overcommitment of the existing squadrons. The augmentations were au-
thorized for a duration of ninety days, “subject to reexamination,” but
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the deployments stretched through the summer as theater airlift require-
ments grew. Each of four parent wings in TAC rotated personnel and
aircraft to and from the Far East, and maintained the strength of their
deployed squadrons. C-130 strength in the Pacific held at eight squadrons
through August 1965:

815th TCS HQ315th AD C-130A  at Tachikawa

21st TCS 6315th Ops Gp C-130A  at Naha
35th TCS 6315th Ops Gp C-130A  at Naha
817th TCS 6315th Ops Gp C-130A  at Naha

314th TCW (one rote sq) from Sewart C~130B/E at Clark
516th TCW (one rote sq) from Dyess C-~130E  at Naha
436th TCW (one rote sq) from Langley = C-130B  at Clark
464th TCW (one rote sq) from Pope C-130E  at Kadena

In the meantime, further expansion was directly linked to an enlarge-
ment of the American role in the ground war. General Westmoreland’s
attention to offensive and mobile tactics against communist main forces
and base areas promised a larger role for air transport. During Phase I of
the ground war, conceived as a strategic defensive period extending roughly
through 1965, MACV had recommended four additional C-130 squadrons.
MACV’s calculations assumed that each American airborne brigade would
require one air movement and twenty days of air supply each month, that
ten Vietnamese battalions would move by air each month, and that eight
battalions in the highlands would require continuing air resupply.*

But the expansion of the offshore fleet to twelve C-130 squadrons
was accomplished simultaneously with conversion of all squadrons to a
permanent change of station, ending the temporary augmentations from
TAC. An intricate shift schedule was developed predicated on the avail-
ability of beddown bases in the Pacific. The 314th Troop Carrier Wing was
based on Taiwan with three E-model squadrons. The wing received its
aircraft from three of the rotational detachments already in the Pacific and
its manpower from the three respective parent wings. Each squadron
operated temporarily with interim locations, then they moved to Kung
Kuan Air Base in early 1966. Facilities there were still far from adequate
and many men had to live off base in rented quarters while tents used as
offices often collapsed during heavy rains. The chronic damp wind made
the winter chilly. Kung Kuan was renamed Ching Chuan Kang Air Base on
March 20, and was thereafter known throughout the theater by its initials,
CCK.

The buildup of the 463d Wing in the Philippines on Mactan Island was
less painful although the wing headquarters and two squadrons found fa-
cilities on the island base scarcely lavish. A rotational squadron arrived in
August 1965 and found workmen still fitting canvas tops on newly erected
wood-frame quarters; the crewmen pitched in amid rainshowers to get the
area ready for occupancy. The tents proved quite livable and were
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equipped with electricity and modest furnishings. The C-130 A—model
force remained at Naha and Tachikawa, but they acquired a fifth squadron
from the United States in November 1965.25

The shuffling of units during the fall and winter of 1965-1966 estab-
lished the C-130 basing which prevailed through much of the war. Until
a temporary augmentation two years later, theater C—130 strength re-
mained at twelve squadrons identified and located as follows:

Date
Unit Former Location New Base Arrived
463d TCW (C-130B) Mactan Nov 23, 1965
774th TCS Langley AFB Mactan Nov 23, 1965
773d TCS Clark (rote) Clark Nov 23, 1965
29th TCS Forbes AFB Clark Jan 30, 1966
772d TCS Langley AFB (interim
rote to Mactan) Mactan Feb 12, 1966
314th TCW (C-130E) Kung Kuan Jan 22, 1966
50th TCS Clark (rote) Kung Kuan Jan 23, 1966
345th TCS Naha (rote) Kung Kuan Mar 20, 1966
776th TCS Kadena (rote) Kung Kuan  Apr 1, 1966
6315th Ops Gp (C-130A), redesignated 374th TCW, Aug 8, 1966
41st TCS Lockbourne AFB Naha Nov 21, 1965
21st TCS Naha None None
35th TCS Naha None None
817th TCS Naha None None
815th TCS, HQ 315th AD  Tachikawa None None

One way to increase total airlift capacity without introducing more
aircraft was by increasing the flying hour rate. Such action required addi-
tional air and ground crews, greater supplies of spare parts, and increased
funding. Normal C-130 usage prior to 1965 stood at 1.5 hours per air-
frame daily. During the spring of 1965 actual usage in the eight squadrons
in PACAF climbed above 2.0 hours. Under Project Fast Fly, which began
September 15, 1965, C-130A and C-130B rates were to increase from
L5 to 2.5 hours effective October 1. PACAF and TAC C~130E rates
were to increase in progressive steps, reaching 5.0 hours daily by July 1,
1966. Maintenance manning tables were enlarged, and all units were to
implement a six-day work week, an increase of half a day. Existing aircrew
authorizations (one and a half crews per assigned aircraft) also were
raised to two for A- and B-model units and to three for the C—130E.
Project Fast Fly more than doubled the hours flown by the twelve-
squadron C-130 fleet from 8,640 hours monthly under the former rates to
eighteen thousand hours monthly.2

But the Fast Fly rates were not easily achieved. Harsh operating
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conditions in Vietnam intensified the maintenance burden. Short sorties
required frequent landings, some of them on rough strips which caused
stress on landing gears, brakes; hydraulic systems, propellers, and engines.
And the consumption of tires was extréme. During the first twelve days of
1966, the Tan Son Nhut detachment reported ninety-four main landing-
gear tire changes. And frequent engine starts contributed to a large number
of starter failures.

The C-130A units were especially troubled by maintenance prob-
lems. The older A-models required thirty maintenance man-hours per
flying hour compared with the eighteen man-hours necessary for the
E-models. To ease the maintenance workloads the A—models were used
mainly in less rigorous overwater flyirig. But repeated propeller reversal
malfunctions, resulting in at least one serious accident in Vietnam, brought
a restriction in April 1966 against their landing on unpaved strips or on
airfields less than four thousand feet in length. In contrast, the B~models
consistently flew more than their ailocations even though nearly all flying
was within Vietnam. The 314th Wing built up to the Fast Fly rate slightly
behind schedule, being troubled by delays in moving into Kung Kuan. The
wing reached the 5.0 daily hour rate on schedule in July 1966, and for this
it earned a letter of commendation from PACAF. The E-models at Nha
Trang averaged 6.5 hours daily by virtue of around-the-clock operations
and maintenance. Behind the remarkable C-130 flying rates stood the
sweat and skill of several thousand overworked and unsung ground crew-
men, many of them relatively new to the aircraft.2”

The expansion to twelve squadrons and the Fast Fly increases, along
with the need to replace all personnel at Ching Chuan Kang and Mactan
every thirteen months, brought an increased requirement for trained
C-130 aircrews. TAC in late 1965 expanded the program of -the 442d
Combat Crew Training Group at Sewart Air Force Base, and established
replacement training units at each of the five TAC troop catrier wings. The
442d gave introductory training in the C-130 to pilots and flight en-
gineers. Replacement training units provided introductory training to
navigators and loadmasters and tactical training to all crewmen. By June
1966 a total of ninety C—130s were assigned to the training group and the
replacement units. The program functioned on a seven-day workweek,
produced over five hundred qualified crews during 1966, and essentially
caught up with the demand created by Fast Fly.28

The unavoidable decline in C-130 experience among crewmen was of
concern especially in view of the increasingly demanding missions in Viet-
nam. Whereas in mid-1965 the 315th Air Division aircrewmen averaged
over one thousand total hours in the aircraft, graduates of the stateside
training program had only 165 hours. Many of the officers entering the
pipeline were older men, creating a topheavy rank structure in the Pacific
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squadrons. At the end of 1966, for example, the 50th Squadron at Ching
Chuan Kang Air Base had seventeen lieutenant colonels and twenty-two
majors. Although new to the C-130, many of these men were veteran
flyers whose experience dated back to World War II. The majority of the
aircraft commanders over the age of forty—the so-called “Grey Berets”—
relished these flying duties after years of staff or administrative work. Most
proved entirely capable of performing rigorous duty in Vietnam.2?

Looking ahead to the possible introduction of American ground units
along the full length of South Vietnam, the MACYV staff in 1965 recognized
the need for the development of an east-west distribution system of “logis-
tical islands.” The U.S. Army 1st Logistical Command, activated on April
1, 1965, established logistical support commands at the principal seaports,
each responsible for port clearance, supply depot, and line-haul (over fifty
miles) trucking functions. The result was the establishment of four logisti-
cal islands, served by Army support commands at Saigon, Cam Ranh Bay,
and Qui Nhon, and by the naval component command at Da Nang.3°

Land transportation was hampered by the deterioration of many
highways from heavy use, flooding, and enemy demolition. General West-
moreland directed in 1966 that land routes be opened and used to the
greatest possible extent. Highway movements accordingly increased al-
though they were dedicated exclusively for shipment within each of the
logistical islands. Most road hauls were short, connecting ports and depots
with nearby base camps. Railroad shipments remained insignificant, since
the communists easily destroyed the restored rail-line segments. 3!

Water lines of communication were used where possible. Coastal
shipping linked the Cam Ranh Bay depot with satellite locations at Phan
Rang, Nha Trang, and Tuy Hoa. Vessels served the region north of Da
Nang while the delta waterways afforded broad access to shallow-draft
craft. Substantial tonnages were moved by water between the deep-draft
ports, linking the separate logistical islands.32

Since land haul was preferred for movement within the logistical is-
lands, and sealift between them, the role of airlift ( apart from its tactical
applications) became a backup for the other modes of transportation,
handling tasks for which surface movement was too slow. Logistical airlift
included the movement of most mail, high-value or emergency items, per-
ishable foods, and passengers, both across and within the logistical islands.
Daily scheduled flights linked the major bases administratively and per-
mitted reduction of the normal aerial port cargo backlogs. Airlift deliveries
of general cargo to base areas and operating locations, some of which were
inaccessible by surface, blended into the tactical role.?

Data compiled by MACV and U.S. Army units give further indication
of the relationships among the transportation modes. In-country cargo and
passenger movements in the first three months of 1966, expressed in thou-
sands of tons were as follows:
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By land 1,694.2
U.S. trucks 1,301.7
Vietnamese trucks 372.5
rail 20.0
By sea ‘ 261.3
U.S. landing ship, tank
(LST) 105.9
barges 127.1
Vietnamese navy 28.3
By air 310.2
SEAAS 151.2
VNAF 12.0
U.S. Army 147.0 (including
helicopters)

The figures fail to reflect the greater distances involved in the work of the
Southeast Asia Airlift System and the LSTs.3¢

Under arrangements inherited from the earlier period, the mode of
transport by which a particular shipment moved was in effect determined
by the daily allocations of airlift at MACV’s movements branch. Several
officers of the 315th Group in June 1965 called attention to the absence of
any combined movements board, whose existence was supposedly directed
by MACV. Staff officers from Air Force headquarters also challenged the
logic of the existing arrangement.?®* A MACYV joint movements transpor-
tation board, including representatives from the MACV staff agenices and
the U.S. component commands, began meeting on March 21, 1966, for the
purpose of allocating common service sea and air transportation. The
group gathered each month thereafter. The board balanced users’ forecasts
of tonnage lift requirements with existing capabilities by encouraging them
to reduce requests or by taking action to acquire additional transport
means.36

For day-to-day management a MACYV traffic management agency was
created in September 1965 under logistics section supervision, “to better
utilize available air, sea, and land transportation resources.” Organized
within this agency was a directorate of movements which included
branches or centers for land movement, sealift, and airlift. Each center
received transportation requests daily, allocated capabilities according to
MACYV priorities, and controlled flow of cargo traffic to respective opera-
tors. Manned principally by an Army transportation unit and augmented
by individuals from the other services, the traffic management agency
became fully operational by mid-March 1966.%"

The agency together with the joint movements transportation board
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undertook the managerial role previously attempted by the logistics sec-
tion. The new arrangement approximated those prescribed in existing
doctrine, and promised to assure a rational division of tasks among the
separate transportation modes. Operation of the Southeast Asia Airlift
System remained an Air Force responsibility under allocations of the the-
ater commander through the transportation board. Organic Army air
transport and Vietnamese Air Force C-47 capabilities remained outside
the central allocations process.

The C-130s adapted easily to the Southeast Asia Airlift System’s
control apparatus. MACV’s traffic agency had two functions: it guided the
flow of cargo into the aerial ports for routine movement; and it ruled upon
requests for special and emergency lifts, passing them to the control center
as specific mission requirements. Inexperience among men assigned to the
airlift control center was a handicap. At one time, the commander, his
deputy, and a majority of assigned officers lacked any previous experience
in airlift work. Col. George L. Hannah, Jr., commander of the 315th Air
Commando Group,* had a businesslike objective:

I expect the ALCC to be able to tell me at any time the location,
mission, and status of every aircraft in our entire fleet. . . . No aircraft
will depart for any location unless it has been so directed by ALCC
or through the appropriate agency. . . .38

The several airlift control element agencies, formerly called traffic
management detachments, continued to function as extensions of the con-
trol center at the principal airlift operating locations. Yet the struggle to
overcome inadequate communications and work facilities continued un-
diminished, as the expanding sortie effort brought an infinite variety of daily
headaches in expediting the flow of aircraft. Manning was limited and only
92 spaces were approved of the 209 recommended for the control center
and control elements in the summer of 1965. This made a twenty-four-
hour operation difficult. Rather than spread available strength too thin, the
number of control elements was held to seven in the spring of 1966.3°

The task of extending the airlift control apparatus to forward loca-
tions often fell to the Air Force combat controllers. Three twenty-four-man
combat control teams arrived in Vietnam soon after October 1965 (a
temporary duty team had served at An Khe the previous summer). The
teams split into elements of four to eight men which were sent to forward
strips with the first transport. Their standard equipment included a radio
vehicle, a homing beacon, and runway lighting equipment. Such teams were
usually accompanied by a qualified troop carrier pilot designated as mis-

* The 315th Troop Carrier Group was renamed the 315th Air Commando
Group, Troop Carrier, and the 309th, 310th, and 31ith Squadrons became air
commando squadrons, effective March 8, 1965, The group was raised to wing status
on March 8, 1966.
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The USAF airlift control system at work:

A “'Blue Beret”’ combat control

team communicates with the

airlift control center. Traffic managers at the Joint Operations Center, Tan Son
Nhut, check the flight progress of a C—123.

A smoke marker from air.

Combat controllers mark the paradrop zone with smoke and red cloth panels.
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sion commander. They established radio communications with the control
center and assisted in coordinating airlift activities with local units. Air
traffic control responsibilities were often performed by U.S. Army teams,
although arrangements to exploit the equipment and talents of both Army
and combat control teams were flexible. One team officer reported that the
Marines and a cavalry division were sometimes cocky, but when traffic
became heavy the combat control team was welcome. Although these
duties were less dramatic than the parachute tasks for which the teams
trained, the elite Blue Berets assured the mission commander and the airlift
crews of their resourceful support.4°

A major barrier to efficient control was poor communications.
Colonel Howton, commanding the 311th Squadron at Da Nang, compared
Southeast Asia communications to the pony express era, noting that tele-
type messages from the control center sometimes took twelve hours to
reach his hands. Especially gnawing were the delays in installing ARC—44
FM radios in the C-123s; this modification, needed for contact with
ground force units, stretched into 1966. The same difficulty accompanied
introduction of the C-130s, necessitating the use of jury-rigged PRC-25
FM sets. 41

Measurements of the efficiency of the airlift effort reinforced the criti-
cism of the C-130 aircrews. Data for June 1966 reveals sixteen hundred
examples of mission delay, most of them caused by maintenance, loading,
and air traffic difficulties. The total time delay equated to the work of
several aircraft. To allow more comprehensive analyses of SEAAS effec-
tiveness, an automated reporting system was implemented on October 1,
1966. Aircrews were required to keep detailed records of each sortie and
each load and submit an airlift operating report after each day’s flying for
computer storage and analysis. This annoying bookkeeping task fell to the
navigator.*2

A system of priority designations identified movement requests above
the routine. Those missions—designated tactical emergency, emergency
supply, or combat essential-—claimed whatever aircraft were available and,
if necessary, a ship was diverted from its scheduled itinerary. Tactical
emergency lifts usually supported ground force units; emergency supply
and combat essential could entail lifts of petroleum products and ammuni-
tion for ground forces or aircraft parts and ordnance. PACAF data indi-
cated that in April and May 1966 the airlift system completed on time fifty-
three of fifty-nine tactical emergency missions and 358 of 389 emergency
supply.48

But the same operational data failed to convey numerous cases of
ground force dissatisfaction with the airlift system’s service. Complaints
were often traceable to unsatisfactory information flow between airlift
users and providers. A battalion commander waiting with his unit for late
transports was seldom tolerant, even if he later learned that delays had
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been unavoidable or caused by higher priority lifts. An Air Force air
liaison officer with the cavalry division described specific instances when
transports arrived late to pick up units, or in insufficient number, or not at
all. Sometimes, notification that mission requests had been turned down
never reached cavalry officers. Certain C-130 aircrews seemed uncoopera-
tive, and one battalion commander described the C-123 crews which lifted
his unit as “ragged, unpredictable, and . . . invariably late.” The air liaison
officer summarized the picture as “how not to accomplish an airlift mission
in support of military operations.” The intensity of feeling was sufficient to
prompt a remonstrance to the Air Force in early 1966 by Gen. Harold K.
Johnson, Army chief of staff.44

A Seventh Air Force memorandum of July 31, 1966, directly consid-
ered the problem. The memo recommended that qualified airlift officers be
assigned as members of the respective tactical air control parties to ground
force units down to brigade level. These tactical airlift liaison officers
would serve as airlift advisors and coordinators, overcoming in the most
forthright way the gap in information flow. Despite reservations by the
logistics section over the use of liaison officers below the division level, a
test plan was published by MACV on October 25 requiring that airlift
liaison officers be assigned to brigades effective November 1.

The Seventh Air Force memorandum also proposed changes in the
emergency airlift request procedures. Under the existing system, according
to the memo, excessive delays occurred during passage of emergency re-
quests upward through successive ground force command levels; a similar
situation had prevailed in the close air support request net several years
earlier. The memo recommended that emergency lift requests pass from the
brigade or division directly to the corps-level direct air support center,
using the existing air support net communications. Ground commanders at
division and field force level would monitor such requests, intervening only
to disapprove or modify requests. The support center, which included
Army representation, would transmit requests to the MACV command
center or traffic management agency for approval and would simultaneously
warn the control center to start preliminary mission planning. The proposal
became the basis for tests.*®

The idea of creating a new air division to be under Southeast Asia
Airlift System management was first conceived during the introduction of
the C-130 shuttle system in 1965. The concept received renewed atten-
tion when the Secretary of Defense decided to transfer the Caribous
to the Air Force. As the plan developed during May and June 1966,
the air division would absorb the airlift control center from the 315th
Wing, would possess as assigned units the new Caribou wing, the
C-123 wing, and an aerial port group, and would exert operational control
over the C-130 shuttle force. General Momyer, who took command of the
Seventh Air Force on July 1, 1966, sought and gained MACYV approval for
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the formation of the airlift air division, which he “considered essential for
effective management and control of the rapidly expanding in-country air-
lift mission.” The new command, designated the 834th Air Division, was
activated at Tan Son Nhut on October 15, 1966, with an authorized head-
quarters strength of ninety-three.*6

The creation of the air division was consistent with earlier troop
carrier doctrine which prescribed centralized management of airlift forces
under the theater joint commander. Yet to be worked out was the nature of
airlift system autonomy from other tactical air control agencies, although
the emergency airlift request methods soon to be tested suggested close
integration. The new air division appeared to be competent to deal with
internal problems of the airlift system, while its general officer billet as-
sured stronger representations with other organizations. The birth of the
834th, the forthcoming tests of the new emergency net, the tactical air
liaison officer idea, and the actions toward integration of the Caribou force,
together represented a major overhaul of the airlift system. Rounding out
the reforms of late 1966 were the reorganization and enlargement of the
acrial port network.

The aerial port workload in Vietnam increased from thirty thousand
tons monthly in the first half of 1965 to one hundred and forty thousand
tons in June 1966. This rise grossly outstripped the ability of the aerial port
system to function with efficiency. Criticisms of aerial port performance
became widespread both among aircrews impatient over mission delays
and in official reports of supervisors and inspecting officers. The men of the
aerial port units lived and worked under primitive conditions, struggled
with inadequate equipment and facilities, were chronically overworked,
and received few rewards save personal satisfaction. Their problems were
similar to those encountered in the buildup of 1962—63.47

The seven aerial port detachments in Vietnam at the start of 1965
expanded to thirty-five by year’s end, organized under the 8th Aerial Port
Squadron at Tan Son Nhut, the 14th at Cam Ranh Bay, and the 15th at Da
Nang.* Personnel strength to December was less than half the 1,995 num-
ber judged necessary to meet the immediate workload. Increases in
manning were slowed by delays in gaining approval of spaces and in ac-
quiring personnel once authorized. Several increments of temporary duty
personnel provided partial relief. Work schedules at Da Nang, for example,
were twelve hours on and twelve hours off, but aircraft turnaround times
remained an unacceptable ninety minutes. The 2d Air Division appealed to
higher commands asserting that the “grossly inadequate” aerial port
manning was “stifling” airlift capability. Furthermore, few of the men
actually on hand had previous experience in air terminal work. Generally,
the several aerial port squadrons of TAC had been small and were manned

* The 14th and 15th Aerial Port Squadrons were formed December 1, 1965.
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mainly for the airdrop role. One expedient was the “Road Show,” a team
which gave intensive cargo handling instruction at the different locations in
Vietnam.*?

Construction of pavement, fencing, and buildings proceeded slowly.
New port detachments scrounged to make improvements, often contending
with alternating cycles of dust and mud. At Kontum the new detachment
arrived in July 1965 to discover general disarray. Expensive pallets were
being used by the Vietnamese for bunkers and walkways, petroleum drums
and cargo nets were scattered about, and security and property accounting
were being neglected. At An Khe, the small detachment rigged a terminal
from two shipping containers connected by a pierced steel planking porch
and fenced with sandbags. At Ban Me Thuot, where the airfield was
considered unsafe after dark, a tent served as the only storage point. Short-
ages of ramp and storage space plagued even the older locations. Loaded
pallets were often stored in the open on unpaved surfaces, and protected
only by plastic sheeting. Aside from the extemporizations, construction
seldom began until three months after official approval. PACAF later
acknowledged that part of the problem was the low priorities set on aerial
port construction in favor of “hard core projects.”4®

Except at the largest terminals, there was little need in Vietnam for
the heavier equipment recently developed under Project 463L. A typical
cargo loading in Vietnam was by simple hydraulic forklift which raised
loaded cargo pallets to aircraft bed height. Loading of palletized cargo was
a simple and fast process involving a forklift operator, an aircrew load-
master, and two or three helpers to push the pallets along the aircraft’s
dual rails. Vehicles could be driven up the inclined ramp and secured by
chains to permanent fixtures. Aircraft interiors could be converted in min-
utes for passengers or patients by rigging canvas seats or litter brackets.

The daily aerial port routine at the major terminals followed common
patterns. Cargo entered the port system from depots regulated by traffic
management regional offices and local cargo air traffic coordinating offices
(both manned principally by the Army). Cargo arrival at the port during
evening hours was preferred when mission activity was light. Port workers
then readied priority shipments for early movement; other cargo became
backlog, kept on hand to permit full utilization of opportune space. Spe-
cialized aerial port workers palletized the cargo according to destination,
building up pallet loads to optimum weight and volume. Palletizing was
usually night-shift work and was followed by preparation of pallet docu-
ments in time for load planning about four hours before mission time. The
load planner selected those pallets to be shipped on particular missions,
attempting to develop a good aircraft load while considering shipment
priorities and aircraft balance. A light pallet or loose mail might be iden-
tified for placement on the C~130’s rear ramp. If a full five-pallet load for
a particular destination was not available, other pallets might be selected
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Forklift being used
to unload a C-124.
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for transshipment. A completed planning worksheet was then used to set
out the appropriate pallets in readiness for loading and for final prepara-
tion of documents. Supervising the loading and actual flow of traffic was an
aerial port duty officer aided by a radio dispatcher and a vehicle-borne
“ramp tramp” coordinator.?®

Ramp safety was a matter for particular concern given the urge for
speed, the customary fatigue among individuals, and the inexperience
among port personnel. The fingers and feet of cargo handlers were espe-
cially vulnerable; forklift drivers could easily damage the aircraft sides
during loading, or might run down people at night. Ammunition and pe-
troleum handling necessitated extra safety measures.

A chronic problem, never fully resolved, was the unsatisfactory reli-
ability of the forklift. On November 15, 1965, for example, of seventy-
seven forklifts in Vietnam only thirty-two were in commission. Several
factors appeared at work: harsh usage, spare parts shortages, lack of
maintenance skills, and certain design flaws. Maintenance teams from the
United States and preventive maintenance training barely kept pace with
the intensifying problem. Late in 1965 the 315th Group asked for and
received manpower assistance from the Army for handloading aircraft. In
November 1966 only 134 of 236 assigned forklifts (347 were authorized)
were in commission.5!

Another problem was a theater-wide shortage of the 88- by 108-inch
pallets. An abundance of pallets was desirable to permit aerial ports to
prepare backlog cargo for opportune transportation. Each pallet was pre-
cisely dimensioned, cost four hundred dollars, and was made of aluminum
facing on a balsa wood core. Careless handling could spoil a pallet’s align-
ment with the dual rails or cause dents or bending thereby necessitating
repair at the maintenance facility in Japan. Contributing to their attrition
was the usefulness of pallets for bunker construction at forward airheads.
PACAF requests for more pallets began in October 1964. Aircrews were
enjoined to pick up empty pallets when delivering loaded ones, a difficult
matter during tactical movements. Long-awaited relief came abruptly dur-
ing late 1965 and January 1966 with the delivery of eighteen hundred
pallets.5?

During 1966 the aerial port squadrons and the larger detachments
unofficially organized five-man mobility teams. These teams were sent to
forward locations during tactical operations, taking with them forklifts and
assorted field equipment. In July, for example, the 8th Squadron dis-
patched eight teams to six different locations. At the forward airhead the
aerial port team joined the mission commander, the combat control team,
and (after 1966) the tactical airlift liaison officer to make up a tailored
airlift support element. Mobility sections were later formally organized in
each of the three aerial port squadrons for this role.®®

Promotions and awards were slow for aerial port personnel. The Da
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Nang unit in 1964 and 1965, for example, failed to receive a single promo-
tion. The men’s morale and enthusiasm remained high, however, and
commanders attributed this to the airmen’s awareness of the need for their
efforts. A form of recognition came in September 1966 upon presentation
of the National Defense Transportation Association Award to the 8th
Aerial Port Squadron for its outstanding service while operating “under
combat conditions, in a hostile environment, coupled with shortages of
materiel and personnel.”54

The in-country C-123 airlift force remained at four squadrons* and
proposals for expansion of the fleet were thwarted by the limited Air Force
inventory of these aircraft. Statistical data shows the impressive and in-
creasing accomplishments by the Providers, reflecting their higher flying
hour rates and the gradual improvements in airlift system management.
Monthly tonnages lifted by the air fleet doubled during the period of Janu-
ary 1965 to September 1966, and the quarterly average increased from
thirty-one thousand tons to sixty-six thousand tons. Missions between
major airfields across the corps areas became fewer; shorter hauls into
locations unsuitable for the C—130s became more frequent.5s

Personnel shortages after 1964 created hardships on the crewmen.
Although ninety-six aircrews were authorized in January 1965, only fifty-
six were assigned to the four squadrons. An increased flow of aircrew
replacements from Hurlburt gradually eased the shortage, and for the first
time the four C-123 squadrons attained full operational accreditation in
July 1966.1 The average flying experience of the newcomers remained low
since many second lieutenants entered the pipeline at Hurlburt directly
from flying training.58

Increases in the flying rate overextended maintenance capabilities.
Programmed daily flying increased from two to three hours per aircraft
during 1965, but during most months actual flying exceeded these
amounts, at times by more than twenty-five percent. Deterioration in the
C-123 operational-ready rate followed, and by year’s end the force was
unable to achieve the 3.0 flying standard. Colonel Hannah officially con-
cluded that C-123 maintenance was “totally unacceptable and almost at
the point of being dangerous.” A series of maintenance squadron reforms

* The 310th Squadron moved to Nha Trang in April 1964, ending its rotation
from Tan Son Nhut; the defoliation unit merged with the 309th Squadron in early
1965.

1 Reorganization of the Special Air Warfare Center on December 1, 1965,
brought into being at Hurlburt the 4410th Combat Crew Training Wing.
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were introduced including postmission critiques by pilots, daily main-
tenance staff meetings, and generally tighter supervision. Incommission
rates improved in early 1966 although flying remained slightly under the
3.0 programmed hours.5”

Missions into short airstrips and mountainous areas placed a premium
on engine reliability. It became increasingly apparent that the engines
lacked the ability to develop full power. Analyses pointed to no single
cause. A change of spark plugs often brought immediate improvement but
engine malfunctions often reappeared after a mission or two. Several
crashes highlighted the problem. One squadron commander instructed his
pilots to insist on peak performance in engine checks prior to departing
on missions.?®

A renewed proposal from Fairchild-Hiller Aircraft Company for add-
ing auxiliary jet engines to the C-~123s promised greater safety during
takeoffs and improved capacity for forward area work. The idea had been
tested successfully on the YC-123H. The directorate of operational re-
quirements and development plans at Air Force headquarters in July 1965
invited recommendations from the commands. The 2d Air Division en-
thusiastically endorsed the modification idea, noting that with the addition
of the jets the aircraft could take off from most remote strips even with one
reciprocating engine inoperative. With all four engines operating, the max-
imum payload could be increased under typical conditions from five to
over eight tons; on the other hand takeoff distance with the increased load
could be reduced from 1,400 to 920 feet. The 315th ‘Air Division,
PACAF, and the Special Air Warfare Center approved a mddification
program for 120 aircraft that began late in 1966. This included the instal-
lation of two J—85 jet engines, antiskid brakes, and a cockpit ‘stall-warning
device. The retrofit was scheduled at the Fairchild plant at Hagerstown.5?

The air and ground crewmen serving one-year tours in the C-123
units were a cross section of the peacetime air force. Most worked hard,
responding to circumstances with energy and initiative. The air commando
name remained, but use of the Australian commando hat and squadron
scarves was prohibited throughout the Air Force in 1966. Crowded en-
listed housing and messing facilities at Tan Son Nhut arid Da ‘Nang con-
tinued to jeopardize proper rest and diet, but there were no serious
problems of health and morale.%° :

In addition to the problems of terrain, weather, and limited facilities
known to C-123 and C-130 aircrews in the earlier years, the expanded
war added new hazards. Crowding at forward airstrips also used by Army
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helicopters and vehicles necessitated constant watchfulness when landing
and taxiing. Congested airspace raised the danger of inflight collision, es-
pecially in the vicinity of airfields. Friendly artillery fire and air strikes
posed further potential dangers for the transport crews, while preventive
measures against possible enemy fire required little emphasis.

Of approximately seventy identifiable episodes involving significant
damage to C-123 and C-130 aircraft during 1965 and the first ten
months of 1966, one-third occurred during landings away from the home
base. Each assault landing contained an element of uncertainty because of
the narrow safety margin against possible mechanical failure or imprecision
in pilot technique. Runway overruns and eroded shoulders resulted in
major accidents. Such landing accidents seldom resulted in the loss of life
or in the total destruction of an aircraft but they often necessitated months
of major repair work. Three fatal C~130 accidents occurred during the
period, and each was complicated by bad weather. The first C-130 and
crew lost in Southeast Asia went down during a go-around at Korat, Thai-
land, on April 24, 1965. Five months later, four aircrewmen died when a
Hercules came down into the water while attempting to land at Qui Nhon,
a place known for its tricky crosswinds. Three men were killed on a night
flight to Pleiku on March 29, 1966, when the aircraft touched down short
of the runway. Five other aircraft were lost during landings at An Loc,
Tuy Hoa, Qui Nhon, (all were C-123 crashes), and at An Khe (a C-130
crash). Especially ill-fated was the hillside strip at An Loc where six
C-123 landing accidents were recorded during these years. Several acci-
dents resulted from collisions with helicopters sitting adjacent to active air
strips. One C-123 while landing at Dau Tieng struck a Chinook helicopter
on one side of the runway and an HU-1D helicopter on the other.5!

Less forgiving, although far rarer, were takeoff accidents resulting
from engine failures. Four planes were destroyed in this way. The first, a
C-123, occurred at a delta airstrip but all seventy-five men aboard survived
the rice-paddy crash landing. Two months later a C—130 pilot elected to
attempt a takeoff from Chu Lai despite a known engine problem. Two
passengers died in the fire which resulted from loss of control during the
takeoff roll. Engine failures caused two C-123 crashes on takeoff at the
beginning of 1966 and forty-six Americans died in the second of these
accidents, at An Khe.%2

Yet more chilling was the possibility of navigational error when flying
in poor visibility near mountainous terrain. The C-123s were especially
vulnerable, lacking navigational radar and used frequently for deliveries in
the highlands. In mid-1965, a C-123 of the 310th Squadron flew into a
mountain while attempting airdrops in marginal weather south of Pleiku.
None of the nine crewmen survived. Eighty-one Vietnamese paratroops
and the four-man crew were killed in December when a C-123 flying in
limited visibility from Pleiku to Tuy Hoa disintegrated on a cliffside. No
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Gen. Hunter Harris (right), commander of Lt. Gen. William W. Momyer (right)
Pacific Air Forces, with Lt. Gen. Joseph congratulates C—123 crewmembers Capt.
Moore, 2nd Air Division commander, 1965. Richard A. Fritz, TSgt. Charles L. Peterson

{center) and SSgt. William J. Slough for
averting a crash on March 1, 1966.

Army specialists
clear mines from a
field adjacent to the
An Khe airstrip,
August 1965.

Courtesy: U.S. Army

This C-130 crashed into the water while attempting to land at Qui Nhon, September 1965.
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navigator was aboard. A Ching Chuan Kang-based C-130, off course
while returning from Vietnam, crashed in the mountains of Taiwan. North
of An Khe a midair collision between a C-123 flareship and an A-1E on
the night of January 12/13, 1966, took the lives of six crewmen.%8

The six C~130s and ten C—123s thus lost in flying accidents, along
with an eleventh C-123 struck by a Vietnamese aircraft while parked at
Da Nang, exceeded the total destroyed by enemy action for the same period.
This compared with a total of eleven C—123s lost to all causes in Southeast
Asia during the three previous years. The loss of eight aircraft in accidents
during the ten weeks ending in late January 1966 represented a level of
attrition intolerable even under the prevailing operating conditions. Com-
manders moved to reverse the trend. The 315th Air Division charged that
crews were not complying with time-tested directives and insisted that
supervisors at all levels act against “complacency and nonprofessional
performance” in flying. Gen. Hunter Harris, Jr., PACAF commander, on a
visit with a C-130 unit on Okinawa, “did not appear overly concerned
about the accident rate, implying losses could be expected,” but he quickly
dispelled this impression after the three January accidents near An Khe.
The 315th Group took stern measures against the practice of flying visually
in extremely marginal weather, and prescribed substantial margins for
safe terrain clearance. Col. Robert T. Simpson, who assumed command of
the 315th Wing in mid-1966, attacked the accident rate with a widely
displayed slogan: “Our mission is not so urgent or pressing that we cannot
afford time to accomplish it safely.”64

The specific measures taken for improving operational safety were
built upon the standardization-evaluation systems long established in the
C-123 and C-130 units. Additionally, airfield folders were improved and
made available to the new C-130 detachments. Each C-123 pilot re-
corded his landings at each airfield for reference in future mission schedul-
ing. The twelve-hour maximum crew duty day was maintained more rigidly
although it could be extended to sixteen hours during conditions of ur-
gency. The reduction in operational losses by mid-1966 became apparent;
major C-123 accidents totaled six during the first half of the year and
declined to zero during the next four months.®s

Less successful were efforts to curb the lesser mishaps which were
typical of operations at forward airheads shared with the Army. A MACV
directive, dated May 9, 1966, prescribed joint planning conferences and
fixed traffic control responsibilities under an airfield control officer desig-
nated by the ground force commander. Air Force crews, nevertheless,
learned to be extremely watchful for uncontrolled Army helicopter flying,
for choppers parked close to landing strips, and for vehicles and pedes-
trians using runways at will. The absence of common radio frequencies for
communication between airlift crews and Army agencies was regrettable. It
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was partly overcome by combat control team efforts to advise aircrews of
helicopter and artillery activity.®¢

Communist ground fire remained a lesser, though significant consider-
ation for airlifters. The number of C-123 airlift mssions receiving hits
averaged five monthly through 1966, but peaked to fifteen in April 1966.
The first C—130 to be shot down by the enemy crashed on December 21,
1965. The 314th Wing aircraft had been preparing to land at Tuy Hoa
with a load of thirteen tons of jet fuel. Ground fire brought down a second
C-130 near Pleiku three weeks later and a C—123 flareship near An Khe
in mid-May 1966. Hostile action was suspected in crashes of a C-123
between Khe Sanh and Dong Ha in early February and a C-130 twenty
miles south of Cam Ranh Bay in early October. No crewmembers survived
the five crashes.®”

A PACAF bulletin, published May 23, 1965, listed techniques for
reducing vulnerability to ground fire, during steep landing approaches or
when flying within 3,000 feet of the ground. Units were urged to practice
ground controlled approaches using steep (4Y2-degree) glide slopes. As-
sessing methods for escaping in case of enemy air intercept, PACAF
recommended that transport crews enter clouds and make sharp turns; an
alternate tactic would be flight at treetop level with frequent turns. But
MACYV considered the possibility of enemy air action remote and opposed
use of U.S. Army light antiaircraft Redeye missiles, concerned that these
might fall into communist hands. A welcome improvement was the capabil-
ity, attained after diligent effort among the C—123 units, to airdrop five
tons in a single pass and end exposure of the aircraft in multiple runs over
hot areas.%8

Communist attacks on allied airfields further threatened the transport
fleet. A Viet Cong demolition squad supported by mortar fire penetrated
Da Nang Air Base in the early hours of July 1, 1965, destroying two
C-130s and two Vietnamese Air Force C-47s, and damaging three
C-123s, eighteen C-47s, a C-130, and numerous other aircraft. Com-
munist sappers penetrated An Khe Airfield after midnight on April 20,
1966, damaging two parked C—130s with satchel charges and small-arms
fire and leveling the aerial port office area. Similar attacks were conducted
against Nha Trang, Pleiku, and countless lesser strips, posing added con-
cern for airlift crews on the night schedule.®

Two instances of attempted sabotage occurred in mid-1966. In one
case, a handgrenade was discovered rigged to the aircraft ramp during a
C-130 flight from Dak To with one hundred passengers. The grenade
exploded after being thrown from the aircraft. A second occurrence re-
sulted in the destruction of a Caribou by an undetected explosive device
while the aircraft was parked at Vung Tau. Sabotage was suspected as well
in other unexplained crashes including the June explosion of a MAC
C-130 after it had departed from Cam Ranh Bay and the October loss of
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a similar aircraft south of that base. The events suggested caution in em-
ploying local persons in aerial port work. Transport crews thereafter
searched carefully for explosive devices before takeoffs, especially after
hauling Vietnamese passengers.?

Communist action thus permanently removed from the Air Force
aircraft inventory seven C-130s and six C-123s during these years, in-
cluding a C-130 lost over North Vietnam. Thirty transports were lost
between March 1965 and the end of the following year. This number
scarcely dented the nation’s capacity to wage war but it was sufficient to
disrupt planning and required caution when employing the force in more
dangerous combat situations.

The shuttle system in Vietnam evolved as a practical and uniquely
tailored accommodation to immediate circumstances. Equally important
with the specific details of organization was organizational flexibility. Fur-
ther reforms improved efficiency and responsiveness, but by the fall of
1966 the basic pattern for future airlift management had been tested and
found satisfactory. A final development, which will be examined in the next
chapter, was the application of the expanded in-country airlift force in the
tactics and strategy of the ground war.
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IX. Search and Destroy

American leaders hoped that our vigorous intervention in South Viet-
ham, accompanied by a bombing campaign against the north, would
convey to the enemy the hopelessness of his cause and lead to a satisfac-
tory negotiated settlement. For the ground war in the south the Americans
adopted a mobile strategy designed to destroy the enemy’s forces and
disrupt his base areas. Air Force transports moved battalions and brigades
to forward operational areas, supplied them during airmobile offensive
operations, and withdrew them for rest or fresh ventures elsewhere. Airlift
made possible offensive operations independent of vulnerable road com-
munications and allowed allied units to reinforce quickly promising or
dangerous situations. The strategy left for Vietnamese units the continuing
role of occupation or pacification of the countryside upon which ultimate
success might depend.

The campaigns of 1965-66 capped the continuing controversies over
Army air mobility. Expanded combat operations afforded a freedom of
action for the favored theories of both services, demanding more air trans-
port of every kind. Air Force C—123s and C—130s linked with the Army’s
helicopters and Caribous in the central highland battles of the 1st Cavalry
Division, in the movements about Vietnam of the U.S. airborne brigades,
and in the offensive efforts over the plain about Saigon. The division of
roles remained flexible, accommodating the immediate situation. Events
in Vietnam thus hastened the resolution of doctrinal differences at the
higher level and culminated in a 1966 agreement to transfer all Caribou
aircraft to the Air Force. The Air Force in turn renounced its claims to a
helicopter airlift arm.

The allied war situation in February 1965 was in serious disarray.
Conditions grew worse in the central provinces of South Vietnam where,
according to MACYV staff assessments, the Viet Cong had “virtual control”
of large areas. Overland routes from the coast to Pleiku and Kontum
remained blocked as well as the coastal road above Nha Trang. Although
Viet Cong movements were largely screened from the allies, three North
Vietnamese regiments began gradual shifts southward through the hill
country north and east of Pleiku. As the crisis deepened, Air Force

—123s were called upon repeatedly to lift supplies over routes normally
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served by road, to haul in reinforcements, and to provide flareship support
for posts under attack. To the American transport crewmen the urgency of
their missions was obvious.!

Airlift became more crucial with the intensified communist attacks
starting in May. In late spring, in three separate operations, C-123s
moved relief forces to Phuoc Binh, Dong Xoai, and Quang Ngai in re-
sponse to enemy attacks. The last operation overtaxed the 123 fleet and
necessitated a special four-ship C-130 augmentation from off shore in
early June.

More dramatic was the three-day airlift into Cheo Reo southeast of
Pleiku, which began with a tactical emergency operation in the evening of
June 30. South Vietnamese paratroop reinforcements heavily engaged the
North Vietnamese forces. In the initial four hours a C-123 landed every
eight minutes and the fleet delivered sixteen hundred troops with their
equipment and ammunition. Another one thousand men were lifted in over
the next two days along with 290 tons of cargo. The Hercules assisted in
the operation and hauled in 105-mm artillery and ammunition from Pleiku.
Radio communications for air traffic control were lacking until the arrival
of combat team personnel the second day. The transports landed by night
using flareship illumination and makeshift runway lighting. On July 4-5,
the troops were extracted to Pleiku and Kontum principally by C-123.
Immediately following the Cheo Reo operation, an air movement began
into Dak To under similar conditions. These combined efforts, including
resupply and extractions, within a ten-day period required over six hundred
C-123 sorties and included the movement of over ten thousand troops.

Meanwhile, the closing of Highway 19 between the coast and Pleiku
necessitated continued air resupply into Pleiku and entailed over two hun-
dred C-130 sorties from Qui Nhon during June. Road convoys in mid-
July eventually punched through to Pleiku after a clearing operation by
fourteen South Vietnamese battalions with the assistance of C~130 and
C-123 transport of men and materiel. These and other airlifts, according
to Col. Theodore C. Mataxis, a U.S. Army senior advisor in II Corps,
provided the margin that permitted the Vietnamese to hold their own dur-
ing the critical period.2

Reviving earlier tactics, the communists besieged a border civilian
irregular defense camp at Duc Co west of Pleiku in early August, and
attacked an overland relief column. C-123s made airdrops along the
highway, resupplied the blocked convoy, and dropped rice and medical
supplies into the Duc Co camp. A U.S. advisor at the camp judged the
effort only “marginally effective” because of breakage, inaccuracy, and the
frequent failure of radio communications. Airlanded deliveries into Duc Co
by the C-123s, however, earned an Army officer’s admiration although
he observed that cargo handling and control were unsatisfactory. One air-
craft received mortar damage and over twenty small-arms hits during a
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medical evacuation. Two Vietnamese airborne battalions entered Duc Co
by helicopter and then were followed by a third. Following this action the
Hercules and Providers began moving combat elements of the U.S. 173d
Airborne Brigade from Bien Hoa to Pleiku, The two-day effort required
150 sorties. Air Force aerial port personnel in the meantime worked
almost continuously to receive the troops and vast quantities of equipment
at the two Pleiku airfields. After three weeks of patrolling about Kontum,
the brigade returned to Bien Hoa by C-130.3
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The summer tactical airlifts combined U.S. troop carrier forces in
airlanded operations with Vietnamese units. The 1965 operations were
characterized mainly by C-130 participation and by airlifting of the large
units. Not until August were American ground units involved. The feasibil-
ity of still greater tactical mobility efforts was nevertheless clear. Whether
or not the troop carrier force would be thus employed rested on decisions
of basic U.S. military strategy makers for Vietnam. Their choice was es-
sentially whether or not to seize the initiative on the ground against an
enemy skilled in dispersal, camouflage, and evasion.

The offensive approach was steadfastly advocated by General West-
moreland. In his June 13 message to CINCPAC he postulated the employ-
ment of U.S, forces together with the Vietnamese airborne and marine
battalions in offensive search-and-destroy operations against hardcore
communist units in their base areas. The bulk of the South Vietnamese
army would thus be left to face the guerrillas in populated areas. A Joint
Staff study group, in a July 14 report, recommended pressure against
enemy main force units “to run them into the ground and destroy them.”
The study group was uncertain that methods could be found to destroy
permanently communist battalions, but it asserted that enemy forces could
be attacked, their base areas occupied, and friendly areas of strength estab-
lished. The report identified a substantial need for air resupply during such
operations, estimating daily requirements for an airmobile division in
combat of up to six hundred tons. MACYV Directive 525-4, dated Septem-
ber 17, 1965, outlined the command’s policy for a concept of operations.
A foremost objective was the attainment of the offensive, principally by
repetitive search-and-destroy operations in Viet Cong base areas, thereby
forcing the enemy away from the population centers. Although operations
in 1965 were viewed as strategically defensive, offensive and mobile efforts
were to be undertaken as much as possible. Air transport would move units
and supplies to support these ventures, and whenever possible they would
be supplemented by land communications.*

An alternative to the offensive approach became known as the coastal
enclave strategy. Its advocates recommended limiting American interven-
tion to the occupation of certain populated regions, denying the enemy
victory, and setting the stage for political accommodation or a revitaliza-
tion of South Vietnamese efforts. Under this strategy, air transport forces
would supplement access by sea to the several enclaves. Air officers found
some elements agreeable and PACAF on June 8 urged limiting American
troop roles to the defense of enclaves and air bases “from which we can
operate our air.” The enclave strategy came to public attention in a Febru-
ary 1966 Harper’s article by retired Lt. Gen. James M. Gavin, USA, who
recommended more limited roles in the south and cessation of the air
campaign in the north. Gen. John P. McConnell, who replaced General
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LeMay as Chief of Staff in early 1965, joined the Joint Chiefs in opposing
Gavin’s proposals, seeing in them an abandonment of national objectives.5

President Johnson’s approval to send the new airmobile division gave
tacit sanction to the offensive idea for it was patently illogical to choose the
airmobile unit for static roles. In April McNamara approved the permanent
organization of the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) as part of a sixteen-
division Army force structure over the official dissent of McConnell who
had urged further testing of airmobile methods. The Joint Chiefs, less
General McConnell, advised McNamara that the division would offer
“unique potential combat characteristics . . . in low-and mid-intensity
combat situations.” Air transport considerations became central in discus-
sions of where and how to employ the cavalry in Vietnam.®

The feasibility of placing an American division in the Pleiku area came
under discussion in March 1965 following a visit to Vietnam by General
Johnson. Receiving formal encouragement from the Joint Chiefs and Gen-
eral Westmoreland, Johnson in a memorandum of March 29 indicated the
Army’s intent to nominate the airmobile division for deployment to the
highlands. Appended to the memorandum was a paper envisioning the air
movement into the interior of the division’s three brigades to be deployed
respectively to Pleiku, Kontum, and Dak To. Combat operations were to
be “directed toward the destruction of insurgent forces through offensive
operations.” The port of Qui Nhon was designated as a forward depot for
the division with maximum reliance on Air Force resupply and troop
movement. Although land resupply using Highway 19 was seen as a useful
supplement, the air link would “free the combat commander from reliance
on a land logistical tail with its inherent disadvantage of fixed forward
supply installations.” Daily supply requirements for the airmobile division
were estimated at 585 tons plus an additional 262 tons for supporting
forces.?

The Air Staff examined the feasibility of the concept and identi-
fied four C-130-capable airfields—Pleiku Old, Pleiku New, Kontum, and
Catecka—each of which might receive 125 tons of air supply daily. This
- equated to a force size of sixteen C—130s to be based at Tan Son Nhut and to
fly four hours each daily. Ten Air Force helicopters could operate from the
four C-130 airheads, redistributing 150 tons daily over an average radius
of twenty miles. The Air Staff, after forwarding these computations to the
Joint Chiefs in a memorandum of March 24, nevertheless opposed the
Army proposal because of the risks involved and in particular raised the
question of the consequences if the airfields were lost. PACAF saw in the
exposed situation at Pleiku “the basis for another Dien Bien Phu.” PACAF
also rebutted recent Army suggestions that Caribous could handle com-
munications to the highlands, and the command noted that the daily eight
hundred-ton requirement equated to 141 Caribou round trips in contrast to
29 for C-130s. In the end the Air Staff rejected the use of an airmobile
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division and proposed the employment of airmobile forces based on the
utilization of a conventional infantry division supported by Air Force
CH-3s.8

The Air Force proposal was opposed by Adm. U. S. G. Sharp, USN,
CINCPAC, who repeatedly cited the need for the establishment of secure
seaport enclaves at Qui Nhon and Nha Trang as essential to operations
inland. Agreeing, General Westmoreland in mid-June pressed for an early
movement of two brigades into the interior with a third to be positioned at
An Khe primarily for protection of the highway network. To Westmore-
land, Highway 19 and the interior plateau seemed a proper arena for battle.
The site was away from populated areas, likely to attract the enemy, and
suitable for the mobility and firepower of an airmobile division. Further,
highway communications to Pleiku could be backed up by a C-130
squadron “on a contingency basis” as well as by C-123s, Caribous, and
organic Chinook helicopters. The Air Staff, meanwhile, opposed sending an
‘“untrained, untested division into the highlands” claiming that the Air
Force role in prospective communications operations needed resolution.
McNamara on June 16 decided upon initial coastal employment for all
three brigades although General Wheeler, Joint Chiefs chairman, pointed
out that once the division was in-country it was subject to movement
dictated by MACV. Final authorization by President Johnson for move-
ment of the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) to Vietnam came on July
28.°

Three U.S. Army brigades preceded the 1st Cavalry Division into
Vietnam. The 173d Airborne Brigade entered by air in May, and a brigade
of the 1st Infantry Division came ashore at Vung Tau in mid-July.* A
second airborne brigade arrived at Cam Ranh Bay in late July, and the
U.S. Marine force in the northern provinces reached a strength of twelve
battalions in August. Thus the full Phase I force was in place with only the
1st Cavalry and the remainder of the 1st Infantry Division scheduled to
come in September and October respectively.'?

The structure of the new airmobile division reflected the latest techni-
cal and doctrinal developments within the Army. The division initially had
eight infantry battalions, three with a parachute capability. It was au-
thorized 434 aircraft, nearly all of which were helicopters and were to be
used primarily for troop mobility. Most of the aircraft were placed within
two assault helicopter battalions, a cavalry squadron, and a thirty-nine-ship
aerial rocket battalion. Within the division, but organized separately for
general support, were several dozen heavier CH-47 Chinook helicopters.

* One battalion of 1st Infantry Division arrived in Vietnam earlier for security
duty at Cam Ranh Bay. The battalions landing at Vung Tau were shuttled by air to
Bien Hoa.
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The Caribous were not an integral part of the division but had been at-
tached since 1964.11

An advance party of the 1st Cavalry Division assembled at Nha Trang
on August 25. Accompanied by nine hundred troops of the 101st, vehicles,
and considerable equipment, the group moved by C~130 to the new base
camp location at An Khe. There the newcomers hacked out bivouac areas,
a defense perimeter, and an oversized heliport. The site lay in a bowl thirty
miles inland from Qui Nhon on Highway 19. Earlier in the summer
C-123s had landed over two hundred tons of airstrip construction materials,
and in recent operations six allied battalions cleared and erected strong
points along the road from Qui Nhon. The main body of the division
arrived at Qui Nhon by sea in September and proceeded to An Khe by
helicopter or road. Eighteen Caribou aircraft and crews of the 17th Avi-
ation Company flew across the Pacific, arriving at Vung Tau for eventual
basing at Pleiku.2

The Air Force airlift support of the cavalry division in the first weeks
at An Khe was inauspicious. Highway 19 served as a secure line of com-
munications from Qui Nhon, easily handling the daily two hundred-ton
resupply effort required as a result of the light scale of combat. Cavalry
helicopters and Caribous made retail distribution out of An Khe to field
units in nearby regions. The division, however, requested a daily priority
allocation or dedication of C-123 and C-130 sorties primarily for moving
helicopter parts and mail from Saigon. MACV rejected the request stating
that the existing airlift request and allocation system should be used. The
division accordingly forwarded airlift requests to the U.S. Army corps-level
command at Nha Trang, and worked through the airlift coordinator of the
Air Force tactical air control party attached to the division.* Cargo satura-
tion at Tan Son Nhut and high-priority mission requests caused frequent
mission delays and cancellations so that the division dispatched Caribous
to Saigon for pickups. Another difficulty discouraging the use of C~130s to
An Khe was the rough condition of the pierced steel planking landing
surface, which despite repairs caused frequent cuts and blowouts of landing-
gear tires. An Air Force combat control team detachment handled cargo at
An Khe until replaced by a three-man aerial port team equipped with a
single forklift. Army personnel assisted in offloadings.!?

The likelihood of future cavalry operations in the Pleiku region was
generally understood, although the ability of the Caribous and Chinooks to
make heavier and sustained deliveries over the greater distances yet re-
mained to be proven. Concerned with establishing Air Force responsibili-

* I Field Force, Vietnam, at Nha Trang was the American command corre-
sponding to the Vietnamese II Corps. II Field Force, Vietnam, at Bien Hoa corre-
sponded to the IIT Corps. Both field forces were under Headquarters United States
Army, Vietnam (USARV).
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At Nha Trang, C-130s wait to transport the 1st Cavalry Division to An Khe, August 25, 1965.
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Gen. Earle G. Wheeler as Army Chief of Gen. John P. McConnell, Air Force Chief of
Staff, 1963. Staff, 1968.

Courtesy: U.S. Army
Members of the 1st Air Cavalry Division board a C~130 for air movement to An Khe.
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ties toward the airmobile division, General McConnell in July obtained
General Johnson’s agreement that each service would establish teams to
join in examining air strike and airlift requirements. Under Project New
Focus teams were dispatched to visit Vietnam in the fall. Air Force staff
papers continued to view reservedly the idea of an all-air line of communi-
cations to Pleiku, but insisted that any airlift logistics support for airmobile
forces in the highlands was an Air Force task. General Johnson, in his
congressional testimony in mid-October, reasserted the Army’s preference
for using Caribou-Chinook aircraft for communications. He cited the vul-
nerability of the C~130, its airstrip requirements, and the inconvenience of
handling its large loads at forward points.!*

The early entry of the cavalry division into the interior plateau was
triggered by communist pressure against the civilian irregular defense camp
at Plei Me, approximately thirty miles south of Pleiku. There had been no
warning of enemy intentions. Attacks by fire and small-unit penetrations
began in early evening on October 19. Two North Vietnamese regiments,
meanwhile, took position several miles to the north in readiness to ambush
any overland relief forces. The camp defenders received immediate help
from strike aircraft and C—123 flareships which encountered heavy anti-
aircraft fire. Two Vietnamese ranger companies flew from Qui Nhon to
Pleiku by C-123 the next day and moved to the vicinity of Plei Me by
helicopter the morning of the twenty-first. A Vietnamese armored convoy
simultaneously set out by road from Pleiku. The overland column included
units stationed near Pleiku and an infantry battalion flown from Kontum in
four C~130 sorties. Lead elements reached Plei Me on the twenty-fifth,
but the trucks carrying the task force’s fuel and ammunition were attacked
and destroyed by the enemy. Rear elements of the relief force returned to
Pleiku.1®

The Air Force’s C-123s and Army Caribous made daily drops of
ammunition and rations at the camp. All C-123 missions originated from
Nha Trang and were flown by the 310th Air Commando Squadron. Re-
quests for air supply, following the usual channel procedures for the Spe-
cial Forces, were radioed from the camp to the 5th Special Forces Group
at Nha Trang. Landings were impossible at Plei Me because of runway
damage and continued enemy fire. On October 20, the first day of drops,
four C—123s received a total of twenty hits; one aircraft was forced to
divert to Pleiku. From October 22 to 25, nineteen C-123s received hits.
During some of the missions, escort fighters sprayed the ridges on either
side of the approach path while the defenders released white-phosphorous
smoke. No hits were received when these actions were taken. Airdrop
tactics were extemporized to minimize exposure to fire using lower than
standard approach altitudes between 200 and 350 feet. The small size of
the Plei Me camp, a triangle with sides two hundred twenty yards in length,
necessitated that aircrews make repeated drop runs. Their accuracy was
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satisfactory and the loss rate of supplies was 1.6 percent. At least five
deliveries were made at night using flareship illumination. During October
22-25, C-123s dropped 118 tons during twenty-five sorties while the
Caribous delivered 38 tons in sixteen sorties from Nha Trang and Pleiku.
Drops continued through the twenty-eighth of that month following the
arrival of an armored task force which increased supply requirements while
the road remained closed.16

General Westmoreland visited An Khe on October 20 and that even-
ing the division staff made plans for the possible movement of a battalion
task force to Pleiku. The selected battalion was placed on alert along with
eight Caribou aircraft. The battalion moved on the morning of the twenty-
third using the Caribous and the division’s helicopters. A second battalion
with artillery elements and the 1st Brigade headquarters followed later in
the day. The movement continued into the next day while certain units
helicoptered from Pleiku to the landing zones chosen for artillery positions
to support the Plei Me relief force. The firebases were thereafter sustained
by CH-47 Chinook lifts of fuel, guns, and munitions.

During the continuous operations on the twenty-fifth, Caribous and
Chinooks labored to get supplies to Pleiku, lifting 513 tons from An Khe,
Qui Nhon, and Nha Trang. But fuel supplies at Pleiku fell to seven thou-
sand gallons on the twenty-sixth in contrast to a daily consumption rate of
seventy thousand gallons. The next morning it appeared that only eighteen
of the thirty Chinooks could be in commission. Enlargement of the airlink
became an absolute necessity later the same day when Westmoreland de-
cided to seek out and destroy the enemy forces retreating from Plei Me.
Additional battalions moved from An Khe to join in the three weeks of
aggressive airmobile warfare which followed. The Ia Drang Valley cam-
paign, which extended to November 28, was the first confrontation be-
tween American and North Vietnamese forces and was viewed by
American Army officers as the first combat test of airmobile tactics.!” :

Two questions remained unresolved: how early was airlift system
assistance requested, and how quickly did the Air Force respond. In the
early stages Pleiku had been viewed as a supply venture of modest dimen-
sion within the capabilities of the Caribou and Chinook fleets, not unlike
the planned operations in the coastal region which the highlands campaign
unexpectedly replaced. Maj. Gen. Harry W. O. Kinnard, USA, commander
of the 1st Cavalry Division, indicated that he at once started through
“multiple channels” to secure Air Force lift to Pleiku but that airlift system
assistance began slowly. The 2d Air Division indicated that the airlift
Tequest was received on October 27. The following evening the MACV
command center learned of the “critical” status of JP—4 [jet fuel] at Pleiku
through a call from the logistics section at the Nha Trang headquarters,
Air delivery of fifty thousand gallons was requested for the morning of the
twenty-ninth. During the night the MACV center coordinated with the
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logistics section and with the Army on immediate airlift of empty five
hundred-gallon containers (bladders) from Pleiku to Tan Son Nhut for
refilling, Departures of fuel-carrying C-130s for Pleiku began before
dawn. Consumption continued to outpace supply and by the evening of the
twenty-ninth the division reported “zero gallons of JP—4 on hand to sup-
port operations.”!8

Once under way the C-130 petroleum lift was impressive. Within
three days, deliveries reached three-quarters of the daily rate originally
requested. Lt. Col. John R. Stoner, chief of the tactical air control party,
flew to Pleiku early in the resupply effort and observed the 130s arriving at
short intervals. Each ship offloaded ten to fifteen 500-gallon bladders while
the engines turned and the aircraft remained on the ground only for a few
minutes. In contrast each Caribou or Chinook could carry only two 500-
gallon bladders of fuel, while a C—123 handled four.'®

The C-130 streams from Saigon and Qui Nhon hauled considerable
ammunition as well as fuel. Initially, all C-130 deliveries went to the six
thousand-foot Pleiku New airfield just north of the city. Most of the fuel
bladders deposited at this site were then lifted by Chinooks to helicopter
forward operating locations at Du Co and Catecka. Other cargo offloaded
at Pleiku New was taken by truck to Camp Holloway, the old airfield east
of the city. The camp had been the home of the first deployed brigade and
was heavily used by Caribous and helicopters. The crowded parking and
taxi facilities, the steep runway slope, and the concern for runway de-
terioration explained the Army’s decision to make Pleiku New a C-130
terminal. Holloway was temporarily closed in September because of run-
way damage and only an occasional 130 landed at the airfield.

A four thousand-foot dirt strip known as Catecka Tea Plantation, ten
miles south of Pleiku, became the principal refueling point for the cavalry
helicopters through most of the Ia Drang battle. Early in the operation the
C-130s and C-123s also began delivering fuel to Catecka, drastically
reducing transshipments from Pleiku New. Airstrip construction and main-
tenance requirements at Catecka proved negligible, and ruts caused by the
130s were smoothed by towing fuel bladders behind a vehicle. Dry weather
was essential and any significant rainfall would assuredly have halted the
C-130 airlift. The 1st Cavalry Division reported later that the Air Force
transport stream into Catecka “was certainly one of the biggest Godsends
of the whole exercise—otherwise we would have had to grind to a halt for
a lack of fuel.” An Air Force combat control team assisted Army person-
nel in cargo handling and traffic control at Catecka, Backhauls of casual-
ties from Catecka were most often to Qui Nhon.?

An attractive alternative to the air supply link was the possibility of
running convoys over Highway 19 from Qui Nhon. Korean troops in the
coastal section held the road open as far as An Khe, but the 1st Cavalry
Division’s limited vehicle inventory and the full commitment of its infantry
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forces elsewhere discouraged the idea of further clearing the road. The
division, in a reply to a higher command inquiry in early November, stated
that it would begin this effort when two infantry battalions became avail-
able. Highway 19 was opened and a ground route established a week later
although the airlift effort into the highlands continued in heavy volume.2!

Air cavalry units continued to press the enemy in the Ia Drang area
south and west of Pleiku. On November 14 a helicopter assault against the
enemy’s Chu Pong Mountain redoubt astride the Cambodian border trig-
gered three days of vicious enemy attacks against the American landing
zone. C-123s landed at the Duc Co civilian defense camp late in the battle
to supplement the effort. At the end of the battle the 1st Cavalry Division
estimated that the enemy had been badly defeated and his losses were
equivalent to a full regiment killed. The remnants were driven into Cam-
bodia. But the retirement of the Americans to An Khe at the end of
November left the area again to the enemy.??

The air supply system had indisputably been vital in the tactical suc-
cess of the Pleiku campaign. The 2d Air Division reported that during late
October and much of November the Southeast Asia Airlift System deliv-
ered fifty-four hundred tons in direct support of the 1st Cavalry Division.
The daily average was 186 tons. Of the total tonnage fifty-eight percent
was petroleum. The full lift represented sixteen percent of the éntire airlift
system in-country workload during the period and consumed one-fourth of
the flying time. No 1st Cavalry Division requests had been rejected al-
though the quantity of petroleum products delivered on most days fell
moderately short of the desired amount. General Kinnard on the other
hand stated that the division received from external points 2,920 tons by
organic air and 1,446 tons overland during a period of thirty-five days. The
daily shipments for the division therefore came to three hundred tons. In
the meantime support for other users was in turn reduced, and backlog
cargo awaiting movement at aerial ports throughout Vietnam increased
fifty percent during the battle.23

The Pleiku campaign did much to clarify future relationships between
Army airmobile and Air Force troop carrier forces. Air Force opposition
to the airmobile concept softened. General Harris advised General Mc-
Connell that the cavalry division had done “a highly commendable job”
despite a demonstrated lack of staying power. Colonel Stoner returned to
the United States in March for a series of debriefings and discussions at Air
Force headquarters. In a television interview Stoner persuasively stated
that the airmobile division had been used dramatically and effectively in
Vietnam, and that it had proven its ability at Ia Drang to find and fight the
enemy when no other formation could.2+

Colonel Stoner felt that the campaign had strengthened among officers
of the cavalry division an appreciation for Air Force capabilities, and in-
creased the Army’s willingness to seek Air Force assistance. Any lingering
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ground force contention that organic aircraft were essential for high-
volume air supply operations was clearly ended. In his narrative assess-
ment of lessons learned, which he prepared for the Army staff, General
Kinnard recommended that an additional Chinook company be sent for
logistics support. He cited the performance of the four attached CH-54
Flying Crane helicopters in recovering damaged aircraft and making retail
deliveries of heavy loads. Kinnard’s broader view, however, was that air-
mobile units must plan to rely heavily on Air Force support both for
firepower and resupply. He argued that Air Force airlift should be counted
on to bring supplies forward to brigade base areas. Kinnard emphasized to
the New Focus teams then in Vietnam that his Chinooks and Caribous
were needed for tactical employment and minimum essential distribution,
and that his division’s need for Air Force lift probably exceeded that of any
other formation. He judged the division’s own retail distribution capability
as limited to a distance of twenty-five miles and disagreed specifically with
an Army study which envisioned retail distribution over a 150-mile radius.
Circulated within the division during December and published in January
was a formal “lessons learned” report reflecting the same conclusions.
Plainly, doctrinal divergencies of the two services had narrowed.?®

The two American airborne brigades in Vietnam fit easily into part-
nership with the troop carrier arm. After its arrival in May, the 173d began
small-unit clearing operations about Vung Tau and Bien Hoa, and in late
June entered the enemy base area north of Saigon. Meanwhile, the 3,700-
man 1st Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division arrived at Cam Ranh Bay
on July 29. They were met by Ambassador Taylor and General Westmore-
land, both former commanders of the 101st. A few days earliér, Westmore-
land had conveyed to Sharp his concept for employing in offensive and
reaction operations the paratroop brigades as strategic reserve forces. The
base camp for the 173d would remain at Bien Hoa while the 1st Brigade
would operate from a coastal location, initially near Nha Trang. An Army
staff document, furnished to McConnell in July, sketched how the airborne
units could move from base camps to the plateau region about Pleiku. This
paper showed how the brigades could move either by Army helicopters
(with intermediate refueling) or by C-123 and C-130 lift.2¢

The air movement of the 173d to Pleiku coincided with the Duc Co
fighting, and the move plainly reflected the application of the general re-
serve mission concept. After returning to Bien Hoa the brigade began a
succession of offensive endeavors, supported by helicopters, Caribous,
trucks, and more and more by Air Force transports. Duting the second

216



SEARCH AND DESTROY

173d BRIGADE MOVEMENTS, 1965-66

T
0 5 10 NM
DAIRFIELDS

CAMBODIA

SONG BE[] Vi 1
N

-

."‘-~V

“\--"’"\i

PROPOSED
PHUOC VINH wvi OSE

gONE LA NGA VALLEY

. v AREA VO DAT[]
. /Q
- I v

"\ IRON TRIANGLE

) BIEN HoA[D !

O XUAN LOC 35
\. Dsao 1rRAI 564

- 1 VI

N
m SAIGON

I. ARRIVAL BIEN HOAANUNG TAU, MAY 1965
Il. ZONE D, JUNE 1965

I, TO PLEIKU, AUGUST 1965

IV. IRON TRIANGLE OPERATION, OCTOBER 1965
V. NEW LIFE - 65, NOVEMBER 1965

VI, MARAUDER, JANUARY 1966

VI, SILVER CITY, (ZONE D), MARCH 1966 O vuNG TAU
VIIl. DENVER (SONG BE), APRIL 1966 1

week of October 1965 the brigade entered and swept the Iron Triangle
region twenty miles north of Saigon that had been considered inviolate
enemy territory. The Brigade’s initial movement was overland but resupply
was primarily by air to avoid exposure of ground convoys to ambush by an
alerted enemy. Because of the absence of an airstrip at the forward supply
point within the Iron Triangle, the logistical system depended on airdrops,
extractions, and helicopters. C~123s made nine heavy-equipment drops
during the operation, but the brigade preferred extraction delivery by Cari-
bou because of better accuracy, less damage to loads, and less exposure to
enemy fire. Being advised that the C-130s in Vietnam were unprepared to
make extraction deliveries, the brigade commander after the operation
recommended that steps be taken to achieve this capability in view of the
C-130’s payload superiority over the Caribou’s.2?
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The operation was also highlighted by a five-ship emergency airdrop
to a unit of the 173d isolated by enemy forces and in critical need of
ammunition and food. On the morning of October 10, five 19th Air Com-
mando Squadron crews took off from Tan Son Nhut loaded with bundles
for individual release in successive passes over the small drop zone.
Planned fire-suppression support was absent. The' C—123 crews dropped
from in-trail formation at altitudes of three hundred to six hundred feet
and met with severe ground fire on every pass. One crew was forced to
depart after dropping one bundle because their navigator was severely
wounded. Each of the remaining aircraft was hit during its initial run. The
flight leader received the most serious damage and had to steer by rudder
and differential engine power after loss of most aileron control. Alterations
in the flight path brought little relief from enemy fire. The four crews
continued the mission until all bundles were delivered and successfully
recovered. Three crews flew through the gauntlet seven times.28

The troop carrier role was substantially greater in the brigade’s No-
vember air invasion of the valley about Vo Dat located forty miles east of
Bien Hoa. The region had been recovered from the jungle, settled the
previous decade, and was now rich in rice production. Communist cadres
since 1964 had administered the local population. Planning called for a
heliborne seizure of the Vo Dat airstrip on November 23 by the Australian
battalion attached to the 173d. Fixed-wing transports would then deliver
vehicles, artillery, forklifts, and reinforcements. Two days later two Ameri-
can battalions of the 173d were to execute a parachute assault at the
opposite (north) side of the valley. Additional battalions from the U.S. 1st
Infantry Division were to move by road from Saigon. But suspecting that
the parachute operation had become known to the enemy, the brigade com-
mander on short notice moved up the schedule and directed that all three
battalions land on the Vo Dat strip. The plan for a parachute assault was
abandoned.

Events moved quickly on November 21. Forty UH-1D helicopters
landed the first wave at Vo Dat shortly after nine in the morning. The field
was quickly secured and cleared of mines, and the first C-130 landed an
hour later carrying an Air Force combat control team to direct air traffic.
Six Hercules had been diverted into Bien Hoa the previous afternoon to
wait in readiness for shuttling between Bien Hoa and Vo Dat. By evening
of the first day, thirty-five C-130 and fifteen Caribou flights had flown in
four batteries of artillery, battalion and brigade command posts, and varied
equipment. All landings were unopposed, and the overhead air cover was
not needed in support of the transports. C—~130 crews had spotted firing to
the right of the runway but chose approach paths to avoid suspected points
of danger. Missions resumed at dawn the next day.

Favored by dry weather, the short laterite strip at Vo Dat proved
satisfactory. The field had no permanent buildings or facilities and -could
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accommodate only two aircraft simultaneously for offloading. The opera-
tion was hampered by forklift breakdowns at Bien Hoa, but air movements
proceeded sufficiently to permit gradual release of shuttling aircraft during
the afternoon.

Overland communications with Vo Dat were established on Novem-
ber 23, as troopers moved out over the valley. The operation ended on
December 17 with the withdrawal of units by air and road.

The brigade judged that the operation represented a model counter-
insurgency effort and exemplified its methods for destroying guerrilla
strength. The area had been reclaimed in time for the rice harvest and
medical civic action had benefited the population. Three Vietnamese bat-
talions remained behind to maintain government control. Over the three-
week period, the endeavor had been sustained largely by resupply. The
brigade reported that the C-130s had hauled to Vo Dat a total of twenty-
five hundred tons in 237 sorties. Another seven hundred tons had been
delivered by Army transport and motor convoy. Retail distribution from
the airstrip to units in the valley was by truck and helicopter.?®

Operation Marauder, beginning on January 1, 1966, featured the
C-123s in an air transport venture into the strip at Bao Trai twenty-five
miles west of Bien Hoa. After deployment by helicopter and vehicle from
Bien Hoa, all resupply during the eight-day operation was by air. Tactical
movements and resupply forward from Bao Trai were by helicopter and
road. The brigade expressed dissatisfaction with its failure to receive all the
C-123 lifts it had requested, and with the lack of information on flight
cancellations which might permit alternate arrangements for moving the
more critical loads. The same complaints reappeared during March in the
brigade’s daily reports during Operation Silver City into Zone D. Initial
positioning of supplies was again by vehicle convoy followed by air supply
to Phuoc Vinh. Brigade logistics officers spent the morning of March 9
trying to find out why the C-123s requested six days earlier had not
appeared. The fiasco recurred the next morning. In both cases, urgent
calls produced several aircraft for afternoon service, but the confusion
scarcely built future confidence and illustrated why most ground force
officers preferred to depend on organic lift. The operation ended on March
23. During Silver City the Air Force delivered 585 tons in 112 sorties.
Tactically, the brigade considered the operation its most successful to
date.3°

In Operations Marauder and Silver City the initial movements of
troops and supplies had been by truck or helicopter. Fixed-wing airlift
performed air resupply thus eliminating the need for the ground forces to
protect a surface communications line. This pattern was broken in Opera-
tion Denver which began on April 10, 1966. During a four-day period the
entire brigade was lifted to the Song Be airstrip fifty miles north of Bien
Hoa. The brigade had only two days to prepare vehicles, artillery, and

219



1
g @i,
\'*P‘-
i o,
[
S
U.S. Army paratroopers Jump from a
C-130, 1966.
¥ 45 5B
C-130 Hercules takes off from J‘h& - ¥

a dirt strip at Nhon Co. @a&
a5
o 2z .m,, Sl

Courtesy: U.S. Army

Soldiers of the 173rd Airborne Brigade rig pallets of supplies to be airlifted to the 503rd
Infantry Regiment during Operation Silver City, March 21, 1966.

220



SEARCH AND DESTROY

ODYSSEY OF THE 1/101st BRIGADE

SPRING AND SUMMER, 1966 o

f T = L
0 50 100 NM [y S
O AIRFIELDS \ i---
" 1
b -
\...
? J
'w -
;
. A TH
K
-
: Y (DAK ' TO
. $ ~F
T, =" JLATE MAY
N / ,
- PLEIKUD] JLy

.\.

CHEO RECY
; [BTUY HOA
/
'!MAY
Ch Q .
\- o BINHA TRANG
¥ NHON co EARLY APRIL. )
d D\ [LCCAM RANH BAY
. J
‘i'h - LATE APRIL
.._\
g —~y : PHAN THIET [
e }
X

supplies, but the air move by 129 C-130 flights was handled without
serious difficulty. The brigade operated for two weeks about Song Be and
staged numerous lesser movements by helicopter. The unit was sustained
by an average daily air resupply of sixty tons. The brigade returned to Bien
Hoa by C-130 on April 22-23. Unit airlifts to and from Song Be became
routine for the Hercules in subsequent years, and the airstrip there became

a focal point for supporting allied forces in the border areas of northern III
Corps 31
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By the spring of 1966 the 1st Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division
fought in many of the same areas as the 173d. The 1st operated about An
Khe and Qui Nhon, moved to Bien Hoa in December, and after January
performed search-and-destroy missions in the coastal provinces south of
Qui Nhon. Its movements to and from operating locations were principally
by C-123, C-130, and coastal LST. Early in 1966 supply lines were
established by road from the ports at Cam Ranh Bay and Nha Trang to the
brigade base camp at Phan Rang. From there supplies moved by Caribou,
C-130, C-123, and LST to the operating locations. Further distribution
was then made by helicopter.32

During the spring and summer the 1st Brigade made five successive
movements to new operating areas, each move entirely by airlift. Their
odyssey began with the movements from Tuy Hoa to Phan Thiet on April 8.
Air supply deliveries thereafter from Nha Trang to Phan Thiet averaged
eighty tons daily and sustained the brigade in its sweeps of the region. The
airstrip at Phan Thiet had been built by the Japanese in World War II, and
was judged “marginal” for the C-130 and “totally unsafe” in darkness.3?

The C-130s on April 26 began to lift the brigade to the central
highlands airstrip at Nhon Co seventy miles northwest of Phan Thiet.
Engineer and aerial port elements had arrived the previous week, but plans
for prepositioning supplies on the twenty-fifth were canceled because of
emergency airlift missions elsewhere. Army planners were forced to juggle
the planned flow of troop units, equipment, and supplies, and to keep
within the forty-five-sortie-per-day limit established because of the limited
ramp facilities at Nhon Co. The airstrip consisted of laterite with many
exposed sharp rocks causing on the average fifteen C-130 tire changes
daily during the first week. Tire-change teams worked at each terminal.
The deployment was completed on May 1. Subsequent supply was entirely
by air, mainly from Nha Trang, and averaged seventy-five tons per day for
the next two weeks. Rainfall coupled with heavy usage further damaged the
strip and in mid-May, after three of four consecutive aircraft had tire
blowouts during landing, the Air Force mission commander temporarily
closed the field to C-130s. In the same month the brigade participated in
helicopter assault and sweep missions staged from Nhon Co, and inter-
cepted and mauled a North Vietnamese battalion near Bu Gia Map.

The night operations into Nhon Co brought into question the differ-
ence in outlook between troop carrier officers and the Army’s tactical and
logistical planners. Replying to ground force requests for night missions,
the airlifters insisted that operations into marginal strips that depended on
smudge pot lighting were unsafe, and such flights were therefore justifiable
only in actual combat emergencies. Scheduled nonemergency missions into
Nhon Co were thus generally limited to the daylight only, although occa-
sional C-130s landed at night. A similar disagreement grew from the Air
Force’s reluctance to operate into the Bu Gia Map strip because of its
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muddy and soft surface. In a test landing of an empty C—130, the aircraft
sank twelve inches into the soft ground. Several other C~130s landed at
Bu Gia Map in mid-May with reduced loads, but Caribous were mainly
used for the unit withdrawals. The Air Force’s adherence to these unpop-
ular positions in face of obvious ground force disappointments spoke well
for the courage and judgment of middle-level troop carrier leaders.3*

The movement of the brigade from Nhon Co to Cheo Reo, situated in
the highlands between Ban Me Thuot and Pleiku, began on May 19. An
average of eight Hercules were used daily during the eight-day effort, which
was hampered by a continuous tire-damage problem, persistent low ceilings,
and the need for each aircraft to leave the flow periodically for refueling.
Despite repair efforts the runway surface at Cheo Reo deteriorated quickly
until the strip was described by the Air Force mission commander as “a
piece of junk.” The brigade meanwhile delayed its planned search-and-
destroy mission because of a newly detected enemy buildup west and north
of Pleiku. One battalion moved to Pleiku as a reserve for that reason and
in a six-day lift, beginning with May 29, two battalions flew to the airfield
at Dak To. There the brigade fought its sternest test in relief of besieged
Tou Morong. The shift from Dak To to Tuy Hoa took place between July
15 and 21.35

The Vietnamese airborne brigade made similar air movements serving
as a nationwide reserve force under the control of the Joint General Staff in
Saigon. American advisors thought highly of the Vietnamese paratroops
and Westmoreland called them “the best troops in-country.” During the
first eight months of 1966, Air Force transports moved at least twelve
general reserve battalions (including paratroops, marines, and rangers) into
or out of the airfields at Bong Son, Quang Ngai, and Qui Nhon along the
central coast. Twelve C-130s assisted in moving Vietnamese marines from
Saigon to Da Nang during the political disturbances in April, joined by
four Military Airlift Command C-133 Cargomasters which lifted armored
elements. Vietnamese paratroop battalions fought beside American units in
the IT Corps highlands and about Saigon.?¢

Parachute assaults were few. U.S. Army advisors serving with the
airborne brigade urged that the parachute capability be used, but the tacti-
cal advantages remained unclear. On September 14, 1965, two Vietnamese
airborne battalions of 1,125 troopers jumped from fifteen C—130s, seizing
a drop zone just north of Lai Khe near Saigon. The mission was flown
using the in-trail formation tactics recently developed in TAC, and was
executed with precision despite heavy rainshowers and low ceilings in the
area. The drop followed a B-52 Stratofortress strike and was coordinated
with a helicopter assault by the 173d Brigade. Four days of light ground
contact followed. On several occasions Air Force combat control teams
jumped from C-123s into secure zones near Saigon, preceding Vietnamese
battalion jumps from C-130s. The tactic seemed questionable. The teams
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arrived ahead of the main force, compromised surprise, and ended air
strike preparation of the drop zone. The practice missions nevertheless
served to improve procedures for combined operations involving the
C-130s.%7 ' '

The American airborne units in Vietnam made no parachute assaults
throughout 1966 other than to participate in proficiency jumps and occa-
sional small unit operations. Interest in potential parachute operations
arose within MACV, however, as expanding troop levels diluted existing
helicopter lift capacity. Encouraged by Westmoreland to consider using the
parachute capability, MACV on September 7, 1966, asked the Seventh Air
Force and the U.S. Army to study the problems of two-battalion drop; the
memo listed as paratroop assets the 173d, the 1st, and one battalion of the
1st Cavalry Division.38

The troop carrier airborne partnership combined well with the prevail-
ing offensive strategy. Throughout 1966 the 173d and 1st Brigades criss-
crossed the central areas of South Vietnam. The C-130 aircraft
demonstrated their capability to lift combat units to relatively primitive
airstrips, and to perform sustained air resupply of active combat opera-
tions. Techniques and coordination improved so that difficulties encoun-
tered during one operation were avoided in the next. But limitations
persisted and, in particular, traffic saturation, forward airfield deficiencies,
weather, and darkness created major problems. Whether hit-and-run air-
landed operations of this sort, tactically and technically successful, could
seriously weaken the will of a determined enemy remained to be proven.

~ Troops of the main body of the U.S. 1st Infantry Division, called the
Big Red One, debarked at Vung Tau in October 1965. The unit quickly
became acquainted with the Southeast Asia Airlift System and over eleven
thousand men were moved from Vung Tau to Bien Hoa by C-130s in a
ﬁve-day shuttle beginning October 25. The division’s units moved to five
separate base camps to the north of Saigon. In a similar fashion two
brigades of the 25th Infantry Division arrived at Vung Tau in early 1966
and proceeded by air to Bien Hoa and Saigon. The base camp for the
25th’s brigades was at Cu Chi to the northwest of Saigon. Thus, in addition
to the 173d Brigade at Bien Hoa, by the spring of 1966 five U.S. Army
conventional infantry brigades were stationed in semipermanent locations
all within fifteen miles of Bien Hoa. An insecure road system connected the
‘base camps to one another and to Saigon, and resupply depended upon
large and frequent vehicle convoys supplemented by occasional airlift. Dur-
ing November 1965, for example, while expanding the 1st Division’s com-
plex, over twenty-two thousand tons moved by road in contrast to only 181
tons by air. Each of the base camps had airstrips suitable for C-123
landings, and in December these alrcraft began daily deliveries of perish-
ables.?®

Guidance on the future employment of these brigades was furnished
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by General Westmoreland in a December 7, 1965, message to the sub-
ordinate commands. He directed his forces to join in a “war of attrition”
exploiting superior mobility and firepower to destroy enemy forces while
defending friendly installations with as few units as possible. Westmoreland
assured that the necessary airlift would be allocated for such ventures and
promised that the Southeast Asia Airlift System would have a major role in
the coming operations over the area to the north and west of Saigon as far
as the Cambodian border. Heavy use of transports for lifting and resupply-
ing the infantry brigades in tactical operations represented an attempt to
achieve air mobility with units not specifically conceived and tailored for
this purpose.4°

Operation Mastiff, a two-brigade offensive effort by the 1st Infantry
Division along the upper Saigon River, began on February 21, 1966, and
foreshadowed future tactical airlift uses. Two days prior to the start of the
attack the 2d Brigade moved by C-123s from Bien Hoa to Dau Tieng.
The Air Force and Army aircraft then positioned other units at Phu Loi,
the principal helicopter base camp, located several miles west of Bien Hoa.
Once the assault was launched, and until the twenty-seventh of the month,
all resupply was accomplished by air. The C~123s flew eighty-two sorties
delivering petroleum products and ammunition. Several Air Force CH-3
helicopters joined the Army aircraft in displacing artillery and making field
resupply. Although the Dau Tieng strip was unable to receive C-130s, the
division commander judged that the airlink was adequate and that the
brigade movement had been a “high point in combined airlift.”’4!

Two months later invasion of Tay Ninh Province during Operation
Birmingham, which involved all three brigades of the 1st Infantry Division,
was launched and initially resupplied principally by air. Initial plans called
for seventy-five C-130 D-day sorties to the airstrip west of Tay Ninh City.
They were to haul in five infantry battalions, five artillery batteries, and
two brigade headquarters. Estimates that the airstrip could accommodate
only sixty sorties per day required alteration of the plan. Some Army units
were prepositioned by C-123s at Dau Tieng, others were landed on D-day
at another nearby dirt strip (Soui Da), and still others entered the battle
area by road convoy. When the attack began on April 24, the first four
C-130s arrived at Tay Ninh in five-second in-trail formation. The aircraft
landed with textbook precision at thirty-second intervals and deposited
four hundred troops. Nine planes, originating from base camps at Lai Khe,
Phu Loi, and Phuoc Vinh, flew fifty-six sorties to Tay Ninh on the first day,
and the mission commander noted that the field could readily have ac-
cepted seventy-five sorties. The weather was ideal, several instances of tire
damage causing the only delays. Ground fire struck one aircraft wounding
two men. In subsequent weeks the division was resupplied through Tay
Ninh.

During the planning stage it was assumed that all resupply into Tay
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C—130 transports at Tay Ninh during Operation Birmingham.
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Lt. Ken R. Lawrence, a C-130
navigator, checks his
instruments en route to

Tay Ninh, April 24, 1966.

An Air Force loadmaster directs
the loading of 1st Infantry Divi-
sion troops and equipment being
airlifted during Operation Birming-
ham, April 24, 1966.

A USAF CH--3C helicopter prepares to transport a 105-mm howitzer to the front lines during

Operation Mastiff, March 1966.
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Ninh was to be accomplished by air and primarily by C-130s. MACV
therefore requested that additional C-130s be positioned in country to
meet the predicted supply requirements of 465 tons daily. This requirement
was stated by the Army on June 25. In reality during the last six days of
April a daily average of 424 tons was airlifted to Tay Ninh. Air supply
continued around the clock while flarepots and portable lamps provided
runway illumination during hours of darkness. Nevertheless, partly because
of artillery consumption well beyond predicted amounts, the backlog of
materiel awaiting air movement for Tay Ninh rose to 1,220 tons. Landlines
of supply to Tay Ninh were accordingly opened on May 1 and the level
of offensive activity simultaneously reduced to permit a buildup of supplies
at Tay Ninh. Airlift limitations also ruled out the introduction of the 1st
Brigade into the Birmingham area, a move which had been considered at
MACYV. For the first week of May, tonnages hauled by road convoy ap-
proximated the amount airlifted. The inadequacy of existing bridges for
heavy fuel carriers led to a division of efforts. The trucks hauled ammuni-
tion and the 130s lifted petroleum. However, final distribution of supplies
to field units was principally by Army helicopter. Caribou courier aircraft
linked each base camp with Tay Ninh, and they averaged fourteen sorties
daily under the operational control of the infantry division transportation
office.

The hitherto dry and dusty weather season ended abruptly with the
onset of the monsoons and three inches of rainfall between May 4 and 7.
The rains brought slight runway deterioration at Tay Ninh but, more seri-
ously, they necessitated the closing of the road from Cu Chi. Supply there-
after was entirely by air, although at a volume lower than before as the
campaign entered its final stages. The operation ended with the return of
the last units to base camps on May 17. The 315th Air Division reported
that a total of 679 C-130 and 266 C-123 sorties had supported the
operation, lifting ninety-five hundred troops and ninety-seven hundred tons
of cargo. The 1st Division claimed the destruction of numerous communist
supply caches along the Cambodian border, but the unit disappointingly
brought to battle only a single enemy battalion.*?

The use of Air Force transports with the U.S. infantry brigades in
Operations Mastiff and Birmingham exemplified the concept of joint appli-
cations. Variants of this notion were apparent during an early April assault
east of Saigon. C-130s hauled units and equipment to Vung Tau for
helicopter pickup, and C-123s delivered to three smaller airstrips within
the immediate objective area.** The C-123 arm dominated the airlift
contribution in the El Paso series in the border areas north of Saigon,
which extended through the summer. The focal points of operations were
three airstrips about An Loc and Loc Ninh, all of which were marginal for
use during the wet summer monsoons. Supporting El Paso were more than
five thousand C—123 sorties which meshed with helicopter and surface
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modes and with periodic C-130 lifts into Loc Ninh. Army officers lauded
the daily availability of the Caribous under 1st Division control, thus im-
plying a lack of responsiveness in Air Force lift.4

A major innovation, which facilitated use of air resupply in tactical
operations, was the Army’s system of forward distribution. At the start of
an operation the 1st Logistical Command sent a tailored forward support
activity unit consisting of depot personnel to a selected forward base. The
site usually adjoined a C-130 or C-123 airstrip; there supply personnel
received air and ground deliveries and maintained two- to five-day stock-
age levels. At given times forward support activities might function at
several bases, each supporting a different tactical venture. Placement of a
forward support contingent at a forward airstrip facilitated breakdown of
air-delivered loads at that transshipment point. Brigade task forces could
thus be air-resupplied, bypassing divisional depots. Where C-123 or
C-130 airstrips existed forward of the support element, as in the case of
airdrops, the support activity was entirely bypassed.

Most campaigns of 1966 and later in the IT and IIT Corps regions
were supported basically in this way. The system possessed flexibility at
every level and reflected the peculiar conditions of the conflict—the ab-
sence of fixed fronts, organic vehicle limitations, the rapid shifting of units
and supply lines, and the focus on airlift. The capabilities of Air Force air
transport were thus exploited to their safe limit. The Air Force doctrinal
view, that its transports should deliver as far forward as possible, was in
fact applied.*

The availability of suitable airstrips in the objective area usuaily
determined the pattern for using Air Force transports. But there were three
critical factors: airfield dimensions (runway length and width and cleared
overrun distance); surfacing (weight limit, durability under prolonged
heavy use, and wet weather features); and layout-parking space, taxiways,
and absence of ground obstacles. Construction standards established in mid-
1966 prescribed a surfaced runway of 3,500 feet, a 150-foot-square turn-
around area at each end, taxiways, and an all-weather parking apron, 300
by 1,200 feet in dimension. Such an airstrip should accommodate 120
C-130 sorties in two days (this was time to introduce a reinforced bri-
gade) followed by sustained air resupply.4 S

American airfield construction efforts in 1965 focused on the major
jet-capable bases at Chu Lai, Cam Ranh Bay, and Phan Rang. The U.S.
Army 8th Engineer Battalion (a unit of the 1st Cavalry Division) built the
airfield at An Khe, and thereby developed skills and techniques in forward
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airstrip construction which were later applied elsewhere. By year’s end
fourteen construction battalions of the Army, Navy, and Marines, along
with twenty-two thousand contractor personnel, the latter entirely engaged
in fixed-base projects, were present in Vietnam. The Air Force in the past
possessed no organic capability for runway or air base construction and
instead requested engineer unit or contract construction through the other
services. Red Horse squadrons, newly organized Air Force civil engineer
heavy repair units with a secondary capability for constructing “‘expedient
airfields,” were sent to Vietnam in early 1966. These squadrons, however,
worked on the main bases only and left the Air Force airlifters throughout
the war dependent on the other services for construction and repair of
forward airfields.*7

A Seventh Air Force-U.S. Army working group in May 1966 pre-
pared a master plan for forward airfield development. An important condi-
tion in this planning was the primary requirement for airfields capable of
handling the C-130 Hercules. This allayed earlier Air Force concern that
the Army preferred smaller but more numerous strips. Upon approving the
group’s recommendations, MACV ruled that priority in construction dur-
ing the summer of that year should go to the western highland region and
to the provinces adjacent to Cambodia near Saigon. Twenty fields were
identified for improvement. Among those with the highest priority were
Kontum and Plei Me in the highlands, Son Be and Loc Ninh north of
Saigon, and Dong Ha, Quang Ngai, Khe Sanh, and An Hoa in the northern
provinces.*8 ~

The airfield program soon encountered problems in acquiring suitable
runway surfacing materials. The destructive effect of pierced steel planking
on C-130 tires was well known, and its use was largely confined to the
construction of parking areas and taxiways. Slightly better was M8A-1
steel matting, a refinement of pierced steel planking without the pierced
holes. The matting was relatively cheap and easily procured but rough for
landing and taxiing aircraft. The Army, with its interest in airmobility,
developed T-17 membrane, a rubberlike nylon fabric laid down in sheets
and pinned to the undersurface. The membrane could be laid down quickly
to waterproof a dirt strip in one day. Most suitable of all were several types
of aluminum matting laid in blocks and offering a smooth surface with
good wet-weather traction until worn. One type of aluminum matting was
AM-2 developed by the Navy, but nearly half the world supply of this
construction material had been used in building the field at Chu Lai. Im-
proved versions of aluminum matting, developed by the Army and known
as XM-18 and XM-19, were slightly lighter and more usable on.softer
subsoils than AM-2. But the aluminum matting was expensive, scarce,
and in demand for jet and fixed logistics airfields.*®

A rigorous test of the membrane was made after the use of the pierced
steel planking landing surface at An Khe resulted in repeated tire damage
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i *

Upgrading the airfield at Tan Son Nhut, an Air Force construction team replaces plerced
steel planking with new N9-M1 aluminum matting, August 1965.

to C-130s. This compromised airlift system support for the 1st Cavalry
Division. In late May and June of 1966 the main field, pending repairs,
was closed to C-130s, necessitating the use of the alternate airstrip of
T-17 membrane. During a two-week period this alternate runway handled
216 C-130, 700 Caribou, and 38 C-123 landings. A six-man main-
tenance crew kept the field open, inspecting for and patching tears in the
membrane after each C-130 landing. Although rainfall was slight, the
C-130s repeatedly made ruts eight to twelve inches deep. This required
frequent roller and vibratory compaction work that in itself proved dam-
aging to the membrane. Nevertheless, the durability of such surfacing ex-
ceeded previous expectations, thus assuring its usefulness for forward
operations if given proper maintenance. In August aluminum matting was
placed temporarily over the membrane at An Khe during the asphalting of
the main runway. This arrangement was also tried at Phan Rang and in
both cases splits in the membrane allowed moisture to saturate the sub-
surface, resulting in abrupt pavement failure.5°

Allocations of scarce aluminum matting, which affected the pace of
airfield expansion, were reviewed continually by Secretary McNamara. To
reduce the engineer workload, MACYV in August 1966 directed the upgrad-
ing of the pierced steel strip at Khe Sanh as a backup for Dong Ha in
support of border operations. This work replaced the planned airfield at
Quang Tri. Dong Ha and Khe Sanh received the highest priorities in air-
field upgrading and large amounts of steel matting were allocated for each.
The sharp and protruding edges of the matting installed at Dong Ha,
however, ‘brought a speedy decision on September 19 to substitute alum-
inum matting which had been programmed for use elsewhere. Engineers at
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Khe Sanh received the entire supply of aluminum matting by airlift from
Qui Nhon and Da Nang. Both aluminum airstrips were completed in early
October prior to the monsoon season. Westmoreland expressed his satis-
faction with this accomplishment.?!

The site at Cheo Reo posed a significant problem for MACV con-
struction officers. Located in the highlands between Pleiku and Tuy Hoa,
Cheo Reo had been the scene of heavy fighting in the summer of 1965, and
was viewed as a suitable airhead for offensive operations the following
year. Westmoreland repeatedly emphasized the necessity for upgrading the
field prior to heavy C-130 usage, and a U.S. Army engineer company and
a Vietnamese engineer battalion arrived there in mid-March. The Ameri-
cans undertook rehabilitation of the existing airstrip and expansion of the
parking aprons. They completed their work on April 21 in time for the
arrival of the 1st Brigade. The Vietnamese battalion meanwhile labored on
the construction of a more permanent asphalt strip adjacent to the old bed.
But the rehabilitation program proved insufficient even for the calculated
one-time, one-brigade operation. With the departure of the 1Ist Brigade,
Cheo Reo remained closed to C—130s and C—123s until the completion of
the Vietnamese army’s construction project later in the summer .52

A systematic program for inspecting airfields was essential in order to
furnish aircrews, tactical planners, and engineers with up-to-date informa-
tion on conditions at each airstrip. Qualified transport pilots, sometimes
accompanied by ground force and engineer personnel, made survey visits
after each upgrading project prior to tactical lifts or upon reports of de-
terioration. Information was collected by the 315th Group and dissemi-
nated monthly to interested agencies. By October 1966 a permanent air-
field survey team was established within the Seventh Air Force. Earlier a
system for identifying fields by number prefixed with the letter “V” was
started, ending confusion about the use of duplicate or similar names at
different locations. Airfields were categorized according to suitability for
different aircraft, thus minimally safe strips were Type I, substandard fields
were Type II, and adequate fields were Type III. The shortest length for a
Type I C-130 strip was twenty-five hundred feet and for Type I C-123
laterite strips was nineteen hundred feet.®

In October 1966 MACV listed 66 airfields in use by C-130s of
which 16 were Type III and 28 Type II; 116 were designated for C-123s,
including 17 Type III and 67 Type II. The T-17 membrane was favored
for use at C—123 strips while steel matting proved most useful for parking
and taxi areas at base area strips and for overlaying T-17 in forward
areas. Planners attempted to keep quantities of membranes in reserve for
short-notice tactical needs. Little interest was demonstrated in permanent
construction. A MACV airfield evaluation committee, created under the
master plan in June, each month identified and listed in priority order fields
requiring repair or upgrade. Anticipating accelerated production of surfac-
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ing materials, MACV’s goal of placing fixed-wing fields within sixteeti
miles of any objective appeared within reach.5*

Throughout 1965 there was a substantial convergence of service
views on the role of airlift in future air-ground warfare. Army Gen. Paul D.
Adams, commander of Strike Command (STRICOM), concluded that Air
Force C-130s should deliver cargo as far forward as possible, that air-
strips capable of handling this plane should be prepared where feasible,
and that further distribution forward of the C-130 airhead should be by
ground force helicopters. The final report by the STRICOM joint task
force evaluating airmobile concepts, dated June 30, 1965, reached the
same views and further concluded that the Caribou was inferior for either
the large or small deliveries. Army Brig. Gen. John Norton, reporting from
Vietnam in November 1965 and named to command the 1st Cavalry Divi-
sion the next spring, informed the Army staff that the fullest possible use of
Air Force lift was essential and that the Air Force would not thereby
infringe on Army roles. Army people, Norton reported, felt that “the Air
Force is doing a terrific job,” and all wanted “more C-123s and C-130s
to do the jobs these aircraft are best suited for.” Norton’s findings diverged
from those of STRICOM in one respect. Despite their limitations the Cari-
bous proved enormously valuable in Vietnam, performed tasks otherwise
requiring Chinooks, and freed the medium helicopters for tasks they alone
could perform.5s :

The question of an Air Force helicopter airlift arm reappeared in
1965. An Air Staff committee in January proposed an Air Force-wide
structure including six heavy helicopter squadrons of CH-3Cs or equiva-
lent which would remain within the structure until replaced in future years
by units equipped with vertical-flight transports. Air Force Secretary Zuck-
ert, in a memorandum to McNamara dated March 18, 1965, proposed
clarification of service roles and recommended that the Air Force own and
operate all “cargo coded rotary wing resources” including the CH-3C,
CH—-47 (Chinook), and CH-54 (Flying Crane) for assault airlift and air
supply functions. The memorandum added that the Air Force heavy heli-
copters would function in conjunction with lighter Army utility helicopters
to link the C-130 airhead with units being supplied.

The question of sending a CH-3C force to Vietnam had been raised
in the spring of 1965 by the Air Staff and General McConnell during their
discussions of air supply capabilities into the Pleiku area. Col. David T.
Fleming, as 2d Air Division director of air transport, initiated a request in
June 1965 for the procurement of twenty-five Air Force CH-3C helicop-
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A CH-47 Chinook on a search and destroy
An Army CH-54 Flying Crane. mission in Tay Ninh Province, November

1966.

Off-loading fuel drums:from a USAF CH-3C. -
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ters and aircrews for use within the airlift system and for delivery to assault
zones and Special Forces camps. Beddown at as many as five operating
bases was envisioned. CINCPAC and the Joint Chiefs of Staff in August
recommended approval. A MACV planning paper of September 1 stated
that the CH-3s, if sent, would be used for hauling combat control teams,
airfield survey teams and casualties, and for supplying sites lacking suitable
drop zones.5

Upon approving the use of CH-3Cs on September 15, Deputy Secre-
tary of Defense Cyrus R. Vance noted that the stated mission appeared to
be an Army function, and he qualified his decision as contingent on further
clarification of the matter or transfer of the CH—3C unit to the Army. A
week later, McConnell replied on behalf of the Joint Chiefs. He advised
that the CH-3C unit would be used to support Air Force activities and to
supply remote sites in Laos, and he omitted any reference to conventional
ground force support. McConnell also informed the Air Staff that he had
reached “an informal understanding” with Vance that the Air Force would
not attempt to deliver supplies to the Army by helicopter. The concession
was made in the interest of preserving accord with Vance and McNamara,
since the latter opposed an Air Force helicopter arm and had been twice
challenged in force and budget actions earlier in the year. Thereafter, the Air
Force advocated a limited helicopter role, although it continued to hope for
the development of a vertical-flight, fixed-wing craft. The Air Force’s in-
terim objectives included the development of new delivery modes for fixed-
wing transports such as a low-altitude parachute extraction system and
the improvement of assault strip construction capability. Requesting the
purchase of additional CH-3s in November, the Air Force omitted refer-
ence to possible use of this aircraft in air supply operations for ground
force support.58

The outcome of these discussions was the official creation of the 20th
Helicopter Squadron at Tan Son Nhut on October 8, 1965. The unit was
authorized a complement of fourteen CH-3s (the number reduced from
twenty-five because of limited resources) and the aircraft were drawn
mainly from the TAC unit at Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, and from new
production. The unit’s mission, according to the Seventh Air Force, was:

To support various Air Force combat activities, such as the com-
munications sites, Tactical Air Control System, air liaison officers, air-
field construction, aeromedical evacuations, counterinsurgency opera-
tions, and to support/augment search and rescue forces in SEA if
required. The unit will also be responsive to priority requirements
of MACV.

Airlift activity commenced in December, and sorties increased to a monthly
average of 990 during the first three months of 1966. The CH-3s operated
from the main base at Tan Son Nhut and from operating locations at Da
Nang and Cam Ranh Bay. Operational control was initially vested in the
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local base support unit at each site, but shifted to the 14th Air Commando
Wing at Nha Trang in early 1966. Planning and staff supervisory control
was centered in the airlift branch of the 2d ‘Air Division. Control by the
315th Wing or within the airlift system was thus entirely absent, which was
consistent with the clarification of roles.?

The unit was soon occupied in tasks beyond its mission statement.
Responding to a Marine request in January 1966, the 20th enlarged its Da
Nang detachment to eight craft. For two months the Air Force helicopters
performed medium lift support for Marine operations south of Chu Lai,
completing nearly six hundred varied cargo and troop lifts. Six of the Da
Nang craft returned to Nha Trang in March, promptly commencing exten-
sive support of U.S. Army operations west of Tuy Hoa. Tasks authorized
by the 2d Air Division were limited to displacement and resupply of artil-
lery elements, loads beyond the capability of available Army helicopters,
and the transport of heavy items such as ammunition, rations, and water.
The Nha Trang flight flew nearly four hundred sorties in March in behalf of
the Army including retrieval of two downed UH-1s. Meanwhile, the Tan
Son Nhut CH-3s served successfully in Operation Mastiff, and in April
MACYV arranged with the Seventh Air Force that first priority for use of
these ships was to be for support of ground force operations, pending
arrival of additional CH-47 Chinooks. In June General Westmoreland
requested a specific allocation of CH-3 flying hours for the same pur-
pose.%®

The critical shortages of Chinooks temporarily ended doctrinal rigid-
ity. The trend toward using them in air supply and troop movements with
the Army ended, however, upon transfer of the 20th to Nha Trang in June
and employment of the unit in unconventional warfare roles. Guidance
from Air Force headquarters at the beginning of 1967 reconfirmed the Air
Force position that its helicopters should not compete with Army helicop-
ters, but should plainly establish their role in special air warfare.5!

Equally sensitive was the issue of the Army’s fixed-wing Caribou fleet.
In a letter to Westmoreland dated April 7, 1965, Maj. Gen. Joseph H.
Moore, commander of the Seventh Air Force, renewed the proposal that
the two companies of CV-2 Caribous then in Vietnam should be em-
ployed under the Southeast Asia Airlift System, promising better customer
services and reduced aerial port duplication. Moore envisioned no major
basing changes but recommended scheduling by the airlift control centers
under MACV priorities, Westmoreland, having requested an additional
three Caribou companies in July for the Phase I expansion to raise the total
to six,* rejected the idea of centralized control and indicated that each
company was to support either a corps area, the Special Forces, or MACV.

* A third was due with the 1st Cavalry Division.
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The Air Force raised no opposition to the augmentation, appreciating that
more Caribous were needed. The first of the three companies arrived in
November and at the end of 1965 Caribou strength in Vietnam was eighty-
eight craft. Although General McConnell renewed the question of placing
the Caribou force under the airlift system’s control, agreement was limited
to a MACYV proviso that Caribou pilots should advise Air Force aerial
ports when unused cargo or passenger space was anticipated. The Air
Force meanwhile held firmly against a new Army proposal to procure 120
CV-7 Buffalo aircraft.* The Air Force viewed the turboprop aircraft as a
costly duplication of the jet-modified C—123.82

Negotiations resulting in the transfer of all Caribou and Buffalo air-
craft to the Air Force was managed privately by the two chiefs of staff.
McConnell had begun his tenure determined to do something about service
differences on tactical aviation, and he later recalled that his observations
on the Army’s low usage rate of the Caribou became the catalyst for their
discussions. Private conversations with General Johnson began in late
1965. Brig. Gen. Richard A. Yudkin, Deputy Director of Plans for Ad-
vanced Planning, who assisted McConnell in preparing the negotiating
sessions, had the impression that the meetings were encouraged by the
influence of Joint Chiefs Chairman Wheeler and by his desire to avoid
resolution of the matter by the Secretary of Defense or by the Joint Chiefs
of Staff (where the other services could exert influence).

McConnell and Johnson met frequently, but according to their own
schedules, and they exchanged memoranda sometimes through handwritten
notes. After each session McConnell “debriefed” a small number of Air
Staff officers, informing them of the decisions reached or the direction
being taken. The chief rarely asked for substantive advice although Yudkin
and his associates prepared backup data for each meeting, and on one
occasion produced eight different texts for possible agreement, each care-
fully analyzed in its individual folder. At one point, Johnson charged that
the airlift system lacked responsiveness in meeting emergency airlift re-
quests. To this the Air Force replied on March 9, 1966, by offering: (1) to
place liaison officers as low as battalion level if necessary, (2) to institute a
system of emergency requests using the tactical air control system net, and
(3) to accept the idea of ground force mission control under temporary
circumstances. The Air Staff on the same date cautioned officers in the
Pacific to avoid actions which might stiffen Westmoreland against Caribou
transfer. McConnell and Johnson drafted the final agreement in pencil in
the latter’s office. McConnell recalled that both chiefs informed their staffs

* Only a few CV-7s were procured for test, although one served successfully
in South Vietnam. A McNamara ruling, deferring Buffalo procurement on Decem-
ber 11, 1965, later became permanent.
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that only constructive comments were wanted, and that “if anyone at-
tempted to change the meaning of what we agreed to, he was fired.” The
imminence of final agreement became clear when on March 25 Vance
advised the Joint Chiefs that any Caribou and Buffalo aircraft to be pro-
cured in the future would be assigned to the Air Force.%

The formal agreement was signed by McConnell and Johnson on
April 6, 1966. Its main provision was that the Army would transfer all
Caribous* and Buffalos to the Air Force by January 1, 1967, and relin-
quish its claims for future fixed-wing tactical airlift craft. Johnson in turn
gained assurance that the Army would be consulted in future force struc-
ture and developmental decisions and that Air Force Caribou, Buffalo, and
C-123 aircraft might be “attached” to Army divisions or subordinate
commands. The Air Force made a final renunciation of its helicopter sup-
ply role, but reserving the right to operate helicopters for rescue and special
air warfare. Both services agreed to continue joint development of vertical
takeoff craft.5*

For some Army officers the loss of the Caribous in return for empty
guarantees of the status quo in helicopters was a bitter defeat. A current of
opinion resisted the claim of the superiority of the heavier C-130 for
supply work in a combat zone. Of some consolation was the promise of
easement in the Army’s shortage of pilots. Nor did the Air Force, which
had long challenged the usefulness of the Caribou, now receive the agree-
ment with enthusiasm, appreciating the manpower and funding resources
the new Caribou squadrons would require. Yudkin legalistically felt it was
unwise for the Air Force to renounce any air vehicle (i.e., the helicopter)
needed for a military task. Both chiefs merit credit for enforcing a sensible
agreement on their lukewarm subordinates and for creating a climate of
cooperation during the transfer period which followed. Final resolution as
to how the Air Force Caribou arm in Vietnam was to be used—whether
under central control or “attached” to particular users—remained to be
determined.®® -

The implications of the agreement reached years into the future and
influenced the history of airlift in Southeast Asia as well as that of the
whole military airlift establishment. Given the climate of opinion in the
Office of the Secretary of Defense, it is difficult to see how McConnell as
the advocate of the Air Force positions could have achieved more. Army
ownership of the medium helicopters in Vietnam appeared to be working
well, exploiting fully the capabilities of those vehicles. The idea of placing
some of these craft within the Southeast Asia Airlift System, while still
appealing to airlifters, remained beyond consideration. At the least Mc-
Connell kept open the path for future Air Force ownership of vertical and

* Under the Air Force the CV-2 Caribou would be known as the C-7 Caribou.
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shortfield transports. Beyond this, assessment of the wisdom of the Caribou
transfer awaited the performance of the Air Force in its utilization of these
craft in the months and years to come.

By late 1966 the search-and-destroy strategy had reached full fruition.
The Americans correctly assessed that the crescendo of offensives would
soon give pause to the enemy. MACYV planners looked ahead to larger and
more productive ventures in the Saigon plain region during the winter dry
monsoon, relying yet more heavily on troop carrier forces for mobility and
resupply. The Army’s occasional dissatisfaction with Air Force airlift sup-
port in tactical operations, along with the impending Caribou transfer, led
to a series of major reforms within the airlift system. These subjects will be
examined in the next chapter. These reforms became an important turning
point for the Southeast Asia Airlift System, and resulted in the creation of
a structure for improved effectiveness in future campaigns.
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X. The Airlift System
in Growth, 1966-1967

For the Common Service Airlift System (CSAS), formerly the South-
east Asia Airlift System, the fifteen months beginning with the formation of
the 834th Air Division in October 1966 was a period of relative stability
and orderly growth. Airlifted tonnage increased by two-thirds, an increase
made possible by expanding the in-country C-130 shuttle force. The new
air division headquarters provided close daily management of the airlift
effort, pressed for better equipment and facilities, and for the development
of improved tactical methods. Aircrews and squadron supervisors who had
served in earlier periods generally agreed that efficiency seemed better than
in the past as evidenced by more suitable loads and by speedier turn-
arounds. Better facilities and greater systematization dimmed somewhat an
earlier reputation for expediency.

An important trend was the improvement in ground force satisfaction
with the Air Force airlift service. This reflected both better performance by
the common service system and the presence of tactical airlift liaison offi-
cers with ground force units. The touted new emergency airlift request
system proved relatively unimportant since the continuing work of the
liaison officers often headed off the necessity for emergency requests. And
resolution of the most important airlift issues dividing the Army and Air
Force left a climate of healthy competition.

Selected to command the new 834th Air Division was Brig. Gen.
William G. Moore, Jr., an officer with broad military experience and long
associations with troop carrier development in TAC. Moore had com-
manded the 314th Troop Carrier Wing in 1962-63 and had served simul-
taneously as the chief of the Close Look task group. His more recent
command of STRICOM forces during joint airborne exercises enlarged
his expertise and reputation as a troop carrier leader. Some years later
Moore told interviewers “I love TAC, I love those C-130s, and I love that
[tactical airlift] mission.” Aware during the summer of 1966 of plans for
the creation of the 834th, Moore energetically sought this new command,
and won the recommendation of several senior officers. The TAC chief,
General Disosway, soon afterwards learned that Moore was recruiting se-
lected officers within TAC for his new command. Disosway told Moore to
stop this, insisting tongue in cheek that generals were supposed to be able
to get results with inexperienced people. Two other officers, arriving soon
after Moore, had major responsibilities. Col. Hugh E. Wild arrived from
MAC to become deputy to Moore and troubleshooter for aerial port and
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cargo handling matte