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			INTRODUCTION

			America's ten-year involvement in the ground war in South Vietnam began with a sea battle. Just past noon on 31 July 1964, the destroyer USS Maddox steamed into the Gulf of Tonkin, east of North Vietnam, on an electronic spy mission. Under the code name Desoto, the Maddox, bristling with electronic intelligence gear, would plot the location of enemy radar and radio installations by homing in on the signals emitted by the North Vietnamese stations tracking her. Meanwhile, skilled technicians would monitor North Vietnamese radio traffic, while others upgraded navigational charts by noting various landmarks.

			Earlier that morning, while the Maddox sailed toward its location to the southeast of Thanh Hoa, her crewmen spotted four American-made Swift torpedo boats on the horizon. The aluminum-hulled PT boats were headed south toward Da Nang, South Vietnam, after conducting the first in a planned series of covert raids on North Vietnamese coastal military installations.

			Though manned by South Vietnamese commandos, the Swift boats actually operated under the direction of the Studies and Observation Group (SOG), a top-secret counterinsurgency force reporting directly to the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam. Trained by U.S. Special Forces soldiers and Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) operatives, the commandos had been practicing for their mission since March. At a closely guarded base south of Saigon the commandos repeatedly rehearsed their tactics for seaborne infiltration and coastal bombardment. By the end of July the SOG operators decided their charges were ready for their first mission. On 31 July the raiders would strike radar and radio installations on Hon Me and Hon Ngu, two islands about 120 miles north of the demilitarized zone (DMZ) dividing the two embattled countries. If that mission went well the Swift boats would return three days later to shell a mainland radar station at Cape Vinh Son, south of Vinh, North Vietnam.

			In their first attack the Swift boats were met by heavy defensive fire as they neared the enemy islands and were unable to land the commando teams. Instead, they fired several dozen rounds from their 40mm cannons at the North Vietnamese positions. The boats then turned for the open sea and set a course for home.

			Aboard the Maddox the electronic eavesdroppers intercepted a flurry of radio messages about the raid. It was obvious the North Vietnamese were highly agitated by this, the first shelling of North Vietnam by sea. The Maddox had been briefed about the so-called A-34 raids but had paid scant attention to them; after all, they had no part in the covert operations.

			But then the radio interceptors noted the increasing frequency of the use of the Maddox's hull number—DD-731— in the North Vietnamese messages. Obviously, the North Vietnamese were speculating about the destroyer's role in the raids. Seemingly unconcerned, the Maddox's skipper, Comdr. Herbert L. Ogier, simply ordered a heightened state of watchfulness and continued his mission.

			Two days later, 2 August, the Maddox cruised past Hon Me. The ship's lookouts spotted three North Vietnamese torpedo boats lingering near the island. A few minutes later the eavesdroppers picked up a message ordering the torpedo boats to attack the Maddox. Ogier ordered his ship seaward at full speed.

			A short time later the Maddox's radar picked up the three torpedo boats leaving Hon Me. With a top speed of fifty knots they would close on the destroyer in less than an hour. Ogier ordered his guns to fire when the boats closed to ten thousand yards.

			At 1508 the ship's five-inch guns fired a salvo across the torpedo boats' bows. They kept coming. A few minutes later, with the boats approaching torpedo range, the Maddox let loose again. Still the boats came.

			For the next twenty minutes the Maddox fired furiously at the three boats, sending great plumes of seawater skyward but scoring no hits. From twenty-seven hundred yards the North Vietnamese launched their first torpedo. Ogier turned sharply to port, averting the seaborne missile. Another torpedo cut through the water. Maddox dodged that one, too. Then, one of Maddox's shells finally hit a torpedo boat. It stopped dead in the water. Seconds later, another torpedo boat slowed as if hit. The third boat turned to assist the other two.

			A few minutes later four F-8 Crusaders from the carrier Ticonderoga arrived on the scene. They strafed the North Vietnamese boats for five minutes, then departed. About that time Ogier received a message from his superiors ordering him to depart the area. He did.

			News of the North Vietnamese torpedo attack electrified official Washington. After consulting with his key advisers, President Lyndon B. Johnson held a press conference. He announced to the world that he had ordered the patrols in the Gulf of Tonkin continued. Further, a second destroyer had been added to the patrols. The ship's commanders were ordered to retaliate against any force that attacked them.

			On 3 August the Maddox, trailed by the Turner Joy, returned to the Gulf of Tonkin. Although that day passed uneventfully, the North Vietnamese kept up a constant stream of radio traffic reporting on the ships' progress. That same night SOG's Swift boats launched their second covert attack on North Vietnamese shore installations, shelling a mainland radar site for thirty minutes before withdrawing.

			All day 4 August the electronic technicians aboard the Maddox listened to a frenzy of North Vietnamese radio traffic about the A-34 raids. Again, it quickly became apparent that the North Vietnamese believed the destroyers controlled the raiders. Several of the intercepted messages contained orders to torpedo boats to prepare for an attack.

			By nightfall, as the pair of destroyers turned away from the North Vietnamese coast to the open sea, a heavy squall line had moved into the area. Thick rain clouds, punctured by bright flashes of lightning, covered the area. High winds drove the sea into steep, frothy waves.

			As the ships sailed east their radar began picking up blips. Ogier thought enemy torpedo boats might be lying in wait for them. Nerves in the ship's combat information centers tightened as the blips on the radar screen appeared and disappeared. At 2130 some of the blips began closing on the destroyers at high speed. About the same time the Maddox's sonarman cried out, “Torpedo!” Several lookouts also reported seeing a torpedo in the water.

			The Turner Joy opened fire on one of the blips. It disappeared from the screen. The Maddox opened fire, too. The pitch-black night was soon filled with the repeated flashes of five-inch guns. Continuing reports of torpedoes in the water forced the ships into violent evasive maneuvers. At one point the Maddox's sonarman reported hearing twenty-two torpedoes in the water. Eight Crusaders from the Ticonderoga arrived overhead. Directed to the location of the North Vietnamese torpedo boats, as represented by the blips on the Maddox's radar, the planes zoomed in for the kill. They flew back and forth across the sea but found no evidence of an enemy presence.

			As suddenly as it had begun the engagement ended. The noise of the torpedoes disappeared from the sonarman's headset. The blips vanished from the radar screens. The destroyers turned and fled south at full speed.

			When news of this second attack reached President Johnson he did not hesitate long before ordering a retaliatory air strike—code-named Pierce Arrow—against North Vietnamese torpedo boat bases. He also had his aides update a previously written congressional resolution approving of his actions.

			In the meantime, the commanders of the Maddox and Turner Joy had carefully reviewed the engagement. They concluded that most, if not all, of the radar contacts had actually been phantoms caused by radar signals bouncing off the low clouds. The sonar contacts with torpedoes had probably been caused by erroneous readings of the ship's own propeller noises. The commanders hurriedly sent a message to their superiors stating that “many reported contacts and torpedoes fired appear doubtful.”

			Despite the dubiousness of the attack, President Johnson and his secretary of defense, Robert McNamara, ordered the Pierce Arrow strikes to go. At 2243 on 4 August (Washington time), the first jets roared down the deck of the Ticonderoga. Incredibly, less than an hour later, at 2337, President Johnson went on national television to announce the launching of the air strikes.

			Armed with that advance warning, the North Vietnamese were ready when the first Crusaders appeared overhead. The planes hit their targets, destroying an estimated twenty-five torpedo boats. The North Vietnamese gunners hit four of the thirty-five U.S. planes, downing two.

			On 7 August 1964, the U.S. Senate, with only two dissenting votes, approved a resolution to allow “the president … to take all necessary measures to repel any armed attack against the forces of the United States and prevent further aggression” in South Vietnam.

			Though armed with this Tonkin Gulf Resolution, President Johnson, because of the approaching election, declined further retaliation despite increased insurgent Viet Cong (VC) aggression against South Vietnamese and American troops in South Vietnam. Even when the VC attacked the large U.S. air base at Bien Hoa, fifteen miles northeast of Saigon, on 31 October, killing four Americans and destroying or damaging thirteen U.S. bombers, Johnson offered no reprisals.

			Three days later Johnson was elected president of the United States with the largest plurality ever accorded a candidate. Sixty-one percent of those voting cast their ballot for the man who had pledged to refuse “to allow American boys to do the fighting of Asian boys.”

			During the month of November Johnson kept his key advisers busy reviewing U.S. policy for South Vietnam. On 1 December he selected the option that essentially extended the current policy. The United States would continue its support to South Vietnam, with bombing reprisals against North Vietnam for incidents such as the “attacks” in the Gulf of Tonkin or at the Bien Hoa air base.

			Yet when, on Christmas Eve, the Viet Cong exploded a truck bomb under a downtown Saigon hotel used by the Americans as a residence for officers, causing more than a hundred casualties, President Johnson refused to retaliate. Not until the VC attacked two American army support bases near Pleiku in the early morning hours of 7 February 1965, killing seven GIs and wounding one hundred, did President Johnson order reprisal air strikes against North Vietnam. Within twelve hours of the VC attack U.S. aircraft carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin, in an operation dubbed Flaming Dart, launched planes bound for targets in North Vietnam. The next day future premier Nguyen Cao Ky led planes of the South Vietnamese Air Force in a strike on North Vietnamese communications centers just above the DMZ.

			The reprisal air attacks did not stop the VC. On the evening of 10 February they attacked an American enlisted man's barracks in Qui Nhon, a coastal city in central Binh Dinh Province. Twenty-one GIs died and another twenty-two were wounded when their building was blown up. Even as rescuers were pulling broken American bodies from the smoldering wreckage, planes from Flaming Dart II were streaking across the Southeast Asian sky toward North Vietnam.

			Based on these continued attacks against purely American targets, President Johnson decided on 13 February to “execute a program of measured and limited air action” against North Vietnam. The air attacks would be scheduled once or twice weekly. The sustained bombing operation would be called Rolling Thunder.

			Due to adverse weather the first Rolling Thunder raid did not occur until 2 March. A fleet of 104 U.S. Air Force jets— B-52s, F-100s, and F-105s—dropped 120 tons of bombs at Xom Bang, ten miles north of the DMZ. Enemy response was tough: Six U.S. aircraft were downed.

			Since most of the participating air force planes were based at the air base at Da Nang, its security was vital to the success of the continuing Rolling Thunder raids. Though it was guarded by units of the Army of the Republic of Vietnam, MACV commander Gen. William C. Westmoreland seriously doubted their ability to adequately protect the sprawling complex. On 22 February Westmoreland's deputy, Lt. Gen. John L. Throckmorton, recommended that the defense of Da Nang be turned over to the U.S. Marines. Not only would they provide better security, he argued, but their presence would release ARVN troops for offensive operations against the VC.

			Westmoreland, against the advice of U.S. Ambassador Maxwell D. Taylor, concurred in the recommendation. Accordingly, that same day he made the request for two marine battalions. Four days later Washington cabled its approval of Westmoreland's request.

			At 0900 on 8 March 1965, marines of the 3d Battalion, 9th Marines, began an amphibious landing across the beaches of Da Nang. That afternoon C-130 transport planes brought in the 1st Battalion, 3d Marines, from Okinawa. An American ground presence in South Vietnam was a reality.

			Over the next several weeks the role of the marines expanded from static defense to aggressive patrolling within several miles of Da Nang. At the same time, U.S. Army chief of staff Gen. Harold K. Johnson began arguing for an increased U.S. presence in South Vietnam. Only the United States, he insisted to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was capable of applying sufficient pressure to North Vietnam to force it to halt its support of the Viet Cong.

			General Johnson's arguments were enhanced when the Viet Cong exploded a car bomb in front of the U.S. embassy on 29 March. Two Americans and 18 Vietnamese were killed in the thunderous explosion, and another 160 people were injured; the embassy was effectively destroyed.

			Westmoreland asked for, and received, nine more American infantry maneuver battalions. Some he would use to establish American bases at Qui Nhon and Nha Trang, others would go to the Chu Lai area south of Da Nang. For protection of the big American air base at Bien Hoa, and the strategically vital base at Vung Tau, at the mouth of the Saigon River, Westmoreland specifically requested the deployment of the elite 173d Airborne Brigade from Okinawa.

		

	
		CHAPTER 1
TO VIETNAM

		The transport plane carrying Brig. Gen. Ellis W. Williamson, commander of the 173d Airborne Brigade (Separate), touched down at Tan Son Nhut airport outside of Saigon early on the morning of 25 April 1965. Williamson's arrival in South Vietnam's capital was in response to a top-secret message he'd received the previous day at his headquarters on Okinawa. In concurring with General West-moreland's request for the deployment of the 173d to South Vietnam, the Department of the Army ordered Williamson's unit to prepare for the movement.

		Accompanied by his S-3, S-4, and his aide, Williamson was escorted to Westmoreland's office at MACV headquarters in downtown Saigon. After a perfunctory greeting, Westmoreland demanded of Williamson, “What are you doing in uniform?”

		“I wear one all the time,” Williamson answered, somewhat surprised.

		“My message specifically said to wear civilian clothes,” Westmoreland pointed out.

		“I do have slacks and a shirt with me,” Williamson offered.

		“Put them on before you leave the building,” Westmoreland ordered. “I don't want the Viet Cong, or the press, to know you're here.”

		General Williamson was perplexed at the exchange. Although he was aware of the war that the South Vietnamese government had been waging against the North Vietnamese-backed Viet Cong insurgents, Williamson's own demanding duties had kept him from being completely cognizant of all the factors affecting the United States' role in the Southeast Asian country. He was not sure what was wanted of him or his unit.

		As Williamson listened intently, Westmoreland outlined the role he planned for the 173d. With the Rolling Thunder air raids expanding, Westmoreland explained, he was becoming increasingly concerned about the ability of the ARVN to provide adequate security to the U.S. Air Force bases supporting the raids. In addition, the introduction of

		U.S. Army units to guard the bases would free those ARVN units currently performing that mission for offensive operations against the VC.

		General Westmoreland revealed to General Williamson that several U.S. divisions were scheduled to arrive in South Vietnam within months. The 173d would also have the mission of clearing the incoming units' proposed base camp sites of the enemy. The brigade's deployment to South Vietnam, then, would be a temporary one, Westmoreland said, probably not lasting more than sixty days. After discussing a few more details of the brigade's deployment and its mission, the two general officers concluded their meeting.

		The next three days were hectic ones for General Williamson and his entourage. They visited the air bases that the brigade would be guarding, met with a variety of American military advisers, as well as key ARVN commanders, and began formulating specific plans for the deployment of the airborne unit. There was a tremendous amount of work to be done to prepare the 173d for its mission in South Vietnam, but General Williamson was a master at overcoming difficult obstacles.

		Ellis W. Williamson was born and raised in Raleigh, North Carolina. As a teenager, he had but one goal: to play the trombone in a swing band. In order to gain some practical experience, Williamson joined the North Carolina National Guard in 1935 as a bandsman. Although he expected to stay in the National Guard for only one year, after which he'd be ready to audition with a major band, he ended up spending ten years with his parent regiment. In that decade he advanced from a private in the band to a lieutenant colonel commanding the regiment.

		After his first hitch ended, Williamson realized that he had not only improved his trombone-playing skills but grown immensely fond of the people who made up his unit. The men who served with him were the finest he'd ever known. They provided friendship, comradeship, and an opportunity for personal growth that he had not experienced before. Williamson signed on for another hitch.

		Before that enlistment was up, Williamson's unit was called to active duty as part of the massive U.S. military buildup in the days just before World War II. On 16 September 1940 the unit became part of the 120th Infantry Regiment, 30th Infantry Division.

		To a rapidly expanding army in desperate need of qualified leaders, Williamson was a godsend. His natural talents and uncanny ability to motivate others quickly identified him as officer material. His superiors recommended him for a direct commission. In early 1941 Williamson proudly pinned the gold bars of a second lieutenant on his uniform.

		The 30th Infantry Division spent the next three years in training before sailing to England in February 1944. Earmarked for service on the European continent, the division entered France via Omaha Beach in Normandy on 10 June 1944. The still-visible carnage of the D-day invasion just four days earlier was a rude awakening to the horrible realities of war for Lieutenant Williamson and the rest of the 120th Infantry. The novice combat infantrymen stoically gritted their teeth and pushed inland toward the fighting.

		Williamson's unit received its baptism of fire during the bitter struggle to capture the strategically important French crossroads town of St.-Lô. From there they participated in Operation Cobra, the massive Allied breakout from the Normandy beachhead. They next chased the fleeing Nazi army across France, entering Belgium in early September. If Williamson, by then a captain and commanding a rifle company, had thought his previous battles were difficult, they paled next to the bloody struggle to capture Aachen, the German town anchoring the formidable West Wall defensive barrier along the Belgian border. From mid-September through mid-October the war-weary men of the 30th Infantry Division battled the fanatical German troops defending Aachen.

		Once Aachen finally fell on 16 October 1944, Williamson and the 120th Infantry pushed into Germany, remaining on that front until mid-December. When Hitler launched his desperate offensive into the Ardennes Forest of Belgium on 16 December 1944, the 30th Infantry Division was sent to plug the weak American line. From 17 December 1944 to 26 January 1945, they fought to clear the area around Malmédy-Stavelot of German invaders.

		By the time the Battle of the Bulge ended in an Allied victory, Williamson sported the gold oak leaves of a major and was the executive officer of the 120th Infantry Regiment. He held that position as the 30th Infantry Division joined in the crossing of the Roer River in February 1945. The division then charged across north central Germany, eager participants in the race to reach Berlin. They captured the fabled city of Hameln on 7 April 1945 and, a week later, took up positions along the Elbe River, just forty miles from the German capital.

		When political considerations snatched the prize of Berlin from the Americans and gave it to the Russians, Major Williamson and the rest of the massive American army remained on the west bank of the Elbe. They were still there when victory was declared on 8 May 1945.

		Soon after the war ended, Williamson received a well-deserved promotion to lieutenant colonel and took command of the regiment he had joined ten years earlier as an eighteen-year-old private. He and his division had repeatedly proved themselves in some of the toughest combat experienced in the war. The 30th Infantry Division suffered nearly 17,000 casualties, of whom 3,516 made the ultimate sacrifice.

		Out of that terrible experience Colonel Williamson recognized that he had found his calling in life. Always a keen believer in the human factor in any of life's equations, he felt he could make the most out of the rest of his career by staying in the army and working with the finest, most talented group of people he thought the world had ever known. Williamson applied for a regular army commission and received it.

		Williamson saw further combat during the Korean War. He made the Inchon landing in September 1950 as the assistant G-3 of Gen. Douglas MacArthur's famed X Corps. Following the successful recapture of the South Korean capital of Seoul, the X Corps moved to the east coast of the Korean peninsula for the drive to the Yalu River and the anticipated end of the war.

		The surprise appearance of Chinese Communist forces in the war in November 1950 quickly ended that optimistic attitude. Before the American and South Korean forces really knew what had hit them, they were in full retreat out of North Korea.

		This was an entirely new venture for Williamson. His entire career had been built on attacking the enemy and moving forward. Now he had to plan the retrograde movement of a full corps, while under attack.

		Williamson performed brilliantly. As a result of his superior planning, the X Corps extracted itself from a near-hopeless situation. With a minimum number of casualties and a minimal loss of equipment, the X Corps removed itself from North Korea intact and ready to resume the offensive.

		Williamson's role in this massive effort did not escape the notice of his superiors. Based on his superior performance under difficult conditions, Williamson was selected for promotion to full colonel and was marked for general's stars.

		A tour at the Pentagon followed Williamson's service in Korea. While there he became deeply involved in a special study that would drastically overhaul how the U.S. Army went to war and greatly affect Williamson's career.

		As early as 1952 army visionaries recognized how rotary-winged aircraft could be used to give ground combat units a flexibility and mobility never before thought possible. Over the next few years these few men championed their new concept to the leaders of the army. Eventually, but reluctantly, senior army commanders decided to further evaluate this new concept of airmobility.

		On 15 January 1960 the army chief of staff established a special board to review the army's aviation requirements. Among its recommendations to further explore the necessity of aviation assets in army units, the board proposed an in-depth study to determine whether the idea of air fighting units was practical. As a result of this board's overall recommendations, the army began a cautious enhancement of its aviation assets.

		In late September 1961 Secretary of Defense McNamara reviewed the army's aviation plans. Essentially, he concluded that the army was moving too slowly. In April 1962 he charged the army with directions to take a “bold new look” at land warfare mobility. He urged the full use of field tests and exercises to properly assess cost and transport effectiveness. McNamara's zeal for this new concept was so great that he took the unprecedented step of making direct recommendations regarding the personnel to manage the army's effort.

		McNamara summed up the emphasis he placed on the army's study of tactical mobility with this statement: “I shall be disappointed if the army's reexamination merely produces logistically-oriented recommendations to procure more of the same, rather than a plan for employment of fresh and perhaps unorthodox concepts which will give us a significant increase in mobility.”

		Within a week of McNamara's pointed recommendation, Lt. Gen. Hamilton H. Howze, commander of the XVIII Airborne Corps, was appointed president of the U.S. Army Tactical Mobility Requirements Board.

		Given unprecedented latitude, the Howze board immediately went to work. The most significant major activity of the board throughout its deliberations was the investigation, testing, and evaluation of the organizational and operational concepts of airmobility. Much effort was devoted to actual field exercises conducted for the purpose of comparing a conventionally equipped force with one made airmobile by adding aircraft.

		Over the next four months the board conducted forty tests using assets of the 82d Airborne Division. The tests ranged in magnitude from fairly elaborate live-fire exercises to auxiliary tests of new equipment. By early August 1962 the Howze board had completed its task and submitted its list of recommendations.

		The principal tactical innovation to derive from the board's test was for the creation of an experimental air assault division. Instead of the 100 aircraft normally employed in a standard division, the air assault division would have 459 organic aircraft. Airmobility would be achieved by a drastic reduction in ground vehicles—from 3,452 to 1,100. Thus, the aircraft would be able to lift one-third of the division's assault elements at one time.

		The Howze board also recommended the creation of an air cavalry brigade. Its function would be a classic one for cavalry—to screen, reconnoiter, and wage delaying actions. Unlike the air assault division, which was designed to join battle on the ground, all members of the air cavalry brigade were to be airborne qualified.

		General Howze concluded his report with a terse, emphatic statement: “Adoption by the army of the airmobile concept—however imperfectly it may be described and justified in this report—is necessary and desirable. In some respects the transition is inevitable, just as was that from animal mobility to motor.”

		Accordingly, the army created the 11th Air Assault Division, quartered at Fort Benning, Georgia. For the next two years the test division put to practical evaluation any and all advancements of the airmobile concept. A key member of the Pentagon staff during the planning stages of the new airmobile concept was Col. Ellis W. Williamson. An early proponent of the new airmobile division, Williamson devoted himself to making the concept work. He knew that the only way the airmobile tests would prove successful was if the right people were in the right positions. He used all his skills and contacts to ensure that the army's brightest young officers were involved in the various tests.

		Results proved the prescience of the Howze board. So well did the new concept work that just two years later the 11th Air Assault Division was redesignated the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile). It was hastily refitted for overseas deployment and, in August 1965, shipped out to counter a worsening situation in South Vietnam. The 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) repeatedly proved the worth of the airmobile concept in its six years in South Vietnam, amassing an enviable record of combat excellence.

		The army made several alterations to the Howze board's recommendation to create a separate air cavalry brigade. It recognized that there not only existed a need for such a test unit, but also for an airborne unit in the Pacific to fulfill the mission of a theater quick-reaction force. This dual mission was unique to the army and would require both a special unit to perform the various tasks entrusted to it and a special commander to mold the fledgling unit into a cohesive battle force.

		Fortunately, the army had both the man and the unit for the new mission. It was a measure of his success in the development of the airmobile concept that Colonel Williamson, who qualified as a paratrooper in 1960, was unanimously selected to command the new airborne brigade.

		Command of the new unit elevated Williamson to the rank of brigadier general. At the promotion ceremony at the Pentagon in June 1963, Secretary of the Army Elvis J. Stahr, Jr., remarked, as he pinned the star on Williamson's epaulet, “The army's promoting men to general officer a lot sooner than they used to.”

		“Yes, sir,” quipped Williamson. “This is my second promotion in nineteen years.”

		General Williamson's new unit, the 173d Airborne Brigade (Separate), was activated on 25 June 1963. The 173d Brigade had first come into existence during World War I as part of the 87th Infantry Division. After the war the 173d was transferred to the Organized Reserve. During World War II the brigade evolved into the 87th Reconnaissance Troop and saw action in Europe. The 87th Recon was deactivated in September 1945. On 26 March 1963 the unit was reactivated and redesignated Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 173d Airborne Brigade (Separate).

		When the entire brigade was activated in June 1963, it assumed the assets of the 2d Airborne Battle Group, then stationed on Okinawa, Ryukyu Islands, just south of Japan. Organic units to the 173d were the 1st and 2d battalions, 503d Infantry Regiment (Airborne); Company D, 16th Armor; 3d Battalion, 319th Artillery; 173d Engineer Company; 173d Support Company; and Troop E, 17th Cavalry. Authorized strength for the new brigade was 133 officers, 3 warrant officers, and 3,394 enlisted personnel.

		The tasks facing General Williamson were formidable. He not only had to whip into shape the main Pacific theater reaction force, but he also had to constantly test new ideas in warfare. Fortunately, Williamson was granted several concessions.

		First, the 173d would be based on Okinawa. There it would be free to test its ideas without constant interference from Pentagon staffers.

		Then, upon assuming his command, Williamson was asked by General Johnson what he most needed to do the job right. Williamson replied with the one word that had been his key throughout his long and distinguished career: “People.” If he had the opportunity to select the best people, he could accomplish his mission and have all the flexibility his brigade needed. Johnson immediately agreed.

		Williamson went to work. He had his pick of the West Point classes of 1962 and 1963. The top officers and enlisted men of the 82d and 101st Airborne divisions, as well as the top graduates of the Infantry School at Fort Benning, were recruited for the 173d. In a matter of weeks Williamson had put together a team of officers and senior noncommissioned officers whose combined talent and enthusiasm exceeded that found in any full division.

		Once Williamson had assembled his key officers, they began the hard job of putting together the various tests and exercises that were fundamental to the 173d's existence. Though based on Okinawa, the brigade actually spent little time there. Most of its time was spent on the circular island of Oromote.

		Located three hundred miles south of Okinawa, Oromote was ideal for the brigade's training operations. Only about fifteen miles across and heavily wooded, Oromote allowed the brigade's various tests to be conducted under realistic field conditions. Units ranging in size from platoon to full battalion could be deployed to the island to operate without any direct control from brigade headquarters, permitting the unit leaders to make their own decisions.

		In accordance with General Williamson's desire to give his paratroopers as much opportunity as possible to develop as individuals, any soldier under his command was free to offer up ideas for testing. Because Williamson had the final say in whether or not a particular idea was put to a field test, many more of these new ideas were actually tested. Free from the watchful eyes of his superiors, Williamson had carte blanche in evaluating these suggestions. In effect, he established an “idea center” in his headquarters to ensure that any idea, however bold or radical, would receive careful and detailed consideration. The only real limiting factor was human safety.

		As a result of Williamson's farsightedness, the 173d initiated many ideas that were eventually adopted army-wide. Among the successes achieved by the 173d were the use of helicopters for night artillery adjustment, using permanently mounted machine guns on troop-carrying helicopters, using helicopters to pick up and deliver floating-bridge sections, and eagle flights—small, self-contained, highly trained heliborne forces. Eagle flights could be used tactically to locate and engage an enemy unit or to pursue and attack a fleeing enemy. An eagle flight would be a force ready for immediate commitment either alone or in conjunction with other units.

		In addition to its role as a test organization, the 173d Airborne Brigade also had to fulfill its mission as the army's quick-reaction force in the Pacific. Consequently, it spent a considerable amount of time on airborne exercises throughout the Pacific. The brigade trained in Taiwan, Korea, and Thailand, honing its airborne, guerrilla, and jungle-warfare skills to a keen edge. In the first six months of its existence, the 173d Airborne Brigade participated in six major field training exercises and its members made a total of 10,719 parachute jumps.

		It was because of its many parachute exercises on Taiwan that the members of the 173d earned the respect and admiration of the Nationalist Chinese soldiers. So impressed with the paratroopers of 173d were the Chinese that they nicknamed the men of the brigade Tien Bing, or Sky Soldiers. The sobriquet stuck and was proudly adopted by General Williamson.

		As a result of General Williamson's tireless efforts, the 173d Airborne Brigade quickly established itself as one of the premier units in the U.S. Army. Morale was so high that the brigade often experienced a 100 percent reenlistment rate, an unheard-of achievement. Officers tapped to attend career-enhancing courses at stateside installations sometimes turned them down in order to remain in the brigade. This practice became so prevalent that General Williamson had to promise the transferred officers he would somehow make room for them in the brigade upon completion of their courses.

		The brigade began 1964 with its individual units fully trained, tested, and operationally ready. For the balance of the year the brigade conducted varied and diversified training, most of it based on contingency plans formulated to meet any conceivable emergency in the theater. The Sky Soldiers continually proved that they were “airborne all the way,” conducting 26,339 individual parachute jumps that year. In addition to pure airborne training, the brigade constantly improved its airmobile tactics, developing the concept of vertical envelopment to a high degree.

		It was this high state of combat preparedness that made the 173d Airborne Brigade the logical choice, really the only choice, for deployment to South Vietnam. Guarding key air force bases and clearing jungle areas of Viet Cong for incoming U.S. divisions were, in General Williamson's view, ideal roles for his fast-moving, hard-hitting unit. Because of its unique capabilities, and the fact that General Westmoreland advised him that his unit's time in South Vietnam would be limited to sixty days, Williamson felt confident the 173d could still fulfill its mission as the Pacific theater's quick-reaction force.

		After three days in Saigon reviewing his new area of operations, General Williamson returned to Okinawa, his keen mind already filled with the changes and reorganization that his brigade would require in its new mission. The most significant change would involve the reduction of the brigade's heavier equipment. Williamson had instantly recognized that the terrain in South Vietnam would limit the need for trucks. He knocked half of them off the brigade's table of equipment. The brigade, though parachute-qualified, would depend upon the helicopter for mobility in South Vietnam. Thus, the tanks of the 16th Armor would be superfluous. Williamson dropped them, too. Instead, he requisitioned armored personnel carriers (APCs). Equipped with .50-caliber machine guns and capable of carrying both men and supplies, the APCs would combine mobility with firepower.

		In order to maintain the secrecy required about the move, Williamson withheld announcement of the deployment until 3 May 1965. On that date he sent a commander's note to his paratroopers that they were going to South Vietnam in three days. After nearly two years of tough, intensive training, the brigade was finally going to be put to the ultimate test. In the seventy-two hours the brigade had before the deployment began, a feverish pitch of activity gripped the paratroopers. There were a million tasks to be performed, and everyone was kept busy nearly twenty-four hours a day getting ready. The Sky Soldiers were going to war, and they wanted to be as prepared as possible.

		Despite the frantic pace, General Williamson maintained a calm attitude. His main objective as brigade commander had been the development of personnel able to handle with a minimum of supervision any task assigned to them. In essence, he stood back and let his men do exactly what he'd trained them to do.

		Because the tour of duty of the 173d was to be a temporary one, General Williamson continued his normal routine. On the evening of 4 May 1965, he and his wife attended a formal dinner given in honor of the Okinawa army commander, Gen. Al Watson. It was a festive evening, until 2200 when the Williamsons made their gracious exit. They returned to their quarters, where the general changed from his formal uniform to combat fatigues. He picked up his bag, kissed his wife good-bye, and left for the airport. Neither knew that his sixty-day mission would last ten months.

		In the dark early morning hours of 5 May 1965, the C-130 transport planes carrying the advance elements of the 173d Airborne Brigade began touching down at Bien Hoa Air Force Base. Plane after plane roared down out of the night sky, dropped off their loads of eager but apprehensive paratroopers, then took off to return to Okinawa to pick up another load of men.

		The deployment of the 173d to South Vietnam was no longer a secret. Correspondents were at the air base to record the arrival of the first U.S. Army ground combat unit in South Vietnam. General Westmoreland was there to greet General Williamson and his paratroopers. Westmoreland assured the assembled newspeople that the brigade was there temporarily, charged only with providing security to the two key Rolling Thunder bases.

		Over the next two days the balance of the brigade arrived at Bien Hoa. The paratroopers quickly went about establishing their base camps and becoming acclimated to the oppressive heat and humidity of South Vietnam. They also began patrolling around the air base, keeping the immediate area clear of insurgent forces. And they continued their training.

		General Williamson accepted the fact that his brigade, though fully parachute-qualified, would be almost totally dependent upon the helicopter for movement throughout its area of operations. Aviation requirements for the brigade would be supplied by the 145th Aviation Battalion on an as-needed basis.

		Williamson recognized that the airmobile training exercises his brigade had conducted over the past two years were beneficial but not the real thing. He immediately began airmobile exercises under actual combat conditions.

		Within two weeks of the unit's arrival in South Vietnam, Williamson was able to note: “We have started our airmobile training. At first we are just practicing ‘getting in and getting out' techniques. As far as the individual is concerned, this is a critical operation. Get in quickly and get out quickly and move as rapidly as possible from the landing zone in the right direction into the woodlines. This movement must be made behind a blast of fire from our own hand-carried weapons.”

		The reality of a shooting war hit home hard for the brigade soon after its arrival in South Vietnam. On 22 May 1965, at 1500, a squad of Sky Soldiers moved through the jungle on a routine patrol within sight of the Bien Hoa air base. Suddenly, one of them tripped a Viet Cong–planted booby trap. The resulting explosion drove shrapnel into the neck of one of the paratroopers. He achieved the dubious distinction of becoming the brigade's first casualty in the Vietnam War.

		Later that same afternoon another paratrooper from the 1/503d was wounded when a round from his own M79 grenade launcher exploded too close to him.

		These two young paratroopers joined a long and distinguished line of airborne infantrymen who had spilled their blood for their country while serving with the 503d Infantry Regiment (Airborne) and its antecedents.*

		
			* The appendix describes the achievements of the 503d in World War II.

		

	
		CHAPTER 2
VIETNAM—THE EARLY
YEARS

		General Williamson used the balance of May 1965 to acclimate his brigade to South Vietnam. Though the Sky Soldiers had spent the previous two years training in a wide variety of climates throughout the western and southwestern Pacific, nothing could have prepared them for South Vietnam. The country's weather ranged, as one wag said, “from hot and humid to hotter and more humid.” Daytime temperatures hovered in the upper nineties, with humidity levels in excess of 90 percent—when it wasn't raining during one of the two monsoon seasons.

		The terrain in which the 173d Airborne Brigade operated around Bien Hoa was a combination of rice paddies and thick jungles. In some areas the paddies stretched for miles, cut only by occasional stands of trees matted with tangled undergrowth. In other areas, the jungle was so thick as to be all but impenetrable. Visibility in these areas was limited to a matter of meters; the jungle made an excellent ambush site for the Viet Cong.

		Throughout May the squads, platoons, and companies of the 173d pushed their patrols farther and farther into the jungles surrounding the air bases. The training they'd received in recent years was invaluable, but nothing compared with experience in actual combat conditions. Now, mistakes would cost lives. The men of the infantry units wanted to make as few mistakes as possible.

		For the most part, the squad leaders and riflemen of the 173d were in their late teens. They had volunteered for the rugged three weeks of airborne training at Fort Benning for a variety of personal reasons, but most would admit that at the core of their motivation was a strong sense of adventure and a desire to serve with the best.

		The senior enlisted men, the noncommissioned officers, at the platoon and company level were career paratroopers who, as much as the youths in their charge, wanted to be where the action was. Many of the senior NCOs had seen combat either in World War II or Korea. These are the men, most in their late twenties to early forties, who provide the backbone of a military unit. Their leadership abilities combined with their military savvy give a unit character and flavor. Those who served with the 173d were some of the best career enlisted men the army had to offer.

		The junior officers, those at platoon and company level, were among the sharpest in the army. Physically fit, intelligent, well educated, and proud to be airborne, the lieutenants and captains, most of whom were only a few years older than the enlisted men they commanded, offered the 173d a level of leadership excellence rarely seen in a combat unit. Competition for the privilege of leading a rifle platoon or company was so fierce that most junior officers were limited to just six months' command time.

		(Though conceived with good intentions, this policy, which included commanders at the battalion level, would produce many problems. Combined with MACV's policy of rotating personnel back to the United States after just twelve months' service in South Vietnam [assuming, of course, that the individual was not evacuated earlier due to serious wounds or injuries], the six-month command policy meant that a given unit rarely had an officer with any more than six months' field command time. By the time an officer had spent enough time in command to be experienced and effective, he rotated out. Then a new officer arrived, bringing with him inexperience and his own philosophy of command. Changes would be implemented that many times upset what the enlisted men had practiced for the previous six months. These same problems plagued the staffs of units in South Vietnam. By the time a staff officer was truly doing a good job, he was gone. At every level of command, from rifle team leader to brigade commander, valuable combat lessons would have to be learned over and over, unnecessarily spilling American blood in the process.)

		The field-grade officers of the 173d, majors and lieutenant colonels, were also outstanding officers. Dedicated to the airborne, in their careers these men had repeatedly proven themselves to be not only consummate leaders of men, but excellent staff officers.

		Once General Williamson felt that his brigade was ready, he launched his first large operation. Though tasked with providing security for the air bases, a defensive role, he was not content to sit and wait for the Viet Cong to attack him. Williamson, with General Westmoreland's full support, went on the offensive. He reasoned that if he could keep the enemy off balance they'd be less likely to attack.

		On the last day of May, Williamson initiated a four-day operation. Three different objectives were hit by heliborne paratroopers. Their casualties were few against light resistance. Though the paratroopers experienced no heavy fighting, the operation, the first U.S. offensive action in South Vietnam, greatly contributed to the confidence of the Sky Soldiers.

		To augment the 173d's firepower, and to give it a third maneuver battalion, General Westmoreland attached to it the 1st Battalion, Royal Australian Regiment (1/RAR), when that unit arrived in-country on 10 June 1965. Composed largely of veterans of the fighting in Malaysia, the 1/RAR brought its own engineers, APCs, helicopters, and artillery. The addition of the Australians would give Williamson the extra punch he needed to really go after the VC.

		Along with two battalions of ARVN paratroopers and one of ARVN infantry, the 173d air-assaulted into the notorious War Zone D in late June. This was the first time in more than a year that allied forces ventured into this VC-contaminated area just north of Saigon. Almost from the moment their helicopters touched down, the paratroopers experienced near-steady contact with the VC. During the day the Sky Soldiers patrolled aggressively, uncovering numerous caches of enemy supplies. At night the VC would probe the paratroopers' perimeters.

		In early July the brigade worked the south end of War Zone D. While the ARVN 48th Infantry Regiment held blocking positions, the 173d pushed into the area from the north. The paratroopers began engaging VC in numbers previously unexperienced. Entire companies of uniformed VC defended their base areas, fighting stiffly until the overwhelming firepower of the Americans forced them to withdraw.

		The four-day operation saw the 1/503d overrun a vast VC base camp, one capable of housing more than twelve hundred men. The camp was so sophisticated it even contained mess halls and classrooms. The Sky Soldiers captured more than a ton of enemy documents, dozens of weapons, several tons of rice, and twenty-eight prisoners.

		In August 1965 the 173d made its first foray out of the Bien Hoa area. In Kontum Province, some two hundred miles north of Saigon and adjacent to the junction of the Cambodian and Laotian borders, the U.S. Special Forces had established a series of isolated camps. Manned by contingents of indigenous personnel commanded by a handful of Green Berets, these camps served as early warning sites to detect infiltrating Viet Cong and North Vietnamese Army regular forces moving down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The Special Forces and their Civilian Irregular Defense Groups (CIDG) had been doing a very good job in the Central Highlands area of Kontum Province—so good, in fact, that the enemy increased its pressure on a number of the camps.

		One of these desolate camps, Duc Co, west of Pleiku, had been especially hard hit. Reinforcements in the form of an ARVN regiment were dispatched there. This ARVN unit became heavily engaged with NVA forces before it could reach Duc Co. The ARVN high command wanted to send more troops but knew they, too, would be lost unless a key withdrawal route through strategic Thanh Binh Pass could be held.

		The 173d was given the mission of holding the vital pass. Most of the brigade headed north in early August. For the first week of the operation, 10–17 August, the Sky Soldiers conducted a large number of heliborne assaults designed to deny key terrain features to the enemy. Once the ARVN had completed their retrograde movement, the 173d moved to Pleiku. It spent the rest of the month conducting search-and-destroy missions in that area.

		Upon its return to Bien Hoa, the brigade had only a short rest before going back into War Zone D. MACV's intelligence network had pinpointed several enemy battalions operating in the area, but actual contact was sporadic. Despite this, the operation was judged a success. In their sweeps the Sky Soldiers uncovered a large quantity of valuable documents, weapons, and supplies. One company alone, Charlie, 1/503d, found sixty-two telescope-equipped sniper rifles, forty-five hundred grenades, and three dozen radios.

		Next on the 173d's agenda was the formidable, almost mysterious Iron Triangle. Situated thirty kilometers northwest of Saigon, the Iron Triangle sat just west of Ben Cat astride Highway 13. The brigade's mission was to sweep the area adjacent to the future home of the 1st Infantry Division free of any enemy presence prior to the arrival of that unit from the United States.

		The brigade had been assigned a nearly impossible task. The Iron Triangle had been solid VC territory for years. In that time the insurgents had turned the thickly jungled fifty-square-kilometer area into a stronghold nearly unsurpassed in all of South Vietnam. Though the dense jungle prevented the Viet Cong from constructing major permanent camps, they did honeycomb the Iron Triangle with a sophisticated complex of tunnels. These underground networks provided the VC with facilities for aid stations, training rooms, supply depots, and administrative offices. To prevent the ARVN or

		U.S. forces from overrunning the Iron Triangle, the VC sowed the ground with thousands of mines and booby traps. So frightening was the Iron Triangle's reputation that no ARVN units had dared venture into the area for more than three years.

		The 173d's foray into the Iron Triangle began on 8 October 1965. Following massive artillery bombardment, B-52 bomber attacks, and jet fighter air strikes, the brigade's elements air-assaulted into the Iron Triangle. The 1/RAR went into landing zones (LZs) on the north side of the Iron Triangle, midway between Ben Cat and Ben Suc, about eight miles to the west along the Saigon River. They pushed south, joining up with both the 1/503d and 2/503d, which had gone into LZs just south of Ben Suc. The three infantry battalions then maneuvered south and east, sweeping the VC in front of them and clearing them out of the Iron Triangle.

		The brigade spent six days tromping through the jungle. They uncovered a number of supply caches and had a few brisk firefights with the VC. However, most of the enemy either fled the area or hid in the tunnels. They had no desire to tangle with the airborne troopers. They'd fight on their own terms at a later date.

		Unaware of the Viet Cong's tactics, MACV naturally considered this first venture into the Iron Triangle an unqualified success. General Williamson reported: “The Iron Triangle is no more. The Iron Triangle … has now been destroyed. One more enemy bulwark has been completely marked off the situation.”

		In view of what his brigade had experienced in the week-long offensive, Williamson was completely justified in his remarks. Unfortunately, he was wrong. The truth was that the Iron Triangle would remain a thorn in the side of the allies for the duration of the war. Operation after operation would be centered on the Iron Triangle; none would neutralize it. It would remain a Viet Cong bastion.

		The 173d Airborne Brigade was attached to the newly arrived 1st Infantry Division on 1 November 1965. Together the two units conducted yet another operation in War Zone

		D. Designated Operation Hump, for the term that soldiers in South Vietnam had adopted to describe their patrols under the blazing sun, the brigade operated north of the Dong Nai River, about twenty-five kilometers north of Bien Hoa. It would result in the brigade's largest and costliest engagement in its five months in South Vietnam.

		Operation Hump began on 5 November. Almost immediately it was apparent to the Sky Soldiers this operation would be different. The VC stood and fought on several occasions; there was little attempt on their part to avoid contact.

		As the result of one such firefight, it was determined that a major enemy force sat less than two miles west of where the 1/503d had established its CP. Local patrolling confirmed the presence of the enemy. On the morning of 8 November Charlie Company, 1/503d, moved west from its night laager site. Behind it came Bravo Company; Alpha Company and the battalion's headquarters remained at the bivouac site.

		Charlie Company was moving along the edge of Hill 65 (on contour maps specific hill masses are identified by a number representing the height above mean sea level in meters) when, without warning, a fusillade of automatic-weapons fire tore into its lead platoon. While paratroopers screamed in pain from the horrible impact of enemy machine-gun bullets, the uninjured dove for any available cover. The other two rifle platoons moved forward as far as they could to aid the decimated lead platoon. Weapons Platoon set up its 60mm mortars, but the dense overhead cover rendered them useless. Instead, its members established a protected site to care for the casualties.

		Once Charlie Company was pinned down, the VC began executing a tactical maneuver that, while basic in its concept, served the enemy well then and throughout the war; they began flanking the isolated company in an attempt to surround it and cut it off from reinforcements.

		The enemy's plan might have worked except for the quick reaction of the 1/503d commander, Lt. Col. John Tyler. He immediately dispatched Bravo Company to the aid of Charlie. Their timely arrival prevented the enemy from encircling Charlie. Soon though, Bravo, too, found itself embroiled in a fierce fight.

		To prevent U.S. air strikes and artillery from decimating its ranks, the enemy “hugged” the Sky Soldiers, closing to within ten to twenty meters of their perimeter. From that close range they poured a deadly hail of fire on the pinned-down paratroopers.

		Within a short time both airborne companies found themselves fighting hand-to-hand with the enemy. Grenades were thrown at close range. Combatants hacked at each other with machetes. M16 rifles and M60 machine guns were fired until their barrels overheated and warped. It was a brutal fight in heavy jungle with neither side giving any quarter.

		Colonel Tyler was forced to commit Alpha Company to try to stave off defeat of his other two companies. Throughout the day the two forces battled. The enemy clung so close to the paratroopers that the supporting fire from the 3/319th Artillery was placed behind them. It was hoped this would trap the foe between the artillery and the riflemen. In assault after assault the enemy charged directly at the Sky Soldiers' perimeter, only to be met by heavy fire from a determined force of screaming paratroopers. In the brief lulls in the fighting, the airborne soldiers repositioned themselves, collected ammo from the dead, and moved the wounded to the aid station.

		Not until late afternoon did the fighting slacken. Though the paratroopers had fought valiantly, the contact was broken only because the VC withdrew from the battlefield. Sporadic fire harassed the paratroopers throughout the night, but the enemy was pulling out.

		At first light chain saws were dropped by helicopter to the anxious rifle companies. Trees up to 215 feet in height and 6 feet thick were felled until a one-ship LZ was completed. The first chopper in was General Williamson's. He remained on the ground, overseeing the evacuation of the casualties, then walked out with the survivors the next day.

		General Williamson later told correspondents the enemy corpses he'd seen were dressed in gray uniforms with green sweatshirts, steel helmets, and rucksacks. He said the enemy were in “well-fortified jungle positions. The enemy remained in position and kept firing. We have had a real close-at-hand jungle-type fight. There is no question but that this was a main force unit.”

		Williamson was right. Subsequent information identified the 173d's opponent as a North Vietnamese Army unit, the Q-761 Regiment. This was one of the first times the NVA had fought in South Vietnam. It would not be the last.

		The NVA left 110 of their soldiers lying around Hill 65. Fifty Sky Soldiers died in the firefight; another 82 were wounded. The 173d had been hit and hit hard, but it had acquitted itself extremely well.

		Operations in War Zone D continued for the rest of the year. On 22 December 1965 the brigade returned to Bien Hoa for the first of its six Christmases in South Vietnam.

		On New Year's Day 1966 the 173d set out again in pursuit of the enemy. This time they headed south and west of Bien Hoa into the Mekong River delta and the marshy area adjacent to Cambodia known as the Plain of Reeds. They had no trouble finding the VC. Almost from the moment the Sky Soldiers jumped from their Huey helicopters, they were in contact. Most of the time the action was light, but on several occasions fierce firefights developed. The VC used the same tactics the NVA had in the November fighting: They flanked isolated units and, when U.S. air strikes and artillery were called in, hugged the paratroopers' perimeter, reducing the effectiveness of the superior firepower.

		In the week-long foray, the 173d mauled the 267th VC Battalion and overran the headquarters of the 506th VC Battalion. The brigade also earned the distinction of being the first American unit to fight in three different corps areas in South Vietnam.

		Almost immediately upon their return to Bien Hoa, the Sky Soldiers were tapped for another operation. This time they went after the headquarters of the Viet Cong Military Region Four in Ho Bo Woods in Binh Duong Province. Once again under command of the 1st Infantry Division, the 173d sent all three of its battalions on airmobile assaults. The three LZs were hot. Enemy contact was near-continuous from then on. The rifle companies fanned out through the thickly forested area. The paratroopers found an extensive bunker and tunnel system permeating the entire area.

		The tunnels were searched by special volunteers dubbed tunnel rats. Armed with a pistol and a flashlight, these brave men would probe the tunnels looking for the enemy. When they were done, explosive charges collapsed the tunnels.

		By the time the paratroopers departed Ho Bo Woods on 14 January, they'd captured more than a hundred weapons, including a number of 12.7mm antiaircraft guns.

		For the rest of January and February the brigade conducted platoon and company search-and-destroy missions in the vicinity of Bien Hoa. At the end of February a major command change took place in the brigade. General Williamson, the founder and original commanding general of the 173d Airborne Brigade, reluctantly relinquished command. During his tenure Williamson had built the brigade from a raw, incohesive unit into one of the U.S. Army's most effective ones. But his time was up. He had the second star of a major general awaiting him as the post commander at Fort Polk, Louisiana.

		Williamson's replacement was Brig. Gen. Paul F. Smith. A paratrooper since the early days of World War II, Smith had jumped into Normandy on D day and made the airdrop across the Rhine in March 1945 with the 507th Parachute Infantry Regiment. Among his postwar assignments was command of the airborne school at Fort Benning and the 504th Airborne Battle Group in Germany.

		General Smith took command just as the 173d was getting ready for another sweep into War Zone D. It began with the three battalions going into adjacent LZs, then setting out on predesignated routes. During the first four days, the Sky Soldiers regularly bumped into small groups of VC. Sometimes there would be an exchange of gunfire; other times the VC would melt back into the jungle without firing on the paratroopers. The 2/503d had experienced little contact during the operation when it established a defensive perimeter late on the afternoon of 15 March 1966. Listening posts (LPs) were sent out to warn of any enemy activity.

		The night passed quietly. The next morning, as the LPs reentered the perimeter, a platoon from Bravo, 2/503d, set out on a routine clearing patrol, looking for any evidence of the enemy's presence before the battalion began its daily move. At the same time a resupply chopper began descending into the perimeter.

		As the Huey neared the ground a hail of automatic-weapons fire poured into it from the surrounding jungle. The chopper crashed heavily into the perimeter. Within seconds the vicious enemy fire forced the paratroopers back into their night defensive positions. Bravo's patrol was trapped between the two forces; in a short time most of its members were casualties.

		The VC launched a ground attack at Alpha and Charlie companies, a rare occurrence for the guerrillas. The fighting was so fierce that even the wounded were given weapons and put back on the line. After the first attack was repulsed, the paratroopers moved into better fighting positions. Just as they settled back down, the VC swarmed out of the jungle again.

		For the rest of the day the fight raged. Friendly artillery pounded the edges of the perimeter, cutting down dozens of VC. But the enemy kept up their attacks, seeking a weak spot; they found none. The paratroopers held. Not until nightfall did the VC pull back, leaving more than a hundred of their comrades dead in the jungle.

		Following this foray into War Zone D, the 173d moved to War Zone C for the next few months. During this period some 173d units would go weeks with no contact with the enemy; others seemed to find the VC at nearly every bend of the trail. Some operations required the Sky Soldiers to be in the field for weeks at a time. On other occasions a company or two would board choppers at Bien Hoa at first light, fly out to a predesignated LZ, unload, sweep the area, then return before nightfall to Bien Hoa. There they'd have a hot meal, see a movie, and sleep on a bunk in a wooden barracks. It was like a commuter war.

		Because the Australians were nearing the end of their one-year tour in South Vietnam (the Australians rotated entire units in and out of South Vietnam rather than individuals), a replacement for them had to be found. The army looked no farther than Fort Campbell, Kentucky.

		This sprawling base astride the Kentucky-Tennessee border was home to the famed 101st Airborne Division. One of its brigades was already serving in Vietnam, having arrived soon after the 173d. Since the army's only other airborne division, the 82d at Fort Bragg, was its sole worldwide reserve, the 101st was tapped to send one of its battalions to South Vietnam to join the 173d.

		The 1st Battalion, 501st Infantry (Airborne), received the nod on 1 April 1966. An intensified training program was immediately implemented to prepare the battalion for duty in the war zone. Small-unit tactics were stressed, with special emphasis put on the training and development of junior officers. Already the army had realized that the war in South Vietnam was being fought mainly by companies and platoons; the days of large-scale maneuvers of battalions and regiments were long gone. Any lieutenant or captain who did not measure up to the rigorous standards of the 1/501st's CO, Lt. Col. Michael D. Healey (the legendary “Iron Mike” Healey who would later command the 5th Special Forces in South Vietnam), was immediately replaced. Healey combed the 101st for the best qualified officers and senior NCOs. He had no dearth of volunteers to join his battalion.

		The 1/501st was redesignated the 4/503d before the battalion left Kentucky. In May 1966 the paratroopers boarded troopships bound for South Vietnam. They officially arrived at Bien Hoa on 25 June 1966.

		The 173d Airborne Brigade they joined was far different from the unit that had departed Okinawa thirteen months earlier. Although it was still a tough, proud unit, few of the brigade's original members remained. Those who had survived their one-year tour of duty had rotated out of the war zone. The lessons they had learned in a brutal twelve months of combat were rarely passed on to the new troops, or “cherries.” The incoming paratroopers would have to learn them all over again.

		Throughout the summer and early fall of 1966 the brigade continued its operations in and around the Bien Hoa area. Its next major operation came in November when the 1/503d and 2/503d (4/503d would spend October and November around Da Nang working with the marines) joined the 1st Infantry Division, the 3d Brigade of the 4th Infantry Division, and the 196th Light Infantry Brigade in Operation Attleboro. Originally, the 196th had commenced the operation in September as a search-and-destroy operation in a VC-infested area east and north of Tay Ninh. As VC resistance increased, more troops were fed into the fight.

		By November twenty thousand allied troops, a record number, were committed to the fighting. Enemy troops were identified as the 9th VC Division and the 101st NVA Regiment, both well-regarded units. They were protecting what U.S. intelligence had identified as the main Viet Cong command center for insurgent activities in South Vietnam and the central office for the VC's political arm, the National Liberation Front.

		Though the allied forces claimed eleven hundred enemy dead in Attleboro (already the accuracy of enemy body counts was being questioned at certain civilian and military levels), they did not achieve their stated objectives. The enemy still controlled the area. Consequently, MACV planned a major operation for right after the first of the new year to locate and destroy these enemy political offices.

		In November 1966 another change occurred in the 173d, a change that strengthened the unit and made it an even more formidable force. Though trained as paratroopers and schooled in the tactics of airborne assault, the 173d had become increasingly reliant on airmobile tactics. The terrain of South Vietnam, combined with the elusiveness of a crafty foe, rendered airborne assaults all but extinct and made air-mobile assaults the leading edge of modern combat technique.

		Since arriving in the war zone the Sky Soldiers had relied on the independent 145th Aviation Battalion for aviation support. The chopper pilots of the 145th were some of the most daring and courageous air jockeys in South Vietnam. They always did their absolute best to support the 173d in every way possible. Still, there was concern about the need to make the 173d a totally independent unit, able to respond to emergency deployments as rapidly as possible and to be completely self-sustaining in the field. The only way to satisfy this requirement was to provide the brigade with an organic helicopter unit.

		Consequently, when the 335th Assault Helicopter Company arrived in South Vietnam in November 1966 from Fort Bragg, it was assigned to the 173d Airborne Brigade. From the moment it arrived at Bien Hoa, the 335th (the Cowboys) formed a special bond

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
		
			To the Sky Soldiers on The Wall
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