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"NAIRATfVE - ]IESCUE I4ISSICI{ - RIICOVmI}iG CASUAITIES lB,o}i rfcrt oomtranyr, Znd Bat-
talion, 15th Infantryr, lst Infantry Division, by s$gt David.E1.,lr1],ll:sten.

fr 4- * x t * *, * ',.* "+ l:;*' it 'A *

The nission started around J Pl[ on the Ilth of 'Ap'ri] - ny bi-rd waa on

pri-mary and Pitsrwas on backup. A conpany of lst division trooS'sl's had been

hit by ti€ht sniper fire and then got caught by scxne support arti.llery wilen

they called in the heavy stuff to eljmjnate the snipers. Altogether, the;r

had. 9 or 10 critically wounded. Iitter cases and arou:d t5 a:nbulatory cases.

They r^rere in heavy jrmgle with the trees toppi:rg out'at around il75-2ffi

feetl and the nearest clearing for a heli pad was e.round. 4 miles av€y. Our

birds are the only ones jn this vrhole area with hoists - so 38th sent us out

to get them.

I':y bi:ed went in for the 1st load - we were able to drop down in a small

hole to around" 100 feet frcm the grourd.. l{e naF.e one stokes litter pickup

and then moved. a-,,tay to allov,r the backup 'birA'r to go in. i'hjJ-e they rnade the

2nd litter p:-ckup, I transfered the guy we,'traC from the stokes to a floding

Iitter, a:rd then we dropped back i-nto the hole for another li-tter pickup.

Two guys rnade a fu1l load for us and for sqrle reason Pj-ts elected to pick

up just the one, so both bi-rds flew to a small airstrip located aror:nd I

miJ-ee from the hole ( ttre strip uas called:Blhili EA - located. aror:nd 2O

nriles MIE of Vung Tau on the coast).

"!"r'e unl-oaded our patients at a srrall receiving hospital- there, and then

desided to send. both PJs down to start the A:my out on our chadm saws to

try and get an area cut out bi-g enough to set d.oun in. Past experienee

(tfris r\ras onr 20th operation 1ike this since'last October) 
.has 

al.so showed

us that the loadjng proeess is much faster with a PJ on the ground to help

organize things. i,ie qan onl;r make 2litter pickups per flight using or:r
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Stokes litters, but i^f the less severely wotmded. are capable of riding the

penetrator up lre can get l+-5 a flight. Norrnal procedrrre is to send a man

aor,'rn (jf there are more than a couple of loads of casulties), get things

organizedr and then have his come back up on a 2 nan penetrator pichup.

l'Iy bird had to re-fuel so Pits and criw went back to the hole first
and Fits rode the penetrator d.ovrn. Ite didntt take the saw dorrrn, so must have

desj-ded agai:rst trying to cut a lorger area ou-t. He sent a stokes litter
case up t,o his bird, and fronn here on 'r."re tried to keep a regular shuttle

going. One bird rnaki:1g pickups wirjLe the other was droppiugg off pa.ti-ents.

His bird could only take on one litter case at a. time (trre m.t ean onfur

handle one iitokes litter patient without the PJ aboard to assist) so they

rrade the one piekup and flew out for the drop off pci:rt (S miautes each

way).

Pits had things goj$g rea.1 smooth on the ground, so T stayed in ny bird

to help the HM, i,Ie picked up two litter cases and returned to the strip.
Pj.tts bird was refueling, so we returned to the hole. lle nnade anothei: litter
pickup and then Fits signaled for the penetrator. Instead. of coning up

with one of the wounded, he put two on the penetrator, even thorqqh they

were pretty badly hit. We assr:rned that he r+,as r,m.itilg for his omr bird

to return and go up to ther,r - but werl-l- never knor,r for sure. The other

bjrd rnras waiting above the ho1e, so we moved or:t with our three i,rounded. and

they hrent il:t o

ltrey started to send a stokes down, but Pits sighaled for the penetrator

instead. Thiere rvere still a coupre of litter cases on the grcr:nd, plus

a dozen that could ride the penetrator up, so I think he p.[anned. to eome

up and then help the }fi,I with the tr',ro litter cases. The HM placed the
penetrator j-nside of the litter since the litter was already outside of the
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door, and started ther:n both down. I'he litter was around 10r from the ground

and Pits was just reaching for it l*ien 2 30 ealiber automatic weapons cut

loose at the bird fron the opposite side. The bivtl received t hits - not one

ioras hurt but one or two of the hits did qu-ite a bid of damage. A rornd tore

through a br::ndle of wi[res and caused the throttle control to jam in the t'ride

open position, throwing max !oT'{er to the engine. They also lcst partial

rudder control and had- scsne other touchy problems. The bi-rd srJrged forelniard

and up - the pilot coulCnrt do a thing but hand on and ride it out. Tl're l-itter

started dragging througl trees and hangi:q up, so the }}* cal1ed for a cut

to keep the bird from being puJ-led dovm, Lt:ckilyr no one i'{as on the hoist,,

so they were able to get free and escape from the hol-e.

lfe uere halfway to the strip rsith our load of patients r'fren we received

word that the bachpp bird had been hit. ,:e thcught tha.t th.ey hacl gcne down,

so we dropped d.ow: and t'ri-oaded our patients and then bugged back to get the

cr€w' They r,rere stll1 stayilg airborne, so we escorted them dor,n and then

returned to the hole to get ?its and more wor:nded.

Up to this tj-ne the area Eras supposedly rrsecurerr - with 3 col.panies

holding it. ,rie tried to go j:r but the FAC ordered us axay fron the hole to

t-enahle or.ir artrllery to cover ii and knock off opposition around it. ','^Ie

fou::d out later that VC mortar rould.s were i,ralking in '.rfti-le i{e were makrng

pickups, and they had just zeroed i-n on the area uhen the JO eals cut loose

and sprayed, our bj-rd. the VC nortar r.r.as eli:riina.ted., but the guy-s on the

gromd started d.rawing sniper fire agail. !,'e stayed in an orbit near the

area, waS.ting for things to o.uiet down so we could go bakk in. By this tine

$z3O or 6PI"t) a rrBn model fror,r $aigon had joined us to replace our domed

bi-rd. lde stayed. there untjL S'3A, ready to go in for pickups j-n the dark

by then. Sometjme about then the guys on the ground called jrr our artillery
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right on top of themselves - ancl the FACs sent us home for the night'

lie still didnlt have any idea of uhat was goixg on at the spot, but

we were .all- set to return at daybreak and continue the pickups and get Fits

baclc. { rtFrr model from Bj:ih Thuy (aor'rn south) }ras on the way to assist aIso.

IrIe received. a call frorn the An:iy and JBth early jn the morning tellrng us that

a LZ had been cleared Curing the night, and that Arn;r sh.tpers i',tere goiJlg

in to get everS'one out at onee. 'rie didntt find out until arotrJld 9 that the

LZ r.asnrt cleared and the trro bircls went back (the second beigg Binh ?-huyrs).

6ur on-coriring alerl crew re$aced rnjne, so ) tEeirne itent out as r,,he PJ on

this one, backed b;r Fr:-llr,rood fron Binh huy on the other. 0tBuirne and Crevr

arrived in lhe area, but our fighters vrere still trlasting the sr:rrounding

&r€&r so they hacl. to go into an orbit nea.rb',. The alTny set off a ferr

dy:namite blasts ai the pickup point to clear trees for an LZ and then they

desided to send in an.Army CH[? Chinook first. It couJ.dnrt gei irr beeause of

i-ts size, so then the arm;, called jl our 43 ts.

They went in and nanaged. to go all of the uay down. OrBeirne loaded J

critical-ly ivor:nded on and then had to stay on the ground. while they fbew the

wound'ed out' Hllrs started' coriing in to help carry out the r'rcrtnded' and a cvJ"f

finally nade it i:r *.oo. A USA captain told ClrBeirne tha+' Fits had got it the

night before and. sho,*ed hirn where Fits vns laying. Up untjl- this tine

we all thought that Pits was okey ; !;e recieved. a false report forn the Arrny

afber the VC had been pushed away the night before 'r,hat they had moved to a

differemt spot and that Pits 'ras stiJ-l oke;r. OrBej-rne got bu.sy helpiuog

evacuate the wounded, in fact he pretty rtel1 ran the show sjnce raost of the

Arnry guys l.rere jusl standing around like they were lost. O)ttse:-rne would locate

a wourded trooper, call f or stretcher bearers to carry hj:n Lo the chop':sv5t

and got every one else busy looking for wounded and ee.rrying them out.
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After 3A-4O minutes, they 5"4 aII of the wounded out and our bird picked

up OrBeirne and returned to Bi-en iioa with the bad worH al:cut Flts.

They fler+ tno r.'ounded over to the 93rd Field i{ospital near herer and

as j-t turned out both of them (a Lt. and a SSgt) were uith ,-'its the whole

tjme including being right beside hjm u'hen he was ]rit. fhe Sergeantrs story

goes something like thes.

'Ihe;' 1ast. rrulcirtg a J cotn.ca"ny piush, stayi-ng fairl;' close together, when

his company started receiv\g sniper fire. Si:c of their guty were hit so they

called in support artillery to el:lIlilxa-te the sniper fire. The first rouads

came in allittle too fer to one sidel so they asked for a eorrection. i-infortun-

ately someone corected the r+rcng llay and a few rounds felI near the ccmpany,

this *s where they received their casulties and. rde were cal-led in. Before they

cal-led us, the area was declared rfsecurerr agai-n and they had a pererniter

defense sit up.

He said that Fits came down the hoist and sterbed helping them i^rith

the hoist loadi-ng, plus r'its worked on the wou::ded inbetr^reen hoist loads.

He kept on going strong up to the time that the bird received. the J0 cal.

fire. The fire carne frqn Frettlr close, so itrs rny feeling that their
perirni-ter defence was pretty thin.

At this time the sniper fjre started again, in fact a few rounds had

been directed at tne 43 before the heavg automati-cs cut loose. Pits sor.r

the bj-rd draS the litter through the trees and take off, and the litter
must have renraiJred in their sight. Pits rranted to go out and get it
back since it would be needed when the birds returned, or at least when

the other one came back in. Ttre Army Lt. wouldntt ret Fits take the

ri-sk of getting hit climbing up to get the litter, and. he desided to

nrove out to anotherlocation, camyirg the re.maining litter caseg with
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them. Pits sas rururing around treating the wor:nded and organizing the

cutting of Litter poles ect. at this tjme. Tney started out with Fits

helping carry one of the litters, but cnly got around 2O-3O yards when

the IJC openeC up on them.

The Sgt estimated they were hit by around. IOO hard. core VC. They had

positioned thenselves in trees with 30 cals and had at least 2 50 cals t:p

there scrnewheye too. I{ e didnrt }<now hol'r many were in the trees, but they

were cought in heavy fire fron botl': abcve a:1d on the ground. In hi-s

wordsrttfhe lead was flyiry so thi-ck that if you stuek up your hand it

would have been:bhot to pieces.tt l,{ost of the arnS' troop$ had }11[s and were

firing in fulI autonatic since"i,hey couJ-dnrt see the VC. Pits had his M16

plus his .J8, but he spent most of hls tjrne at this point crar*ling around

gathering c1i-ps of ammo frorn the dead and wounded and passed it a.round to

the army troops. After doirlg this for ar*hiJe, he gathered up anound 20

I{16 clips or so and started shooting back hiniself. The Sgt didnrt kncr,r

how long Pits was returning fi-re before he was hit, but did notice that

Pj.ts ua,s one of the few firlng on semi-automatlc, so he figured that i-its

could see a few of them. A tittle later he ncticed that lits wasnrt moving

anyrnore, indicating that he had been hit hard instead. of b6ing just wounded.

Pits nas l.reari-ng his flack vest and had a ha"rd helmet (he bomorrred one fron

one of the guls we picked up - brit the vesf, didntt stop anybhing. lie had

been hit ! times as far as we could fjnd out. illey called support artillery

right in on their own position and the VC pulled out around 8:10 f1'1. ?its

was hit sorner"rhere around 73A, just before it got completely dar!. There

were 8 guys jn Fitts l-ittle group jn the heavy fighting - 2 rnade it out.

That is about everything I lmorv about the operation, ide have Lost a

good fri.end and he was one of the best ?Jts in the game. I dcntt thilk
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that there i.r6s anything that Pits didnrt exceL in as far as duty or any-

thing else goes - as irm sure you well know. He died doi:g ltis job, and

i-f he woufd have known the consequences of golng dovm that hoist it

wouldntt have slowed him up a bir,. i',re know thers army recovery operations

are no picnies, bul up until now we have been real lucky. Counting the

9 we pul-Ied out t^rith Pitrs help on the gnorrnd, our outfit has pul1ed out

141 casulties sixce last October, and this is the first tirle werve ran

into ser.ious difficulties. This fi-gure is only the army troopers we ha're

pulled out - not our regular air crew recoveries or stuff like that.

I feel tlrat i+-ts not our job, but as long as there isntt an],one else

to d.o it down here, we will contj-nue to do it as long as the need exits.

Ioosing Fits wontt sbow us down an$:r as far as support of thls type goes. I

only hope that we dontt lose anyone elseo I{y iJts are going to continue going

d.oi.m if they are needed (and only if they are needed) we aI] lcror,r vrha+. the risk

is. Itts just toc bad that the arm]r canrt get he1:-copters over here (like the

I*{3) that are cape"b}e of recovering their oro{r c&strlties frcm the jungle. The

amy |tDust-offrr niedical evac HUls are doing a great job, but they can only pick

up casulties frqn landlrg pads - lretre the onl-y ones with&e hoist capability.

!'fe could do a much better job with l"lH3s - pickrng up 10-15 at a tjme, but as

long as we onJ-y have or:r b3st werre stuck.

incidently, the arnor plating received several direct

and the sh:gs didntt erren dent the platting. The Fhr would

if, r.rouldnrt have been for that plating.

If any of you have any questlons. about this, or about

li:re. I tm usually slorr at answerring letters, but wiIL put

to answer yonu

30 cal hits,

have been killed if

,:nA - Crcp me a

forth a rrnaxtr effort

Dave I'ir-lsten


