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Open Season on Crickets

By the beginning of 1967, Route 23 had dried out enough for

full-scale use, and the North Vietnamese had established their overall

pattern for the dry season. Route 23, which had much more extensive jungle
covering than Route 911, provided additional redundancy and dispersion of
traffic. The Communists began sending almost equal amounts of traffic down
the eastern (Routes 911 and 91) and the western (Route 23) corridors.

The redundancy was not without costs to the North Vietnamese.

Maintaining both roads required a greater investment in AAA weapons and in
people to man the guns, repair the roads, maintain the trucks, and manage

the truck parks. Route 23 required nearly 90 miles of driving to cover

the same distance traversed by a 50-mile segment of Route 911. The FACs
preferred the double route structure. Covering both routes from the air was
easy enough, and the AAA along Route 23 never matched the concentrations
around the interdiction points on the eastern corridor. By early January,

the AAA/AW deployments along Route 911 were deadly, especially for fliers
who challenged the guns at 80 miles per hour.

As the Cricket FACs, now using the call sign of Nail instead of

Gombey, patrolled throughout the entire Cricket area, the increased
antiaircraft defenses began taking a toll of the Crickets. On January 2nd,

two Nail FACs were working the Dog House, just south of Mu Gia, when the
leader heard bursts of antiaircraft fire. He called for both FACs to dive

to gain airspeed.

The wingman, Lieutenant George Menges, answered that he was "Okay

and on your tail."

Lieutenant Menges did not respond to any succeeding radio calls. He

was listed as missing in action (MIA). He had been with the 23rd TASS for
about six weeks and was on his 34th combat mission.

Immediately after the loss, the 23rd TASS requested that the O-1s

again be restricted from missions into the Dog House. No reply was received
from Seventh Air Force. '

On the morning of January 17th, Lieutenant Alva Krogman's O-1 was caught in
a crossfire inside the Chokes, the triangular area that separated

interdiction points ALPHA, BRAVO, and CHARLIE. He was flying below an
overcast in the squadron's O-1 that had been painted black for night tests.
Spads 13 and 14, two of NKP's T-28s, broke off a nearby attack and responded
to the Mayday call of Nail 48 and rushed to the Chokes. Captain William
Cogdell in Spad 13 dived his T-28 down toward the wreckage of the O-1 to see
if he could locate a parachute. His aircraft was caught by heavy automatic
weapons or 37mm fire, and the right wing burst into flame. Captain

Cogdell's aircraft did not pull out of the dive and crashed just east of

ALPHA.

Sandies 7 and 8, two A-1Es that had been on SAR alert at NKP, soon

reached the area and confirmed what the FACs already knew: the Chokes were
one of the most dangerous areas in Steel Tiger. The O-1 and T-28 had

crashed within a few miles of gun positions that had also downed an A-1E and
an F-4C within the past three months. The SAR commander quickly called
off the rescue effort since it appeared that neither pilot had survived the
morning's two crashes. He concluded that it was "impossible for Jolly

Greens to work this area and cover aircraft could not survive under existing
conditions."

The T-28 section of the 606th Air Commando Squadron had started

combat missions over the Steel Tiger during the previous week. Captain
Cogdell's death was the section's first combat fatality in Laos. The Air
Commandos immediately phased the T-28s into a night armed reconnaissance
role in which the slow flying craft would be more survivable and more
effective than against heavily defended targets in the daytime.

Lieutenant Krogman had been a Cricket FAC for less than three weeks

and was on his 16th combat mission. He was the seventh consecutive
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