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JAMES E. STEELE 
US ARMY 

1st SG USAR Ret. 
 

Upon graduating from High School in May of 1964, I joined the 
Army in September 1964 and was sent to Ft Leonard Wood MO 
for Basic Training. 

My first introduction to Army life at the age of 18 was arriving at 
about midnight at Ft Leonard Wood, getting off the Greyhound 
bus, and being escorted upstairs to a room where they 
proceeded to scare the living "S***" out of us! Some of the guys 
were handing over very revealing pictures of their wife, 
girlfriends, etc. In 1964 the rule of the Army was to break you so 
that you would react, rather than think about it. Basic Training 
was a great introduction to the standards of military life, and it 

set the stage for a Gung Ho type of soldier, such as me who had enlisted, rather than 
being drafted. 

Upon the completion of Basic Training, I was sent to Fort Rucker AL for (AIT) General 
Aviation & Helicopter maintenance training which I completed without any major issues. 
Upon completion of AIT, and now 19 years old, I was put on what is called a "Leva" 
meaning that we were moved up on the schedule of being sent to Vietnam, where the war 
was building up and the need for helicopter crews & maintenance personnel were in high 
demand. 

 

Tours of Duty in the Republic of Vietnam 

Attach. #1. May 1965 thru May 1966/ 117th Avn Co. (Crew Chief/ Door Gunner - SP 4) 
Attach. #2. Sept. 1968 thru Sep 1969/ 1st Air CAV. D/227th Co (QA/Tech Insp - SP 6)  
Attach. #3. Sept. 1969 thru Jun 1970/ 121st Avn Co (QA/Tech Insp - SP 6) 

My DD214 will document and confirm the years I spent in the Republic of Vietnam during 
1965, 1966, & 1968 thru 1970, which I believe were some of the most intense years of 
the Vietnam Conflict. I will try to provide an overview of my in-country assignments and 
some of the operations, which can be validate by a review of the various Units’ Historical 
Records. 
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First Tour 

117th Assault Helicopter Company Qui Nhon / Dong Ba Thin 

May 1965 to May 1966 was my first tour of duty in Vietnam, I was 19 years old. I was 
assigned to the 117th Assault Helicopter Company, which was part of the 10th Combat 
Aviation Battalion. The primary mission of the 117th was to provide tactical air movement 
of U.S. & Allied troops in connection with counter-insurgency operations against hostile 
forces. I was eventually assigned as a helicopter crew chief/door gunner in the Helicopter 
Gun Platoon. The helicopter I crewed was outfitted with rocket pods: 24 rockets on each 
side. It was called the "hog" because of its fire power.  

As a crew chief you and the gunner sit in the doorways of the helicopter on either side of 
the helicopter facing outward, wearing just a lap seat belt, and manning a M60 machine 
gun. Unlike the pilots, whose seats were surrounded by armor, our seats were simple 
aluminum frame tubing covered by nylon cloth. Additionally, we had body armor /chest 
protectors which consisted of a front and back 
plate, but because of the danger of being shot 
from underneath the helicopter, many of us 
took out the back plate and sat on it for 
protection. As we flew into hot Landing Zones 
(LZ's) in many cases it was like being ducks in a 
shooting gallery. I had the tendency of trying to 
withdraw my body behind the chest plate like a 
turtle, but of course this was not possible, so 
you sucked it up and dealt with it. When you 
received fire, the flash from small arms was like 
pellets being hurled at the aircraft. But when you received the variety that was the of the 
size of a .50 Cal., it looked like they were the size of golf balls, and sometimes even the 
size of basketballs! If you happen to be on a night mission, in the dark the live fire was 
much more animated and it was impossible to determine if the rounds were coming at 
you vertically, or horizontally. 

During Operation Jefferson, at Tuy Hoa, 1 Jan thru 16 Jan 1966, the 117th Assault 
Helicopter Co. was assigned as the sole aviation support for the 2nd Korea Rock Marine 
Brigade & the 47th ARVN Regiment. This mission consisted of massive combat assaults, 
resupply and medical evacuation. The various missions were conducted in both daylight 
and night time. During these missions one dealt with hardship of the hostile fire during 
the initial airlifts, however, the most challenging event was being selected to fly the 
medical evacuations mission. No amount of training can prepare one for handling the 
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wounded and various numbers of bodies or body bags that I was subjected to during a 
Medevac operation. 

19 Jan thru 21 Feb 1966, Operation Van Buren, was also in Tuy Hoa, supporting the same 
Korea Rock Marines and ARVN's. This mission involved the airlift of troops into an 
extremely confined landing zone. We encountered enemy fire immediately, which was 
engaged by us in return. This continued throughout the night as the enemy activities 
increased, which required helicopter emergency medical evacuation, and armed 
helicopter suppressive fire support, which the Gun Ships were required to provide. 

This is 
just two examples of the continued exposure I was subjected to during my first tour of 
duty in the Republic of Vietnam, as a Helicopter Crew chief / Door gunner. For every 25 
flight hours in actual combat you received and Air Medal, as if somehow this would offset 
the fear, and award you for your bravery, if you made it! 

 

 
  

 

 

& Helicopter maintenance training which I completed without any major issues  

Pictured: UH-1 helicopter, Gunner, Steele, M-60 machine gun, and MX-1 Armament System 
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Second Tour 

1st Calvary Division, D/227th 1st Air Cav.  
Camp Evans / Lai Khe 

11 Sept 1968 thru Sept 1969, I served in the 1st Air Calvary Division (Airmobile). I joined 
Delta Company 227th Avn at Camp Evans, which was located in I Core of South Vietnam 
and was the Northernmost tactical zone at the time during the conflict. Camp Evans was 
located north of Da Nang, Hue, and Quang-Tri. Although I had previously served in 
Vietnam, when you joined the 1st Calvary you had to go through a 1st Calvary orientation 
which was about one week long, before you could be assigned to your respective 
company. During my first night at Camp Evans we were subjected to incoming rocket 
attack, as if it were an introduction to Camp Evans; it was also an introduction into the 1st 
Calvary! During the previous month, before I arrived at Evans, the ammo dump had been 
blown up, which may have been an indication of just what to expect while serving with 
the Cav. So, this was some introduction to the 1st Cav. To say the least, I was subjected 
to heavy aerial rocket attacks on a regular basis while at Evans. 

During my tour of duty with the 1st Calvary I was assigned as a quality assurance 
technician (TI), responsible for helicopter maintenance support and downed helicopters’ 
recovery when recoverable from hostile areas. We initially operated UH-1C Gun Ships and 
then upgraded to Cobra Helicopters. If one was hit by enemy ground fire or had a 

maintenance problem and was not able to 
return to a safe base, and was able to land 
just outside of the hot zone, I would be 
dispatched along with the maintenance 
officer and a crew of two other individuals 
to determine if the helicopter could be 
repaired in place or rigged to be airlifted 
out, or destroyed in place as being non-
recoverable. You always knew that you 
were in a race for time since the VC/enemy 

would be making tracks toward the downed aircraft to retrieve the weapons, ammo, etc. 

Once the CH-47 Chook picked up the bird, if retrievable, and we were back in the OH-6 or 
maintenance bird you could hear the chatter over the radio and realize just how close the 
enemy was. This also involved sometimes being deployed to established firebases, in 
order to be closer to the operations when required. After about 4-5 months of these types 
of operation at Camp Evans, the 1st Calvary was ordered to move south leaving Camp 
Evans to the 101st Airborne, who renamed the location to Camp Eagle. As the 1st Calvary 
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Division moved south, my company D/227th & A/227th moved to a base by the name of 
Lai Khe, which was located on a compound with the “Big Red One”, i.e. 1st Infantry. Once 
again, as we set up shop for operations 
we were subjected to aerial rocket 
attacks. It seemed that wherever our 
Cobra helicopters went they drew fire 
like magnets. Whenever there was a 
rocket attack it seems that you could 
see the flash in your sleep and the noise 
became a sound that you can never 
forget, even after 30 year. Your main 
thought was to get to a bunker, but in 
some cases the bunker was no shield 
from a direct hit. I believe the most 
intense combat I was subjected to came while I was with the 1st Cav., it seemed that we 
had all kinds of missions to engage the enemy at all levels and our helicopters were always 
involved. 

 

Third Tour 

121st Aviation Company Song Trang 1 Mekong Delta 

Sept 1969 thru June 1970, I served with the 121st Aviation Company as a quality assurance 
technician (TI) responsible for helicopter maintenance support. My job involved the 
normal phase maintenance, intermediate and any unscheduled maintenance as required. 
I transferred from the 1st Calvary, thinking that I would go someplace where there would 
not be any intense fighting, but once again I was wrong. The Mekong Delta had its share 
of fighting and issues.  

The one issue that truly stands out in my mind is the downing of the 121st Recon helicopter 
Tiger Surprise in April 1970. While working out of the Song Trang base conducting night 
recon missions along the Mekong Delta it was hit by a B-40 Rocket; the crew chief and the 
gunners were all killed the pilot & copilot were injured. These were enlisted soldiers that 
I knew as part of the unit. Additionally, I was one of the individuals that worked with the 
Crew Chief to ensure that their aircraft was in proper operating conditions, from all of the 
gear and armament that was installed on the helicopter. As one of the TI's, I worked with 
the various crew chiefs as the helicopters came into maintenance for their 100 hour 
inspection (PE) or during their 25 hour inspection. This was the event that caused me to 
decide to end my enlistment and career in the active US Army. 
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Please understand that these are only highlights of my six-year career in the military 
service of which I would not change. However, I am one of the lucky ones, not to mention 
that over 58,000 service men & women loss the lives during the Vietnam Conflict/War! 

 

James E. Steele  
1st SG, USAR Ret  

St Charles County

 


