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Project CHECO, an acronym for Contemporary Historical Examination of
Current Operations, was established to meet this Air Staff requirement.
Managed by Hq PACAF, with elements at Hq 7AF and 7AF/13AF, Project CHECO
provides a scholarly, "on-going" historical examination, documentation, and
reporting on USAF policies, concepts, and doctrine in PACOM. This CHECO
report is part of the overall documentation and examination which is being
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CHAPTER I
OVERVIEW

Thailand's chief contribution to air activities in Vietnam was in
providing 45 Air Force personnel to man Vietnamese and USAF transport
aircraft--an area in which crew shortages were chronic.‘ In lesser
numbers, forward air.contro11ers were also provided. For the Allies,
the Thai pilots and crew members meant a welcome augmentation of per-
sonnel, while the Thais for their part viewed their own contribution
as more than a mere gesture in favor of the anti-Communist effort. For

them, these activities were an opportunity to gain war-zone experience.

The training of Thais was largely neglected, however, until, in
1970, the winding down of the war produced shortages in the more highly -
skilled categories of USAF personnel, such as transport aircraft crew-
men. These shortages signalled the need for training and upgrading.
Similar circumstances led the USAF to realize that certain Thai person-
nel being used solely as interpreters for U.S. forward air controllers

(FACs) could be trained to be FACs themselves.

Though Thai Army commanders tended to be afraid to call in Allied
tactical air power extemporaneously to support their troops during an
engagement, they had no such reluctance where preplanned air strikes
were concerned. At the same time, however, more precise methods
of establishing the locations of targets would have increased the use-

fulness of many of these strikes.




CONFIDENTHATE

In the Vietnam War, Thailand's principal contribution was on the
ground where it consisted of a division of Army troops. The profes-
sional performance of her Air Force personnel was, nonetheless, highly
praised by their USAF colleagues and constituted one of the bright spots

in the saga of Thai participation in the Vietnamese War.

Korea, with its 50,000 men, provided the second largest expeditionary
force after that of the United States in helping the South Vietnamese
Government defeat the aggression disguised as insurrection by its author
in Hanoi. Perhaps because of the Koreans' large numbers of ground troops,
they relied very little upon support from tactical air. The apparent
success of their vigorous, often harsh, methods further convinced the
Koreans that reliance upon themselves alone was sufficient. Like the
Thais,'they had no aircraft in Vietnam to speak of, and these few were
used only for Tiaison. The story of their involvement in the air war

can, therefore, be told in a few pages.




CHAPTER I1
GENERAL BACKGROUND OF THE THAI INTERVENTION

Historically, Thailand has followed a course of neutrality and
accommodation with the most powerful of her neighbors at any given time.
When, therefore, she made the decision to participate in the Vietnam
conflict, her action was welcomed by the U.S. Government and COMUSMACV%/

In 1964 the Royal Thai Air Force sent a small contingent of transport
personnel to augment the Vietnamese Air Force and provided temporary jet
aircraft transition training in Thailand for some 25 Vietnamese pilots.
Two years later, the Thai aviation detachment in RVN was enlarged to 27
men, at the same time that a 200-man naval detachment, with boats, was

dispatched to that beleaguered country.”

Soon afterwards, a commitment of much greater magnitude was made by
the Thai government, in the form of the Queen's Cobra Regiment, comprising
more than 2,200 men. In mid-1967 it arrived in Saigon to spend an orienta-
tion period with the U.S. 9th Infantry Division, after which it was
assigned a sector to protect the eastern approaches to Saigon. By early
1969, Thai Army strength in Vietnam was increased to over 11,000 men,
organized into a division built up to two brigades. The Black Panther
Division, as it was called, was metamorphosed into the Black Leopard
Division in 1970, in order to prevent its having the same name as a
well-known militant black-power group in the U.S. The division was under

3/
the operational control of the U.S. II Field Force.




> A
'F- - —

CHAPTER III
THE THAI TRANSPORT FLIGHT IN SOUTH VIETNAM

The first Thais to join the Allied effort in Vietnam were 16 officers
and men from a transport squadron who were sent to augment the Vietnamese
Air Force (VNAF) C-47 crews in September 1964. Shortages in transport
crews were chronic in the VNAF and were expected to continue through 1972.
In 1964, however, this situation was particularly acute, as a result of
the VNAF's having received more transport aircraft under the U.S. Military
Assistance Program (MAP) than it had crews to man them.&/

Later, as mere Thai Air Force people were sent to Vietnam, some were
attached to a USAF C-123 unit. In late 1970, the total number of Thais
serving with the Victory Flight, as their Vietnam transport operation was
designated, had grown from the original 16 to 45. The Thais' reasons for
being in Vietnam had by then become clearer: First, they provided the
symbolic presence of yet another Free World country--albeit only at the
uraing nd with the financial support of the U.S.--alongside the Republic
of Vietnam, the U.S. itself, Australia, New Zealand, the Philippines, and
South Korea; and second, Thailand had found a way to get experience under
combat conditions for its military forces--experience that might be needed
later for the defense of Thailand against external attack or for fighting

5/
the Communist insurgency within Thailand itself.”
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FLYING WITH THE VNAF

It is apparent that when they first contemplated sending personnel
to Vietnam, the Thais had entertained a radically different concept of
their role from that of the Vietnamese with whom they flew. The VNAF
crews saw the Thais merely as supernumeraries. At no time were Thai
crews given a C-47 for a mission without Vietnamese aboard, and in fact,
the aircraft commander was always a Vietnamese. No matter what the
relative levels of experience, the Thai pilot was automatically relegated
to the position of co-pilot. For this and other reasons, the Thais
complained that the Vietnamese were displaying an unwarranted attitude
of superiority. For their part, the Thais tended to see themselves as
advisors to the Vietnamese, with a more sophisticated approach to military
f1ying.§/ USAF people who worked with the Thais reported that the latter
appeared to be]ieve that once the U.S. pulled out of Vietnam, Thai military
personnel would remain to advise the Vietnamese in certain capacities.Z/

0f the 45 Royal Thai Air Force (RTAF) personnel in the Victory Flight
in 1970, three pilots and five flight engineers flew with the Vietnamese
in the VNAF C-47s; while nine pilots, seven flight engineers, and three
loadmasters were flying C-123Ks with the USAF 19th Tactical Airlift
Squadron (TAS)--which, like the VNAF's C-47-equipped 415th Squadron, was
located at Tan Son Nhut. (The other members of the flight had jobs on

the ground in intelligence, communications, flight engineering, loading,

and operations, though many of them also performed flight duties.) At

mﬁm
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any given time, the balance of Thai personnel was split almost equally
between officers and enlisted men. The navigators in the flight had
originally flown with the USAF C-123s, principally to gain experience ir
troop drops. When the 19th TAS stopped making personnel drops in 1969,
the navigators went over to the VNAF C-47s for one year, but they returned
to the 19th in late 1970, when the latter resumed supply and troop drops.
Qualification in this type of precision navigation was greatly sought
after by the Thai navigators. The Victory Flight's Commander, Deputy
Commander, and Operations Officer flew with both the VNAF and USAF. How-
ever, in the Victory Flight there was never any inflexible policy concern-
ing who would fly with whom.§/

When discussing the subject with Americans, at least, the Thais
claimed not to like flying with the VNAF, saying that the latter's flight
criteria "did not come up to Thai-U.S. standards." Although the general
attitude of the Vietnamese, coupled with their prohibition against Thai
pilots' moving up to the left seat, may have been the real reasons, Thai
officer. assertcd that their distaste was rather due to lack of safety
procedures, neglect of checklists, and general piloting practices.gj On
the other hand, there were reportedly few Thais who served more than a
fraction of their one-year tours without learning to speak Vietnamese
fluently--both languages belonging to the Sino-Tibetan group, but being
no more closely related in actuality than, say, English and-gg;g;;;aﬂ

Unfortunately, the same could not be-said of their fluency in English
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after several months or even a year in RVN--a rather serious shortcoming,
about which more will be said later. It was most likely that the Thais'
ability to speak Vietnamese was attributable in greater measure to their
off-duty associations than it was to contacts with their VNAF colleagues,
since the crew members who flew with the VNAF C-47s averaged less than
half the number of monthly flying hours of those who flew with the USAF

(20 vs. 50), and numerically the C-47 Thais comprised only 20 percent of
10/
the entire Victory Flight.”

FLYING WITH THE USAF

Flying with the 19th TAS was an altogether different experience for
the Thais. The VNAF C-47s rarely landed at bases other than the principal
ones, which were usually large, well developed, and located outside con-
tested combat areas. The C-123Ks of the 19th TAS gave the Thai crews true

combat experience, "landing on short, unimproved runways and using steep

11/

approaches to avoid enemy fire," in the words of one of the Thai pilots.
The C-47 missions were, in the main, run-of-the-mi1l administrative flights,
though there were also troop movements. Unquestionably, the C-123 mission
was the more dangerous and gave more complete war-zone flying experience.
Frequently, the C-123s took hits, and two Thais of the Victory Flight were,
in fact, killed in crashes (though it was never established that the two
Providers were lost as the result of hostile fire).lgj Their mission was

to provide airlift to fire bases and forward operating fields, as well as

for unit moves and passenger missions between main operating bases.




Although the Thai crews were often assigned to the regular aircraft of
the 19th TAS, three of the 19th's C-123s carried the insigne of the RTAF--
a red, white, and black roundel, with the words "Royal Thai Air Force"
written in English and Thai characters--on both sides of the aircraft.
These airframes, however, did not belong to the RTAF, but were USAF C-123s

carried on the unit equipment list (UEL) of the 19th TAS, for reasons to

be explained later.

Thai crew members were brought into the USAF transport fleet in mid-
1967 to ease an existing pilot shortage. Known at that time as the 19th
Air Commando Squadron, the 19th TAS later became the 19th Special Opera-
tions Squadron, before finally acquiring the designation it bore in 1970:
the 19th Tactical Airlift Squadron.lé/ Its parent wing was headquartered
at Phan Rang AB. The Thais sent in 1967 and 1968 were from an RTAF C-123B
squadron in Thailand, some of them being highly qualified, and even includ-
ing a few instructor pilots in their number. In flying the 19th TAS air-
craft, they had only to get used to the added jet engines of the K-model.
The rest of what they learned had to do with mission techniques.lﬂ/ Later,
as the one-year tours exhausted all available RTAF C-123 crew members, men
began arriving from the RTAF's C-47 squadron, and more training was required
to qualify them. The RTAF, in these cases, merely gave them a short course
in one of its C-123s that made them marginal co-pilots before sending them

to Vietnam. In late 1970, real C-123 crews began to arrive from Thailand

once more; for, in the meantime, the U.S. and the RTAF had been continuing




CONFDIMFIA

to turn out trained C-123 crews. Throughout, the men sent had already

received combat training in Thailand, a few of them having even operated
15/

—

aircraft in areas of insurgency in Thailand and Laos.

Typically, the mixed crew of a 19th TAS C-123 included a USAF air-
craft commander and flight engineer, with an RTAF co-pilot and 1oadmaste%$/
By mid-1970, however, two of the Thai pilots had been upgraded to aircraft
commander and were flying in the left seat. Later, one of this pair was
upgraded even further to instructor pilot. As a result, when one of these
two flew, he was in most cases giving orders to a USAF co-pilot to his
right, in contradistinction to the VNAF C-47 situation. The American co-
pilot, moreover, was learning from the Thai aircraft commander, especially
the instructor pilot, inasmuch as 50 per cent of the 19th's pilots were
young and fresh from pilot training, totally inexperienced in combat. In
mid-1970 the only pilots receiving instruction from the Thai instructor

pilot were American. At the same time, there were four Thai flight engineer

instructors and one loadmaster teaching Thai and U.S. personnel with less
17/

experience. (See Figure 1.)

Before joining the Victory Flight, the Thais had learned the rudiments
of English, as had all RTAF flying personnel. Senior USAF flight crew
members unanimously--if ungrammatically--reported that they "catch on quick"

18/
and were "excellent pilots."”  Nevertheless, their English was, in more

than one case, poor when they arrived, and not much better when they left.

This lack of fluency, more than anything else, prevented the 19th TAS
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portion of the Victory Flight program from being more effective than it
was. For years this weak link, a lack of time on the part of USAF per-
sonnel, along with their unexpressed feeling that the air war was primarily
an American project, combined to consign training programs--Thai, Viet-
namese, and other--to a low-priority status. It was, in fact, not until
1970 that they were given serious attention. The 19th TAS commander in
1970 said that the basic reason for the change was the U.S. program to
wind down its military activities in Vietnam. This program resulted in
crew shortages which required the Thais to move forward into real operat-

19/
ing positions.

THE PRESTIGE INVOLVED

The Thais were quite pleased at this turn of events. Where, in the
past, upgrading had been a remote goal, often found unattainable, by mid-
1970 they were starting to log more flying hours, and upgrading was coming
faster. (Even so, the most highly skilled pilot in 1970's Victory Flight
could not qualify as an instructor pilot, because of his lack of fluency
in Luglish  He could speak the international language of control well
enough to handle conversations with towers and passing aircraft, and
certainly enough for operating in Thailand, but not well enough to be
upgraded in a USAF squadron by an American instructor.) Not surprisingly,
morale in the flight soared. The Thai crewmen were no longer merely the
tokens of a symbolic presence but had become valued airmen--needed, and
worthy of the serious training required to upgrade them to a more useful

. role. For RTAF pilots and Toadmasters, to be qualified by the USAF was an
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USAF airmen load a Thai C-123 at
a forward airfield in Vietnam.
FIGURE 1
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intensely desired, prestigious goal--a feather in their cap which made

them the envy of the other pilots back home and marked them for promotion
at Bangkok headquarters.gg/ When half the flight rotated from Vietnam every
six months, they were met by the RTAF Chief of Staff himself. This was

one of the real reasons for the Thai markings on the three airframes. The
prestige of the crews and the glory of the occasion could hardly have been
sustained if they had had to fly home in foreign aircraft. Another reason
for the insigne on each aircraft was to give visual evidence that the RTAF
was in Vietnam.gl/

Nevertheless, they were USAF aircraft, and this fact unintentionally
provided one more source of Thai impatience. Being USAF airframes, they
legally had to have at least one USAF crew member aboard. Unfortunately,
the Thais could not escape the impression, even though false, that they
were regarded as not being "big enough boys" to fly by themselves--even
when the aircraft was in charge of the same Thai instructor pilot who was
giving instruction to American pilots in the squadron.gg/ Further reasons
for a U.S. presence aboard were the language difficulty (flying in a fluent

English language environment) and the awkward international situation that

could result from an accident.

As for the first reason, it was true that VNAF pilots did not all
speak fluent English either, but the majority of them had been flying in

the environment of post-1965 Vietnam for a longer time than was possible

- under the Thais' standard one-year tour. Respecting the second reason
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given by the 834th AD, the airplanes of the 19th TAS carried both U.S.
and Vietnamese passengers, often civilian. The prospect of a U.S. air-
craft with a Thai insigne and a Thai crew crashing and perhaps killing
Vietnamese civilians was considered to contain too much potential for
diplomatic embarrassment for the USAF to risk its occurring.gg/ Far less
grave, though none the less embarrassing, were the not infrequent and
unmuted slurring remarks of American passengers who made no effort to
conceal their disdain when they saw a Thai pilot walking forward to the
cockpit before takeoff.gﬁ/

As the 19th TAS stood back in the waning months of 1970 and reviewed
the Thais' progress to date, it was pleased to find that their accomplish-
ments were many. The Thais, for their part, were in most respects
eminently satisfied with their experience in Vietnam and looked forward
with confidence to the dawning era of Vietnamization--whether it meant an
expanded role in providing assistance to the VNAF or their deployment

25/
back to Thailand.
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CHAPTER IV
THE THAI FAC MISSION

The responsibility for controlling and advising the use of tactical
air in support of the Thai troops in RVN rested with the USAF 504th Tac-
tical Air Support Group, which was the parent organization for all U.S.
FAC and ALO units. At Long Thanh in Bien Hoa Province, where the Thai
Army division was headquartered, there was a USAF tactical air control
party (TACP) headed by a lieutenant colonel from the 504th. (In American
circles, incidentally, the airfield at Long Thanh was better known by the
name which the U.S. Army had given it: Camp Bearcat.) Among the problems
which these U.S. FACs and liaison officers encountered in dealing with the
Thai ground commanders were the latter's relative inexperience in the
utilization of air power as it was employed by the Americans in Vietnam,

and the difficulty of communicating with them.

From the arrival of the Thai troops in Vietnam in late 1967 up to
the first months of 1970, the practice had been for the ground commander
to radio the FAC aircraft in his native tongue, providing the information
on troop locations and support that he desired. A Thai interpreter in the
back seat of the aircraft would then translate this into English for the
American FAC. In early 1970, however, there came a break with tradition
and the accepted, inefficient way of doing things. The chief USAF liaison
officer of that period, observing that the interpreters supplied him were

invariably Thai pilots--often men with more than 3,000 flying hours under
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their belts, many of these hours in fighters, withal--obtained permission
to institute a program to convert these interpreters into active FACs.
After all, as he had gradually come to realize, few USAF FACs had as much
flying experience; therefore, it seemed a waste of manpower not to get

them directly into the forward air control business.

The first two interpreters to try it, both Thai Air Force<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>