
Chapter 1

Historical Perspective

The Beginnings

The earliest use of Marine aircraft logistics sup-
port is traceable to the 1920’s “Banana Wars.” In
1928, First Lieutenant Christian F. Schilt evacuat-
ed wounded Marines by air from Quilali, Nicara-
gua. His feat introduced medical evacuation and
earned him the Medal of Honor. By the 1930’s,
Marine aircraft was used to move high priority
cargo and personnel. During World War II, as
operations in the Pacific theater were expanding,
the importance of rapid transport became appar-
ent. Intratheater air movement of personnel,
equipment, and cargo became commonplace.
During one critical phase on Guadalcanal when
aviation gasoline was scarce, air operations were
maintained by air resupply alone for several days.
Marine air transport flew personnel and critical
materials from the United States to Fleet Marine
Force units throughout the Pacific Ocean. Marine
transport aircraft had proven themselves as logis-
tic support vehicles, but their use as tactical trans-
port vehicles had not yet been fully explored.

The Advent of Helicopters

In the early 1930’s the Marine Corps evaluated
the Pitcairn OP-1 autogyro. Field tested in Nicara-
gua during 1932, the four-bladed, stubby-winged
aircraft was found suitable for liaison purposes
and medical evacuation of the wounded. Consid-
ered unsafe when carrying loads in excess of 200
pounds, the OP-1 soon disappeared from active
Marine Corps inventory. In 1935, the Marine
Corps tested the Kellett OP-2, a wingless autogy-
ro similar to the OP-1, and found its small pay-
load to be equally unsatisfactory.

Although the autogyro contributed significantly
to rotary-wing development, it was not until 1939
that Igor I. Sikorsky, a Russian-born aircraft

designer, successfully test-flew the first practical
helicopter in the western hemisphere. While
Sikorsky was the first designer to build a practical
helicopter, other designers soon followed. In
1942, the Bell Helicopter Corporation appeared.
An established fixed-wing aircraft builder, Bell
experimented with helicopter technology. In
1943, Frank N. Piasecki, a Pennsylvania engineer,
founded the P-V Engineering Forum (Piasecki
later became Boeing Vertol). These three manu-
facturers, Sikorsky, Piasecki (Boeing), and Bell
directly influenced the early development of
Marine Corps helicopter design and procurement.
Today, these companies continue to dominate the
development of Navy and Marine Corps helicop-
ter programs. 

In 1946 after the Bikini Atoll nuclear tests in the
Pacific Ocean, Lieutenant General Roy S. Geiger
reported that future landing forces would have to
move with a greater degree of surprise and speed
than had been visualized. During these atomic
tests, an entire fleet of U.S., Japanese, and Ger-
man warships was destroyed. LtGen Geiger real-
ized that the atomic bomb’s mass destructive
capability and the vulnerability of a concentrated
amphibious task force made dispersion a necessi-
ty. To sufficiently disperse the fleet and the land-
ing force but still mass combat forces at the
desired place and time, a new mode of assault
transportation was needed. 

The goal was to gain relative close contact with
the enemy to lessen the likelihood of a nuclear
attack. The theory behind this concept suggested
that the enemy is less liable to risk their own forc-
es in order to destroy their adversary. The prob-
lem was how to devise a means of rapid troop
concentration from greatly increased dispersal
distances that coincided with fleet cruising dispo-
sitions in the atomic age. After reading LtGen
Geiger’s report, Gen Vandergrift, Commandant of
the Marine Corps (CMC), established a Special
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Board to address the issue. Within the Special
Board, a three member Quantico-based commit-
tee considered a variety of means to achieve a
rapid buildup of assault forces including transport
aircraft, gliders, parachutists, troop and cargo-car-
rying submarines, and also large assault transport
seaplanes—a sort of “flying landing ship tank.” 

The committee also considered helicopters which,
appearing to be superior in characteristics to all
other assault vehicles, overcame the effects of dis-
persion while reducing exposure of the amphibi-
ous task force. The committee knew that the
helicopter’s low speed and perceived vulnerabili-
ty was disappointing and that no helicopter with
the capabilities they required yet existed. Howev-
er, the relative primitive state of helicopter tech-
nology did not deter their enthusiasm. 

On 16 December 1946, the Special Board submit-
ted an advanced report to CMC recommending
parallel programs to develop a transport seaplane
and a transport helicopter. An experimental
Marine helicopter squadron was also recommend-
ed to develop tactics, techniques, and procedures
(TTP). Finally, the report recommended that the
Marine Corps Schools at Quantico draft a tenta-
tive doctrine for helicopter employment.

The Helicopterborne Operations 
Concept

On 19 December 1946, CMC endorsed the first
known service document to propose helicopter
use as a tactical vehicle for the transport of com-
bat troops from a naval vessel to a landing area
ashore.

Carrier-based transport helicopters offered all the
advantages of the conventional airborne operation
but few of the disadvantages. They could be oper-
ated from aircraft carriers, with cover and prepa-
ratory fires on landing areas provided by aircraft
from the same ships. With a relatively unlimited
choice of landing areas, troops could land in com-
bat formations and under full control of the flanks
or rear of a hostile position. It should be noted

also that transport helicopters offer a means for
rapid evacuation of casualties, movement of sup-
plies directly from ship to dump, and for subse-
quent movement of troops and supplies in
continuing operations ashore. Subsequently,
Marine Helicopter Squadron 1 (HMX-1), com-
missioned on 1 December 1947, marked the offi-
cial beginning of Marine Corps rotary-wing
aviation. 

The Korean War

The North Koreans invaded South Korea before
dawn on 25 June 1950. On 21 July 1950, Gen
Wallace sent a memorandum to the chief of naval
operation’s (CNO’s) Air Readiness Division re-
questing that necessary steps be taken to immedi-
ately procure 40 (interim) transport helicopters,
preferably of the Sikorsky HO4S-1 type. The
CNO instructed the Bureau of Aeronautics to pro-
cure two 15 plane squadrons in 6 months from
contractor notification. The HO4S-1, renamed the
HRS-1, would make history in Korea during
1951.

The First Provisional Brigade was formed on 7
July 1950, at Camp Pendleton, California. The or-
ganization was composed of a reinforced infantry
regiment and Marine Aircraft Group (MAG) 33.
The air component contained three fighter squad-
rons and one observation squadron. Marine Ob-
servation Squadron Six, or VMO-6, was equipped
with four helicopters and was the first unit to em-
ploy helicopters in combat.

The VMO-6 squadron mission had been officially
described in 1949 as the conduct of “tactical air
reconnaissance, artillery spotting, and other flight
operations within the capabilities of assigned air-
craft in support of ground units.” In the early
months of the Korean war, VMO-6 achieved its
potential to the fullest.

During the counterattack to regain the initiative in
early August 1950, VMO-6 would conduct heli-
copter missions in command and control, water
resupply, the first Marine medical evacuations
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(MEDEVAC), artillery spotting, the first Marine
rescue of a downed pilot, combat wire laying, and
the first night MEDEVAC by helicopter.

In addition, the first Marine transport helicopter
squadron, Marine Transport Helicopter Squadron
161 (HMR-161) was formed at El Toro, Califor-
nia on 15 January 1951 and was equipped with
the Sikorsky HRS-1. Deploying to Korea in Au-
gust 1951, HMR-161 became involved in combat
operations. It conducted numerous medical evac-
uations; external lifts of multiple rocket launch-
ers, 75mm pack howitzers, and ammunition;
troop lifts; and resupply missions. 

Tactics employed during the Korean war had
been previously developed and validated by
HMX-1 in Quantico. The successful combat
record of HMR-161 and the rapid movement of
troops and supplies by helicopter were positive
proof that the helicopter was transportation with
tremendous potential. A new term had been
coined to describe the rapid movement of troops
by helicopter: vertical envelopment. The maneu-
ver emphasized the ability to overcome obstacles
and attack the enemy’s vulnerable flank. In spite
of its flaws, the helicopter proved itself a valuable
tactical innovation during the Korean war. 

Post-Korea

In the years between the Korean war and the Viet-
nam war, the Marine Corps continued to refine as-
sault support TTP. CMC wanted to transport a
division and a half of Marines during amphibious
operations via helicopters. Planners wrestled with
the problem of coming up with the right type of
helicopters and number of squadrons to realize
that vision. 

Along with helicopter development, the Marine
Corps pushed for development of amphibious
shipping designed for helicopter operations. Force
reductions caused some shifting of priorities in
1958 and 1959, but assault support cemented it-
self in the way the Marine Corps would fight bat-
tles and win wars.

In the early 1960’s, the Marine Corps received the
KC-130 aerial refueling and transport aircraft,
adding another dimension to Marine assault sup-
port aviation. In 1962, use of the KC-130s as air-
borne refuelers allowed an F-8 fighter squadron to
cross the Pacific Ocean nonstop. 

The Vietnam War

The Vietnam war is sometimes referred to as the
“helicopter war.” The first helicopter unit
deployed to Southeast Asia was HMM-362, fly-
ing the UH-34D, to the airfield at Soc Trang on
the Mekong Delta in April 1962. Helicopter use
rapidly expanded. The UH-34 was replaced by the
CH-46 and the CH-53 in I Corps. This vast
increase in available lift was soon exploited. By
1970, Marine helicopter squadrons were lifting
70,000 passengers and 6,000 tons of cargo each
month.

At the end of the U.S. involvement in Vietnam,
Operation Frequent Wind was executed to evacu-
ate U.S. citizens out of the country in the face of
communist forces. Evacuation of Saigon was
completed using helicopters to move personnel
and equipment from the city to amphibious ship-
ping off the coast.

Post-Vietnam

In the years since the Vietnam war, changes in as-
sault support doctrine have been instituted and re-
fined. Threat systems like the SA-7 Grail and
other infrared guided surface-to-air missiles
(SAMs) forced changes in doctrine. Greater em-
phasis was placed on night operations using night
vision devices (NVDs), and more precise naviga-
tion systems were developed for flight during
night and adverse weather.

Operations were not limited to developing new
TTP’s however. On 24 October 1983, the island
nation of Grenada in the Caribbean was in the
throes of a coup. In an effort to safeguard Ameri-
can lives, the United States executed Operation
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Urgent Fury. From 24 October to 28 October the
22nd Marine Amphibious Unit (MAU) conducted
helicopterborne assaults, flew resupply missions,
and safely evacuated over 200 U.S. citizens to
successfully complete the operation.

Extensive peacekeeping operations in Beirut,
Lebanon, and an unsuccessful coup attempt by
President Corizon Aquino’s opponents are exam-
ples of where assault support operations were
conducted. Numerous missions were flown to re-
inforce the embassy in Manila and to bolster secu-
rity at key communications sites on Luzon.

The Gulf War

Assault support was employed extensively during
Desert Shield in August 1990 and Desert Storm in
January 1991. The long buildup before the war al-
lowed squadrons to become familiar with the
desert environment and practice with new equip-
ment such as the global positioning system (GPS). 

1991 To Present

After the Gulf war in February 1991, assault sup-
port operations focused on humanitarian assis-
tance (HA) operations, disaster relief, and
noncombatant evacuations (NEOs) from war torn
areas of the world. Operation Sea Angel in Bang-
ladesh in 1991, Operation Restore Hope in Soma-
lia in late 1992, Operation Uphold Democracy in
Haiti in 1994, the tactical recovery of aircraft and
personnel (TRAP) mission in Bosnia to rescue
U.S. Air Force Captain Scott O’Grady in 1995,
and the 1997 NEO in Albania are missions where
assault support doctrine was applied. Though not
all of these operations were combat operations,
many of the same procedures can be applied dur-
ing the conduct of HA operations and NEOs.

Since the earliest assault support operations in the
1920’s, doctrine has changed very little. New
equipment allows for increased capabilities, but
the fundamental aspects of assault support remain
the same. As one of the six functions of Marine
aviation, assault support provides Marine air-
ground task force (MAGTF) commanders with
increased flexibility to conduct operations when
and where they choose.


