





(but who does?), and that little else of what [ learned in the mountains of Nevada would
have any application in SEA. Forexample, during a group field trip, we were shown that at
the head of the mountain streams, near the tree line, there is a bog through which the snow-
melt funnels before it begins its tantalizing cascade down the mountainside as depicted in
the Coors Beer commercials. Succulents grow in the bog and the deer and elk love to feed
on them and relieve themselves as they are browsing — the point being that no matter how
inviting the water may be, we absolutely must either boil or treat chemically all drinking
water in a survival situation (and that Coor’s claims about pure mountain streams aren’t all
that true). But how many snow-melt streams are there in SEA? Another interesting fact we
learned on that trip was that rabbit meat has practically no nutritional value. So the pioneers
that lived on them when they crossed the plains filled their stomachs, but got very little
nutrition — probably the reason they were more susceptible to disease. But how many rabbits
are there in the jungle? We were told that if we got snake bit, we should kill the snake, then
sit down and wait oul the consequences, which would be extreme sickness, but not
(normally) death. This is only partially true — in the case of a Rocky Mountain rattlesnake,
perhaps yes — in the case of a SEA jungle Krait, probably not.

For our simulated escape and evasion (E&E) we were allowed to take all the
pemmican that we wanted, but only one candy bar. 1 didn’t take any pemmican, because it’s
terrible stuff — a protein concentrate conceived by the indians that is so rich it made me sick
when | tried it on the field trip. Instead, I took a multi-fruit flavored candy and rationed it
out over the three day trek to the “Guerilla™ camp which was our destination. We were
taken up into the mountains by truck, let off one at a time along a logging trail near the tree
line, and spaced so that we had to travel alone. We had to get to and stay as close to the tree
line as possible to avoid detection, and all we had with us was the typical gear we wore or
carried when we flew and the candy bar or pemmican. The scenario was that we bailed out
of our aircraft over enemy territory and had to make our way to a friendly camp in two to
three days without being captured. This is when I lost the 16 pounds. Even though the
nights were chilly, I never had any problem sleeping, because the trudging over the rough
terrain all day, on what little sustenance I had, flat wore me out. When we entered the
“Guerilla” camp we were given a hard roll and a glass of water — one of the more delicious
meals I've eaten in my life. That was the end of the training and we were given a coupon
for a free meal and $20 to spend gambling at Harrah’s in Reno. 1 ate a prime rib dinner and
promptly lost it because of the contrast with the starvation diet/survival “rations” I had been
eating in the mountains — but it was worth it. Thad an enjoyable evening playing Blackjack
for a couple hours with the 20 bucks (drinks were free in those days) before heading back to
the base. The next day was graduation day and then air travel home. At the graduation
party, | met the NCO who had simulated a communist interrogator during my stay in
“prison”, when I was clad in dirty khakis and he in a suit and tie. At the time, he had me
braced against the wall of his simulated office, with my mouth full of water such that it was
difficult to breathe, while he was laying all kinds of demands on me to which I obviously
couldn’t respond. I finally got fed up with the charade and spit the water all over him and
his suit and tie. Where-upon, I was ordered to do 20 pushups (simulating being flogged or
worse in actual captivity). At the party, he apologized for getting so mad, but he had just
gotien the suit back from the cleaners. Ha!

Shortly afier I got back with the family, Janey and I loaded up the car and took















It was reported that one C-47 aircraft flew into the Miami site carrying flight
crews to take delivery of refurbished aircraft. When it parked in the Base Ops area, the
contractor’s dismantling crew assaulted it and began removing panels preparatory for total
refurbishment and the aircraft commander had to shoo them off before they got too far
along.

In California, the planes were outfitted with large fuel tanks in the passenger area
to enable safe flight over the Pacific to Vietnam in the fall of "65.

My first knowledge of the side-firing concept was obtained in 1962 while stationed
at Wright Patterson AFB in the Flight Dynamics Laboratory, and flying around the flag
pole one day with two officers from the Aeronautical Systems Division; all of us getting in
our required flying time for the month. They told me how they were going to Vietnam on
TDY to observe the effectiveness of the side-firing concept in close air support. (The test
applications were with 30 cal. side-mounted guns.) According to them, the idea came
about as an extension of the Australian paratroop drop procedure used during WWIL The
Aussies had discovered that, at a certain altitude, angle of bank, and airspeed a pilot can
keep the wingtip of his aircraft fixed on a point on the ground during bail out, thereby
reducing the paratrooper re-grouping problem on the ground. Once recognized, the
application to precision placement of strafing rounds on the ground was really a “no
brainer”, and the test firing confirmed it.

While the State-side refurbishment was taking place, Pilots, Crew Chiefs and
Loadmasters (all with considerable C-47 time) and Navigators, and Strategic Air
Command gunners — people in all kinds of jobs all over the world — were ordered to
Forbes AFB for three months of Refamiliarization and Combat Crew Training. In
October *65, the 4™ Air Commando Squadron was formulated from these personnel, and
they were given their first mission; to ferry the 22 AC-47s across the Pacific. The
Pentagon estimated that they might lose as many as three of the aircraft in the island
hopping ferrying operation — they lost none. The guys that accomplished it were, of
course, still on station when [ arrived and they had some interesting tales to tell about the
experience.

The fuel tanks were removed and three 7.62 mini-guns were installed at Saigon.
The three gun pods installed in each aircraft were about 2" in diameter, 6 in length and
originally designed to be slung under an attack winged aircraft or helicopter. For the AC-
47, they were strapped into a semi-circular aluminum tray supported by a bridge-like
structure constructed from 3" aluminum channels and angles, as shown in Figures 2, and
mounted on an aluminum plate attached to two floor braces. Per my later calculations, the
strength and rigidity of each structure was probably designed to control twice the loading
of the mass of each gun under adverse g-forces while being fired during flight, such that it
was more than adequate, for control of the mini-gun forces imposed during the typical
non-turbulent firing pass. They were pointed out the left side of the aircraft, perpendicular
to the aircraft center line and ata few degrees declination below the horizontal. The first
was inserted through a window just aft of the trailing edge of the wing. The third was
placed in the open cargo bay, and the second gun was inserted through a window midway
between the other two, all as shown in Figure 2 on the preceding page.

Upon arrival in Saigon, I was directed (as it turned out misdirected) to catch a
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military bus to Bien Hoa (pronounced Ben Wah) AFB, about thirty miles north of Saigon.
I only have three impressions from my short Bien Hoa visit as follows: the numerous
handball courts on the base were three sided concrete structures built outdoors by the
French, because it would be too hot to play handball indoors; the Australians stationed
there were a bunch of characters; and lastly, my squadron was screwed up. My first (and
only) night there I went to the O°Club to eat dinner and the Aussies assigned to Bien Hoa
were having a chug-a-lug party. They were playing some kind of simple game, and
whoever lost had to stand on the table and stick his head into the ceiling fan with the flat
part of the blades striking him on the forehead until it stopped. Then they would all cheer
and chug-a-lug some more beer (like they really needed it). When I checked in with the
Bien Hoa detachment commander in the moming, I was told that there was a change in
the plans for my utilization and 1 was to report back to Headquariers, where 1 would
receive 8 new assignment to, as it turned out, Binh Thuy in the southern Delta; hence,
another “baggage dnill.”

South Vietnam was divided into four Roman numeraled Corps with “I” (called
“eye” rather than “one™) Corp in the north next to the De-Militarized Zone (DMZ) with
North Vietnam, and IV (Four) Corp in the very southern, Delta region. Besides the
Headquarters and Bien Hoa crews in IlI corp, we had detachments at Binh Thuy in IV
Corp, Nah Trang in II Corp, Da Nang in I Corp, and Udorn in Thailand. When [ left
Vietnam, HQ had been moved from Saigon to Nah Trang.

One of the advantages of being assigned to a Detachment rather than a Permanent
Duty Station was that we were entitled to $2 a day TDY per diem, which meant, with
combat pay, we were making $4380 more in a year than we would at a permanent duty
station in the States(about $10000 in today’s dollars). Every little bit helps, but the down
side was that we were away from our families, we were being shot at, and we were subject
to being moved at the whim of Headquarters (which in this instance itself was moved, for
whatever reason | know not).

There were about six crews and four aircraft at each station. A crew consisted of
pilot, copilot, navigator, crew chief, and two gunners. At some locations, a Vietnamese
Air Force (VNAF) bi-lingual Advisor would be assigned to those flights supporting
Republic of Vietnam Army (ARVN) troops in case language translation was necessary.
To my knowledge they were never used, because there was always an English-speaking
Special Forces troop on the ground radio; hence, all the “Advisor™ did was sleep most of
the mission.

I boarded a Jolly Green Giant helicopter (the one with rotors at both ends) bound
for Binh Thuy the next day to be teamed up with a Major Haller’s crew as its copilot. (In
Figure 3, on the next page, he is the one to the far left in this comic pose where we are
holding a hose in reference to what we did to the enemy with our mini-guns). The low
level flight gave me a most interesting perspective of the country as [ sat on the floor by
the open entry way to the helicopter; the agriculture gradually changed from dry land in
the Saigon (now Ho Chi Minh City) area to rice patties in the Delta.

The Air War in Vietnam consisted of the Strategic (or planned) War, and the
Tactical (or target of opportunity) War. The planned war was like no other in history
up to that point, with all potential targets being fed into computer programs, which










































The nighttime CAPs were the most boring. Usually, I was the only one awake in the
aircraft as we endlessly circled the base and city for eight hours. These flights were the primary
cause of my becoming constipated and contracting the famous pilots’ and truck drivers” ailment -
Hemorrhoids. My only diversion was a radio station out of the Philippines that played popular
music of the time. There was a Marine Base east of our base that sent patrols out into the jungles
all the time looking for trouble - which they usually found right at or shortly after dark. They
would then call for flare support, which could be provided by the marine base artillery or by us,
depending how far away they were when they got their hynie in a crack. Our detachment
commander was Lt. Col. Carter - a very nice guy who did not fly. (Incidentally, his wife was also
living in McAllen while he was in Vietnam, but curiously, she never got in touch with Janey nor
vice versa). He took the initiative and got some 6" square by 3' long wooden boxed flares from
the Navy that would float in the water or burn on the ground for a long period of time. On one
occasion, | was scrambled to a hilly area well south of the base. When | established contact with
the marine in charge on the ground he would only whisper into the microphone for fear of his
whereabouts being detected by the NVN in the area. 1, of course, wasn’t sure where he and his
men were on the ground and he wasn’t inclined to give away his position by flashing any kind of
light, so | had my crew chief toss out one of the Navy flares (and hoped that | didn’t hit one of the
troops). Fortunately, it hit where the guy on the radio could see it and use it for positioning us to
drop aerial flares relative thereto. Once we dropped the aerial flares, he sounded more relaxed,
but when | offered to shoot he declined. So all we could do was drop flares until we almost ran
out. A fire fight never broke out and they were able to disengage and head back safely toward the
base.

On another occasion while on CAP, I got a call from the control tower asking me to land,
taxi up to base ops and keep the engines running, because there were two wounded marines that
needed to be transported to Dong Ha ASAP. The hospital ship was anchored due east of there,
off the coast, in support of Marine operations near the DMZ. Col. Carter had recently had all our
aircraft modified with overhead slings to accommodate stretchers and had notified those with a
need to know such a thing in case they were ever needed. [ got out of my seat and went to the
back of the aircraft to observe the loading process. 1can’t begin to describe my emotions while
observing my guys and the corpsmen gently but firmly wrestling the two wounded men and their
Vs into position over the top of the guns - no easy chore. They exerted seemingly super-human
strength in getting the job done. | was very proud of them. In fact, when | got back into my seat,
[ was so inspired to get those young men to the north as quickly as possible that, afler takeoff, |
left the engines at Takeoff (maximum) power all the way to Dong Ha, carefully monitoring oil
pressure, cylinder head temperature, etc. A helicopter awaited our landing and took the men to
the ship. We never did hear how the two men faired, which is one of the bad things about war
conditions - what happens, happens.

The Ho Chi Minh trail mission was probably the hairiest; particularly during the heavily
overcast monsoon season. We took off at sunset, flew north about 50 miles, than due west into
Laos to look for trucks on the trail, which roughly paralleled the mountains separating Laos and
South Vietnam. [t ran all the way from just south of Hanoi all the way to and through Cambodia
(See Figure 17 and Article 2 which follows). We patrolled approximately the middle third, Udorn
the upper third and | think Nah Trang; and/or perhaps Bien Hoa had the lower third. Some of the
trucks driven by the NVN were of the type used in strip mining operations.; big with six [t
diameter wheels and a cab positioned between the front wheels fairly close to the ground.
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All, regardless of type, traveled slowly at night by moonlight, or with low beams focused
on the road right in front of the driver. Our Navigator positioned us over the trail using a map of
the area showing where the trail is and ranges and bearings from a VOR station in the middle of
Laos (maintained operational by our Special Forces troops), and/or from a VOR in the DMZ (
probably maintained by the Marines), or, in the worst case, using a “Star Scope” which
intensifies the light of the moon and stars thereby enabling visual sighting (with any luck) of the
road. We maintained 2000 fi. above the surface mapped elevation to assure remaining clear of
the “cumulus rockus™ (scary, because the topo was done by the French) and when the Navigator
(and hopefully theVORs) indicated we were over the road, we would look for the road, turn up
or down it and follow it by available light until we lost it or spotied something to warrant circling
and popping a flare. If there happened to be a truck on the stretch of road under a flare, the truck
driver would flip on his high beams and high tail it down the road to the nearest turn-off, where
every so often, the NVN had built roadside parks complete with picnic tables about 100 yds. off
the highway for two reasons; primarily so the drivers could take advantage of an agreement our
government made with the Laotians to not fire ordnance outside of 50 yds. either side of the road
(can you believe it? — see article which follows), but also so the truckers could rest and eat
meals. When I spotted a truck, [ would drop another flare and “hose™ him down so to speak. |
never stopped one on the trail, and was pretty convinced that we were wasting our time until we
got a Special Forces report that there were quite a few disabled trucks in several of the roadside
parks they checked. Regarding the ordnance constraint: first of all, Laos was a non-combatant
with no direct stake in the conflict, and secondly, the primitive natives that live in that part of the
country are nomads of a sort who slash and burn the jungle to live here this year, and over there
next year. In the spring, when over the Trail, we could see the numerous fires where new living
sites (villages?) were being created.

We also FAC™d Navy aircraft sent over with bombs and bullets to stop (no, hinder) the
traffic. One flight of three contacted us one night and asked if we had any targets. 1said I didn’t
have any trucks, but I"d spotted a stretch of road along the side of a nearby mountain that was out
in the open and inviting destruction. The flight commander said “Let ‘s go take a look.” My
Navigator gave the location details, and we all flew to the spot where I popped a flare so they
could see the situation. I said, “Do you want to fly toward the mountain or parallel to it?” The
flight leader said, “Let’s fly toward it.” So I set up an elliptical lefthand racetrack pattern toward
the mountain at 2000 ft. The Navy planes set up at a higher altitude in right hand turns. When
they were ready, | popped a flare on my next inbound leg toward the mountain. The flight leader
said, “I’m in” and flashed by headed for the mountain. 1saw him pull up and then the flash of his
200 Ib. bomb - dead in the middle of the road - such that 50 yds of it, at least, disappeared into the
gorge. | popped another flare just to make sure we were finished here and said, “That’s it boys, I
don’t have any more targets, sorry.” The next day I checked with Intelligence and learned that
they sent the Special Forces out to verify the claim in my debriefing the night before, and they
found the road already repaired. It turns out the NVN maintained bull dozer and other earth
moving equipment and personnel to constantly repair, day and night, whatever damages we
inflicted and to fight the relentless jungle vegetation growth that struggles to recover from any
incursions into its domain. Regarding the latter, we (the AF in general) had aircraft go down and
cut a swath thru the jungle when crashing, be accurately located and recorded, and there be no
visible evidence of the event one week later (certainly the primary reason for some AF MIAs such
as my CCT mate). The AF had C-130s dropping Agent Orange on portions of the jungle canopy
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over the southern portions of the road to expose it for interdiction purposes. In retrospect, that
program was also helping the NVN with their road maintenance program.

The Army had a small twin-engine airplane that flew out of Phu Bai up and down the road
recording infra red signatures by the trucks. When he got one he’d call us and give the
coordinates. The only problem was that he wouldn’t get a read-out until five to ten minutes afier
the contact such that the Navigator had to make an estimate of where the truck might have moved
to in that period of time to give me a range and bearing to fly to from the VOR. 1'd follow his
instruction, look for any sign of headlights and pop a flare regardless. We never saw any of the
trucks the Army guy ever reported to us. His primary mission was more of an Intelligence one -
i.e., recording the amount of traffic each night - rather than support for our mission. He, however,
being aware of us from his Intel’ briefings was just trying to be helpful. Sadly, one of those
aircraft apparently had engine trouble on a night when I was not flying and the pilot had to bail
out near the southern portion of the trail. We were informed in a subsequent pre-flight
intelligence briefing that he was found by the Special Forces people hanging in his parachute from
a tree with his head cut off, probably by the Laotian natives who would look upon him as some
kind of monster from the sky.

You may have noticed my references to “Special Forces™ activities in Laos; maintaining
the VOR station and performing reconnaissance - on foot and by light aircraft - by day. They’'re
something else when you think of all the hazards they faced in that environment: the NVN, the
natives, and the jungle critters — up close and personal.

My hairiest experience on the trail occurred one cloudy night with a 2500' monsoon
overcast, but no rain. (If it had been raining we would have aborted the mission, because one
can’t see a thing in a monsoon downpour). After popping a flare at 2000 to locate the road, |
spotted a truck seemingly stalled at a creek crossing. | launched another flare and circled down
to 1000’ to get a closer look. Just as I rolled over to hose it down, a 30mm opened up and sent a
burst off our nose followed by one off our tail. I recognized the tracers immediately from the gun
firing practice observed while on my Naval Academy cruises. Since we had specific instructions
not to engage in air to ground fire-fights with anti-aircraft guns, I applied full power, turned away
from the enemy guns, poinied the nose down to aid acceleration, and we “got the hell out of
Dodge.” They did not fire at us again, probably because they were having to reload. My co-pilot
grabbed his control column and kept me from being too rash, because some of the trees there are
reportedly 300 tall, and since streams and much of the trail are in valleys between hills and
ridges, the foliage on them pretty well encroached upon our air space

Ilearned a few things that night: 1. Watch out for traps - it was the first any of our crews
out of Da Nang had reported (however, my CCT mate may have experienced the same thing, but
never got back to report it), 2. The white tracered 30mm are on you in a heartbeat, unlike the 50
cal. I had experienced before, and 3. When a flare is lit, don™t stay straight and level too long. It
is probably fortunate that I rolled over when I did from level flight because that most likely
contributed to, if not directly caused, their missing us. We were like a sitting duck outlined by
the flare against our shadow on the illuminated overcast. Later that night, I tried to relocate “The
Trap™ to guide a Navy aircraft looking for something on which to unload his ordnance before
returning to his ship, but for some reason, the range and bearing given to me by my Navigator
did not locate the same stretch of road. Can’t say as 1 blame him. The enlisted crew was on the
verge of mutiny when they leamed what 1 was up to, and he was just protecting us from my

26









Just to the west of these two trailers (See figure 2(0.) were two large wall tents; one
for the controllers to sleep in and one for the Spooky crew. They had cots in them with
air mattresses, which were quite comfortable. Perhaps five hundred yards or so to the
west (near the west end of the runway) were a 105mm and a 155mm howitzer.
Periodically during the night, without wamning, one or the other would send off a round
into the jungle just to keep the NVN honest. One of my gunners said the only reason they
gave us air mattresses to sleep on was so it wouldn’t hurt so bad when we came back
down after jumping from fright. The other tent for the controllers, also had a short wave
radio, which came in handy on one occasion for me - more on this later. Afier we landed
and parked, we lazed around until dark when we’d try to sleep. More often than not we'd
get scrambled after dark, to support some major Marine operation in the jungle
somewhere where they got crosswise with the NVN after dark and needed us to drop
flares to light up the battle scene. These were more significant operations than those in
the Da Nang area. They sometimes involved artillery support, which complicated our
function, because we had to dash in, drop the flares where they wanted them, and then
dash out for the artillery barrage to take place. They never asked me for fire support
which is a shame because usually there were so many NVN involved that I could see them
moving around on the ground trying to get away from illumination by the flares. To this
day, | don’t know whether the Marines feared we might shoot them or they just wanted to
do it their way. On one occasion they let me FAC in carrier planes with napalm because
we could better see, maintain illumination of, and describe where they needed to place it.
I was really impressed with the courage demonstrated by those fighter jocks flying at low
level over the treetops rimming the ridges and foothills in the DMZ area and placing the
napalm precisely where they were told.

On one occasion we were scrambled west rather than north to an operation later
simply described ( incidently in LIFE magazine) as “The Rock™ which was a mesa in the
jungle just east of the mountains separating Vietnam and Laos. A large marine
contingent, perhaps a Company, came under attack by the NVN (after dark naturally) and
they scrambled up on this more defendable mesa to preclude getting overrun. We were
called upon to provide flare support so they could see the bad guys trying to climb up with
them. A week or so after this mission, on a rare occasion when we didn’t get scrambled,
we were preparing to fly back to Da Nang in the moming when a platoon of Marines came
up to us to look over the aircraft after being on patrol all night. One of them, a sweaty,
shirtless, hatless 17 year old maybe, with a bandoleer of cartridges for some kind of
automatic weapon slung over his shoulder came up to me and said, “Sir, were you
dropping flares over The Rock the other night?” I said yes [ was. and he said *Boy. were
we glad to see you™ - one of the simpler rewards for a job apparently well done and truly
appreciated.

An interesting tidbit about Dong Ha involves an F-4 returning to Da Nang from
Hanoi with battle damage. The pilot decided he couldn’t make it to Da Nang’s 10000'
runway, and chose to put down on Dong Ha’s 3500' runway. Thus, both the pilot and the
aircraft were severely challenged. Needless to say, even though he landed with gear up,
he went off the west end of the runway and became briefly airborne again a couple of
times as he bounced from hillock to hillock before coming to rest probably 3000' into the
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boonies. The pilot and his weapons officer got out unscathed. If the USAF wanted to
salvage the aircraft, which of course they didn’t under all the circumstances, they would
have had to move fast, because almost immediately, the South Vietnamese civilian
scavengers attacked it and stripped everything of any conceivable value to them
(particularly the wiring) in no time at all.

One sad note about the Dong Ha/DMZ area that hit close to home in more than one
way involved a seaplane pilot in my hootch. He was killed returning to Da Nang at dawn
from a night rescue patrol mission in the Hanoi area. He was apparently flying along - fat,
dumb, and happy - off the coast low over the water, when he was hit by an NVN SAM,
fired from an undetected trailered site just north of the DMZ that took advantage of a
sitting “Albatross” ( the name of the Seaplane), rather than a sitting Gooney Bird over
land. Our salvation may have been that the trees and terrain concealing their location -
which was probably chosen because they were primarily interested in the aircraft going to
and from Hanoi - precluded their intercepting us. Who knows? Regardless, the Navy took
care of that site in a hurry.

Besides their value when supporting the troops on the ground, which I've already
cited, Col. Carter had another use for the Navy flares in mind. Because none of us ever
saw a truck give even the slightest indication of being hit, there was some speculation that
maybe the gun sights weren’t properly aligned with the guns, and some of us were even
going as low as 1000’ above the ground so that we could see the tracers, which burned for
about 2000°, hit the truck. Persuant to this line of thinking, Col. Carter did two things: 1.
He found out that a round that would explode on contact (I'll call them VTs) had been
designed for the mini-gun, but Mc Namara (Sec. of Defense) had not authorized their
manufacture, probably because the mini-guns were originally perceived to be an anti-
personnel weapon only and not to be used against any vehicle more sophisticated than an
ox cart. 2. This being the case, and fearful of our descending to 1000’ (Headquarters said
not to descend below 2000"), because one of us might get too close to the jungle for our
own good, he had every one of the crews, on one of their days off, take each of the aircraft
out over the China Sea, drop a Navy flare in the water, and then shoot at it from 2000' to
record where the rounds splashed the water relative to it. This was good, because we
learned that all the gun sights were essentially true and where we aimed from 2000°is
where the rounds were going, so descent to 1000 was unnecessary.

Col Carter was good at also finding other things for us to do on our days off. On
one such day, he asked that I and another AC accompany him to the motel in town where
all the news media reporters resided. They had learned about our aircraft and wanted to
get some TV footage. We quickly put the “Qui-e-tess” on that notion, however, because
they wanted us to fly at dusk or at dawn on an actual mission when the lighting would be
more optimal for their cameras. Part of what little elusiveness that the AC-47 had lay in
the fact that a circling target is difficult to hit at best, but that is particularly so after dark
in combat, when the running lights, rotating beacon (or strobe light) are turned off, and
the shooter is not quite sure what the target is doing (if he can even see it). In broad
daylight it"s just a big fat bird in the sky asking to be shot at by anyone, but particularly by
someone with an automatic weapon whose tracer rounds can be started outside the circle
of flight and guided to intercept the very slow, more obvious, flight path. He sawsome
of my art work, so he had me design and see to the fabrication of the placard I have
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base plate where the moments were the greatest, the consequence of this and what ensued is
only up to one’s imagination. The pilot doesn’t know what’s going on in the back until he is
informed, and although the crew chief is on the intercom with the cockpit, there is an inherent
delay in getting the pilot to stop shooting if he is concentrating on a target. So if the gun
started to violently damage the aircrafi...who knows? Because of the part time nature of this
study (and a slide rule rather than small electronic calculator/computer analysis - capabilities
that didn’t exist then), it took me much longer than I would have preferred to complete it.
However, 1 conveyed my findings to Headquarters (and Col. Carter, of course) in late
September, saying essentially these same thoughts, and heard back only from Col. Carter, any
appreciation for the effort, except perhaps for a Distinguished Service Award that didn’t
mention this activity.

In October, one month before Janey and I were going to R&R in Hawaii (we had to
be in-country about 10 months in those days to get Hawaii for our R&R), I received a call in
the middle of the afternoon, from I think the Red Cross, informing me that Janey was in the
hospital with a collapsed lung. 1had just enough time before I had to fly the Dong Ha mission
to do some inquiring about what my course of action could and should be. When we landed
at Dong Ha at dusk, 1 asked the control tower operator in the tent next to ours, if there was any
way he could contact Janey's folks in Texas on the short wave I mentioned above. He said
he’d give it a try and set to work twisting dials and calling in the blind to try to raise another
operator. He got a response from a USAF operator in the Phillipines, who in turn hooked us
up to a civilian ham operator in Maryland, who dialed the folk’s phone in Texas. (A far cry
from today’s soldiers getting on the Internet or a cell phone to call home at will, directly). It
was about 1830 in Vietnam, 0630 in Texas. Mom answered the phone and the first thing [
had to do was school her on how to say “over™ when she had finished a statement and to wait
for me to say it when I was talking before she started talking again ( that’s the signal for all
the operators to convert from “transmit”™ to “receive” or vice versa). She never got it perfect,
but she got it good enough to get the job done. Basically, after I'd heard more of the details
about what happened and how Janey was doing, I told her that I'd learned that the doctor had
to tell the Red Cross that Janey absolutely had to be moved out of the Valley ASAP, so that
I"d get sent home (early) to accomplish that. We were in the middle of our discussion back
and forth, when — wouldn’t you know it - while I was talking, one of the artillery guns sent a
round into the jungle and scared the heck out of Mom - she just knew I was under attack. [
told her what it was all about, but it gave her a good story to tell. She and the doctor did their
thing and [ was sent home about three weeks later in late October rather than early January.

But, before [ left, on my last CAP mission, [ was scrambled to supporl some marines,
again south of Da Nang. After we had been on station awhile, it became clear that we were
going to run out of flares and ammo before the issue was resolved, so | called the base and
had them scramble the alert aircraft (now on CAP) to our location so that I could return and
reload. This was done, and when we were relieved, I hurried back to the base, got permission
to land downwind, and asked the tower to have the ammo truck meet us at the down wind end
of the runway, so that all we had to do was land, reload, turn around and takeoff. This all
worked out fine like we had done it all the time. which of course we had not. We returned to
the fire- fight and relieved our relief who was likewise running out of ammo and flares. We
stayed on station until sun-up. The enlisted personnel were brand new and had been assigned
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to me to introduce them to what we do - they got a good indoctrination. [ was proud of them
and I let them know it. Sadly, in late January *67, after I lefi in October ‘66, this same crew
(with only the aircraft commander changed) was shot down south of Da Nang when they took
a hit in the flare box. The flares burn at 5000 degrees F as | recall (hot enough to melt metal)
and produce an extremely toxic gas. With the back door open (which it always was, because
it was completely removed), there was a circulation to the front of the aircrafi, so these toxic
fumes almost immediately got to the cockpit. Afierthe hit, the aircraft was observed from the
ground to turn to the east, level off, and disappear into the darkness. It was later found
crashed into a Vietnamese cemetery with all hands killed. Ironically, the guy who took my
place wanted to get out of the AF, but he was told he had to finish his tour and be returned
stateside before he could resign. 1 was slated to return to the States in early January and
would not have been on that flight anyway. Nevertheless, it was another case of the “luck of
the draw™for the two of us, bad for him and good for me (but too close for comfort).

I used some of the money we had saved for R&R to buy things at the BX from the
Orient for Janey and for our home - sets of china and artistic picces. Since my cruise box
never made it, | had to scrounge around in Supply for some foot lockers that I could use to
send home those items and all the other stuff 1 didn’t want to take with me on the trip home.
Fortunately two were available, and I got everything packed and in the supply chain going
home before I had to leave.

Janey was a real trooper during all this ordeal. She also had the moral support of her
mother and father close at hand and she was able to get a “live-in™ 19 year old maid,
Ponchita, for $25 a week, who helped with house cleaning, the kids, cooking and you name it.
Ponchita was great, and is a good friend to this day.

I bought tape recorders (the early reel-to-reel type) for Janey, my parents and myself
at the BX so that we could send voice messages back and forth on small 3" diameter reels as
well as written letters. I don’t remember my parents ever sending any tapes back to me, but
Janey and I sent numerous tapes back and forth. Janey wouldn’t stay on the tape very long
because she said her voice was too “twangy” (i.e., Texan) but she made sure the kids all said
their piece, whatever it was, and [ really loved to hear their little voices. It of course made me
homesick, and I wished Janey would talk more, but the concept definitely helped make the
separation more bearable, for me anyway.

When her lung collapsed, it was apparently from an asthma attack due to the
agricultural spraying that was going on at the time in the Rio Grande Valley. We were so
fortunate that she was treated by a surgeon, Dr. Vincente Tavarez, who really knew his
“stuff.” He got about two quarts of junk out of her lung and sent her on the road to recovery
with an evacuation technique rather than by cutting on her as urged by other doctors. His son,
also Vincente, was a classmate of our son, Russ, and they and Steve used to do things together
(which is enough material for another book in itself). Dr. Vincente was a real patriot, and
often said that he appreciated what I was doing and he did what he did for us in honor of that.
In fact, not too much later he joined the USAF Reserves and served as a Surgeon in San
Antonio on weekends. He certainly didn’t do it for the money - he had plenty of that, He did
it out of a feeling of patriotism - a great guy. Ironically and sadly, he died at an early age from
prostate cancer that also migrated into his lungs. It was he who told the Red Cross that Janey
needed to be evacuated from the Valley ASAP for medical reasons so that I could come home
early and do just that; hence, for many reasons, we are forever indebted to him.
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In ten months, I logged about 750 hours - 95% at night in a combat situation. We
did not lose very many aircraft while | was there — only the two that I mentioned, and they
were due to combat. But they represented about 9% of the total number of aircraft the
squadron had, and that’s enough to get your attention and cause you to make sure you
weren’t next, because of doing something stupid. One was lost in "65 in combat before |
got there, and a fourth was lost after I left, it due to a poor flare storage/ejection design (if
the pilot had been able to eject the burning flares with a switch in the cockpit, the results of
at least this last incident would have been different).

In all my SEA flying, there was never an occasion when 1 didn’t have at least one
gun to fire when I needed it, and I only experienced one aircraft system malfunction — an
inconsequential right engine oil pressure drop near the end of a mission. The pressure drop
could have meant oil pump failure with impending engine failure, but it turned out to be
only a faulty gage. Pursuing the “If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” philosophy, | didn’t shut the
engine down until we were safely on the ground and taxiing on the runway. Because of
the difficulty with directional control of a one-engine-out, tail wheeled, twin engine aircrafi
(versus that of a similar nose wheeled aircraft), we had to be towed to our parking area by a
tug, but not before the crew chief wore himself out running alongside the tail and pushing
against the elevator to hold the aircraft in a semi-straight direction — something I couldn’t
effect in the cockpit with braking — until we got off the runway. In retrospect, I (and the
crew chief) wish that I had waited until we were clear of the runway to shut down the
engine. These aircraft and gun performance records were typical throughout the Squadron,
and are a testimonial to the quality of the equipment (though some of it very old) that we
were provided, and to the care given it by the Squadron’s maintenance personnel, crew
chiefs, and gunners.

However, one of my gunners was convinced that some day (night) we would have
an engine failure on takeoff to the north over DaNang harbor and the China Sea. We were
always at max. allowable weight of 29,500 Ibs for takeofT at sea level with a crew of six,
8hrs. fuel, 50,000 rounds of ammo, 60 aerial flares and five ground flares. The aircraft
seemed to him to labor to gain altitude at Climb Power with two engines, and he didn’t
believe that we could get back to the base on one engine, even at Max. Power, such that we
would have to ditch. Because we didn’t carry any water survival gear like life vests,
because he didn’t know how to swim, and because he had a deathly fear of drowning, he
requested (and was granted) transfer to a more land-locked base. He wasn’t afraid of
combat, just of drowning. I liked the guy and hated to lose him, but what else could I do,
after assuring him that we could make it on one engine, besides forward his request?

A few thoughts in closing: The AC-47 anti-personnel, close-air-support mission
was, for the most part (even though it was crude by today’s standards) well conceived,
planned, and executed. The truck interdiction mission had none of these attributes. Even
the above, more technologically advanced and sophisticated C-130 version, had little
justification for being there. It was like trying to stop an ant hill food supply project by
hindering, maybe killing, one ant in the supply chain at a time, randomly, and only after
dark. But, we were just a small part of the big picture. Because of diplomacy, B-52
saturation bombing, as was used in North Vietnam, was not possible, and smart bombs
didn’t exist then. Thus, in Laos in particular, we felt more like a tactical nuisance than a
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meaningful part of a strategic effort. In other words, if the Vietnam War can be thought of
as a conflict between two cavalries, we were more like a horse fly to their supply train - a
pain in the ass, but not really a threat. On the other hand, perhaps we were like a horseshoe
nail in our own cavalry’s effort - contributing a small, but essential, part thereto. Who
knows? But in either case, our lot was not unlike that of the noble futility described in
Tennyson's CHARGE OF THE LIGHT BRIGADE — *Ours was not to wonder why. Ours
was but to do or die.” And I (listen to the drum roll) am proud to have been an Air
Commando.

The following article, titled “Revolutionary Road”, appeared in the March
2008 issue of the Smithsonian Magazine. The first two pages of the article feature a
picture of a stretch of the Ho Chi Minh Trail that could very well be the portion I'm
talking about in the bottom paragraph on my page 25. The Dong Ha mentioned in the
Smithsonian at its page 64 is the same | picture and describe on page 27 through the top
third of page 30 of my Memoir.

The author of “Revolutionary Road™ may have seen only portions of the road
and assumed that what he saw at one location (evidence of carpet bombing in the NVN
portion for example) was typical for the entire length from NVN to Cambodia. Asl
cite on page 25, this was not the case in Laos in 1966. It is possible that in later years
the agreement with Laos disallowing discharge of ordinance outside of 50 yds. of either
side of the road was aborted. but I doubt it.

You may notice other differences (and similarities) with what | have said about
the past. In any case, | stand behind what 1 have written, so read the article for
information about what is true now and take comments about the past “with a grain of
salt.”
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