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TBe ra‘inlv{ms §0 incessant that \if one closed one’s eyes long enough, it could have been
Vietnam 1968 in a heartbeat. Instead it was Vo s Restaurant in Oakland’s Chinatown on a wintry
Suturday aflemoon. Three former pilots for Arr Amenca had come to set the record siraight
regarding the oft-maligned airlinc, ence the wings for the Centra! Intelligence Agency in
Indochine

Former pilots VVEnce Clark and Marvin “Windy” Wingrove, of Novato, Calif , both also
World War 11 flyers - Wingrove flew I’ 387s in Africa and P-517s in Europe - place a lot of the

blame for the bad rap that Air Aincnica has received, as a mvsierious, secretive, drug-running
. ~

7 “*“band of misfit rogues, 1n several corners

First and foremost was the 1990 Casrolica Films rclease AIR AMERICA, starring Mel
(iibson and Robert Downey, Jr.. which, unitke the very informative book by Chnistopher
Robbins from which it was adapted, most Air Amcrica pilots term “entertainment” at best.

“The ward on the street was that Hollywood had it out for the CIA and since we were an
extensinn of that, we got the brunt of it,” smd fn;mcr Air Amenca pilot and Richmond, Calif.
resident Joc Mish who flew in Vietnam between 1964 and '67.

Willie Parker of Fairfield-Sutssan, Calif., former Air America crew chicf, was not
entertained by it in the Jeast. i’arker, today a San Jrancisco Iniernational Airpon-based al'réra‘ﬂ

systems mainienance controller rcsbonsible for the air-worthincss of United Airlines’ entire

worldwide fleet, put it succinctly: -

“If you showéed the film AIR AMERICA and took away bycrythilxg the actors did - then

you-sm'd “Air América didn’t do that’ - that would sausfy me.”
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The film did a lot, the aviators fex!, to further Air America’s ncgative image. 1t would
have one believe that AA flew for personal profit the opium harvest of the Imong tribes people
they often ferried 1n Laos from one battle to the next.

Whle some Air Amenica pilots {recly admit that opium conceivably could have been
transported, they deny that anyone at Air America profited from it, as was portrayed in the film.

“} never knowingly transported any upium.” said former Air America chopper pilot Ted
Helimers from his home in San Diego. from which he sells real estate since a helicopter crash not
of his own making terminated his career flving with the Los Angeles Countv Fire Dept.

1 went looking for a new car and the saie;}man’ﬂal ou! insisted that 1 hauled dope all over
Southeast Asia,” added Wingrove. who, at 78, say« that today he “works awful hard doing
nothing

He worked very hard. though, st {lving thc noted Bcll 204 and 205 (“Huey™) series
helicopters in Southeast Asia along with the {ixed wing C-47 “Gooney Bird” and DC-3 owt of
Saigon. Vientiane, Laos and Udorn, Thailand, wherc Air America had one of its bases.

“We didn’t have the time nor the right to scarch anyone s baggage when we transported
them. Plus there was a war going on.” sad Clark, who, at 76, 1s also retired.

After retiring as a pilot for the U'S Ajr Forcc, Clark flew the seven-seater “Twin Beech,”
C-46. 47 and De Havilland Caribou cargo planc for Air America.

Another factor that contributed to the mystcrious misunderstandings flung Air America’s
way lay in the Laos connection to the war. According to author Robbins, it was the sccretive
nature of the action in the land-locked country. Laos was, after all, 8 war that, on paper, never
cxisted and much of what Air America carried out there remains classified to this day. Joumalists

were allowed no access to their missions. That was quitc contrary, as documentaries have shown -
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and correspondents have rclated, to Vietnam. The media posted to Laos constuntly tried to
asceriain what Air America was up to, but (o no avail,

Mish, a 66-year-old building contractor who flew the Twin Beech and DC-3s during his
time in Air America, also post-USAJ, stresses that Air America did far greater good than bad.

“We were rognish, surc. But, becausc of that and the fact that we were civihans, that
meant that we did things that regulur pilots either couldn’t or didn’t want 10 do.”

Mish does adinit that Air America pilots often “pulled the devils tail,” as he tenned it.

“J would fly down back roads with an empiy load 1n a Twin Beech and fly through Viet
Cong road blocks. I'd Jook right intu their faces ay they would be swinging around to fire.”

He recalled one imssion wherc his DC-3 s:érwd as a troop trunsport taking some badly
needed replacements to a practically desericd outpost near the DMZ 1n Quang 'n Province. lis
was a mission that not only regular Air Force pilots did not want, they wouldn't huve had
permission granted ﬁmm even if they had. Mish flcw 10 the outpost with no lights 5o as to avert a
Viet Cong attack in a tropical downpour typical of Victnam. Visibility, according to Mish, was
neur zero. But the replacements got to the deserted outpost safely. A year or so later a famous
sicge involving the LS. Marines and a massive loss of liic would 1akc place in the outposi that
came to be known gs Khe Sanh.

“ used to say that I'd rather be lucky than smart,” Mish admits. *“You can be smart as
hell and sull get shot. Lucky will get you home. -

“1 always felt sorry for those anny guys. They had to be there. If we didn’t likc i, we
could have gone home any time we wanted,” added Clark.

“Not that | cared so much for the CJA,” sard Mish, “but they did do a lot of good things.
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Same of those good things included having AA fly U.S. Embassy staff in aircrafl, some
of which was antiquated enough to have boen right out of World War I1.

Personnel, whether brass or truops, were carted from one strategic point to another in
Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. They also iransported staff for the United States Agency for
Inernational Development from one village to another. USAID took it upon itself to supply
villages with everything from vastly needed foodstuffs to materiel with which {0 repair villes that
had been blown asunder by the war. Their job, Indochina hunds agree, was one of positive
psychological warfare, designed, as President Lyndon Johnson had déclared, to “win hearts aﬁd
minds.”

“

Perhaps, in the case of USATD’s agendu, hearts and minds were won, even if only
temporanly and until the next fircfight when the VC destroyed their homes again. Nonetheless,
Air America, its pilots say, facilitated (hat good. whether it meant bringing in cement for
buildings or rice for impoverished villagers to eat.

Air America did its fair share in rotating many of America’s soldicrs out of Indochina
and back home as well.

“One time 1 was up at Dong Ha on the 17" Paralle] and flew a bunch of Marines out.
They were crying, saying ‘I’m going home.’ Man thcy were so grateful,” Clark recalls.

Along with the pain and suffering that war brings, unbeli¢vably, there is, combatants arc
quick to point out, always a degree of humor that cxudes from the camaraderie developed in
combat situations. Air America personnel were no different in that regard.

Wingrove, in Southeast Asia as early as 1959, proved that point many times over. While
stil a U.S. Army pilot, he was charged with flying around Laos in a “well-used” Piper Apache

the 1ate volunteer Dr. Tom Dooley, who later wrote three books about the care he administcred to
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the indigenous tribes of Southcast Asia dunng the French Indochina War The plane had been a
gift of the cinzenry of St. Lows, Mo.

Wingrove, who joined Air Amcrica in 1965 and stayed with the oullit until 1974, can
* move from thoughts of the doctor to laughter in no umc.

“] flew pigs from onc village to the next in Vieinam for onc whole week,” he says over a
bottle of Ba Muoi Ba (33) Beer, the likes of which Gls drunk in Vietnam. “Every damn take-off,
it never failed By the time I would get to the end o1 the runway, they would crap cverywhere,
The next week ! flew rice around. I'l! be damned 1f, nght after that, rice didn 't start growing
right there in the floorboards ot the planc.’

But Wingrove’s treasure chest of stories di)cs pot Stop with himseif.

“Anybody ever tcl} you about Shukey Cathoun? " hc asks. “Shakey was a C-47 pilot. He
smoked. In 1967 you weren’t apybody in Air America unicss you had a gold Rolex, I‘héy were
950 bucks in those days. One day he ook ofT his walch (o admire i1, got a cigarefie, reached in
his pocket and got a book of matches with only onc match. He lit the cigaretie and tossed his
Rolex right out the window of his plane, The last time 1 saw him he said he was going 1o bronze
that match and put it on his mantle for stupidity s sake.’

When the laughter dics down and another round of 33 is ordered, even Wingrove gets
serious. “Therc was ohc thing you never got used to,” he says. “Getting shot at.”

Evcn though the general reputation that folowed Air America pilots home aticr ther
tours ended was shrouded in mystery, at least for Clark and Mish, nothing they did to their
knowlédgc was termed cln.‘?-siﬁed« Since Wingrove flew out of Laos, he cannot suy the same.

Also, as with the regular Gls, nothing they did put them in any different stead with their

families when they returned.
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“There was no connection,” said Mish. “We'd be sitting there walching the evening news
and-it was all Vietnam, 1’d say. "that’s wherc 1 was last week T might be acting a !ittle squi rrely
now cause I'm going back.” There was no recognition or scknowledgment. It was really strange.
They just didn't get it.” |

What was it then, that enticed this remarkable crew of inen, all now middle-aged or
semors, to take the risks that thev did in the name of Air Amenca?

“As far as 1 was concerned, it was just as challenging as flying combat i the Air Force,
When vou cracked that 300-foot ceiling, when there was no real good ILS (instrument landing)
or landing strip, when you took a load in on e real short runway, it felt pretty good. ] told myself
‘man ] did something.”” said Clark. |

(Air America pilots were notorious for bringing their aircraft in safely, landing on *
runways so short or at such high altitudcs that it defied logic that they could walk away from the
planes).

“One good thing about flying over there was that, if you lived through the first vcar or so,
vou really got proficient becausc you flew hundreds of hours, | looked at my old loghook the
other dov. Twenty-one legs in the {Mckong} Delta in clcven hours,” he said,

“We were a one-man band too.” added Mish, “Do the paperwork, run the passengers’
manifest, put oil in the engine. Can you imaginc that? In a bleepin’ war zone?”

In all. Alr America lost some 242 personnel in Indochina. Yet you will find nonc of the
names of those who gave their lives on the wall of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial in
Washington, D.C. That was because of the unofficial naturc of their work, and because the C1A

employed them as civilian pilots, though most of them had previous military backgrounds.
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i don't know if our KIAs not being recognized angers me or not, ™" said Clark. “We werc
vivilians who got paid well and knew what we were doing ~

“Again, we could always go hume whereas those puys couldn’t,” Clark emphasized.

i hey gain some solace in the fact thut there §s @ memorial to those lost at the University
of 'texas at Dallas. 1t is there that the Air America Archives are housed.

in spite of that, for many AA flyers and pround crew, there remains something about
therr ume in {ndochina that never lcaves them; that cven causes them to look back, not onlv
humorously through war, as Wingrove can, but wistfully.

“1'loved 11, said Clark, whose first wiie gnd daughter were actually nearby in Hong
kony and Bangkok during his time in Vietnam. Ironically, his second wife 5+ a Vietnamese
nationa) with whom he had worked at the Defensc Attsche Office of the U S. Embassy in Saigop
after 1973 when he was grounded for high biood pressure ‘They happencd 1o meet agsin by
chance in 1975 at Camnp Pendleton, Calif where the first wave of Vietnamese refugees was sent
stter Saigon fell to communist forces on April 30 of that vear

Clark left Vietnam two weeks before the fali, but feels glad that Air America’s aircraft
were ablo to pull as many Vietnamese who had been loyal to the U S out doring the last weeks

At the very end we were able to get out people who we thought would be at risk C-

14]’s were bringing tons of equipment into Saigon. dumping it and going back te Clark Field
{the Philippines} empty. So were able (o get some of thosc people on those planes.

He was on one when he lefl Vietnain for Guam on 14 April.

“] rade in & C-130 with no scals, al) the baggage was in the back, hundreds of refugees

knoe 10 knee. Hundreds. We were so overloaded we were glad to get to Gusm
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Isut Clark’s connection with the first wave of Victnamese refugees did not slop there. He
stayed with them until touching down at El Toro Marine Curpé Air Station, Calif. and was
hussed alongside them to Camp Pendicton wherc the fumous Tent City was erected.

He and others Icfl behind an incredible Jegacy.

‘Some of the guys up in Laos were there over ten years. What an amazing career. Ten
vears of getting shot at every day.” reflecied Mish

In fact, one of the oft-reprinted images of the fall of Saigon is the Jast rotor-winged
arrcraft out of South Vietnam before the communist cncroachment It is that of a gray~colorec£
Huey, atop 8 building, rotor at bay whilc frantic Viemamcsc are climbing a ladder 1o its launch
pad, scrambling to board her. The building, often .mistakcn for the rooflop of the U.S. Embassy,
in fact, was that of the Air France office. Onc unmistakable fact, however, is that it was an Air
America helicopter {lown by an Air Amcrica pilot, whose identity is still being debated He did
not have to be there vet chose 10,

Today, former Air America personnci and their fainilies are lobbying the .S, P?mml
Service in hopes of getting that famous photo issucd as a stamp n recognition of their deeds, not
only in Indochina, but atier World War il and during Korea, when they flew as Civil Air
Transport. CA'l' was an airline whose own roots sprang from Flying Tigers General Claire
Chenault. Anyone interesied in learmng more about Air America ¢an log onto the web site of the

Atr America ASSOCIBUON. WWW. alf-8INcricd.org.





