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The rain was SO ;nc:essan1 that if one c·losed one'!oI eye.'I long enough, it could have been 

VielnlUTl 1968 in &~bent. Instead it wa~ Vo''f, Rc~taurlnt in Oakland's t.."hinatown on a wintry 

Saturday afternoon. Three former pIJots fur AIr Amenca had come to set the record straight 

regarding the oft-maJigned airline, once the WIngs for 1he Ct'lltra! InlcJhgcncc Agency In 

Indochma: 

Former pilots Vince Clark and Marvin "Windy" \Vingrove, of Novaul. Clthf. botb also 

World War II flyers - Wingrove flew P"~'s in Afrii,:a and P·51·s in Europe - place Ii lot of the 

blame for the bad rap that Air America has received. us a mYsterious. secretive, drog·running 

. ". "~nd of nusfit ro~ues. In several comers 

First and foremost was the lQ90 enrrullC!! flhm release AIR AMERICA, Sli/TrinK M~1 

nl~son and Robert Downey. jr .. which, unlike the very inf'orm8tivt: book by Christopher 

Robbins from whIch It was adapted, most Air America pilots term "entcrtainmenf' atbesl. 

·'The wor.t on the street wa~ that lloJlyw,-'oo had 11 out for the CJA and Since WI;! were an 

ex\en§lM ofthat, we got the brunt of it:" siud former Air Amenca pilot and Richmond, Calif 

resldem Joe Mish who flew in Vietnam between 1964 and '67. 

Willie Porker of Filitfield-Sijis~an. Calif.. j(mneT Air AJnerica crew chief, WIlS not 

enterblined by it in the least Parker, today a San ];rancil:OCo lnlernationalAIrpon-bascd aircraft 

~1'stems maintenance oontroller rC~Ponsiblt: for the air-wnrthinCKs of United Airlines' entire 
--~ 

worldWJde fleet. put it succinctly: " 

Ulfyou showed the fill1l AIR AMERICA and took away C:vcryth1l1g the ac;tors dld -then 

YQU wd . Air America didn't do that' - that would ~ft\isfy me," 

--.~----
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The film did a lot. the 8"H'tors fed. to fiirthcr Air America's negative image. It would 

have one believe that AA flew for personal profit the opium hafvc8t of the Hmong tribes people 

they often ferried in Laos from one: battle to the next 

Whjle some Air America pilots freely admll that opium conceivably could have been 

transported. they deny that anyone at Air America pf(lfited from it. as was portrayed in the film. 

". never knowingly transp0J'tt:d any upturn," said (unner Air America chnpper pilot Ted 

Ht:lJmers from his borne in San Diego. from which he selJs rea) e.state since a helicopter crash not 

ot his own Inaking terminated his Clueer flYlntt with lhe I cos Angele5 County Fife Dept. 

"1 went lookmg lor a new car and the sa)e~nan'nat nut insisted that I hauled dope all over ., 

Southca.<;t Asia!' added Wingrove. who. at 78, suy~ lhlS\ 10day he "works awful hard doing 

nothing" 

He wnrtcd very bard, though. 01 flving the noted Ben 204 and 205 ("HueyH) series 

hdico'jlten in Southellst Asia along with the fixed winl$ C~47 "Gooney Bird" and DC-3 out of 

Sl1igon. Vientiane, Lans and Udorn, Tha,)and. where Air AmerIca had one of its ba~es. 

"We didn't have the tim!! nor tb~ right to search anvone' Ii baggage when we tru,nsported 

them Plus there was a war g(ling 011." sind Clark, who, fit 76, is alsu retired. 

After retiring 8S a pilot for the F S Ajr Force, Clark flew the seven-seater "Twin Beech," 

C-46. 47 and De Havilland Caribuu cargo plane fur Air America. 

Another factor that contributed 1() the mystcflotJs nllsunderstandings flung Air America's 

way lay in the Laos connection to the war. According to author Robbins. it was the scc.rctive 

nature of the action in the land-locked country. Laos was, aner .U, a war that, on paper. nover 

existed and much (,f what Air America carried out thorc; remains claasified to this day. Journalists 

were allowed no ac:eoss to their missions. That was quite contrary. as documentaries have Mown 
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and correspondents have related. to Vietnam. Th.: media posn::d to Laos con!t1untly tried to 

uccrtain what Air America WB.1Oi up to, but to no ava)!. 

Midi. a 66-year-old building contcactDr who new the TWin lleech and DC-3s during his 

time in Air America, 8180 llOSl-USAJ'. stresses that Air America did far wester good than bbd, 

"We were roguish. sure. Dut, because of that and the fact that we were civdulflS. th.llt 

meant that we did things that rc~uhlf piJolS either couldn't ur dIdn't want to do," 

Midt does admit that Air America pilots often "p"lIcd the devils tail," as he termed it. 

"I wou.ld fly down back rUlld~ with all empty load 1ft 0. Twjn Beech and t]) through Viet 

Cong road blocks. r d look right intu thear faces u~ they would he swmgmg around to tire." 

He recalled one mission where has DC·) r-ervt.:d as a troop transport takmg some badly 

needed replacements to It praclical1y deserted uutpO<l1 near the DMZ in Quans fri Province. I lis 

wa.<r; a mission that not only regular Air l"olce pilots did not wan.~ they wouldn't hlive had 

pennission b'l1lnted them even if they had. Mish flew IU the outpost with no lights so as t() aven 8 

Viet Cong attack in a tropical downpour typl<.:al of Vll.'tnam. Visibiltty. accordIng to Mish. was 

near ~o. But the replacements got to the deserted outpcmt safely. A year or so later It famous 

siege involving the U.S. M8rine~ and a massive loss of hie would take pJace JO 1he outpost that 

came to be known 8S Khe SlIJlh, 

"I u!iCd to say that I'd rather be lucky than smart," Mlsb admits. "You can be sman as 

hell and sull get shot. Lucky will get you home,' 

"1 always felt sorry for those anny guy" Th~y had to be there. If we didn't like Ii, we;: 

could have gone home any time we wanted," added Clark. 

"'Not that I cared so much fur the CJA." stud Mish, --but they did do it lot of b<Ood thsngs, 

.. 
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Some of those &DOd things included h&vJng AA fly U.S. Embassy staff'in aircraft, some 

of which WIlS antiquated enough to have hcen riah1 out of World War U, 

Personnel, whether brass or troops. were carted from one strategic poinllo another in 

ViCltnam, Laos and Cambodia. They a1»0 1ranllported stafffor the United State§ Agency for 

lntertlational Development from one vmage to another. USAID took it upon itseJf to supply 

villages with everything from vast1y needed foodst:llff.~ to materiel with which to repair villes that 

had been blown asunder by the war. Their job. Indochina hands agree. WBli one of positive 

psychological warfare. designed, as President Lyndon Johnson had declared. to "win hearts and 

lninds," 

Perhaps. in the case of US AT D's agendu. hearts and minds were won, even ifonly 

temporarily and until the next firelight when the VC dest.roycd their homes apin. Nonetheless. 

Air America. its pilots say~ facihtatcd that good. whether it meant bringing in cement for 

buildings or riee for impoverished villagers to cat 

Air Amerita did its rair share in rotating many of America's soldiers out oflndochina 

and back bome as well. 

"One time I was up at Dong Ha on the 1111 Parallel and flew a bunch of Marines out. 

They were e1')'ina. saying 'I'm going home: Man they were so g,rateful:' Clark recalls. 

Along with the pain and suffering tbat war brings. unbelievably. there is, combatants lire 

quiek to point out. always a degree of humor that exudes from t.he camaraderie developed in 

combat situations. Air America personnel were no dHTerent in that regard. 

Wingrove. in Southeast Asia as early as 1959. proved that '!'Oint manv times over. While 

stm a U.S. Army pilot, he was charged with flying around Laos in a "weJJ-used" PIper Apache 

the 1ate volunteer Dr. Tom DtlOley, who later wrote three books about the care he administered to 
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tht!l indigenous tribes of Soulheast Asia dunng the FJVncb ind.ochina War. The plane hdd been a 

Sift of the citJzcnry of St. Lows, Mo. 

Wingrove, who joined Air America 1n 196~ and stayed with the ouUit until )974. can 

move from thoughts of the doctor to laughter in no time. 

LeJ flew piss from one village to the next In Vie1nll1n for ()nc whole week." he Stiys over It 

bottle ofB. Muoi Be. (33) Beer, the likes ..>fwhich GIs drank in Vietnam. "Every damn take..on~ 

it never failed. By the lime I would gel to the end 01 the runway. thoy W()uJd crap everywhere. 

TIle next week 1 new rice around. nt be damned if, right after thEll. nce aldnt start grOWlllg 

right there in the 11oorboarch olihe phtnc.' 
\ 

But WjnP1ove'~ treQurc chest of stories doc!\. nOl stop \\-'Jth hlms~lf 

"Anybody ever tc:)) you about Shukcy Celhoul)? . he asks ..... ~hakcy was a C-47 pilot. .He; 

smoked. III 1967 you weren't anybody ;'1 Air America Ut1icss you bad a gold Rolex. [hey Wel.; 

950 buck!; in those days. One day he took u11' his walch tu ftdmlTe 11, got a cIgarette, reached 10 

his pocket and got a book of mdtchcs with only one: match. He lit the cIgarette and tossed. his 

Rolex right out lhe window of his plane. The last blne 1 SI:I.W him he said he W~b1 gOlDg to bronze 

that match and put it on hifi mantle tbr stupidity s sah.. ' 

When the laughter dies down and another IUund of 33 is (,rdered. even Wmgro\'c brets 

serious "n.erc was one thing you never got used to:' be says. "Oetting shot at, 

Even though the genera) reputation that followed AJr Americ;;a llilots home aller th-=;r 

tDUIS ended was shroud!.!d in mystery, Itt least for Clark and Mish. nothing they dld to their 

knowledae was termed classified. Since Wingrove ilew out of t.aos. he cannot suy l~ s.ame. 

Also. as with the regular Gis. nothina they did rut them in any different stead with their 

families when they returned. 



"There was no connection." said Mish. "We'd he sitting there watching the evening news 

and-it was all Vietnam. l'd say. 'that's where 1 was last week T might be ac'ing 8 linlr: s.quirrely 

now cause "m going beck.' There wa.~ no recogni1ion or acknowledgment. It was really strange. 

They just didn't get it." 

What was it then, tha1 enticed ahis remarkable crew of men, all now middle-aged or 

scniOTli. to take the risks that the\' dId in the name of Air AI'n~nc.;a? 

"As faf as 1 was concerned. it was JUst as challenging as nying combat In the Ale Force. 

When vou cracked that 300·foot ceihng. when ther\! we~ no rcal good lLS (instrument landmg) 

or landmg strip. when you took a load in on a real ~hort runway, it r",lt pretty good. J lold myself 

'man J did something .... said Clark. 

(Air America pi10ls were notorious for bringing their aircraft in safet)', 1ambn~ on 

runways so short or at such high aJ1jtudcs lhat it defied logic that they could walk away from the 

planes), 

"One good thina about flying over there wa\ that if you lived through the tirsl year or so, 

you really got proficient because you flew hundreds or hours. 1 looked at myoId Joahook the 

other dDv. Twenty-one lege; in the {Mekong} Delta in cleven hours," he saui. 

"We were a une--man band too.~· added Mish, "Do the paperwork, run the passengers' 

manife~t. put oil in the engine. Can you imagine that? 1n 8 bJeeptn' war zone?" 

Tn all, Ab' America Jost some 242 personnel in Indochina, Yet you will find none of the 

names of those who Save their lives on the wall orthe Vietnam Veterans Memorial in 

WashiDb'lOn. D.C. That was bocause of the unofficial nature ofthcir work. and because the CIA 

employed tbem as ci\liUe pilots, though most of them had previouS military backsrounds, 
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1 don't know ifour KIA!'> nut bcio!: recognized anilers me or not," said Clark. "We were 

I..IVlhllDf, ""to jOt paid well lind knew what we wc:rc doin!,! •. 

Again. we could a)ways go h(lme whereas those guys couldn't," Clark cmphKsized, 

,hey flam «lome solace in the fael thut there is a ml:morial to those lU!ll at the Unjver~itv 

of Texas at Dallas, It is there that the Air Amt:rlC8 Archives are hou.~, 

in spite 01 that, for muny AA flyers and ground crew, lherc remains something about 

then ume In Indochina that never }cav~ tbem~ that oven CIIU8e~ them to look back. not on'v 

humorou~ly through way, 85 Wingrove can, but wlstfulJ-v 

"J Jowd it," said Clark. whose first wiie and dll'..Ightcr ' .... erc aclually fleflrh:y in Hong 

.Kong and Bangkok during his time in Vietnam, IronKul1y, hi~ r..ooond Wife j~ a VletruuncI;e 

natJona} with whom he had worked lit the Defense AttEichc Office oflhe U S. Pmba~.sv in Saigon . .. 

aner 1973 when he WBS grounded for high blood pressure The" happened to meet again bv 

chance in 1975 at Camp Pendleton, Callf where the first w'ave of Vietn8rnes~ refugees was s~nt 

_ftef SaJyun feJl to communist fortes on April 30 of1hat yellT 

Clark left VjC~itnam two weeks before the fall, but feeJs glad that Air America'5 ain;raft 

wen: able to puJJ 8,-; mllllY Vietnamese ,wh{} had been loyal to the U S out during the last weeks 

'At the very end we were able to a,;ct Qut people who we thought wou1d he at risk C· 

14) 's were brihlin£ klns of equipment into Sai{,'on, dumping it and going back 10 Clark Field 

{the Philippmes} empty, St.) were able to get some (If those peo~'le on those "lanes, 

He was on one when he len VIetnam for Guam on 14 April. 

"1 rode in a C-] 30 with no scat~. aU the baggage was in the back, hundreds of refugees 

knli'C \0 knee. Hundreds. We were so overloaded we were gh"d to get to Guam." 

Gt;007 

.. 



ial 008 

Mar. 01 1999 03:17PM. ~ 

bUi CiRIk's connection with the first wave of Vietnamese refug~s did not ~Lop there. He 

stayed with them until toucbin" down at EJ Turo Marine Corps Air Station. CaHf. and was 

hussed aJongslde them to Camp Pendlcton where the famuus Tent City was erected, 

He and others Jcft behind au incredjble legacy. 

'Some of the guys up in Lao~ wen: there over ten years. What an amazing career. Ten 

years ot getting shot at every day," reflected Mish 

In fact. one of the oil-reprinted images of the faJI (')1' Saigun is the Jast rotor-winsed 

aIrcraft out of South Vietnam before the commun;st encroachment Jt is that of a gray-colored 

1 Juey. atop a building, rotor at bay while frantic Vietnamcse are c1i1nbiny a ladder to its launch 

pad, scnunblinglo board her. The buildmg, often n"listakeo fur the rooftop of the U.S. Embassy, 

In tact. was that ofthe Air France office. One unmjst~kRble fact. however. is that it was an Air 

America .helicopter flnwn by an Air America pilot. whose identity is stm being debated He did 

nDt have to be there yet chose to. 

foday, former Air America personnel and their fltlnihes arc lobhying the u.s. Postal 

ServIce In hopes of getting thai famou~ photo issued a!' a stamp m recognition oflhClr deeds, not 

only In lndochin~ but a1\er World WaT II and durinl! Korea. when they flew as rivil AiT 

Transport. CAT was sn alrhne whoSt: own roots !\prang from Flying Tigers General Claire 

Chenault Anyone tnterested jn lea.rmng mClre about AIr ."menta can log onto the web site oflhe 




