
oday, after 25 years, I still remember 
in detail the first time 1 saw him. I 
have often wondered why. It is the 

same with my wife, hut with few others. I 
certainly never knew at the first meeting the 
impact either would have on my life-but 
this man has been with me these many years, 
in my decisions and in many of my efforts 
to sort out what I wanted to be. I'd like to 
share with you a part of his life I shared, 
and some things I learned from him about 
leadership. 

1 had arrived in Vietnam the day before. 
Never had I experienced such heat. It was 
as if someone had covered me with a hot, 
steamy wool blanket. There was no sleep- 
ing that night because of the heat, the excite- 

ment and the persistent chirping sound in 
my room. I thought it must be some way- 
ward birds. When the sun came up, I found 
my walls covered with lizards. Singing liz- 
ards? Indeed, it was a reptile rhapsody that 
had serenaded me that first night. 

I was joining the 57th Medical Detach- 
ment (Helicopter Ambulance), which had 
arrived in Vietnam in April of 1962. Since 
then, they had struggled for operational def- 
inition, recognition and permanence. There 
were those who coveted their brand-new 
helicopters and many who felt that the med- 
evac (medical evacuation) mission should be 
a part-time mission. Their primary mission 
was American casualties, and since there 
were few of them at this time, these folks 

believed that the medevac birds should be 
fitted with convertible red crosses and used 
for other missions when there were no casu- 
alties to carry. The unit was holding its own 
and had become known as Dust Off. This 
radio call sign had no particular significance. 
I t  had been picked from a list of call signs 
and kept to avoid confusion. When some- 
one called (or Dust Off, everyone h e w  it 
was for a casualty. Maj. Charles L. Kelly 
was the communder. 

Early the next morning, I reported to Tan 
Son Nhut airfield where I saw my first Dust 
Off clearing the end of the runway. They 
told me it was Maj. Kelly going on a mis- 
sion, We were at lunch when he joined us. 

Charles Kelly was a small man-very 
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of stored or soldier-carried ammunition and 
the potential for "cook-off-unintentional 
ignition in the chamber of a gun heated by 
firing. In respect to the first question, it ap- 
pears that the caseless rounds may actually 
be less dangerous when hit by enemy firr, 
since there is no shrapnel from a brass or 
plastic case, and the propellant bums mildly 
at atmospheric pressure. Frequency of cook- 
off was a problem in the early NATO tests, 
where a nitroiellulose-based propellant was 
used. The propellant now used, however, is 
a moderated high explosive, more resistant 
to external heat effects by a factor of ten, so 
that cook-off does not become a problem 
until around 100 shots have been fired. 

m The Steyr-Mandicher ACR was the 
most obscure of the four designs before the 
recent release of details. Its lines are sugges- 
tive of the 5 .Srnm Steyr AUG, the Current 
Austrian standard rifle, but it is radically dif- 
ferent inside, being optimized to fire a sa- 
botedflkhette througha5.56-mmborefrom 
an inside-primed plastic case. The ammu- 
nition is about 60 percent lighter than the 
M855 U.S.iNAT0 round. 

The flkhette-sabot assembly is similar to 
that in the AAI ammunition, except that it is 
held together in the bore by a plastic boot, 
rather than an "0 ring. .4 plastic head cen- 
ters the assembly in the cylindrical plastic 
case, which is 45-mm long. The most un- 
usual feature of the round is the ring-shaped 
primer positioned at the bottom interior of 
the case and reminiscent of some patented 
inside-primed systems of the mid-nineteenth 
century. The fixed firing pin crushes the 
side of the case and the aluminum primer 
cup as the weapon's rising chamber comes 
into battery. The remains of the cup and 
the plastic case head are blown out of the 
muzzle. 

Like the AAI weapon, the Steyr is ri- 
fled with a very slow twist (one turn in 100 
inches). primarily to aid sabot separation at 
the muzzle. The muzzle velocity of the 10.2- 
grain steel flhchette is about 4.900 fps, at a 
nominal working pressure of 60.000 psi. 

The high muzzle velocity produces a tra- 
jectory so flat out to 600 meters that eleva- 
tion adjustments were not deemed necessary 
for themultipower ( I .5X  and 3.5X) telescop- 
ic sight. The velocity is a product of work- 
ing pressures higher than considered safe in 
conventional weapons. In the Steyr ACR, 
however, the case is completely enclosed in 
the rising chamber, which is cammed in and 
out of battery by a gas-actuated slide piece 
and locked by a pin through chamber exten- 
sions In the Steyr entrapped gas system, the 
piston is fixed, with a sleeve around the bar- 
rel acting as a moving gas cylinder wall. and 
the slide piece as an integral extension. The 

fixed firing pin operates through an appro- 
priately shaped hole at the rear of the cham- 
ber. The mechanism is a simple one with 
relatively few moving parts and can be com- 
pletely disassembled without tools. The Steyr 
ACR fires semiautomatically or in three- 
round bursts only, and the push-through fire 
selector just behind the trigger is on safety 
in the leftmost position. 

he after end of the long combination rib 
and carrying handle atop the Steyr T weapon incorporates a mount for the 

optical sight or an iron peep sight and serves 
as a sighting plane in snap shooting. A well 
has been designed into the muzzle end of 
the stock to accommodate muzzlelaunched 
ordnance, such as rifle grenades. 

Overall length of the Steyr ACR is 30.12 
inches, and it weighs 7.12 pounds without 
sights or magazine. Weight with the opti- 
cal sight and a loaded 24-round magazine is 
8.49 pounds. 

Two other entries were originally included 
in the ACR technoloo demonstration pro- 
gram, but development troubles caused them 
to miss the deadlines for hardware submis- 
sion, and those contracts are in the process of 
terniination, according to Vernon E. Shisler, 
ACR project leader at ARDECs Close Com- 
bat Armaments Center. One of the designs 
dropped was by McDonnell Douglas Heli- 
copter Co. and was the only other multiple- 
projectile proposal, a semiautomatic-only 
weapon firing multiple flechettes telescoped 
into a plastic case. The other canceled de- 
sign was from AIIES, Inc.. the firm founded 
by virtuoso arms inventor Eugene Stoner, 
who created the M16. The ARES proposal 
was for a mule-compensated weapon, fir- 
ing telescoped, plastic-cased ammunition 
similar to Steyr's. but with full-time tracing. 

The Ft. Benning tests are a cooperative 
venture of ARDEC, the Army Training and 
Doctrine Command (TRADOC) and the 
Joint Service Small Arms Program (JSSAP), 
and will be carried out by Army and Air 
Force teams. The Navy. Marine Corps and 
Coast Guard are monitoring the experiment, 
but not participating. As a t e t  control mea- 
sure? some of the teams will fire the service 
standard M16A2. 

The new test range, which will eventually 
become a TRADOC asset, provides targets 
at ranges from 25 to 600 meters. The experi- 
ment will take place over three range bands 
-25 to 75 meters: 75 to 36, meters; and 300 
to 600 meters. Firing teams at the shortest 
ranges will use snap shooting techniques 
from a standing position against both single 
and multiple targets appearing in rapid se- 
quence for brief periods (one to five seconds) 
and over wide angles. Shooters will not know 

the number of targets, their range or loca- 
tion, or the time they will be exposed. 

Intermediaterange shooting will be done 
in the prone position, and will include tar- 
gets moving at two different speeds. For the 
longest ranges, shooters will fire irom fox- 
holes with sandbag rests. This phase will not 
include moving targets, but, again, the loca- 
tion, range, number and sequence cd targets 
will be unknown to the firing teams. 

The experiment will also attempt to intro- 
duce some of the physical and mental stress 
of combat shooting. Teams will exercise 
vigorously before going on the range. where 
they will face battlefield noise and return fire 
simulators, as well as targets that replicate 
the obscure movements of enemy infantry. 
Interservice competition and peer pressure- 
reintomxi by incentive awards-= supposed 
to provide some of the mental stress. 

Historically, numerous h y  combat studies 
show that all of these factors in comt'ination 
reduce the capability of riflemen and their 
weapons to a small fraction of what they 
can achieve on proving grounds and train- 
ing ranges. When fired from a machine rest, 
for example, the Ml6.42 rifle can achieve 
100 percent hit probability (hits per trig- 
ger squeeze) at ranges slightly beyond 300 
meters, before its inherent accuracy !poten- 
tial begins to produce misses. In cumulative 
Ml6.42 record fire statistics, hit probabil- 
ity drops to about 68 percent at 300 meters 
and 30 percent at 600 meters. In the typical 
"worst" field exercise, average hit pro'oabil- 
ity at the same ranges is about ten ancl four 
percent, respectively, and would be only a 
little over 20 percent at 100 meters. Actual 
combat performance is judged to be even 
worse because of the stress of fear an6 ex- 
haustion and the difficulty of acquiring ob- 
scure, unpredictable targets. 

The ACR program hopes to improve this 
performance by 100 percent, using a com- 
bination of such innovations as seen in the 
demonstrator weapons-controlled disper- 
sion. multiple hits per trigger pull, Ion re- 
coil, flat trajectories, better sights and gmd 
handling qualities-to first reduce the large 
aiming errors experienced in combat, then 
to minimize the effect of such error as re- 
mains. 

The primary measures of performance in 
the Ft. Benning field experiments will be 
the number of targets hit as a percentage of 
those exposed; the number of hits per trig- 
ger squeeze and initial trigger squeeze; num- 
ber of hits for the total number of projer- 
tiles fired; elapsed time to fire and to make 
the first hit; the estimated number and t p e  
of simulated casualties; and a cumulative 
percentage of targets hit as a function of  
time. ra 
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since there is no shrapnel from a brass or 
plastic case, and tfle propellant bums mildly 
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where a nitro-cellulose-based propellant was 
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a moderated high explosive, more resistant 
to external heat effects by a factor of ten , so 
thai cook-off does not become a problem 
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• The Steyr-Mannlicher ACR was the 
most obscure of the four designs before the 
recent release of details. Its lines are sugges­
tive of the 5.S6-mm Stcyr AUG, the current 
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an inside.primed plastiC case. The ammu­
nition is about 60 percent lighter than the 
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The flechette-sabot assembly is similar to 
that in the AAI ammunjtion, except that it is 
held together in the bore by a plastic boot. 
rather than an "0" ring. A plastic head cen­
ters the assembly in the cylindrical plastic 
case, WhlCh is 4S-mm long_ The most un­
usual feature of the round is the ring-shaped 
primer positioned at the bottom interior of 
the case and reminiscent of some patented 
inside-primed systems of the mid-nineteenth 
century. The fixed firing pin crushes the 
side of the case and the aluminum primer 
cup as the weapon's rising chamber (omes 
into battery. The remains of the cup and 
the plastic case head are blown out of the 
muzzle. 

like the: AAi weapon, the Steyr is ri­
fled with a very slow twist (one turn in 100 
inches), primarily to aid sabot separation at 
the muzzle. The muzzle velOCi ty of the 10.2-
grain steel flechette i~ about 4,900 fps, at a 
nominal working pressure of 60,000 psi. 
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jectory SO flat out to 600 meters that eleva­
tion adjustments were not deemed necessary 
for the multipower (l.SX and 3.5X) relescop­
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however, the case is completely enclo~ in 
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out of battery by a gas-actuated slide piece 
and locked by • pin through chamber exten­
siaM. In the Steyr entrapped gas system, the 
piston is fixed, wi th a sleeve around the bar­
rel acting as a moving gas cylinder wall, and 
the slide piece as an integral extension. The 

fixed fi ring pin operates through an appro­
priately shaped hole at the rear of the cham­
ber. The mechanism is a simple one with 
relatively few moving parts and can be com­
pletely disassembled without tools. The Steyr 
ACR fires semiautomatically or in three­
round bursts only, and the push-through fire 
selector just behind the trigger is on safety 
ill the leftmost position. 

The after end of the long combination rib 
and carrying handle atop the Steyr 
weapon incorporates a mount for the 

optical sight or an iron peep sight and serves 
as a sighting plane in snap shooting. A well 
has been designed into the muzzle end of 
the stock to accommodate muzzle-launched 
ordnance, such as rifle grenades . 

Overall length of the Steyr ACR is 30.12 
inches, and it weighs 7.12 pounds without 
sights or magazine . W~ight with the opt i­
cal sight and a loaded 24-round magazine is 
8.49 pounds. 

Two other entries were originally included 
in the ACR technology demonstration pro~ 
gram, but development troubles cau5ed them 
to miss the deadlines for hardware submis­
sion, and those contracts are in the process of 
ternlination, according to Vernon E. Shisler, 
ACR project leader at ARDEC's Close Com­
bat Armaments Center. O ne of the designs 
dropped was by McDonnell Douglas Heli­
copter Co. and was the only other multiple­
projectile proposal, a semiautomatic-only 
weapon firing multiple Aechettes telescoped 
into a plastic case, The other canceJed de­
sign was from ARES, Inc .. the firm founded 
by virtuoso arms inventor Eugene Stoner, 
who created the M16. The ARES proposal 
lvas for a muzzle-compensated weapon, fir­
ing telescoped, p)astic-cased ammuni tion 
similar to Steyr's, but with fuU-time tracing. 

The Ft. Benning tests a re a coope.rative 
venture of ARDEC, the Army Training and 
Doctrine Command (TRADOC) and the 
Joint Service Small Arms Program (JSSAP). 
and wiU be carried out by Army and Air 
Force teams. The Navy. Marine Corps and 
Coast Guard are monitoring the experiment. 
but not participating. As a test control mea­
sure , some. o f the learns will fire the service 
standard M16A2. 

The new test range, which will eventually 
become a TRADOC asset , provides targets 
a l ranges from 25 to 600 meters. The experi­
ment wi)} take place over three range bands 
- 25 to 7S meters; 75 to 300 meters; and 300 
to 600 meters . Firing teams at the shortest 
ranges will use snap shooting techniques 
from a standing position against both siI1g1e 
and multipJe targets appearing in rapid se­
quence for brief periods (one to five seconds) 
and over wide angles. Shooters will not know 

the number of targets, thei r ran~e or loca­
tion, or the time they will be exposed. 

[ntermediate-range shooting will be done 
in the prone position, and will indude tar­
gets moving at two different speeds. For the 
longest ranges, shooters will fire from fox­
holes with sandbag rests. This phase will not 
indude moving targets, but. again, the loca­
tion, range, number and sequence of targets 
will be unknown to the firing teamS. 

The experiment win also attempt to intro­
duce some of the physical and mental stress 
of combat shooting. Teams will exercise 
vigorously before going on the range, where 
they will face battlefield noise and mum fire 
simulators, as wen as targets that replicate 
the obscure movements of enemy infantry . 
lntrn.ervice competition and peer pressure­
reinforced by incentive awards-are supposed 
to provide some of the mental stress. 

HistoricaUy, numerous A.tmy combat studies 
show that all of these factors in combination 
reduce the capability of riflemen and their 
weapons to a small fraction of what they 
can achieve on proving grounds and train­
ing ranges . When fired from a machine rest. 
for example, the M16A2 rifle can achieve 
100 percent hit probability (hits per trig­
ger squeeze) at ranges slightly beyond 300 
meters, before its inherent accuracy poten­
tial begins to produce misses. In cumulative 
M16A2 record fire statistics, hit probabil­
ity drops to about 68 percent at 300 neters 
and 30 percent at 600 meters. In the typical 
"worst" field exercise, average hit probabil ­
ity at the same r~nges is about ten and four 
percent , respectively, and would be only a 
little over 20 percent at 100 meters . Actual 
combat perlonnance is judged to be even 
worse because of the stress of fear and ex­
haustion and the difficulty of acquiring ob­
Scure, unprwictable targets. 

The ACR program hopes to improv~ this 
performance by 100 perceTtt , using a com­
bination of such innovations as seen in the 
demonstrator weapons-controlled d isper­
sion. multiple hits per trigger puU, low re­
coil. flat trajectories, better sights and g::>oo 
handling qualities-to firs t reduce the large 
aiming errors experienced in combat, then 
to minimize the effect of such error as re­
mains. 

The primary measures of performance in 
the Ft . Benning field experiments will be 
the number of targets hit as a percentage of 
those exposed; the number of hits per trig­
ger squeeze and initial trigger squeeze; num­
ber of hits for the total number of projec­
tiles fired ; elapsed time to fire and to make 
the fjrst hit; the estimated number and type 
of simulated casualties; and a cumulative 
percentage of targets hit as a function of 
time. ..". 
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proud, perhaps a bit vain but still rather shy. 
He combed his hair toward his eyebrows 
to camouflage a receding hairline. His belt 
seemed too tight, and although it never af- 
fected his breathing, he seemed alway to be 
holding his belly in and puf f i s  out his chest. 
His walk was structured but rather graceful. 
His face was quite Irish, freckled and round, 
dominated by large eyes that seemed to 
change size according to his mood. Those 
eyes moved morr quickly than the rest of 
him and could be rather disquieting once 
they rested on you. Only rarely did 1 ever 
see them twinkle, and I never heard him 
laugh. He spoke with a soft Georgia drawl 
and never raised his voice, regardless of his 
mood or the danger of the moment. You 

only needed to look in his eyes to know his 
mood, He was deeply religious, and 1 be- 
lieve he read the Bible daily. 

I had heard a lot about him. Vietnam was 
his third war. Between wars, he was a high 
school principal. Iwas told that he was the 
only man ever to wear the Combat Infan- 
tryman Badge, the Combat Medic,. Badge, 
as well as jump and aviator wings. He had 
been an enlisted man and rose through the 
ranks to major. Legend had it  that he had 
been court-martialed earlier in his career and 
would never make lieutenant colonel. 

The first words I heard him say were: 
'We never covered ourselves with glory to- 
day.'' He had just returned from an opera- 
tion along the coast south of Saigon. An 

H-21. the old banana-shaped helicopter, had 
gone down in the South China Sea. Kelly 
and his crew heard the distress call and al- 
most beat them to the water. Miraculously. 
the entire crew had gotten out before their 
bird sank. They were in the water clear of 
the '21 when Kelly came down over them. 

Kelly started to put hi5 skids in the ocean, 
but his copilot, who was the commander 
of the mission since Kelly had only been 
in country one week, would not allow it. 
He was concerned about the waves. Kelly 
was forced to hover over the downed crew 
and watch them drown one by one as his 
crew, using a litter, failed to pull all but one 
aboard. The combination of the downwash 
from Kelly's rotor blades, rough seas and the 

The commander of the original Dust Off unit in 
Vietnam set a high standard of physical courage 
for the medevac pilots who would follow him in a 
widening war, but it was his moral courage that 
preserved the independent integrity of what 
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ranks to major. Legend had it that he had 
been cO\lr1~martialed earlier in his career and 
would never make Heutenant colonel. 

The first words 1 heard him say were: 
'We never cove~ ourselves with glory to­
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The commander of the original Dust Off unit in 

Vietnam set a high standard of physical courage 

for the medevac pilots who would follow him in a 

widening war, but it was his moral courage that 

preserved the independent integrity of what 

would become the greatest battlefield life-

saving system in the history of warfare. 

H-2l, the old banana-shaped helicopter, had 
gone down in the South China Sea. Kelly 
and his crew heard the distress call and al· 
most beat them to the water. Miraculously, 
the entire crew had gotten out before their 
bird sank. They were in the waler dear of 
the '21 when Kelly came down over them. 

Kelly started to put hjs skids in the ocean, 
but his copilot, who was the commander 
of the mission since Kelly had only been 
in country one week, would not anow it. 
He was concerned about the waves, Kel1y 
was forced to hover over the downed crew 
and watch them drown one by one as his 
crew, using a litter. failed to puJJ all but one 
aboard. The combination of the downwash 
from Kelly's rotor blades, rough seas and the 
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weight of their clothing-specidly their boots 
-prevented Kelly's crew from pulling them 
on board. We heard later that some washed 
ashore with one boot on and one off. 

There was deep anguish in Kelly's face as 
he told the story. I don't think he ever for- 
gave his copilot for not letting him put his 
skids in the water. As risky as that might 
have been, it was the only way those men 
cnuld have been saved. That would be the 
last time Kelly left undone anything that had 
any chance of saving a life, no matter how 
dangerous. 

hen Kelly finally focused on me, 
he told me not to unpack. I learned 
later he was sendingmenorth where 

we had two birds, one in the central high- 
lands at Pleiku and the other one on the 
coast at Qui Nhon. The three in Saigon 
rounded out the five Dust Offs that covered 
Vietnam in those days. That was all he said 
to me: no welcome and no pep talk-sim- 
ply, "Don't unpack." 

The first meeting was not pleasant, but I 
don't believe I was ever around that man 
without learning something. We had no hoists 
at that time; but I never flew without arope: 
and I put zippers in my boots as soon as 1 
could find some. Often, I learned, it was 
some small overlooked detail that made the 
difference between surviving and dying, 

Kelly was a teacher, a quality rare in many 
commanders I have known. He seemed un- 
concerned about previous flying experience, 
Although there were many experienced med- 
ical pilots (in terms of years of service and 
flying hours) in the Amy. most of the pi- 
lots in Kelly's unit were not experienced. He 
made no effort to get anyone specifically 
assigned to his unit but took what the pipe- 
line brought. He was as interested in what 
he could do for his men, what he could 
teach them, as he was in what they could 
do for him. Mostly, he was interested in 
what they could do together for the mis- 
sion. 

From him, I learned that experience was 

Medics carq 
a parlent from a 

medevac he/itopfer 
at a landing zone 
near Phan Thiet 

not always related to time and repetition, I t  
is not what has happened to us that makes 
us experienced. but rather what we do with 
what has happened to us-or better yet, what 
we do with what has happened to others. 1 
worked two tours with "inexperienced pi- 
lots, and they were marvelous. Alertness is a 
part of all that. It is vital in experience and 
should be vital in training. Some soldiers just 
are more alert; and time, repetition or dura- 
tion is not the key. Caring is the key. The 
inner quality that makes soldiers alert, that 
make them experienced, is caring. I've never 
met a soldier who cared more than Kelly, 
not just about people, but about what was 
right and about doing what you did right. 

There was little action up north, and I was 
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grateful whm the decision was mad,! to move 
those aircraft to Soc Trang in the Mekong 
River Delta where most of the fighfing was. 
The two aircraft and their crews would be- 
come Detachment A of the 57th. arid much 
to my delight, Kelly told me I could com- 
mand it. He would go down first and set 
things up. 1 would follow shortly .after. 

Soon after I got back to Saigon, I went 
on a mission with the unit supply officer. 
We were on short final into a "secure"area 
when there was a splatter of blood across 
the cockpit and he announced. rather quietly 
I thought, that he had been shot. Kelly 
wasted no time notifying me that since I had 
gotten his supply officer shot, I wasww the 
new supply officer-a job I hated. Th! truth 
was that Kelly was flying in the Deka and 
didn't want to come back to Saigon. I never 
missed an opportunity to rag him about his 
earlier promise to let me command Dctach- 
ment A. He would just look at me, occa- 
sionally with his twinkle [mostly without), 
and ignore me. 

An early encounter I had with Kelly was 
the result of a mission we flew near ?han 
Thiet, just north of Saigon. The Vietnamese 
friendlies were surrounded and had taken 
quite a few casualties. M'e had been mrry- 
ing patients out of the area all day, During 
a refueling stop. a U.S. adviser asked il: we 
would carry some ordnance in on our next 

weight of their dothing-<.'Specially their boots 
-prevented KeUy's crew from pulling them 
on board. We heard later that some washed 
ashore with one boot on and one off. 

There was deep anguish in Kelly's face as 
he told the story. 1 don't think he ever for­
gave his copilot for not letting him put his 
skids in the water. As risky as that might 
have been, it was the only way those men 
could have been saved. That would be the 
last time Kelly lelt undone anything that had 
any chance of saving a life, no matter how 
dangerous. 

When Kelly finaUy focused on me, 
he told me not to unpack. lleamed 
later he was sending me north where 

we had two birds, one in the central high­
lands at Pleiku and the other one on the 
coast at Qui Nhon. The three in Saigon 
rounded out the five Dust Offs that covered 
Vietnam in those days. That was all he said 
to me: no welcome and no pep talk- sim­
ply, "Don't unpack." 

The first meeting was not pleasant, but I 
don't believe I was ever around that man 
v.rithout learning something. We had no hoists 
at that time; but 1 never flew without a rope; 
and I put zippers in my boots as soon as 1 
could find some. Often, ] learned, it was 
some small overlooked detail that made the 
difference beh .. 'een surviving and dying. 

Kelly was a teacher, a quality rate In many 
commanders I have known. He seemed un­
concerned about previous flying experience. 
Although there were many experienced med­
ical pilots (in terms of years of service and 
flying hours) in the Army. most of the pi~ 
lots in Kelly's unit were not experienced. He 
made no effort to get anyone specifically 
assigned to his unit but look what the pipe­
line brought. He was as interested in what 
he could do for his men, what he could 
teach them, as he was jn what they could 
do fo r him. Most ly, ne was interested in 
what they could do together (or the mis­
sion. 

From him, lleamed that experience Was 

Medics carry 
B patient from EI 

medev8C helicopter 
at a landing zon9 
neBr Phan Thiel. 

not always related to time and re~titjon. It 
is not what has happened to us that makes 
us experienced, but rather what we do with 
what has happened to us-or better yet, what 
we do with what has happened to others. I 
worked two tours with "inexperienced" pi· 
Jots, and they were marvelous. Alerlness is a 
part of at! that . It is vital in experience and 
should be vital in t-raining. Some soldiers just 
a~ mOTe alert; and time, repetition or dura­
tion is not the key. Caring 1S the key. The 
inner quality that makes soJdiers alert, that 
makes them experienced, is caring. I've never 
met a soldier who cared more than KeHy, 
not just about people, but about what was 
fight and about doing what you did right. 

There was little action up north, and I was 
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grateful wh~n the decision was mad(~ to move 
those aircraft to Soc Trang in the Mekong 
River Delta where most of the fighting was. 
The two aircraft and their crews would be~ 
come Detacnment A of the 57th. and much 
to my delight. Kelly told me I could com­
mand it. He would go down first and set 
things up. 1 would follow sho rtly after. 

Soon after J got back to Saigon, 1 went 
on a mission with the unit supply officer. 
We were on shor\ final into a "secure" area 
when there was a splatter of blood across 
the cockpit and he announced, rather quietly 
I thought, tha t he had been shot. Kelly 
wasted no time notifying me that since I had 
gotten his supply officer shot, I was n 0W the 
new supply officer-a job I hated. Th, truth 
was that Kelly was flying 1n the Deha and 
didn't want to come back to Saigon. 1 never 
missed an opportunity to rag him aoclut his 
earlier promise to let me command Detach­
ment A. He would just look at me, occa~ 
sionally with his twinkle (mostly without), 
and ignore me. 

An early encounter J had with Kelly was 
the result of a mission we flew near Phan 
Thiet , just north of Saigon. The Vietnamese 
friend lies were surrounded and had t.lken 
quite a few casualties. 'A'e had been carry­
ing patients out of the area all day. During 
a refueling stop, a U.S. adviser asked ii we 
would carry some ordnance in on our next 



i o n  and a frequent cause of discord between 
the medical and operational folks. On the 
way back, much to my discomfort, I got 
word that Kelly wanted to see me. 

We got into the airfield after midnight. 
and Kelly and many of the 57th were wait- 
ing. Kelly did not look pleased. He took me 
to one side and in measured tones, quieter 
than usual, asked me what in the hell I was 
thinking of-carrying that ammo. I told him 
I was practicing preventive medicine. He 
kind of blinked, almost smiled, but said no 
more. 

I followed him back to the group where 
he announced that he was proud of our 
work that day. He said it was the kind of 
thing he wanted to see Dust Off do and that 
he was recommending our crew for medals 
(we had carried quite a few casualties and 
taken several rounds). No one mentioned 
the Geneva Convention after that, nor did 
I ever hesitate to carry the dead as long as 
it did not interfere with service to the living. 
You'll find disagreement on both missions. 
To this day, I'm not sure what the book says 
about a situation like that-nor do I care. 
As a young officer I had taken a risk, right 
or wrong, and my boss. even though he 
would have been the one to answer for my 
actions, stood by me. It's easy to find a boss 

to stand by you when the buck stops at him, 
not so easy when it stops at his boss. 

Kelly's great adversary, and boss, was 
Brig. Gen. Joe (Joseph W.) Stilwell. He was 
Vinegar Joe's (Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell of 
World War I1 China-Burma fame) boy, and 
we called him Cider Joe. This guy was a 
genuine character. He was not an aviator, 
but he flew; and when he wasn't flying, he 
rode as door gunner. The man was combat 
hungry and tough as hell. 1 was told he once 
survived a jump after his parachute malfunc- 
tioned. The last 1 heard about him was that 
his plane ditched at sea. and he was never 
found. Some folks waited a long time for 
him to walk up off the ocean floor. 

His meetmgs with Kelly were always col- 
orful, occasionally comical and even vio- 
lent. Kelly wasnot intimidated by anything, 
let alone rank. Stilwell murrected the issue 
of convertible red crosses and the cannibal- 
ization of Dust Off. He told Kelly that it 
was only a matter of time until he gained 
control of Dust Off and noted that the sur- 
geon general was a personal friend of his. 
Kelly allowed that the surgeon general might 
he his friend, but he wasn't a damn fool. 

Kelly called us together after his first met- 
ing with Stilwell and warned that those "folks 
in headquarters" did not wish us well. If 

both agreed that what was clear was that if 
our friendlies didn't get some ammunition. 
we would end up carlying all of them to the 
morgue. We took the ammo in. 

bout that time, the spotter plane was 
shot down. When we got into the 
crash location, we found both U.S. 

flyers dead. We were forced out of the area 
by enemy fire but decided to wait for the 
friendlien to secure the crash site so we could 
take the bodies back that night. Carrying the 
dead was also not an approved medical mis- 

Before his boss, Rrig. Gen. Joseph W. 
Stihveil {lett), deparled Vietnam, Mai. Kelly 
(right) presenled him a plaque emblematic 

of (heir long-running differences over the 
confml of medevac helicopters. 
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sion and a frequent cause of discord between 
the mffiical and operational folks . On the 
way back, much to my discomfort, I got 
word that Kelly wanted to see me. 

We got into the airfield after midnight. 
and Kelly and many of the 57th were wait­
ing, Kelly did not look pleased. He took me 
to one side and in measured tones, quieter 
than usual , asked me what in the hen I was 
thinking of-carrying that ammo, I told him 
I was practicing prevenHve medicine. He 
kind of blinked. almost smiled. but said no 
more. 

I followed him back to the group where 
he announced that he was proud of our 
work that day. He said it was the kind of 
thing he wanted to see Dust Off do and that 
he was recommending our crew for medals 
{we had carried quite a few casualties and 
taken several rounds}. No one mentioned 
the Geneva Convention after that, nor did 
I ever hesitate to carry the dead as long as 
it did not interfere with senrice to the living. 
You'll find disagreement on both missions. 
To this day, I'm not sure what the book says 
about a situation like that-nor do I care. 
As a young officer 1 had taken a risk , right 
or wrong, and my boss. even though he 

f would have been the one to answer for my 
actions, stood by me. It's easy to find a boss 

trip. The only other bird in the a rea was a 
fixed-wing spotter plane. My copilot who 
had been in country longer than I had, called 
me to o ne side, and we disc::ussed the pro­
priety of the request. He no ted the Geneva 
Convention prohibitions on such use of med­
ical resources and the medical community's 
concerns in this regard. If the word got out , 
we might get into trouble. I wasn't all that 
clear on the Geneva Convention, but we 
both agreed that what was de-aT was that jf 
our friendlies didn't get some ammunition. 
we would end up carrying aU of them to the 
morgue. We took the ammo in. 

A bout fhat time, the spotter plane was 
shot down. \"Ihen we got into the 
crash location, we found both U.S. 

Ayers dead. We were forced out of the area 
by enemy fire but decided to wait faT the 
friendlies to secure the crash site so we could 
take the bodies back that night. Carrying the 
dead was also not an approved medical mis· 

Before his boss, Brig. Gen, Joseph W. 
Stilwell (left), departed Vietnam, Mar Kelly 
(right) presented h(m a plaque emblematic ;; 

of th9k fong-running differences over the ;.. 
~ control of medevac helicopters. ~ 

to stand by you when the buck stops at him, 
not so easy when it stops at his boss. 

Kelly's great adversary, and boss, was 
Brig. Gen. Joe Uoseph w.) Stilwell. He was 
Vinegar Joe's (Gen. Joseph W. Stilwell of 
World War II China·Buona famel boy, and 
we called him Cider Joe. This guy was a 
genuine character. He was not an aviator, 
but he flew; and when he wasn't flying, he 
rode as door gunner. The man was combat 
hungry and tough as hell. ! was told he once 
survived a jump after his parachute malfunc· 
I'ioned. The last 1 heard about him was that 
his plane ditched at sea, and he was never 
found. Some folks waited a long time for 
him to walk up off the ocean Aoor. 

His meetings with Kelly were aJways col­
orful, occaSionally comical and even vio­
lent, Kelly was not intimidated by anything, 
let alone rank. Stilwell resurrected the issue 
of convertible red crosses and the cannibal· 
i.ation of Dust Off, He told Kelly that it 
was only a matter of time until he gained 
control of Dust Off and noted that the sur­
geon gener~1 was a persona! friend of his. 
Kelly allowed that the surgeon general might 
be his friend, but he wasn't a damn fool. 

Kelly called us together after his first meet­
ing with Stilwell and warned that those "folks 
jn headquarters" did not wjsh us well. If 
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Dust Off is to survive, he said, we had bet- 
ter prove that no one else could do what we 
did as well as we did. Performance was the 
key to our survival, and although he never 
set any rules for us, he certainly set the ex- 
ample. 

The key was patients-saving lives no 
matter the circumstances; get them out- 
during the battle, at night, in weather, what- 

to fly, and we all became good at it. I was 
never in a Dust Off unit that lost an aircraft 
because of darkness-because of the enemy 
on rare occasions, hut never because of night. 
Repetition, not avoidance, is vital in dan- 
gerous training. You don't get goodat some- 
thing you will have to do by avoiding it. 
Night hours were training multipliers-they 
made you better at all types of flying. 

ever. Get those patients, the more the bet- 
ter; and don't let anyone else carry our  pa- 
tients. We increased, even advertised, our 
service to the ARVN (Amy of the Republic 
of Vietnam). We even carried the enemy 
wounded. We nwer discriminated against a 
hurt human, no matter his cause. 

Kelly set up a kind of circuit. He would 
head out at dusk and cover the outposts of 
the Delta, checking for patients and putting 
out the word that Dust Off was available 
anytime it was needed. Although he had 
many close calls, it was because of the night 
flying that many began to call him Madman 
Kelly. 

Night missions, single ship, with one en- 
gine were viewed with alarm by many and 
flow only in the most extreme emergencies. 
Most believed that if you lost that engine at 
night, you certainly were dead. Even if you 
lived through the automtation, they warned, 
"Charlie" would get you before sunup. Kelly 
flew missions nightly, on a routine basis. 

The key to lifesaving was time-the time 
from injury to medical care, not necessarily 
to a hospital. Dust Off had highly compc- 
Lent medical care on board. The helicopter 
destroyed the time obstaclesof terrain, but it 
made no sense to wastelifesaving timewait- 
ing for the sun to come up, 

Dust Off was a pioneer in night flying. 
Indeed, many of us felt it was the safest time 
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Even day missions were primitive and 
challenging in those days. Our communica- 
tion with the ARW seldom worked and was 
rarely accurate even when it was working. 
You never knew what was waiting when 
you found the site (which in itself could be 
a challenge) and seldom had anyone to talk 
to when you got there. It was not rare for 
Dust Off to land in the middle of the Viet 
Cong. We learned fast and quickly devel- 
oped many flying techniques to promote 
survival. Before long, we were very difficult 
to kill. Although we took a lot of hits, 
nothing stopped us from eventually bring- 
ing home the patient, 

Kelly was burning up the Delta and also 
becoming very famous down there. Jim Lucas, 
a Pulitzer Prize-winning author, began to 
write about him. Only later would those of 
us in Saigon learn of his fame, hut we were 
working hard to keep up with him. His 
methods were occasionally unorthodox but 
always effective as far as the patients were 
conoerned. On one pickup, his crew got out 
and fought with the ground forces until they 
could get the patients aboard. Another time, 
he took some hits in the fuel cell and was 
leaking 1P-4 on the way to Soc Trang. The 
tower called and said they would meet him 
on the runway with a fire truck and ambu- 
lance. They asked if he needed anything else. 
He said yes, that he'd be obliged if they'd 

bring some ice cream. He made it to the ap- 
proach end of the runway, and the base com- 
mander met him with a quart of ice cream. 

Even though Kelly did no? come home 
without the patient, he never criticized a 
pilot who did-he would simply go and get 
the patient himself. Nor did he ever criticize 
a crew member who wanted out of Dust 
Off. Some did not agree with his methods 
and wanted out. They went with his best 
wishes. There were also a lot of adventurous 
young men lined up to fly with Dust Off. 

I don't want you to get the idea he was 
perfect. Kelly had his ways. He didn't like 
our unit patch and wanted us t,, develop a 
new one. He said he was open PO ideas hut 
thought there should be some w,iy to get an 
angel in it. That raised some eyebrows. He 
had a picture of an angel by his bed. It may 
ham been a daughter dressed for a play, but 
Kelly had this thing for angels. 

found a gunship pilot who uas a great 
patch designer. I asked him :o paint a 
design using a kangaroo in a flight suit 

carrying a patient in its pouch. It iyas beau- 
tiful. I put it in his chair so he wculd see it 
when he came to Saigon. He walked into his 
office, never even tried to sit down, com- 
pletely ignored the painting and left without 
comment. Next time I saw him, 'le asked 
how I was doing with his angel. 

Toward the end of June 1964. the com- 
mand was changing hands. Stilwell was leav- 
ingas commander, U S  Army Support Com- 
mand, Vietnam, and Kelly came to town for 
the farewell dinner. I was having lunch that 
day with Kelly when we got word that a 
ship had gone down up north and a pilot 
was killed. I asked for his name. Kelly won- 
dered why I wanted to know that. I told him 
I had some flight school friends up there, 
including a close friend who was my stick 
buddy in flight school. He remarked that it 
is better not to ask for names in thi:; busi- 
ness. 1 worried about the coldness of his 
remark but figured that three wars mi& do 
that to you. 

That evening, he and I and a recently ar- 
rived chaplain were sitting together listen- 
ing to the Stilwell farewells. I had nwer seen 
Kelly so animated. He washy nature a quiet, 
private man, but this night he wascheerful. 
He read between the lines of the speeches. 
and his remarks were colorful and his lan- 
guage rather earthy. The chaplain winced 
on more than one occasion. 

At their last meeting, Kelly presented Stil- 
well with a plaque decorated with five red 
crosses and the tail numbers of our aircraft. 
He told Stilwell, "General, you wanted my 
aircraft 50 bad, here they are: I have a pic- 
ture of that encounter, and Stilwell is smil- 

Dust Off is to survive, he said, we had bet­
ter prove that no one else could do what we 
did as well as we did . Performance was the 
key to our survival , and although he never 
set any rules for us, he certainly set the ex~ 
ample . 

The key was patients-saving lives no 
matter the circumstances; get them out­
during the battle, at night, in weather, what~ 

ever. Get those patients, the more the bet­
ter; and don 't let anyone else carry our pa­
tients . We increased, even advertised, our 
service to the ARVN (Army of the Republic 
of Vietnam). We even carried the enemy 
wounded. We n(>Vcr discriminated against 3 

hurt human, no matter his cause . 
Kelly set up a kind of circuit. He would 

head out at dusk and cover the outposts o f 
the Delta, checking for patients and putting 
out the word that Dust Off was available 
anytime it was needed. Although he had 
many dose calls, it was because of the night 
flying tha t many began 10 call him Madman 
KeJly_ 

Night missions, single ship, with one en~ 
gine were viewed with alarm by many and 
flown only in the most extreme emergencie:.. 
Most believed that if you lost that Engine at 
night you certainly were dead. Even j( you 
lived through the autorotation, they warned, 
"Charlie" would get you before sunup. Kelly 
flew missions nightly, on a routine basis. 

The key to lifesaVing was time-the time 
from injury to medical care, nol necessarily 
to a hospi tal. Dust Off had highly co mpe­
lent medical care on board. The helicopter 
destroyed the time obstacles of terrain. but it 
made no smse to waste lifesaving time wait­
ing for the sun to come up, 

Dust Off was a pioneer in night flying. 
Indeed, many of u.s felt it was the safest time 
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to fly, and we all b€:came good a t it . r was. 
never in a Dust Off unit that lost an a ircraft 
because of darkness-because of Ihe enemy 
on rare occasions, but never because of night. 
Repetition, not avoidance, is vital in dan­
gerous training, You don't get good at some­
thing you will have to do by avoiding it. 
Night hours were training multipliers-they 
made you better at all types of flying. 

A UH-1 modevae 
ship of the 57th 
Medical Detach­
ment, then attached 
to the 196th Ugh! 
Infsf'l try Brigade, 
extracts 8 casualty 
from dense jungle 
with the use of 8 

StoKes litter. 

Even day missions were primitive and 
challenging in those days. O ur communi.ca­
tion with the ARVN seldom worked and was 
rarely accurate even when it was working. 
You never knew whilt was waiting when 
you found the site (which in itself could be 
a challenge) and seldom had anyone to talk 
to w hen you got there. It was no t ra re for 
Dust Off to land in the middJe of the Viet 
Congo We learned fast and quickly devel­
oped many flying techniques to promote 
survival. Before long, we were very difficult 
to kill. Although we took a lot of hits, 
nothjng stopped us from eventuaUy bring~ 
ing home the patient. 

Kelly was burning up the Delta and also 
becaming very famous do'Wt\ there. Jim Lucas, 
a Pulitzer Prize-winning author, began to 
write about him._Only later would those of 
U!'i in Saigon learn of his fa me, but we were 
working hard to keep up with him. His 
methods were occasionally unorthodox but 
always effective as far as the patients were 
concerned, On one pickup, his crew got out 
and fought with the ground forces until they 
could get the patients aboard. Another time, 
he took some hits in the fuel ceB and was 
leaking JP-4 on the way to Soc Trang. The 
tower called. and said they would meet him 
on the runway with a fi re truck and ambu­
lance. They asked if he needed anything else. 
He said yes, tha t bed be obliged if they'd 

• 

bring some ice Cream. He made it to Ihe ap­
proach end of the runway, and the base com­
mander met him with a quart of ice cream. 

Even though KeUy did n OI' come home 
without the patient, he never criticized a 
pilot who did-he would simply go and get 
thf patien t himself, Nor did he ever criticize 
a crew member who wanted O\lt of Dust 
Off. Some did not agree with his methods 
and wanted out. They went with his best 
wishes. There were also a lot of adventurous 
young men tined up to fly with Dust Off. 

I don't want you to get tnE' idea he was 
perfect. Kelly had his ways. H\~ didn't like 
o ur unit patch and wanted us t·) develop a 
new o ne. He said he was open to ideas but 
thought there should be some way to get an 
angel in it. That raised some ey(!brows , He 
had a picture of an angel by his bed. It may 
have been a daughter dressed for a play. but 
Kelly had Ihis thing for angels. 

I found a gunship pilot who was a great 
patch designer. 1 asked him to paint a 
design using a kangaroo in a flight suit 

carrying a patient in its pouch . It 'oVas beau­
tiful. 1 put it in his chair so he wc'uld see it 
when he came to Saigon. He waIkro into his 
office, never even tried to sit down, com­
pletely ignored the painting and Jeft without 
tomment. Next time I saw him, he asked 
how I was dojng with his angel. 

T a ward the end of June 1964, the com­
mand was changing hands. Stilwell was leav­
ing as commander. U,S. Army Support Com­
mand, Vietnam. and Kelly came to town for 
the farewell dinner. I was having IUllch that 
day with Kelly when we got word that a 
ship had gone down up north and it pilot 
was killed. I asked for his name. Kelly won­
dered why I wanted to know [hal. I told him 
I had some flight school friends up there, 
including a dose friend who \\'as m y stick 
buddy in flight school. He remarked that it 
is better not to ask for names in this busi­
ness . I worried about the coldness of his 
remark but figured that three wars m~;ht do 
that to you . 

That evening, he and I and a recently ar­
rived chaplain were sitting together 1isten­
ing to the Stilwell farewells. I had "ever seen 
Kelly so animated. . He was by nature a quiet, 
private man, but this night he waschet~rful. 
He read betwff:n the lines of the s~:hes, 

and his remarks were colorful and his lan­
guage rather earthy. The chapla in winced 
on more than one occasion. 

Al their last meeting, Kelly presented Stil­
well with a plaque decorated With five red 
crosses and the tail numbers of our aircraft. 
He told StHwelJ, "GeneraL you wanted my 
aircraft 50 bad. here they are:' 1 have a pic­
ture of that encounter, and Stilwell is smil-



Pilots and crewmen of the 57th Medical Detachment served as pallbearers at Maj. Kelly's funeral in Saigon. July 1964. 

ing. I don't think the Dust Off issue was 
completely settled by thm, but Kelly had his 
antagonist at bay. For all their differenm. 
1 always felt there was something rather spe- 
cial between Kelly and Stilwell. 

I took Kelly hack to Soc Trang after Stil- 
well's farewell and once again bugged him 
on his promise to let me have Detachment 
A. I was shocked when he said I could take 
over on 1 July. I think he was concerned 
about the fight for Dust Off and had fi- 
nally decided he should be in Saigon for 
that. battle. 

I can still remember the cold chill I felt in 
my bellv when we got word that Kelly was 

1 ,  

down. We all raced for our birds and headed 
for the Delta. On the way down we moni- 
tored the operation. A slick (troop-carrying 
helicopter) went in and got the Dust Off 
crew, and we heard they were safe at Long 
Binh. We all breathed a sigh of relief. and 
I remember smiling to myself as I thought 
about Kelly's reaction to being picked up by 
a slick. 

I saw a lone Dust o f f  on the ramp at Long 
Binh and parked behind it. One of our pilots 
was sitting in the door. I was in a cheerful 
mood until I noticed he was crying. Then 1 
saw thebody bag behind him, Before I could 
say anything, he nodded at the hag and said 

it was Kelly. All the air went out of my body, 
and I sank down beside him. He had come 
through 50 many tight spots. so close so 
many times, that it never occurred to me 
that they could kill him. The reality just 
shook me. 

e had gone into a supposedly secure 
area for some urgent wounded-one 
of them a U S .  soldier. Once on the 

ground, they began drawing fire. I t  wasnot 
unusual in those days to take fire out of 
friendly lines. The ground forces screamed 
at Kelly to get out. He replied in his quiet 
Georgia drawl, %'hen I have your wounded." 
His next words were "my God," and he curled 
up from a single bullet shot right through his 
heart. The ship curled with him, and the 
rotors beat it to pieces. The crew got out 
safely but would not leave until they dragged 
Kelly out. There was a U.S. physician on 
hoard. and he declared Kelly dead on the 
spot. Then they were rescued. 

They had only been at Long Binh a few 
minutes before 1 got there, and the same 
people were yelling for a Dust Off to come 
back for the urgent patients Kelly was killed 
trying to rescue. I recall Kelly's deputy, now 
our new commander, rushing over to us as 
we sat there in silent numbness. He began 

to shout and wave and give orders and ques- 
tion why we sat while there were patients 
in the field. 

I can remember rousing from my stupor 
and becoming outraged at his insensitivity 
to what had happened to Kelly. They had 
been friends for years. He saw my anger and 
said simply and quietly, "It's over; it's done: 
and we've got work to do." 

He was right. Kelly was probably smiling 
in the body hag behind us. 

We cranked up and went hack for Kelly's 
patients. That area is so clear in my mind. 
Kelly's ship was still burning. the area still 
called secure and the patients still classified 
urgent. We were landing beside the burn- 
ing Dust Off when our ship took several 
rounds, probably the same folks who shot 
Kelly. We jumped over a tree line, checked 
to ensure we were still flyable and went 
back. 

This time we made a tactical approach, 
found some cover and retrieved the patients. 
The U S  patient walked to the aircraft car- 
rying a bag. All the patients were ambula- 
tory. None was urgent. I was told that one 
was coming out of the field to go on R&R. 

I stayed in Kelly's room that night and 
slept in his bed. 1 rememher sitting at his 
desk writing up the missions of that day. It 
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'1101s and crewmen of the 57th Medical Detachment served as pallbearers at Ma.{ Kelly's funera( in Saigon, JUly 7 !:1M, 

ng. I don't think the Dust OH issue was 
:ompletely settled by the"" but KeIly had his 
mtagonlst at bay. For all their differences, 
always felt there was something rather spe­

:ial between Kelly and StilweIl. 
[ took Kelly back to Soc Trang after Stil­

Nen' 5 farewell and once again bugged him 
In his promise to let me have Detachment 
.<\. I was shocked when he said I could take 
lver on 1 July. I think he was concerned 
.bout the fight for Dust Off and had fi­
,ally decided he should be in Saigon for 
:hat battle. 

I can still remember the cold chillI felt in 
ny belly when we got word that Kelly was 
lown. We all raced for our birds and headed 
for the Delta. On the way down we moni­
tored the operation. A slick (troop-carrying 
helicopter) went in and got the Dust Off 
crew, and we heard they were safe at Long 
Binh. We all breathed a sigh of relief, and 
J remember smiling to myself as I thought 
about Kelly's reaction to being picked up by 
a slick. 

I saw a lone Dust Off on the ramp at Long 
Binh and parked behind it. One of our pilots 
was sitting in the door. I was in a cheertut 
mood until I noticed he was crying. Then I 
saw the body bag behind him. Before I could 
say anything, he nodded at the bag and said 

twas KeUy. All the air went out ot my bOdy. 

md I sank down beside him. He had come 
hrough so many tight spots, so close so 
nany times, that it never occurred to me 
hal they could kill him. The reality just 
.hook me. 

H ~ had gone mto a supposea,y secure 
lrea for some urgent wounded-one 
)f them a U.S. soldier. Once on the 

~round, they began ctrawmg tIre. It was not 
musual in those days to take fire out of 
:riendly lines. The ground forces screamed 
it Keny to get out. He replied in his quiet 
:;eorgia drawl, ''Y\'hen I have your w.ounded." 
His next words were "my God," and he curled 
up from a single bullet shot right through his 
heart. The ship curled with him" and the 
rotors beat it to pieces. The cfew got out 
;afely but would not leave until they dragged 
KelJyout. There was a U.S. physician on 
board, and h. declared Kelly dead on the 
spot. Then they were rescued. 

They had only been at Long Binh a few 
minutes before I got there , and the same 
people were yelling for a Dust Off to co me 
back for the urgent patients Kelly was killed 
trying to rescue. I recan Kelly's deputy, now 
our new commander, rushing over to us as 
we sat there in silent numbness. He began 

o snout anQ wave anu give urut:p.; emu ~ucs­

ion why we sat while there were patients 
n the field. 

1 can remembP.r rousing from my stupor 
IOd becoming outraged at his insensitivity 
:0 "'hat had happened to Kelly. They had 
)een friends for years. He saw my anger and 
;aid simply and quietly, "It's over; it's done; 
md we've got work to do." 

He was right . Keny was probably smiling 
n the body bag behind us. 

We cranked up and went back for Kelly's 
?atients. That area is so dear in my mind. 
Kel1)"s ship was still burning, the area still 
:alled secure and the patients stiU classified 
urgent. We were landing besjde the burn­
ing Dust Off when our ship took several 
rounds, probably the same folks who shot 
KeHy. We jumped over a tree line, checked 
to ensure we were still flyable and went 
back. 

This time we made a tactical approach, 
found some cover and retriE!ved the pa~ents. 
The U.S. patient walked to the aircraft car­
rying a bag. AlIlhe patients were ambula­
tory. None was urgent. I was told that one 
was coming out of the field to go on R&R. 

1 stayed in Kelly's room that night and 
slept in his bed. I remember sitting at his 
desk writing up the missions of that day. It 
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was 1 July, 1964. and I was finally the com- 
mander of Detachment A, just as Kelly had 
promised. 

He was the 149th American killed in Viet- 
nam, and the outcry was overwhelming. 1 
think it was then that we all realized how 
revered he was in the Delta. 

I was told that Stilwell broke down and 
cried when told of Kelly's death. He was 
given the highest awards of the Vietnamese 
government, and they had the biggest fu- 
neral 1 had ever seen in Saigon. His pilots 
were pallbearers. It was an emotionally tough 
time for all of us. 

There were two coffins in the chapel that 
day. The other one was my stick buddy. the 
one Kelly told me not to inquire about. They 
were now side by side. The chaplain was the 
same one who had winced at Kelly's war 
stones a few days earlier. He never men- 
tioned thc names of the dead on his altar 
that day, and 1 have often wondered if he 
knew who it was he was praying over. 

I never again heard another word about 
convertible Dust Offs. In fact, they began 
to bring in more Dust Off units. There is no 
telling how many lives were saved because 
of Kelly, probably because of his death, and 
the pmervation ot the dedicated Dust Off 
as opposed to some part-time, ad hoc sys- 
tem. 

dead, we remembered his angel and made a 
metal crest of an angel in a flight suit, We 
wore them on our hats and holsters. 1 lost 
my last one during my second tour when 
my hat flew out the door on a night mission. 
I still grieve over that loss. 

The only change to the 57th patch was 
made some time after I left when they added 
the words, "The Originals:' I flew with the 
Originals but never got to wear that patch. 
1 can tell you that members of the 57th wore 
that patch with pride, but I must also con- 
fess I feel a strange emotion when I see others 
wearing it, and I don't really know why. 
Those of us who flew with the original Dust 
Off tried to prevent them from using our call 
sign. but the same rationale that allowed us 
to keep it prevailed, and we lost. 

I can tell you that some of those who 
came behind Kelly did not agree with his 
methods. They were more concerned with 
getting themselves out than with getting the 
patients out. He was a tough act to follow. 
As the older ones washed out, the young 
ones fought to preserve his spirit and his 
traditions. I think he is still alive in Dust Off 
Units today. 

lthough Kelly is most remembered for 
his physical courage in saving lives in 
combat, it was his moral courage that 

their buddies-the country only inasmuch 
as it protected those they loved. So love was 
part of it (sacrifice is really nothing more 
than love in action), but so was faith-a 
belief that there is somethin,% beyond the 
moment and beyond and above the self. 

I've not known many men . f  consistent. 
repetitive courage who were not also men 
of faith. Fear is nothing more than our faith 
on trial. Kelly was a man of deep faith. He 
never missed church, and each clay he posted 
an inspirational thought on the bulletin 
board. He certainly didn't wear it on his 
sleeve, but it wasevident to all around him. 
I know that in my own experiences, my 
faith was for me a substitute for fear. a 
source of calm and comfort, and it gave me 
a confidence I don't think I would have other- 
wise had. 1 think the greatest fear I ever had 
was that I might let him down. 

The contrasts in this man were sharp. He 
was quiet, even shy, but as loudly decisive 
as anyone I've ever met. He was colorful, 
some said flamboyant, but so aware of his 
humanity, really almost meek. P.e did not 
take himself seriously, but he was very seri- 
ous, even fanatical. about his mision and 
responsibilities. That trait has bee7 present 
in all the great men I've known. Others may 
make rank, but they'll never make a differ- 
ence. He had no nose for the perks of lead- 

while he said that he was not at all surprised 
that someone had been killed. He didn't think 
i t  would be Kelly though. He thought it 
would be one of the young pilots. He ex- 
pected Kelly'sdeath would teach us a lesson, 
and we would modify our methods, As I li5- 
tened. it was clear that some really did think 
Kelly was crazy and that much of the fly- 
ing we did routinely was believed by others 
to demonstrate poor judgment. 

When he had finished, I told him nothing 
would change. We would continue to fly as 
he had taught us and try to learn as much 
as possible from the only battlefield we had 
for use on the battlefields of the future. We 
would be wasting our time to do otherwise. 

To his credit, he never tried to change or 
restrict us despite his personal convictions. 
When I left, he gave me the bullet that killed 
Kelly. Apparently it had come in the open 
rear door. passed through Kelly's heart and 
lodged in the door to his right. No other 
round had hit the aircraft. Kelly would not 
wear a flak vest, and he had long been criti- 
cized for that. It was uncomfortable and 
really didn't stop much. (The cockpit annor 
"chicken" plates hadn't arrived yet.) But 
some said that if Kelly had had one on, he 
might have lived. I guess his mortician is the 
only one who knows. Now that Kelly was 
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with blinding courage on the battlefield who 
would later succumb to the outragff and on- 
slaughts of the burearicracy and its daily drill 
of paper. 1 have known others who would 
cower in the unending war we all wage be 
tween ow security, our desim, our passions 
and those wonderful things called ow ideals. 
Kelly was unique in the degree to which he 
possessed all forms of courage. 

Although I know virtually nothing about 
Kelly beyond the few months in Vietnam, 
1 would bet he was from modet beginnings. 
He certainly was a humble man, and humil- 
ity is a constant mark of great leaders. He 
drove home for me the incredible treasure 
that is courage. In many ways, we are not 
born equal-not in terms of ability and cer- 
tainly not in terms of opportunity. In mat- 
ters of courage, however, we are all equal. 
Courage is the greatest resource in life, and 
it is readily and abundantly available to all. 
In fact, courage is probably the most signifi- 
cant equalizer in life; it certainly produces 
grcat people from among those without re- 
markable ability or opportunity, 

I think 1 also found the source, the key, 
to courage in Kelly. Of those J know who 
died in combat, none that I knew died for 
the flag or the country. They died for the 
people of this country, those they loved, 

man was a volcano of certainty about what 
he was about. He could not even pretend to 
be phony. 

I'm sure if I looked hard enough I could 
find flaws in this man-but I don't want to. 
And that is what a real leader will do to his 
subordinates-that's the difference between 
a leader and someone in a leadership posi- 
tion. 

Today there are many monuments and 
memorials to this man, but none a:, last- 
ing as those in the men who served with 
him. His last words, "When I have your 
wounded," set a standard for excellenct! that 
was both monumental and memorabls. He 
was responsible for what Dust Off w.3~  in 
Vietnam-simply the most effective and ef- 
ficient execution of a vital mission in that 
war. Kelly was one man who made a di'fer- 
ence. He was a leader, a man who provclked 
openness, honesty and caring-who 1a:;ted 
beyond his lifetime. The great thing about 
true leaders like Kelly is that they never 
leave us. Dead or alive, the noblest part of 
their being remains behind, becomes a part 
of our being-as soldiers, of OUT prohsion, 
of all those things that make our way unique. 

"When 1 have your wounded-what a 
great way to die: and really, not a bad way 
to live, Rr 

was 1 July, 1964, and I was finally the com­
mander of Detachment A, just as Kelly had 
promised. 

He was the 149lh American killed in Viet­
nam, and the outcry was overwhelming. I 
think it was then that we all reillizeci how 
revered he was in the Delta. 

I was lold that Stilwell broke down and 
cried when told of Kelly's death. He was 
given the highest awards of the Vietnamese 
government, and they had the biggest fu­
neral1 had ever 5een in Saigon. His pilots 
were pallbearers. It was an emotionally tough 
time: for an of us. 

There were two coffins in the chapel that 
day. The other one was my stick buddy, the 
one Kelly told me not to inquire about . They 
were now side by side. The chaplain was the 
same one who had winced a t Kelly's war 
stories a few days earHer. He never men· 
tioned the names of the dead on his altar 
that day, and 1 have often wondered if he 
knew who it was he was praying over. 

I never again ht=ard another word about 
convertible Dust Offs. In fac t. they began 
to bring in more Dust Off units . There is no 
telling how many lives were saved because 
of Kelly, probably because of his death, and 
the preservation o( the dedicated Dust Off 
as opposed to some part·time, ad hoc sys· 
tem . 

Shortly after J took over Detachment A, 
the local commander called me in. I listened 
while he said that he was not at all surprised 
that someone had been killed . He didn't think 
it would be Kelly though. He thought it 
would be one of the young pHo ts. He ex­
pl'Cted Kelly's death would teach us a lesson, 
and we would modify our methods. As IUs­
tene<:i. it was dear that some really did think 
Kelly was crazy and that much of the fly­
ing we did routinely was believed by others 
to demonstrate poor judgment. 

When he had finished, I told him nothing 
would change. We would continue to fly as 
he had taught us and try to l~arn as much 
as possible from the only batt lefield we had 
for use on the battlefields of the future. We 
would be wasting our time to do otherwise. 

To his credit , he never tried to change or 
restrict us despite his personal cOn\·ictjons. 
When I left, he gave me the bullet that killed 
Kelly. Apparently it had come in the open 
rear door, passed through Kelly's heart and 
lodged in the door to his right, No other 
round had hit the aircraft. Kelly would not 
wear a flak vest, and he had long been criti­
cized for that. It was uncomfortable and 
really didn't stop much. (The: cockpit armor 
"chicken" plates hadn't arrived yet. ) But 
some said that if Kelly had had one on, he 
might have lived. 1 guess his mortician is the 
only one who knows , Now that Kelly was 
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dead. we remembered his angel and made a 
metal crest of an angel in a flight suit . We 
wore them on our hats and holsters . 1 lost 
my last one during my second tour when 
my hat flew out the door on a night mission. 
I still grieve over that loss. 

The only change to the 57th patch was 
made some time after I left when they added 
the words, "The Originals." I flew with the 
Originals but never got to wear that patch. 
I can tel! you that members of the 57th wore 
that patch with pride, but 1 must also con­
fess I feel a strange emotion when I see others 
wearing it, and J don't really know why. 
Those of us who flew with the Original Dust 
Off tried to prevent them from using our call 
sign. but the same rationale that allowed us 
to keep it prevailed., and we lost. 

I can tell you that some of those who 
came behind Kelly did not agr.., with his 
methods. They were more concerned with 
getting themselves out than with getting the 
patients out. He was a tough act to fonow. 
As the older ones washed out. the young 
ones fought to preserve his spirit and his 
traditions. I think he is still alive in Dust Off 
units today. 

Although Kelly is most remembered for 
his p~ysical courage in sa'ling lives in 
combat, it was his moral courage that 

saved Dust Off-the greatest lifesaver the 
battlefield has ever seen. f have known many 
with blinding courage on the battlefield who 
would later succumb to the outra~ and on· 
slaughts of the bureaucracy and its daily drill 
of paper. I have known others who would 
cower in the unending war we an wage be­
tween our security. our desires. our passions 
and those wonderful things called our ideals. 
Kelly was unique in tne degree to which he 
possessed aU forms of courage. 

Although I know virtually nothing about 
Kelly beyond the few months in Vietnam, 
I would bet he was from modest beginnings. 
He certainly was a humble man, and humil­
ity is a constant mark of great leaders. He 
urove home for me the incredible treasure 
that is courage. ~n many ways, we are not 
born equal-not in terms of ability and cer­
tainly not in terms of opportunity. In mat­
ters of courage, howeVEr, we are aU equal. 
Courage is the greatest resource in life, and 
it is readily and abundantly available to aU. 
In fact , courage is probably the most signifi­
cant equalizer in life; it certainly produces 
great people fTom among those without re­
markable ability or opportunity. 

I ~hink I also found the sqUTce, the key, 
to courage in Kelly. Of those 1 know who 
died in comba t, none that I knew died. for 
the flag or the country. They dk-d for the 
people of this country, tho .. they loved, 

~ .. 
their buddies-the country I)nly inasmuch 
as it protected those they loved . So lov~ was 
part of it (sacrifice is reany nothing mOTe 
than love in action), but so was faith - a 
belief that there is .omethin.! beyond the 
moment and beyond and above the self . 

I've not known many men .,f consistent, 
repetitive courage who were ;,ot also men 
of faith. Fear is nothing mOre than our faith 
on trial. Kelly was a mall of d~!ep faith . He 
never missed church, and each clay he posted 
an inspirational thought on the bulletin 
board. He certainly didn't wear it on his 
sleeve, but it \'I,'as evident to al\ around him. 
I know that in my own experiences, my 
faith was for me a substitute for fear, a 
source of calm and comfort. and it gave me 
a confidence r don't think I would have other­
wise had. I think the greatest fear I ""er had 
was thai I might let him down. 

The contrasts in this man were sharp. He 
was quiet. even shy, but as loudly decisive 
as anyone I've ever me~ . He wa:. colorful , 
some said flamboyant. bot so aware of his 
humanity, really almosl met"k. He did not 
take himself seriously, but he was very seri­
ous. even fanatical. about his mi~;,Sion and 
responsibilities. That trait has bee:'l present 
in all the great men I've known. Others may 
make rank, but they'll never make a differ· 
ence. He had no nose for the perks of lea~­
ership-only the responsibi lities. Hl~ seemed 
to have no insecurities. Inside this modest 
man was a volcano of certainty about what 
he was about. He could not even pn!tend to 
be phony. 

l'm sure if I looked hard enough I could 
find flaws in this man-but I don't want to. 
And that is what a real leader will d(t to his 
subordinates-that's the difference bt~tween 

a leader and someone in a leadership posi­
tion. 

Today there are many monuments and 
memorials to this man, but none a!: lasl­
ing as those in the men who served with 
him. His last words. "When I have your 
wounded:' set a standard for excenenCt~ that 
was both monumental and memorabk He 
was respon.sible for what Oust Off W .3S in 
Vietnam-simply the most effective and ef­
ficient execution of a vital mission in that 
war. Kelly was one man who made a di ~fer­

ence. He was a leader. a man who prove.ked 
openness, honesty and caring-who lasted 
beyond his lifetime. The gr~at thing about 
true leaders like Kelly is that they never 
leave us , Dead or a live, the noblest part of 
their being remains behind, becomes a part 
of Our being-as soldiers, of our proft'SSion, 
of aU those things that make our way unique. 

"\-"hen I have your wounded"-what a 
great way to die: and really, not a bad way 
to live. ...,. 


