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passengers, but Harnage packed In 15 
or more on each trip. Despite attempts 
at keeping evacuation plans secret, 
thousands of Vietnamese were mob­
bing every point of exit. 

Harnage made life or death deci­
sions all day. He used a Swedish K sub­
machine gun and his fist to keep order 
among the mobs desperate to board 
his ships. People even thrust babies 
into his arms, hoping their children, at 
least, would escape. He refused to let 
anyone bring more than one small bag 
with him, forcing people to discard 
most of their belongings; he later real­
ized that some of the bags probably 
~ontalned hoarded gold bars. "I proba­
bly threw millions of dollars in gold off 
those roofs," he says. "It didn't regis­
ter at the time." 

At about 11 a.m., Harnage was asked 
by CIA station chief Thomas Polgar to 
fly to the Lee Hotel to pick up 30 Viet­
namese employees of the agency. He 
arrived at the hotel only to find a mob 
out of control. "I could not open the 
gates around the building," Harnage re­
members. "I would have accomplished 
nothing except to have a mass of peo­
ple rushing the helicopter." 

When Harnage went through adja­
cent gates to look for his intended pas­
sengers, a South Vietnamese soldier 
pulled the pin from a grenade and said 
he would let it explode if he wasn't let 
in. Harnage responded by pointing his 
submachine gun at the man's face, 

saying, "If you do, you'll never hear It 
go off." The soldier put the pin back 
Into the grenade. Harnage eventually 
had to be pulled back through the 
gates by two pOlicemen, returning to 
the Lee Hotel with nothing to show for 
his efforts but a badly ripped shirt. 

After picking up a number of people, 
Including his Vietnamese maid, who 
now lives in suburban Chicago, Har­
nage flew back to the embassy, where 
he made plans with Polgar to have the 
30 CIA employees picked up at another 
location-the Pittman building. There 
Harnage's pilot landed on the top of an 
elevator shaft. Only a precarious ladder 
led to the chopper. "Those pilots were 
fantastic," Harnage says. "They flew 
those choppers until they had damn 
near dry tanks, never complaining, nev­
er asking anything. And they were all 
volunteers for this operation." 

The first person Harnage encoun­
tered at the Pittman was a large Kore­
an man, who tried to push his way onto 
the helicopter. "I had to hit him to stop 
him, knocking him back dow,,- and 
mangling my hand," Harnage recalls. 

He quieted the mob, speaking In 
English and broken Vietnamese. "I 
kept telling them, 'We're going to try 
and make as many runs as we possibly 
can: They seemed to accept the fact 
that we weren't going to leave them." 
Although Harnage recognized a few of 
the 30 CIA employees In the crowd, he 
does not know how many escaped. 

On one of his return trips to the Pitt­
man, the Korean man Harnage had hit, 
his face stili bloody from the punch, 
came back up to the ladder and polite­
ly asked If he could board. Harnage let 
him on. The trips from Saigon to Tan 
Son Nhut, where larger helicopters 
shuttled refugees to ships 30 miles or 
so offshore, took about 15 minutes. 
Harnage usually rode the chopper's 
skids, with a passenger holding him to 
prevent him from plummeting to the 
ground If he were wounded by sniper 
fire. By the end of the day the sole of 
one shoe had ripped off. 

At the embassy Harnage helped em­
ployees smash typewriters and radio 
transmitters with hammers. OutSide, 
crowds of Vietnamese were d~lnklng 
out of the embassy swimming pool. 
(Most of the embassy's water supply 
had been cut off.) On one trip Harnage 
got a glimpse of the massive gathering 
of North Vietnamese Army troops out­
side the city. His Air America chopper 
was about 500 feet up, within easy 
range of North Vietnamese weapons, 
but the NVA troops never fired. 

Harnage's tour In Vietnam ended at 
8:50 that evening. Polgar had asked 
him to direct another flight. But the Air 
America fleet was nearly out of fuel, 
and landing on rooftops in the dark 
was risky even for Harnage's expert pi­
lots. At the same time, he felt the evac­
uation had to end. "We could have 
done this for days, and they'd stili be 

CONTINUED 

--_. _____ . ________________ ,-__________________ . ________ . __________ ~------------------~9~5~~--__ _ 



-c: 

~--------------------~~~~----~~~-------------
coming up the ladder," he says. "E:very 
time I left the top 01 the Pittman, there 
were more people there than when I 
got there." He lin ally boarded a mili­
tary chopper, which Ilew to the landing 
ship USS Denver. 

The son 01 a clgarmaker, Harnage, an 
Inveterate cigar smoker, was born In 
Tampa, Fla., where early on he ac­
quired the nickname O.B. ("II you call 
me Oren, nobody will know who you're 
talking about. ") His lather had aban­
doned the lamily when O.B. was very 
young, and his mother died when he 
was 5. He was raised by his grandmoth­
er and live uncles In Georgia. He Joined 
the Navy In 1943, when he was 17. Land­
Ing on Okinawa, Harnage was wounded 
by shrapnel In his leg and eye. As a re-

suit, he stili limps slightly, and hEi be­
came nearly blind In his left eye until 
surgery was perlormed In 1975. He Iln­
Ished World War II as a boatswain's 
mate In the Navy. But when the Navy 
said he was unlit lor sea duty, he Joined 
the Army Air Corps In 1947 and later 
served In Koraa. In 1960 he was as­
signed by the Air Force to a secret CIA 
project-he stili won't say what It was-­
and Joined the Agency In 1965. He went 

, to Vietnam two years later. 
Harnage will not say exactly what he 

did for the CIA In Vietnam either, ex­
cept that "we were gathering Intelli­
gence. We were not lighting a war." 
Whatever he did, It wasn't dull. When 
he got back to Tucson, he realized, 
"Alter having been Involved in an op-
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" '(ijratton 01 that iype lor so many years, I 
lelt very lost. Ileit like I left a very Im­
portant part 01 my IIle In Vietnam. I 
didn't know what I wanted to do." 

He tried seiling Insurance. He 
worked as a private Investigator, then 
as a unllormed security agent. Finally 
he settled In as a real estate salesman. 
Harnage lives In an adobe-style house 

, with his wile 0136 years, Letty, who is a 
part-time executive secretary. Their 
'three children are all grown. The home 
Is decorated with Cambodian and Viet­
namese art and Harnage's war sou-

, venlrs, which Include a blood-stained 
North Vietnamese lIag. In the living 
room Is a painting 01 a scene In North 
Vietnam given to him by the artist, a 
North Vietnamese POW lor whom he 
had arranged medical care. 

Harnage has never talked publicly 
about the evacuation, but his reti­
cence has not been Irom lack 01 pride 
In America's Involvement In Vietnam. 
"I justleel that nobody In the world has 
the right to oppress another person's 
Ireedom," he says. "And lor every­
body to have this Ireedom, some­
body's got to sacrilice lor il. II you've 
never been there-II you've never 
seen It-you don't understand 11." 
Written by FRED BERNSTEIN, reported 
by RON LABRECQUE 
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