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31 January 1947 
CAT makes rts first official OlghtA C-47 piloted by Frank 

Hughes and Doug SmIth takes off from Shanghai to Camon. 

[1947J 

16 January 1950 ---+­
The city of Mengtze, China falls to Communist forces. 
Bob Buol, jose jawbert and Lincoln Sun are captured. 

10 July 1950 
CAT Incorporated (CATI) and Airdale Incorporated 

are organized under the laws of the State of 
Delaware. Airdale Incorporated was to be a 

holding company for CAT Incorporated. 

15 September 1950 
CAT begins OperatIon Booklift. a massive airlift 

operation in Korea to support UN forces 

26 March 1959 
Air America, Incorporated created by 

change of name of CAT Incorporated. 

February 1961 
Air America directed to take over United States 

Manne Corps operations in Udorn,Thailand. 

9 March 196 1 
President john F. Kennedy directs the CiA to run a secret 

war in Laos. Air America becomes intimately involved . 

August 1966 
LS 85 established. Located on top of Phou Pha Thi mountain, 
the United States set up a Tactical Air Navigation (TACAN) 

station used to gUide air strikes on North Vietnam. 

1 March 1949 
According to Avia­
tion Week. CAT is the 
world's second largest 
air cargo carrier. 

8 September 1948 
CAT inaugurates its first scheduled flight from Shang­
hai to Nanking-Wuchang-Chengchow-Sian-Lanchow. 

24 September 1948 
CAT's first international flight. A C-46 airlifts 4,482 
pounds of tin from Kunming to Haiphong. 

29 November 1952 
Norman Schwartz and Robert Snoddy are shot 
down and killed while flying a covert mission 
over China to pick up a Chinese Agent. 

6 May 1953 
CAT begins a six week emergency drop to 
support French troops in French Indochina. 

- ~ -
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S~1tI THONG, L~OS 
September 1960 
Air America begins airlift to General Phoumi 
at Savannakhet, Laos, flying in I ,000 tons a month. 

20 December 1960 
Fourteen USMC H-34 helicopters delivered lo Air America. 

2-5 August 1965 
Gulf ofTonkin Incident 

28 April 1967 

22 May 1964 
T-28 program begins. Air America pilots 
fly Laotian T-28s in support of Search 
and Rescue operations. 

November 1964 
First large-scale search and 
rescue effort of the Indochina war. 

Second defense of Lima Site 36. 

12 January 1-968 

E2.£r~,.,__ L, ___ All,,,, 
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June 1971 
Battle for Skyline Ridge begins. Air 

America airlifts troops, supplies, and 
conducts Search and Rescue missions. 

17 December 1971 
Plaine des Jarres (PDJ) falls. 

I March 1975 
North Vietnam launches Campaign 275, the all out invasion 
of the Central Highlands. Within two weeks, South Vietnam 

President Thieu orders the Highlands abandoned. 

23 March 1975 
Air America evacuates key personnel from Hue and Quang Nhai. 

28 March 1975 
Evacuation of Da Nang begins. 

21 Apri l 1975 
South Vietnamese President Thleu resigns. 

28 April 1975 
North Vietnamese offensive against 
Saigon begins with an air strike on 

Tan Son Nhut air base. 

29 April 1975 
Ambassador Martin orders the emergency evacuation of Saigon. 

Air America helicopters evacuate personnel to aircraft carriers 
off shore throughout the day. The lasthelicoptel- out, piloted by 
Robert Caron with crew member O. B. Hamage. takes off from 

atop the Pittman Hotel. 

5 May 1975 
CIA Director William Colby stated: "The withdrawal from Viet­

nam draws to a conclusion Air America's operational actlvrtles . . . 
,A.ir Amenca appropriately named has served its country well." 

[2001J 

Mid-December 1974 

I 2 January 1968 
Air America's first and only air-to-kill. Four North 
Vietnamese AN-2 Colts approached Site 8S. 
Two of the aircraft attacked while the other two 
circled off in the distance. An Air America Bell 
212 was asked to assist. Faster than the Colts, the 
Air America helicopter flown by Ted Moore, flew 
next to one of the aircraft while his flight me­
chanic, Glenn Woods, fired on the AN-2 with his 
AK-47.After downing the first plane they caught 
up to the second plane, shooting it down in the 
same manner. 

I I March 1968 
Lima Site 85 falls. Air America helicopter crews 
fly to the site repeatedly to evacuate personnel. 

The North Vietnamese launches a winter-spring offensive 
against Phuoc Long Province to test the United States willing­
ness to respond to this peace agreement violation. 

2 June 2001 
Director; Central Intelligence George Tenet issues 
a commendation to Air America personnel. 
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• In 1970. Air America had 80 airplanes and 
was "The World's Most Shot at Airline." 

• Air America lost 240 pilots and crew 
members to hostile fire. 

• Captain Weldon "Big" Bigony. a native of 
Big Spring. Texas. was one of the first pi­
lots hired by CAT. 

• In July 1950 the CIA formed the Pacific 
Corporation (not its original name) and 
a month later purchased CAT to use in 
clandestine missions to fight communism 
in the Asia theater. The price was under a 
million dollars-a real bargain for a com-

pany with a book value of three or four 
times that amount. 

• Before the fall of Dien Bien Phu to the 
Viet Minh on 7 May 1954. CAT pilots flew 
682 airdrop missions to the beleaguered 
French troops. 

Following the signing of the Geneva 
Accord on 21 July 1954. it also supplied 
C-46s for Operation Cognac. during which 
they evacuated nearly 20.000 civilians 
from North Vietnam to South Vietnam. 

• During 1970. Air America airdropped or 
landed 46 million pounds offood stuffs­
mainly rice-in Laos. Helicopter flight 
time reached more than 4,000 hours 
a month in the same year. Air America 
crews transported t ens of thousands of 
troops and refugees. 

• In Vietnam. according to Robbins. AAM 
had about 40 aircraft and served about 
I 2.000 passengers a month. among whom 
were USAID (U.s. Agency for Interna­
tional Develbpment) people. missionaries. 
military personnel. correspondents. gov­
ernment offi cials and nurses. 

• Air America took on a greater and great­
er burden of support for military opera­
tions. as reflected in its contracts with the 
Department of Defense, which increased 
from about $18 million In 1972 to over 
$41 million in 1973. 

• During the final weeks of the war. AAM 
helicopter crews evacuated some 4 f .000 
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American civi lians, "customers," diplomat­
ic personnel, MM personnel, and South 
Vietnamese civilians from Saigon before 
advancing North Vietnamese communist 
forces arrived. 

• Air America aircraft carried all sorts of 
cargo and equipment, food, mail, ce­
ment, roofing material, sedated animals, 
and gasoline. 

INTRODUCED IN 1964: SAR MISSIONS 
FORTHE US MILITARY 
The first occasion to rescue a downed US 
military pilot came on 6 June 64, when US 
Navy Lieutenant Charles F. Klusmann was 
shot down in his RF-8A Crusader from the 
USS Kitty Hawk over the north-eastern cor­
ner of the Plaine des Jarres, that is near Khang 
Khay in the Ban Pha Ka (LS-40) area. 

• With North Vietnamese troops more and 
more pressing their invasion of the South 
in the early seventies, Air America was 
ever more called upon to help evacuate 
refugees. As the South Vietnamese Min­
ister of Labor said in his Citation dated 
12 June 72: "In addition, during the past 
two years, Air America has participated 
in major refugee movements. A total of 
14,717 Vietnamese refugees who were in 
Cambodia during the year 1970, and sub­
sequently arrived in Vung Tau, were trans­
ported from Vung Tau by Air America to 
Bao Loc and Ham Tan, South Vietnam for 
relocation. Later; in 1972. Air America 
again participated in refugee movements. 
A total of 1,3 17 refugees were flown by 
Air America from Quang Tri to Phuoc 
Tuy, and 4,324 refugees were transported 
from Hue to Ban Me Thuot and Vung Tau 
City. Since that time additional relocations 
have been possible through the support 
rendered by Air America." 

UPHOLDING THE AIRMEN'S BOND 

EVACUATION FROMTHE PITTMAN 
BUILDING 
• The most famous evacuation flown by Air 

America on 29 April 75 was one from the 
Pittman Build ing at Saigon, although most 
people who saw the world famous photo 
taken by UPI photographer Hubert van Es 
probably thought that it was a US military 

helicopter on top of,. 
the US Embassy-
it wasn't. 

• At the end, during 
this dramatic evac­
uation of Saigon, 
more than 7,000 
refugees - 1,373 
Americans, 5,595 
South Vietnam­
ese, and 85 
third-country 
nationals­
were airlifted to the 
40 ships of the U.S. fleet lying before 
the coast of South Vietnam. 

• Air America's crews did a tremendous job 
in hauling more than 1,000 passengers to 
the Embassy. the DAO, or to the ships. 

• Air America was supposed to have 28 
helicopters that day, out of which six 
were stolen by Vietnamese, one had 
rocket damage, one out of service for an 
engine change, and four were conducting 
evacuations in Can Tho. David B. Kendall 
had to ditch his helicopter alongside the 
ship Blue Ridge. 

" 
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Symposium Overview 
by Dr. Tim Castle 

THE WAR IN LAOS 
When President Kennedy decided in 196 1 
to forcefully resist rising communist aggres­
sion against the remote but strategically 
located Kingdom of Laos, the CIA and Air 
America were ready. Flying in a mountain­
ous land-locked country with few roads, 
continually shifting weather conditions and 
virtually no navigational aids, Air America 
crews routinely conducted hazardous re­
supply missions to hundreds of government 
outposts. This aerial lifeline provided essen­
tial assistance to the Royal Lao and U.s.­
directed forces battling North Vietnamese 
and Pathet communist troops. 

Air America crews became expert in the 
terrain and unique flying conditions of Laos, 
but they were not immune to enemy ground 
fire and the perils of being shot down over 
enemy-controlled territory. They soon creat­
ed their own search and rescue (SAR) force, 
comprised of UH-34D helicopters and T-28D 
attack aircraft, and began to respond to their 
own emergencies. As more U.s. military air­
craft began flying missions over Laos (and 
later North Vietnam). Air America also took 
on the primary responsibilrty for rescuing all 
downed U.S. aviators. In 1964-1 965. when the 
U.s. military had few SAR aircraft In the re­
gion. the U.s. Air Force (USAF) reports that 
Air America rescued 2 1 American pilots. 

Although the USAF did not continue to pub­
lish further statistics on Air America rescue 
and the CIA never tracked such data. anecdot­
al information and occasional formal letters 
of commendation suggest that Air America 
crews saved scores of American airmen. One 
such letter, written by Major General DeW itt 

R Searles. USAF. stated " I w ish to convey my 
personal appreciation and commendation to 
two of your helicopter crews for their ex­
ceptional aerial skill in the rescue ofthe crew 
members of an RF-4C. Bullwhip 26. on 20 
January 1972." General Searles went on to 
name Lee Andrews. Nicki Fillipi, Ron Ander­
son, John Fonberg. W illiam Phillips. and Bob 
Noble for their "truly outstanding" efforts. 
"In spite of a known 37MM high threat area 
and small arms fire," said the general, "these 
crew members disregarded their own per­
sonal safety to perform a heroic rescue. The 
quick response to the distress call and actual 
recovery in near record time were unques­
tionably instrumental in saving the lives of 
the USAF RF-4C crew members." 

In order to more fully understand these 
events, Donald Boecker, a U.s. Navy pilot 
shot down over northern Laos in 1965. will 
share the stage with one of his rescuers. Air 
America pilot Sam Jordan. 

In early 1968 Air America pilot Ken Wood and 
his flight mechanic Loy "Rusty" Irons carried 
out one of the most unusual and daring res­
cues of the entire Vietnam War. Project "Heavy 
Green" was a t op secret U.s. Air Force radar 
bombing facility located at Lima Site 85. a mile­
high Laotian mountaintop a mere 120 miles 
from downtown Hanoi. The military program 
was manned by sixteen Air Force techniCians 
working under cover as civilian employees of 
the Lockheed Aircraft Corporation. On the 
evening of 10 March 1968 the North Viet­
namese launched a furious mortar, rocket. and 
artillery attack on Site 85's CIA operations 
area and the Air Force facilities. Concurrently, 
a sapper team climbed the steep western cliffs 
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just below the radar buildings. In a pre-dawn 
attack the sappers surrounded the technicians 
and used automatic weapons fire and rocket­
propelled grenades in an attempt to destroy 
the facil ity and kill all of the Americans. 

Wood and Irons. responding to a signal from 
a military survival radio. flew to Site 85 and 
courageously hovered over a group of radar 
technicians trapped on the side of the cliff 
below the radar facility. Irons quickly dropped 
a hoist to the men and pulled them aboard 
the unarmed and unarmored Huey helicop­
ter. After forty-one years of secrecy, the CIA 
is now acknowledging Air America's role in 
the rescue of the "Heavy Green" members 
- Stanley Sliz. Richard Etchberger, Willie Hus­
band. and John Daniel. Etchberger, who 
heroically defended his injured com­
rades until they were placed on the 
helicopter, was mortally wounded by 
enemy fire as the Huey withdrew. The 
communist assault on Site 85 resulted 
in the single greatest ground loss of 
U.s. Air Force personnel for the en-
tire Vietnam W ar. Ten "Heavy Green" 
technicians remain unaccounted for 
from this attack. 

eral hundred yards below the radar buildings. 
faced the communist barrage with great cour­
age and determination. At first dawn, heed­
less to the presence of enemy soldiers and 
the continuing risk of mortars. rockets. and 
artillery fire. Freeman led a rescue party of 
Hmong irregulars to the radar facility. While 
searching for the technicians he came un­
der enemy gunfire and suffered a serious leg 
wound. Armed only with a shotgun and some 
phosphorous grenades, Freeman defended his 
team until forced to withdraw. In honor of his 
heroic actions Howard Freeman was award­
ed CIA's Intelligence Star: At the operations 
area Woody Spence suffered a severe hear­
ing loss during the bombardment. but contin­
ued to maintain critical radio communications 

throughout the North Vietnamese as­
sault. He also declined 

Chief Master Sergeant Richard Etch­
berger was secretly and posthu­
mously honored in late 1968 with 
the Air Force Cross. In a recent 
development, however; t he Pen­
tagon is reviewing Etchberger's 
actions for possible award of the 
Congressional Medal of Honor. 

An Air Combat First 
Keith WoodcoCk 

Don"", COUcte,y of M'Hu, Bu'*e 'nd BOYd D. Me""'he, 

CIA also acknowledges the 
actions of two paramilitary 
officers at Site 85. Howard 
Freeman and John Woody 
Spence, working and living 
at an operations area sev-
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evacuation from his post until sensitive equip­
ment and documents were properly safe­
guarded. Mr. Spence was honored with the 
CIA's Certificate of Distinction. 

Air America flight mechanic Rusty Irons, for­
mer CIA paramilitary officer Woody Spen­
ce, and Heavy Green technician John Daniel 
will provide their recollections of th is singu­
lar rescue. 

The Laos panel provides a remarkable op­
portunity to hear from both perspectives­
the rescuers and the rescued. 

THE FALL OF SOUTH VIETNAM 
The swift collapse of the South Vietnam­
ese government in March and April 1975 
caught many by surprise. According t o an 
official U.S. Air Force history "USAF airlift 
planes and personnel had long since been 
withdrawn from South Vietnam, and the 
only reliable airlift available in the coun­
try was Air America. The helicopters and 
smaller aircraft of this company were in­
valuable for removing people from remote 
locations." While all of their work in South 
Vietnam was extremely challenging in this 
time of great political and military chaos­
manifested in ever decreasing levels of se­
curity-Air America's efforts in Da Nang 
and Saigon are especially noteworthy. 

"Da Nang was a shambles when we ar­
rived," recalled Ai r America pilot Marius 
Burke. "Aircraft, tanks, trucks. etc., were 
abandoned all over the area.The aircraft ap­
parently were out of fuel." No matter. Burke 
and other Air America personnel got down 
to the risky business of moving evacuees to 
safe areas. Operating out of perilous landing 
sites and hand-pumping fuel from 50-gal­
Ion drums into helicopters that could not 
be shut down, Ai r Amenca responded to 

increasingly urgent requests from CIA and 
State Department officers. All the while Air 
America personnel were constantly receiv­
ing a mix of pleas, verbal threats, and some­
times gunfire from agitated South Vietnam­
ese government officials, military personnel, 
and local citizens determined to find a way 
out of the city. 

In Saigon, the final refuge for all fleeing the 
North Vietnamese invasion, Air America 
faced enormous challenges. Initial evacua­
tion planning did not anticipate the almost 
total disintegration of the Vietnamese secu­
rity forces and the chaos that quickly en­
gulfed the city and panicked the local and 
expatriate population. 

CIA officers, determined to get "at risk" 
Vietnamese out of Saigon, directed some 
of these individuals to drive out into the 
countryside. One Air America pilot de­
scribed 28 April 1975 as follows, "Our cus­
tomer 'Max' rode wit h us. Our mission was 
lifting Vietnamese from various locations 
in the Vietnam Delta to a U.S. Navy ship 
located just offshore of the mouth of the 
branch of the Mekong river on which Can 
Tho is located. Our method as arranged by 
the customer was to extract people from 
various random pickup points.This method 
worked very well and attracted little, if 
any, attention." 

On 29 April 1975 an Air America heli­
copter pilot spent the entire day shuttling 
passengers to various evacuation points. 
Arriving at the Embassy tennis courts his 
ai rcraft was fi lled with people and he flew 
to t he USS Blue Ridge, "offloaded, refu­
eled and went back to Saigon whereupon I 
landed at the Embassy roof and picked up 
another load heading for t he Blue Ridge. 
Arriving at Blue Ridge it had a full deck 
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so I was landed on a ship called Fireball. I 
returned to Saigon after refueling on Fire­
ball and picked up another Embassy roof 
load t his time going to the Fireball again 
and refueling." The pilot made many more 
roundtri ps that day and finally landed on 
the USS Duluth at about 1900. 

Air America fixed wing aircraft were also a 
critical means of evacuation. But the ever 
present danger of being overwhelmed by 
desperate Vietnamese civilians and mili­
tary personnel required skill, courage, and 
sometimes deception. A C-47 pilot report­
ed t hat 01") 29 April 1975 he departed Tan 
Son Nhut airfield with 33 passengers (Air 
America employees and families, mixed 
VN, Chinese, American and Filipino) plus 
a crew of two." Shortly after takeoff a fire 
developed in the right engine and the air­
craft was forced to land at Con Son island. 
Fourteen of the passengers were then fer­
r ied by Air America helicopters to nearby 
ships. Surrounded by hordes of Vietnam­
ese arriving from the mainland, the crew 
decided "it was not feasible to top off our 
fuel due to t he possibility of being mobbed 
byVN evacuees if the airplane appeared to 
be preparing for departure. With the air­
craft apparently disabled no one bothered 
us." Eventually the aircraft was repaired 
and, with a speedy departure, was soon on 
its way to Brunei with the remain ing Air 
America employees. 

One of the most iconic photographs of the 
Vietnam War was taken on 29 April 1975, 
Just hours before the jubilant N orth Viet­
namese Army seized the South Vietnamese 
capital. The image, captured by Dutch pho­
tographer Hubert Van Es, shows scores of 
people climbing a narrow wooden ladder in 
the frantic hope that they w ould be rescued 
by a small helicopter perched on a rooftop 
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just above them. Standing near the helicop­
ter a tall man leans forward with his hand 
extended to the frantic crowd. Released by 
United Press International with a mistaken 
caption that identified the location as the 
U.s. Embassy in Saigon, the picture instantly 
became a withering symbol of America's 
ignominious departure from Indochina. In 
fact, the Bell 204 helicopter belonged to 
Air America. The landing pad, one of thir­
teen rooftop evacuation points selected in 
consultations between Air America and a 
Special Working Group at the U.s. Embassy, 
was located atop CIA employee living quar­
ters at the Pittman Apartments on Gia Long 
Street. And, the man reaching out to those 
on the ladder was CIA air operations officer 
G.B. Harnage. 

Through all the years of U.s. involvement 
in Southeast Asia, Air America pilots and 
their support personnel accepted the grave 
danger and extreme flying challenges with 
great alacrity. Called upon one last time in 
the final days b~fore the collapse of t he 
South Vietnamese government, Air Ameri­
ca personnel braved the Saigon skyline to 
carry thousands of evacuees to the safety 
of nearby countries and U.s. ships in the 
South China Sea, They conducted t hem­
selves in the fi nest tradition of their motto 
"Anything, Anytime, Anywhere , Profession­
ally." In praise of their efforts, U.S. Air Force 
investigators concluded "Only God knows 
the numbers of sorties which A ir Amenca 
flew in the final month in Vietnam. [We]. .. 
estimate that over 1,000 were flown, per­
haps many more." 

The South Vietnam panel includes Air 
America pilots Marius Burke and Ed Adams, 
former CIA officer Robert Grealy, and not­
ed academic and USAF combat rescue pilot, 
Dr. Joe Gullmartin. 
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The Airmen's Bond: A Rescue Pilot's Perspective 
by Dr. Joe Guilmartin 
Professor, Ohio State University 

As a helicopter pilot, I was involved in Air 
Force rescue operations in Southeast Asia 
very near the beginning. I flew my first com­
bat sortie over Laos in early October of 1965, 
a staging flight by a pair of H-43s to Lima 20 
where we refueled, then on to Lima 36 north 
of the Plaine des Jarres where we pulled alert 
for two days. Our billeting arrangements 
were provided courtesy of Air America and 
were organized by the Customer; Mike, a tall 
rawboned fellow whose personal weapon of 
choice was a BAR (Browning Automatic Rifle), 
a fact I discovered one afternoon when he 
went charging off into the jungle to recover an 
Air America Helio pilot who was said t o have 
gone down short of the runway-incorrectly 
as it turned out. Mike also provided local in­
telligence. Air America pilots and kickers gave 
us tips on the weather and flying techniques 
to deal with it. Our logistic support was also 
provided by Air America: fifty-five gallon 
drums of JP-4 brought in by Caribou and an 
occasional maintenance man and replacement 
parts flown up from Udorn by Porter or He­
lio when our helicopters broke. 

The H-43 was a marginal operation: no ar­
mor, no armament beyond our personal M-
16s, no self-sealing tanks and a radius of ac­
tion of only seventy-five miles. It was good 
to know that other A mericans were flying in 
our area of responsibility. 

Mercifully, I was never called upon to attempt 
a combat rescue in the H-43 before my unit 
received its definitive equipment. Sikorski 
HH-3E "Jolly Greens" with self-sealing tanks, 
a thousand pounds of Titanium armor plate 
and a hydraulic rescue hoist wit h 250 feet of 
cable. We still had no armament beyond our 
personal M-16s, but at some point the pow­
ers that be provided us with the services of 
an Ai r Commando A- I squadron at Udorn to 
provide search capability and fire support, as 
indeed they did and to good effect. I and my 
fellows were well aware that our Air America 
comrades-in-arms had made combat rescues, 
above and beyond their contractual obliga­
tions with at least nominally unarmed H-34s 
and none of the advantages that our special­
ized equipment gave us. 

Whatever problems Air America had, a lack 
of aggressiveness In coming to the aid of a 
distressed airman was not among them. I 
have vivid recollections of a pickup in late 
1965 toward the end of dry monsoon. I and 
my crew were "high bird"-backup helicop­
ter; we always committed In pairs, another 
advantage Air America rarely enjoyed- when 
a Royal Lao A ir Force T-28 pilot bal led out off 
the northeast end of the Plaine des Jarres. 
I watched with mounting f,"ustration as the 
low bird aircraft commander dit hered. refus­
Ing t o go In for the pickup before our A-I s 
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arrived without specific authorization. The 
survivor had gone down in an area of low 
hostile activity; but as we had learned, orbit­
Ing aircraft soon attract the enemy. While I 
was screwing up my guts to jump my chain of 
command and commit, an Air AmeriCa H-34 
appeared out of nowhere, swooped in for 
the pickup, made it, and departed, no fuss, no 
muss, no bother. 

I left Southeast Asia in July of 1966, not to 
return for another nine and a half years. In 
the Interim, I taught combat rescue tactics as 
an Instructor pilot and in the classroom and 
wrote abqut them as an analyst and histo­
rian A long the way I came to the conclusion 
that in terms of demands on pilot and crew, 
combat rescue is the limiting case in aerial 
warfare. Raw courage and superior stick and 
rudder skill-or should I say cyclic and col­
lective skill?-are essential, but not enough. 
Unlike delivering ordnance or cargo, the ob­
jective is human life, and contributing one 
more downed aircraft to the enemy score­
card, however admirable in terms of courage, 
is counter-productive in the extreme. At the 
same time, a failure of will or excess of cau­
tion that leads to a missed pickup is just as 
bad, particularly In It s psychological impact 
and never more so than when the objective 
of the failed rescue was a fellow aviator. The 
successful rescue crew must walk a fine line 
between courage and caution. 

The conceptual challenges of combat rescue 
are daunting as well. Beyond keeping on top 
of t he aircraft-better still , ahead of the air­
craft-in four-dimensional space. the fourth 
dimension being time, the rescue crew must 
keep apprised ofthe situation on the ground: 
the survivor or survivors' medical condition, 
their proximity to enemy forces and the 
capabilities and limitations of those forces, 
not to mention mundane but essential pa-

UPHOLDiNG THE AIRMEN'S BOND 

rameters such as the wind, density altitude 
and terrain factors. That is surely the limit­
ing case in situational awareness and span 
of control. Finally, the rescue crew rarely has 
the luxury of knowing critical mission param­
eters, including the survivor's location, prior 
to launch. More often than not, planning and 
execution are of necessity done on the fly. 
Success requires a special kind of airmanship, 
one that Air America pilots, crews and sup­
port personnel repeatedly demonstrated. 

Anything, Anywhere, 

Anytime, Professionally. 

-Air America ~ Slogan 

I next operated in the same airspace as 
Air America during the final hours of the 
Vietnam War, in the 29 April 1975 Saigon 
evacuation. To make good the lack of Marine 
Corps H-53s-on~ oftwo CH-53 squadrons 
that parti cipated in the 12 April Phnom Penh 
evacuation had returned to Hawaii-and 
twelve Air Force H-53s, ten Special Opera­
tions CH-53s and two Rescue HH-53s were 
deployed from Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, to 
the attack carner USS Midway. As the senior 
Jolly Green, I led the two HH-53s. 

Backing up a month and a half, after the war 
in Laos had closed down in 1974,Air Ameri­
ca retained a presence in South Vietnam, no­
tably in the form of some twelve UH-I BID 
"Hueys" plus an additional sixteen H models 
on loan from the Army operating in support 
of the ICCS (International Commission for 
Control and Supervision), the Embassy, the 
CIA and USAID. That wasn't much given the 
enormity of t he task that was to be thrust 
upon Air America. More critical still, when 
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the situation turned critical, Air America had 
only seventy-seven pilots, including fixed­
wing pilots, in country. I 

Beginning in early March as the South Viet­
namese military position crumbled in t he 
face of a massive North Vietnamese inva­
sion backed by heavy armored forces op­
erating under an umbrella of surface-to-air 
missiles (SAMs) and anti-aircraft artillery, Air 
America Huey crews helped to evacuate 
US personnel from locations up country in 
the face of conditions that approached total 
chaos. The extraction of the last Americans 
from Da Nang on 29 March was particularly 
perilous. It was clear at this point. or should 
have been, that South Vietnam was doomed 
and t hat t he re- maining Americans and 

friendly foreign nationals 
would have to be evac-
uated, along with South 
Vietnamese deemed 
to be particularly at 
risk in the event of 
a communist Victo­
ry. Concrete plans 
had been under­
taken in support 
of a hei:copter 
evacuation uSing 
Manne Corps 
helicopters to 
shuttle evacu­
ees from the 
malr) collec­

tion pomt In the o ld 
MACV compound at Tan Son Nhut 

Airport to US Navy sh ips standing off the 

coast. Potential evacuees were billeted In 

scattered locations around Saigon, and AI'­
Amenca personnel working in conjunc­
tion with military members of the Defense 
Attache Staff had marked out rooftop 
helipads sUitable for use by All' America 
Hueys as a means of moving evacuees to 
the collection pOint. The problem was t he 
Ambassador. The Honorable Graham Mar­
tin, utterly committed to the South Viet­
namese cause, exhausted and in ill health, 
obstinately refused to abandon hope in a 
negotiated settlement and resisted taking 
overt steps in support of an evacuation to 
avoid causing panic. Even after the South 
Vietnamese Army had fought and lost its 
final battle, at Xuan Loc on t he eastern ap­
proaches to Saigon, on 20 Apnl. the Am­
bassador equivocated. Not until late In the 
morning of the 29 th

, in the wake of a North 
Vietnamese air strike on Tan Son Nhut Air­
port the day before and an avalanche of 
communist rockets that hit Tan Son N hut 
shortly after midnight, did the Ambassador 
give the order to execute. 

Aside from headlines and photographs, he 
Saigon Evacuation received only cursory 
attention from the American news media. 
David Butler of NBC Radio was the only 
American media bureau chIef in Saigon 
when the city fell. and while his account 
of the evacuation is both accurate and ex­
emplary it did not appear in pnnt for ten 
years.' Media coverage left the impression 
that while the evacuation was chaotic­
photos of Vietnamese climbing over con­
certina wire to get Into the Embassy for 

I William M. Leary,"W Rights: A!r Amenc.a and the Collapse of South Vietnam' The George ja/onlck /I and D'Jrothy 
Cocktell /o lonro Memo·,,,,. DlsrmgUl~lJea Lec~ure Senes Dallas:The Ur'IVerslty of Texas at Dallas. August 13. 2005. 
pUbllsr>ed by the Specia Colleqions Departmert oi the Eu ene McDermott Library). 3. 

t DaVId Butler The Fall vf S ligon: Scenes fr:'m tre Sudden End of a long War (Ne-w Yor • Simon nd Sc;huster, 
1985). 
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evacuation were coin of the realm­
it was unopposed. 

It was not, as testified to by a widely­
published but inadequately-captioned 
photo showing a Soviet -manufactured 
SA-7 heat-seeking missile passmg 
through the rotor plane of a Marine 
Corps CH-53. From my own recollection 
of radio traffic at the time, confirmed by 
subsequent research, a North Vietnamese 
57mm anti-aircraft battery was firing at 
the Incoming stream of helicopters from 
offshore Navy decks at around 1500, only 
to be silel}ced by a strike by a flight of Air 
Force "Iron Hand", anti-radiation F-4 fighter­
bombers. There were th ree active SA-2 ra­
dar-guided surface-to-air missile sites to the 
north and northeast of the city, and whi le 
they never fired, they were in place. 3 There 
is no doubt that the North Vietnamese infil­
trated SA-7 teams into the city and at least 
a limited number of 12.7mm heavy machine 
,guns on anti-aircraft mounts as well. I say 
thiS advisedly as Jolly Green gunners si­
lenced at least two 12.7mm positions and 
perhaps t hree on our run in to the DAO 
compound at about 2130. Helicopters de­
~cending into the compound from the east 
were fired at throughout t he operation by 
a 37mm battery to the west that, providen­
tIally, was unable to depress far enough for 
a successful engagement . 

Into this cauldron stepped AIi-America. under 
Circumstances that were anyth,ng but favor­
able, For openers, between communist rocket 
fire and an over-zealous fire marshal who re­
located the only refueli ng truck. there was no 
fuel. In consequence, the Hueyswere limited to 

three 
to five shuttle runs 
between rooftop helipads and the DAO 
Compound or Embassy before flying out 
to sea to refuel on Navy ships. Of twenty­
eight Hueys that should have been available, 
six had been stolen by Vietnamese, one w as 
hit by rocket fire, one was out of service for 
an engine change and four had been sent to 
evacuate Can Tho to the south. During the 
course of the day, accidents and mischance 
reduced the number of available Hueys to 
thirteen.4 Throughout the day and into the 
evening-the Ambassador's delayed decision 
ensured that the levacuatlon wou ld go on 
into the night-Air America Hueys flown by 
a single pi lot shuttJed across the city, carrying 
as many as a dozen evacuees in an aircraft 
rated for eig~t passengers. It was perhaps A ir 
America's finest hour. Loading up evacuee~, 
many of them Pilnicked and of uncertain 
identity, (r-om ad hoc pads, and in some cases 
unsurveyed rooftops, without any semblance 
of ground control entailed a constant fisk of 
being overloaded or interference With the 
flight controls, and that was only the begin" 
ning. Nor was It all rotary wIng: in early af­
ternoon, an Air America supervisor brought 
out what be estimated as over 150 evacuees 
on a C-46, no doubt a veteran of the Hump 
airli ft, dodgmg debris and abandoned ai rcraft 
on take off. 

1 Author's recollection On our Initial run-in to the DAO Compound at about 1500 hours, my RHAW (for. Radar 
Homing and WalTling) scope displayed rada,.. errnSSlons fl-om three SA-2 Sites. all well within range 

• leary, Last Rights. 10- 1 I . 
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Just how many evacuees made it out who 
would have been left behind w~re it not for 
Air America Huey crews and their support 
personnel is beyond reconstruction. The of­
ficial total of evacuees brought out to the 
fleet by helicopter is 7,815, a figure that is 
surely low.s Of those evacuated by military 
helicopter, a substantial number would never 
have made it to the collection points with­
out Air America. How many is a matter of 
speculation, but the number is surely well 
over a thousand and excludes those brought 
directly to Navy ships. It is perhaps fitting that 
the iconic photographic image of that aw­
ful occasion is that of an Air America Huey 
crew loading Vietnamese refugees from an 
improvised helipad atop the roof of the CIA 
deputy station chief's apartment.6 

John F. Guilmartin, Jr 
Columbus, Ohio 

--------------------~. --- - -
5 Ray L. Bowers, The Unrted States Air Force in Southeast ASIa: Tactical Alrhft (Washington, DC The Office of Air 

Force History, 1983), 644, f') 3 1 How the figure was derived is not specified, but was apparently on the basis of 
numbers reported to ABCCC (AII'horne Battlefield Communications Command and Control). t he airborne con­
t rol agency, by milrtary helicopter pilots. If that is the case, It IS surely low. As the evacuation progressed. frequenCies 
became saturated and it was clear t hat ABCCC wasn't controlling. Many crews simply stopped reporting. 

, Fox Butterfield with Kan Haskell. "Getting it Wrong In a Photo", The New York Times (April 23. 2000). 5 
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MK'10RANDUM June 10, 1972 

TO: 

FROM: 

I'l'!. American Employees of the Mission ' 

The ' AmbaSSridOl:{j)!j-

I would like to share with you sletter that I received 
from our President: 

Hay 1..9, 1972 

Dear Hr. Ambassfl.dor: 

The commur.ist cry season offe~sive in L~os h~s 
been. blur!tec. this yePor, largely through the ti~e­
less efforts of your Mission. You have done a 
tremend~us job under difficult conditions an~ I 
want to express my deep ;.l.pprecia~ion" on behelf 
of the AmeTicc:m people, for the cistinguis'hec: 
leadership you have displayed i~ this critical 
situation. 

With warcest personal rege.rds, 

Sincerely, 

Richard Nixon 

I hR.ve written to the President: 

June B, 1972 

De~r Hr. Presidep.t: 

Your most thoughtful ~nrl g;:: ner0'.lS letter of May ~.9 
addrcs sec t:o me is :J tribute to the men' 8.nd ,,;,'ooen 
of this Mission who showed such dcvo~ion to ~uty 
ciuring Po very difficult five rn0n~hs. 

It is t~erefore with great prida and gratitude to 
you, Hr. P;.-esidr:!rlt, that I have tt=\kcn the li-"erty 
of transcitting your views to the Americanmembern 

AIR AMERICA 
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of the Missiou,·:mc. to the employees of Air America 
;ll-,d Cont int:ntf1.1 Air. Service s who carrie d out wich 
such g~llantry their responz i~ilities to our 
governmEnt . 

. The vast majority of &~~ericans i~ L20 8 ar2 one 
hundred ' per cent behind all your efforts to P..chi€:'le 
worJ.c: peace.. We p.cm~re your cour2gE: . . All are proud 
to be Aineric£!Ii.s ~ anc that ym~ arc OUT Presid.ent. 

Very rEspectfully} 

G. McMurtri e God l ey 

AMB : GMGod J.ey : ) sw 



MACCORDS -r"lSD 

Mr. Merrill Hulse, Base ~lanager 
Air America, Incorporated ' 
Tan Son N"nut Airport 
Saigon, Vietnam 

Dear Mr. Hulse: 

II 

2 B FEB 1968 

REC'D ' WAS MAR 8 1968 

' ,: .: 

I am taking this opportunity to express my appreciation to' Air America 
for the exemplary perfonnance of its persormel in making available cre\.,rs and 
flying aircraft under extremely trying circumstances to support the United 
States Government duri ng the recent Tet offensive. 

I am certain that the effort put forth by your people in many cases 
was instrumental in saving Ii ves and helped to tum the tide in our f avor. 
I commend you highly f or your efforts and thank you on beha of CORDS for 

1\ 1. i r ,,) 
/ V\ \..,. • '-

VVT5 
. . f A V .' - t...J 

\/fF t.A 
~.L ~ 

-Vir (jj . vr. WADE LA1HRA!\f 
, ACofS, CORDS 

!;" 11 ~ ~{ .y'l-t .... J 
J " ., 
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FROM: Department of the Air Force· ~ 

Headquarters 13th Tactical Fighter Squadron (PACAF~ 
APO San Francisco 96.Z37 

REPLY TOATTN OF: CC 8 September 1971 

SUBJECT: Rescue of Downed F-4 Aircrew 
REC'O WAS SEP 20 197f 

TO: Base Manager, Air Ari,.erica, Inc. 
c/o Air Force Liaison Officer 
Box 6Z, APO San Francisco 96Z37 

1. On ~ September 1971, one of the a.ircrew~ of the 13th TFS "panthel" 
Pack" receiveq-battle damage to their aircra!t and c:ra~ped in a ball of 
n,.m~!J~ FQrtun~t~ly~ b9th ~ rew memb~r~ w~r'i! able tg ~j~~t pr~Qr to 
'lmpact, but they Were both lnjured. 1ncapacltated and helpless on the 
ground, in the northern part of the Plain of Jars in Laos, they were in 
imminent danger of capture or death from hostile Iorces surrounding 
them. Two Air America helicopter crews Sewed their lives by landing 
in the open field to pick them up, even though under enemy fire. 

2. A Bell Z05, crewed by Mr. Ted Cash, Mr. Wayne Lannin, and Mr. 
William Parker, rescued Captain Ron Fitzgerald, the Weapons System 
Officer of the fighter. Both Mr. Lannin and Mr. Parker risked their 
lives by exposing themselves directly to enemy fire to hoist the injured 
Captain Fitzgerald aboard the helicopter. 

3. An H-34, piloted by Mr. Don Henthorn, landed to pick up Major Jim 
Compton, the Aircraft Commander of the downed fighter, while a crew 
member,. Mr. Ernie Cortez risked his life by exposing himself to hostile 
ground fire to lift Major Compton into the helicopter. 

4. The two helicopters took off in a hail of enemy fit:e and airlifted the 
injured Panthers to a landing site nearby where they were transferred to 
an Air America Porter aircraft. They were then airlifted to a staging . 
base, where they were attended by a surgeon and subsequently were 
returned to Udorn RTAFB aboard an Air America C-IZ3. . 

S. The deep gratitude felt by the 13th TFS towards the valiant Air 
America crews who saved our comrades is difficult to express. There 
is no doubt that their prompt, heroic action saved two lives that day. 
We will long remember and be grateful Lor their actions. We all hope 
that we may be of help if Air America crews ever face a similar test. 

L-/- 7j.ztJ/71 
" 

i" _ .. ~I .0,,' 
" , 

I. 



6. Letters are never as warm as a drink and a handshake. The 13th 
TFS, re!ore, cordially invites Messrs. Cash, Lannin, Parker, 
Henthor , and Cortez to be our guests at a going-away "Sawadee Party" 
lor some of our men wno are completing their combat tours in Southeast 
Asia. The party will be held on 18 September at 1900 hours in the main 
banquet room of the Udorn OHicers I Open Mess. The "Panther Pack" . 
is looking forward to thanking all of these men in p,ers en. 

7. To all of the personnel of Air America, the 13th TFS "Panther Pack" 
sends a "Well Done" with admiration for the fine work done day after day 
in sapport of our allies in Southeast Asia. Keep up the good work I 

. . . 
~~ to{~1onel, USAF 
Command r 

\ .. 
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