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AR = i lRE Hxsj:encal Collections Division (HCD) of the Gﬁ'hg of !hTormﬁlaﬁ‘Management Ser-
Bt raga) o vices isresponsible for executing the CIA's l—hstoncaﬁﬁewd’i Program.I\h program seeksto
= . 3ax identify. collect, and review for possiblé release te the: pubhc segnlf‘ r:arrt I'ﬂstqri‘Cal m?'ermatian. ‘

TFhe mission of HCD is to: -
~* Provide an accurate, objective understanding of the lnférrﬁatimm 'entgﬂigEr}ce that has g
helped shape the foundation of majordJS pohcy deusncﬂs ‘ s > 5 W '
~» Improve access to lessons learned, presenting hrst@ncal f’nétenal gp é%hfs‘{ze thg,s@pe gl

and context of past actions: LAY
* Improve current decmon-makmg and analysis by. fac;l;tatmg rgﬂecmdh bn‘the |m3a:is and ri
effects arising from past decisions, : b .

* Uphold Agenicy leadership commitments.to cpermess, whi‘le‘;uo‘tectmg ﬂ‘le nattcnal secu—.
rity interests of the US, r
v F’mv:de the American public with valuable insight into the workmgs of their Government

\// CENTER fok THE
(34 < STUDY of INTELLIGENCE

The History Staff in the CIA Center for the Study of Intelligence fosters understanding of
the Agency's history and its relationship to today’s intelligence challenges by communicating
instructive historical insights to the CIA workforce, other US Government agencies; and the
public. CIA historians research topics on all aspects of Agency activities and disseminate their
N ey . knowledge through pubilications; courses, briefings, and Web-based products. They also work
T ‘with other Intelligence. Community historians on publication and education projects that
~highlight interagency approaches to intelligence issues: Lastly, the CIA History Staff conducts:

. an ambitious pmgram of oral history interviews that are invaluable for preserving institu-
tional memones that are not captured in the documentary record.
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The Hlstery of Aviation Collection at The Umversxty of Texas at Dallas

 The sympo:mm "Air- America: Upholding
~the Airmen's Bond." comes on the heels of
a decades-long effort to declassify approxi-
mately 10,000 CIA documents on the airline,
These papers—many of which have never
been seen by the public or scholars outside
of the CIA—will join the History of Aviation
Collection (HAC) at-the Eugene McDermott
Library at The University of Texas at Dallas.

s special honor that the Civil Air Trans-
port (CAT) and Air America associations,
whose members are former employees of

the airline and their relatives,asked the CIAto

give these papers to UT Dallas. The decision
reflects the strong relationship that already
exists' between the CAT and Air America
associations and the library's Special Collec-
tions staff. In 1985 the HAC became the of-

« ficial repository of the Civil Air Transport/Air
America Archives and CAT/Air America sur-
Vivors raised $15,000 for a large memorial
plague featuring the names.of the 240 em-
ployees who lost their lives as civilians during
their service in Southeast Asia. In 987 the
plaque was dedicated at McDermott Library
during a solemin ceremony.

The History of Aviation: Collection is consid-
ered one of the finest research archives on
aviation history in the LLS. It comprises:
* [8,000-20,000 cataloged baoks
* 4,000-plus magazine and periodical titles
*, 500,000 photographs and negatives
» 2,000 films
* 4,000 boxes of archived materials

. E
In- 1963 George Haddaway, founder and
managing editor of Flight magazine, donated

. UPHOLDING THE AIRMEN'S BOND

his files and-a collection of rare first edition
aviation boeoks to UT Austin. In 1978 the mil-
lion-item collection of Vice Admiral Charles
E. Rosendahl was added to the HAC but fa-
cilities in Austin were inadequate ta properly

_hold.it. The' collection moved to UT Dallas

because it had considerable space in its new

McDermott Library. . :

In.an effort to. relieve the library's Special
Collections of its growing artifacts and to
provide better public access, UT Dallas made
a long-term {pan of most of the Rosendahl
artifacts to lalinch the Frontiers of Flight Mu-
seu: at Love Figld in Dallas,

The prominence of the Rosendahl holdings
attracted members of the CAT/Air America
assqdiations to select the HAC for their of-
ficial archives and memaridl. This prestige
further boosted the HACH significance and
research value to students and scholars and

prompted additional significant donations.

Upon the death of WWII hero Gen, James H,

“limmy" Daoglittle in | 993 the library received
his. personal correspondence, film and pho-
tographs and copies of his scientific research
papers, as well as his desk, chair uniform, and
Medal of Honor:This represents the only ma-

jor collection of the general's. memorabilia

and personal files outside federal facilities
such asthe Library of Congress,

Now with the newly declassified CIA docu-
ments, the History of Awation Collection
has strengthened its position as holding the

premier archive on Civil Aerr’ansport and

Air America.
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| UPHOLDING THE AIRMEN'S BOND -

Al AMER\CA:

umbwmq THE. ARMEN'S BoND

Qu;etly and courageously throughout the

‘long and diffiedft Vietnam War, Air Amer-
ica, a secretly owned air ‘proprietary of
the .S, Central Intelligence Agency (CIA),
remained the indispensable instrument of
ClA's clandestine mission. This legacy is
captured In a recent ClIA Director’s state-
ment that the Agency's mission is to “ac-

complish what others cannot accomplish
and go where others cannot go! While
some of Air America's wark may never. be
publiclyacknowledged, much of the compa-
ny's critical role in wartime rescue missions
can now be revealed. This joint symposium
with the CIA and The University of Texas at
Dallas provides a forum for the release of
thousantls of pages of heretofore unavail-
able ‘documents an Air America's relation-
ship. with the Central Intelligence Agency.

-

Moreover, the symposium brings together
many Air America veterans,.a number of
men rescued by Air America, and the CIA
“customers” who often placed their lives

and missions in the hands of this once-se-

cret air proprietary.

Air America crews were not required to

moniter military emergeney radio calls, fly

to the location of military personne! in dis-

tress, or place their lives at risk of enemy. o
ground-fire and possible capture. They re- o - f:
ceived no extra compensation for rescue B
work and sometimes lost wages for their p
efforts. However, in their flying community _

it was enough to know that a downed avia- . P e iy
tor was in trouble and that airmen sholld R S 7
always come to the aid of other a)vmen l’t - p
was simply the Airmen’s Bond:
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June 1971
Battle for Skyline Ridge begins. Air
America airlifts troops, supplies, and
conducts Search and Rescue missions.

|7 December [971
Plaine des Jarres (FD) falls.

ANOS SNIWHIY IHL ONIATOHN

EREh™ 7S
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.

& A 28 March 1975

Evacuation of Da Nang begins.

21 April 1975

~» _ SouthVietnamese President Thieu resigns.

o 28 April 1975

e 2 * North Vietnamese offensive against
, o ga

. Saigon begins with an air strike on

et Tan Son Nhut air base.

-3

kg 0 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 last helicopter out, piloted by

Robert Caron with crew member Q. B. Harnage, 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 activities . ..
Air America appropriately named has served its country well."

[2001]

12 January (968
Air America’s first and enly air-to-kill. Four North
Vietnamese AN-2 Colts approached Site 85.
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.

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

Mid-December 1974

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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Al AMERICA PALTS

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 of food stuffs—
mainly rice—in Laos. Helicopter flight
time reached more than 4,000 hours
a month in the same year Air America
crews transported tens of thousands of
troops and refugees.

In Vietnam, according to Robbins, AAM
had about 40 aircraft and served about
12,000 passengers a month, among whom
were USAID (US. Agency for Interna-
tional Development) people, missionaries,
military personnel, correspondents, gov-
ernment officials and nurses.

Air America took on a greater and great-
er burden of support for military opera-
tions, as reflected |n 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 41,000

AlR AMERICA




American civilians, "customers,” diplomat- EVACUATION FROMTHE PITTMAN
ic personnel, AAM personnel, and South BUILDING
Vietnamese civilians from Saigon before ¢ The most famous evacuation flown by Air

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 1,317 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

America on 29 April 75 was one from the
Pittman Building at Saigon, although most
people who saw the world famous photo
taken by UP| 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 US. fleet lying before
the coast of Seuth Vietnam.

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



Symposium Overview
by Dr. Tim Castle

THE WAR IN LAOS

When President Kennedy decided in 1961
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 responsibility for rescuing all
downed U.S. aviators. In |1964-1965, 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| American pilots.

Although the USAF did not continue to pub-
lish further statistics on Air America rescues
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 DeWitt

R Searles, USAF, stated *| wish to convey my
personal appreciation and commendation to
two of your helicopter crews for their ex-
ceptional aerial skill in the rescue of the 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, William 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 US. Navy pilot
shot down over northern Laos in 1965, will
share the stage with one of his reseuers, 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 top secret US. 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

AIR AMERICA
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just below the radar buildings. In a pre-dawn
attaclk the sappers surrounded the technicians
and used automatic weapons fire and rocket-
propelled grenades in an attempt to destroy
the facility 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
US. Air Force personnel for the en-
tire Vietnam War. Ten ""Heavy Green"
technicians remain unaccounted for
from this attack.

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, the Pen-
tagon is reviewing Etchberger’s
actions for possible award of the
Congressional Medal of Honor:

as s

CIA also acknowledges the Laos—je. tf;a
actions of two paramilitary All-weathe, gui
. mun,'st ¢ /

officers at Site 85. Howard Captire. PPy
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Freeman and john Woody espongi ¢ o
Spence, working and living ica—¢p, is:i:a
at an operations area sev- SINgUlar aepy, vi't
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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 ClA’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-
e sault. He also declined
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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 this 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 to 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 Air 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-
lon drums into helicopters that could not
be shut down, Air America 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 with 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
brarich 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
aircraft was filled with people and he flew
to the USS Blue Ridge, “offloaded, refu-
eled and went back to Saigon whereupon |
landed at the Embassy roof and picked up
another load heading for the Blue Ridge.
Arriving at Blue Ridge it had a full deck

AIR AMERICA




so | was landed on a ship called Fireball. |
returned to Saigon after refueling on Fire-
ball and picked up another Embassy roof
load this time going to the Fireball again
and refueling.”’ The pilot made many more
roundtrips 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 that on 29 April 1975 he departed Tan
Soen 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-
ried 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 the possibility of being mobbed
by VN 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 remaining Air
America employees.

One of the most iconic photographs of the
Vietnam War was taken on 29 April 1975,
just hours before the jubilant North 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 would be rescued
by a small helicopter perched on a rooftop

UPHOLDING THE AIRMEN'S BOND

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
O.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 before the collapse of the
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 them-
selves in the finest 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 Air America
flew in the final month in Vietnam. [We]...
estimate that over [,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 Guilmartin.
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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 |
was screwing up my guts to jJump 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.

| left Southeast Asia in July of 1966, not to
return for another nine and a half years. In
the ipterim, | taught combat rescue tactics as
an Instructor pilot and in the classroom and
wrote about them as an analyst and histo-
rian. Along the way | 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 | 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 its 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. Beyand keeping on top
of the aircraft—better still, ahead of the air-
craft—in four-dimensional space, the fourth
dimension being time, the rescue crew must
keep apprised of the 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-
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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’s Slogan

| 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—one of two CH-53 squadrons
that participated in the |2 April Phnom Penh
evacuation had peturned 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 carrier USS Midway. As the senior
Jolly Green, | 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-IB/D
"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 the task that was to be thrust
upon Air America. More critical still, when



the situation turned critical, Air America had
only seventy-seven pilots, including fixed-
wing pilots, in country.'

Beginning in early March as the South Viet-
namese military position crumbled in the
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 that the 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. Concreté plans
had been under
taken in support
of a helicopter
evacuation using
Marine Corps
helicopters to
shuttle evacu-

ees from the
main collec-

tion “paint’.in . the old
MACV compound at Tan Son Nhut
Airport to US Navy: ships standing off the

-

coast, Potential evacuees were billeted in
scattered locations around Saigon, and Air
America personnel working in conjunc-
tion with military members of the Defense
Attaché Staff had marked out rooftop
helipads suitable for use by Air America
Hueys as a means of moving evacuees to
the collection point. The problem was the
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 the eastern ap-
proaches to Saigon, on 20 April,.the Am-
bassador equivocated. Not until late in the
morning of the 29", in the wake of a North
Vietnamese air strike onTan Son Nhut Air-
port the day before and an avalanche of
communist rockets that hit Tan Son Nhut
shortly after midnight, did the Ambassador
give the order to execute.

Aside from headlines and photographs, the
Saigobn 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 print for ten
years.’ Media coverage left the impression
that while, the evacuation was chaotic—
photos of Vietnameése climbing over con-
certina wire to get into the Embassy for

William M. Leary, Last Flights: Air America and the Collapse of South Vietnam'', The George Jalonick [l und Darothy
Cockrell Jalonick Memorial Distinguished Lecture Series (Dallas:The University of Texas-at Ballas, August |3, 2005,
published by the Special Collections Department of the Elgene McDermott Library), 3.

* David Butler, The Fall of Saigon: Scenes from the Sudden End of a Long War (New York Simon and Sehuster,

|985).
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evacuation were coin of the realm—
it was unopposed.

[t was not, as testified to by a widely-
published but inadequately-captioned
photo showing a Soviet-manufactured
SA-7 heat-seeking missile passing

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 silenced by a strike by a flight of Air
Force "lron Hand", anti-radiation F-4 fighter-
bombers. There were three active SA-2 ra-
dar-guided surface-to-air missile sites to the
north and northeast of the city, and while
they never fired, they were in place.? There
is no doubt that the North Vietnamese infil-
trated SA-7 teams into the city and at least
a limited number of [2.7mm heavy machine
guns on anti-aircraft mounts as well. | say
this advisedly as Jolly Green gunners si-
lenced at least two [2.7mm positions and
perhaps three on our run in to the DAO
compound at about 2130. Helicopters de-
scending into the compound from the east
were fired at throughout the operation by
a 37rnm battery to the west that, providen-
tially, was unable to depress far enough for
a successful engagement.

Into this cauldron stepped AirAmerica, under
circumstances that were anything but favor-
able. For openers, between communist rocket
fire and an over-zealous fire marshal who re-
located the only refueling truck, there was no
fuel.In consequence, the Hueyswerelimitedto

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 was
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.* Throughout the day and into the
evening—the Ambassador’s delayed decision
ensured that the evacuation would go on
into the night—Air America Hueys flown by
a single pilot shuttled across the city, carrying
as many as @ dozef evacuees in an aircraft
rated for eight passengers. It was perhaps Air
America's finest hour. Loading up evacuees,
many of them panicked and of uncertain
identity from ad hoc pads, and in some cases
unsurveyed rooftops, without any semblance
of ground control entailed a constant risk 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 he estimated as over |50 evacuees
on a C-46, no doubt a veteran of the Hump
airlift, dodging debris and abandoned aircraft
on take off.

* Author's recollection. On our inttial run-in to the DAO compound at about 1500 hours, my RHAW (forRadar
Horming and Warning) scope displayed radar emissions from three SA-2 sites, all well within range.
* Leary, Last Flights, 10-11.
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Just how many evacuees made it out who
would have been left behind wére 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.> 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 i
improvised helipad atop the roof of the CIA
deputy station chief's apartment.®

John F. Guilmartin, |
Columbus, Ohio |

* Ray L. Bowers, The United States Air Force in Southeast Asia: Tactical Airlift (Washington, DC: The Office of Air
Force History, 1983), 644, n. 31. How the figure was derived is not specified, but was apparently on the basis of
numbers reported to ABCCC (Airborne Battlefield Communications, Command and Contral), the airborne can-
trol agency, by military helicopter pilots. If that is the case, it is surely low. As the evacuation progressed. frequencies
became saturated and it was clear that ABCCC wasn't controlling. Many crews simply stopped repaorting

5 Fox Butterfield with Kari Haskell, "Getting it Wrang in a Phota”, The New York Times (April 23, 2000), 5.
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June 10, 1972

ric can Employces of the Mission -

The Ambassador[k&ijz

I would like to share with you a letter that I received
from‘our President:

May 19, 1972

Dear Mr. Ambassador:

The commurist dry season offersive in Laos hzas
~ been bluntedé this year, largely through the tire-
-Iess.eFforts of your Mission. You have donec 2
‘tremencous job under difficult conditicns and I
want to express my deep appreciazion, on beh21f
of the American people, for the distinguished
1eadersn1p you have dlsplajen ir. this critical
situation.

With warmest personal regards

Sincerely,

'Richard Nixon

I have written to the President:

AN,

: : | June &, 1972
Dear Mr. President:

. “
Your most thoughtful and gsnerous letter of n&y 19
addressec to me is 2 tribute to the men and an
of this Mission who showed such devotion to é;Zy
curing a very difficult five monchs, e

It is taerefore with great pride and gratitude to
~you, Mr. President, that I have taken the libvercty
f %gitransml ting your views to the America n-meﬁoerg

f
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- & the ﬁits-sion,--nné to the employees of Air Ameri

nd Continental Air Services who carried out wich
such gallantry their responsibilities to our
‘government.,

per cent behind all your efforts to achieve
acc, We acdmire your courzge. All are preoud
Americans, and that you are our Presicent,
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G. McMurtrie Godl ““r
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: - HEA,D‘QUART RS
-t UNITED STATES MILITARY “ASSISTANCE COMMAND. VIETNAM
) APO SA rnA{t,mscc} 96222

. Office of the Assist ﬁ;{ef of Staff, CORDS

* MACCORDS-MSD 2 8 FEB 1068
LY
. . ;
.  RECDWAS AR 81968

. Mr. Merrill Hulse, Base Manager
Air America, Incorporated

Tan Son Nhut#®Airport

Saigon, Vietnam

Dear Mr. Huise:

I am taking this opportunity to express my appreciation. to Air America
~ for the exemplary performance of its personnel in making available crews and
jﬂylng aircraft under extremely trying circumstances to support the United

States Government during the recent Tet offensive.

1' am certain that the effort put forth by your people in many cases
was instrumental in saving lives and helped to turn the tide in our favor.
I commend you highly for your efforts and thank you on behal@#of CORDS for

By --g.ﬁ job exceptlonally well done.
ly yoyrs, /
— f f

L. I\IADE LATHRAM
ACofS, CORDS
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- OM: Departr;le'nt of the Air Force- CK
Headquarters 13th Tactical Fighter Squadron (PACAF)

APO San Francisco 96237 _ . -Jj:

PLY TOATTN OF: CC " 8 September 1971

JUBJECT: Rescu‘e of Downed F-4 Aircrew , REC D WAS SEP 20197’

TO: Base Manager, Air America, Inc.
c/o Air Force Liaison Officer
Box 62, APO San Francisco 96237

On 2 September 1971, one of the aircrews of the 13th TFS ""Panther
ck' rece‘ived_—;ba.ttle damage to their aircraft and crashed in a ball of
mes, Fortunately, both crew members wers able to eject prior to

impact, but they were both injured. Incapacitated 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 forces surrounding
them. Two Air America helicopter crews saved their lives by landing
in the open field to pick them up, even though under enemy fire.

2. A Bell 205, crewed by Mr. Ted Cash, Mr. Wayne I 'nin, and Mr.

William Parker, rescued Captain Ron Fitzger="" the v ajons System
Officer of the fighter. Both Mr. Lannin and Mr 2ai:’ . risked their
lives by exposing themselves directly to ener et F-'-tthe 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. 3

4, The two helicopters togok off in a hail of enemy fire and airliffed 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-123. \

-

5. 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 for their actions. We all hope
. that we may be of help if Air America crews ever face a similar test.
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never as warm as a drink and a handshake. The 13th
. cordially invites Messrs, Cash, Lannin, Parker,
Jortez to be our guests at a going-away '"Sawadee Party"
of our men who are completing their combat tours in Southeast
The party will be held on 18 September at 1900 hours in the main
banquet room of the Udorn Officers' Open Mess. The !"Panther Pack""
is lookmg forward to thanking all of these men in persm.

7,, To all of the personnel of Air Amenca, the 13th TFS "Panther Pack"
: Bemis a "Well Done'" with admiration for the fine work done day after day
in sazport of our allies in Southeast Asia. Keep up the good work!






