COWBOY
ZERO ONE









Written'eapeciall# for
THE COWBOYS
THEIR TOP COVER
THE AIR COMMANDOS

&
-‘THEM




L

Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chapter
Chaptenr

Chapter

one
two

three

four

five

six

seven
elght

nine

ten

eleven
twelve
thirteen
fourteen
fifteen
gixteen
seventeen
eighteen
nineteen
twenty
twenty one
twenty two

twenty three

INTRODUCTION
OCRGANIZATION
VOLUNTEERING
TRAINING

WELCOME TO VIETNAM
WELCOME TO THE RANCH
"C'" FLIGHT

DANANG

THE HONDA CAPER
TOP COVER

THE TRADERS
OPERATIONS OFFICERS
BIEN HOA

THE GREAT SHOOTUP
THE SECRET MISSION
HONG KONG

MORTAR ATTACK
GROUND FIRE

OTHER GUYS

ASHUA VALLEY

TAJ MAHAL EAST
ORDERS

GOODRBY VIETNAM




.....

- CAMBODIA

.

‘I

{

\

i
l LAOS
l‘\

{ ,/.

NORTH
VIETNAM

JVIETNAM

SOUTH

CHINA
SEA

DANANG

SOUTH




CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION
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I was sitting on my favorite bar stool at an Air Force Officer's:
élub watering hole not long ag&. I noticed a lean, hunched ovér pilot
across the bar staring at me. He had the crow's feet lines around his
eyes from looking into the sun for years and his face had a crinkly look.
He also had a double martini in one fist and a cigar in the other, all
the characteristics of a fighter pilot passing through the base,

I was mildly surprised when he walked over to the part of the bar
I was defending from the Viet Cong and non-flyers, Normally, fighter
pilots are clannish and tend to mingle with their own. Sometimes they
will mingle with ladies rather than talk flying, which is a high tribute
to ladies in general,

He slipped onto the bar stool next to me with a practiced smoothness

acquired from many night flights in bars throughout the world.

"Aren't you one of those Ranch Hands I flew top cover for in Vietnam?'",

he asked. T gave him the "here it comes" look and .took a long, slow
drink of my Seagram's VO and water to avoid answering. He just shook his
head and muttered, "You guys were the craziest bunch of bastards I ever
flew top cover for'",

These encounters'are old hat to Ranch Hands. Every guy who was in
the flying business in Vietnam has to retell some superinflated war
story about how he was in this or that bar in Southeast Asia when this
bunch of Ranch Hands did thus and so., Most of these stories are highly

exagerated and only partially true.




LO—

It is true that old '"Air Commando One', the founder of the Air
Commandos and some other Jungle Jim types came up with a weird plan
when they dreamed up Operation Ranch Hand, an outfit that was formed,
fought and folded up all in the span of a half dozen years during the
Southeast Asian war. The unit's mission was combat cropdusting.

The Ranch Hands were to fly unarmed aircraft at 100 feet above the
ground and spray defoliants on the enemy trees (which are very hard to
distinquish from friendly trees) while the Viet Cong gleefully shot
hell out of you and your airplane,

Very few Headquarters folks knew (or wanted to know) anything about
the Ranch Hands mission, It was a constant struggle betﬁeen the Ranch
Hands and THEM., THEM or THEY as Headquarters in Saigon was referred to
were invisible. THEY were voices over a phone. THEY were letters or
teletype messages. THEY never visited us let alone fly with.us.

Our type of flying discouraged folks from vbluntarily joining us
on our twice a day combat missions. We had the dubious distinction of
being the most shot at and hit flying unit in Vietnam. It all added up
to some of those greatly inflated stories about us bending a few
regulations selectively 80 we could get on with winning the war. And,
no one could seriously fault the Ranch Hands if they partied as hard as
they flew, It was all very normal considering we were in a combat zomne.

The Ranch Hands weren't as crazy as some folks have alleged and the
stories circulated about their misconduct and general lack of interest
in military conformity are products of Murphy's barroom broadening

Law which everyone knows won't hold a Seagram's V0. and water. Read on

and judge for yourself.




CHAPTER TWO

ORGANIZATION
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The unit was formed as Cperation Ranch Hand after
several other names had been used and their combat call
gslign was COWBOY. The personnel were referred to as Ranch
Handes or Cowboys by all who dealt with them. The operation
began as a three ship experimental flight and grew until it
became a full sized Ailr Force Special Operations sguadron.

To become a Ranch Hand or Cowboy ¥y¥ou had to be a
double volunteer. A Ranch Hand had to be a volunteer for
Vietnam combat, but also had to re-volunteer for duty as a
Ranch Hand. Generally speakling you had to be a little
gsquirrely to begin with to want in on this operation.

The Cowboys flew the UC-123, a twin engined
transport that wyas originally designed as a glider. It was
a versatile and sturdy beast, but the slowesgt dumpiest
looking airplane in the war. The ability of the 123, one
twenty three as we called them, to take heavy damage from
ground fire and lumber home i1g legendary. It was a perfect
gelection for the spray miasion. The mating of this ugly
elephant-l1ike aircraft with 1ts' Alr Force crews, whose
sanity was doubtful at best, gave birth to a combat saga
which I will only touch on to set the record straight for
vear I flew with them.

Initially based in Salgon at Tan Son Nhut Air Base,
the Cowboye were stationed right next decor to then General
Ky's personal South Vietnemese Alr Force unit. General Ky
was a close friend of the Ranch Hands. He admired small,

elite, high esprite de corps flying units.
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The Ranch Handg later moved to Bien Hoa Alr Base
about 20 miles from Saigon and concluded their era at Phan
Rang Air Base in central Vietnam, The unit also maintained
a detachment of varying size that ocperated from Danang Air
Base in the mountalnous region of northern South Vietnam
Just below the Demilitarized Zone.

The planners set some rather unique prerequisites
for the Ranch Hand flight crews. They actively sought
former jet fighter pilots or multi engine pilots with
extensive formation flying experience to fly these
propellor driven behemoths.

The misgasion called for flying at the relatively

alow combat speed of 150mph, stralight and level st 100 feet
above the ground while great numbers of extremely hostlle
Viet Cong gunners shot at will at the planes and crews.
To add to the fun, the mission called for flying wingtip
to wingtip formation with fighter type pylon turns at the
end of each run and multiple passes over the same target.
Just one good deal after another.

The C-123 lacKked hydraulically boosted flight
controls and flew with the ease of a Mack truck without
power gteering. The planners solved that by having the
co-pililot in the right cockplt seat operate the throttles
while the pilot in the left seat wrestled the plane around
and over the trees while maintaining close formation. The
two pllots had to act as one man and have the same

insgtinets and reactions as Siamese twins.
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CHAPTER THREE

VOLUNTEERING
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I wag gtationed at a posh Florida air base in late
1964 when the action in Vietnam changed from the small
scale category to an acknowledged zhooting war. I had been
a jet pillot my entire career and cornering a flying Job in
Florida was a superb pleasure, My greatest gquest in life
was to fly the F-104 Starfighter, a needlenosged, Mach two
ailrcraft with razeor gharp wings only seven feet long. It
was a fighter pilot's dream.

I wagn't flying the F-104, I was flying the T-33
jet trainer, the world's slowest jet., My best flying
buddy, George "“"Bud" Day, would drop in every so often and
save my sanity by taking me for a spin in a two seat F-100F
Super Sabre jet fighter. I algo wangled some back seat
rides a the F-105 on a local project that had us dropping
a dummy intercontinental missile ncose cone on an empty
twenty man life raft out in the ocean. Since you can't
see anything from the back sgeat of an F-105% that was about
as exciting as Kiesing your sister.

To ingure my frustration level stayed at a high
pitch the Air Force posted a detachment of F-104s to our
alr base. However, they belonged to another Air Force unit
s0 flying them for me was out of the question. The F-104
detachment commander was an outstanding flyer and a great
barstooler named Skip Kimmerly. I immediately bought him
several hundred red label scotch and waters to get his
attention. I continually pressed him with my admiration
for the F-104., Skip thought Officer's clubs were built
primarily for fighter pilots to have fun in at anyone's
expense, Even on our relatively staid and prudish base,

Sxip Kept the club Jjumping and we soon became close friends
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with our friendship firmly cemented in bar fiying, Red
Label Scotch, Seagram's VO and martinis.

Skip was 1itching to go to war and fly some fighter
combat and he wanted some company. Every night at the club
he would lure me inteo sipping up a qQuart or so of Seagram's
VO and tell me how we were going to be fighter aces. VO is
an excellent way to get my attention, but Skip knew the
real way to my heart. Skip knew I wouldn't wvolunteer for
Vietnam until I had flown the F-104.

I had told him dozensg of times how Bud Day and I
had flown to George air force base in California where
there was an F-104 unit and tried to get an F-104 ride.

Bud and I had many promises from friends at George air base
and many hoursa in the air traveling to and from California,
but we never got a ride in the F-104,

Skip finally got 80 desgparate to fly combat that he
made me the ultimate offer. If I would volunteer for a
Vietnam fighter assignment with him, he would bend a lot of
regulations and let me fly his F-104. I accepted right on
the bar stool.

Except for having to make two passes to make a
satisfactory landing, I had done it all. I had flown Mach
two, looked down at the earth from higher than I had ever
flown and the F-104 was even better than I had dreamed
a fighter could be.

Our next move wag to beat the rush in volunteering
for jet fighters in Vietnam. There was no doubt in our
minds that a couple of spectsacular jet jockeyg like us were
a shoo-in for instant combat orders. We figured we'd spena

a couple weeks getting primed up on shooting guns and air
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to alr missgiles and we would be shooting down Russian- made

MIG Jet flghters in a month or go.

We were wrong. My orders were obviously terribly
wWrong. My orders were for C-123 training, a multi-engine
propellor driven cargo plane. Skip's orders were far
worse., He wag assigned to a desk Job in Saigon. Skip

submitted hieg resignation from the Alr Force to be
effective the day he completed his one year in Vietnam.
Ags bitter as he was he would =2ti1ll go and do his year.
He did leave the Alr Force at the end of hias tounr.

The personnel system had struck again costing the
war and the Alr Force one of the most ocutastanding fighter
plilot I've ever known.

I congiderd regigning also, but a night on the town
comparing the cost of Seagram's VO at civilian watering
holeg versgsug Officer clubs convinced me I would have to
make a radical adjustment in my life style 1f I qQuit the
Air Force. I reluctantly prepared for C-123 tralning,

but not without a fight.
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I tried everybody and everything I could think of to get the
asségnment changed. There was no way. I could understand why none
of my fighter pilot friends would change aséignments with me. At that
point in the war, the fighter pilots were fed up with peacetime flying
restrictions., They had been chomping for some action since Korea and

not one of them would give up his fighter cockpit assignment this early

-in the war. Later things would change, but not in 1965,

I was unsuccessful in getting the assignment changed, but I made

so much noise about wanting to fly fighters that I was offered the

opportunity to re-volunteer for "Operation Ranch Hand" the cargo haulers

version of fighter flying, I re-volunteered.

The C~123 training school was located at another beachside Florida
air base and lasted four months., I took my 1951 Ford hardtop to ease the
hardship. Things went better when you had a car, especially when the
swinging town.near the base had five miles of gin mills scattefed along
the beach. The car helped me to equitably distribute my money among
the natives,

The old '51 Ford hardtop had a bunch of miles on it and a bad
case of the rusts., Ocean salt spray had eaten out big chunks of the
fenders and body, but what the hell, the tires were in good shape. I
had made about a hundred miles toward the training base and was cruising
about 70 or 75 when the car's roof simply separated at the top of the
windshield and folded back over the trunk, That was quite a shock.

My hardtop was now a convertible. The gas station guy didn't make things
any better with his running commentary and giggling as we bent the roof
forward, drilled holes in the roof and the windshield and then used coat

hangers to wite the roof down. The rest of the trip, was blessedly

uneventful.
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Although I was bitterly disappointed and depressed by being selected
for C-123's rather than fighters, the sign over the main gate of the
training base caught my eye at once. It welcomed me to the home of the
Air Commandos., Funny, I had never heard of them, but there was a real
mystique and a ring about the name and my mind began racing,

English

I conjured up visions of smudge facedATommies with submachine guns
and sharp knives. Suddenly I saw myself in a pair of camouflaged fatigues,
two ammunition belts bristling with bullets crossing my chest as I stooed
in a bamboo bar somewhere in the South Pacific., My tommy gun lay still
warm and smoking on the bar., 1 was being congratulated by beautiful
-native girls for my heroism in singlehandedly saving the tiny native
village nestled on the pure white sands of a deep blue lagoon.

Fortunately my brain got back in gear and I realized I was a pilot
and what hotshot pilot would run around in the jungle playing foot soldier?
As the day dream faded I was still stirred by the name Air Commando and
their motto "Anytime, Anywhere".

My fantasies continued as I met more and more Air Commandos during
my in-processing. These guys were for real, They wore camouflaged fatigues
and flight suits, carried big, sharp Rnives, wore oversize moustaches and
looked to be very proficient at anything they might set their minds to,

My first bar encounter with the Air Commandos came immediately after
I had checked into the base and dropped my bags off at the bachelors
quarters conveniently next door to the Officer's Club.

It was at the bar that I quickly determined the Air Commandos were
all right, They came into the bar wearing anything they cared to wear.

It cerfainly wasn't like my base where the uniform dress code was strictly

enforced. Also, they sort of did whatever they felt.like doing, be it

-8 -




rough housing, gambling, breaking glasses or making questionable suggestions
to the lovely young waitresses who seemed to enjoy this rowdy atmosphere,

A rather uninhibited group to be sure.

Being the FNG, which I later learned meant Frappin' Wew Guy, T lost
my first Seagram's VO and water when two gorillas snatched a baby faced
navigator off his bar stool and with one great heave threw him the length
of the bar on his belly taking my drink with him. I learned quickly and

made it a point to snatch up my drink when a body was about to hurtle down

the top of the bar in a blazing belly slide.
I would be introduced to other neat body destroying bar tricks as I

became more commandoized. For the time being though, I kind of liked these

strange new folks, 1 even began to believe that being an Air Commando

might not be as glorious as being a fighter pilot ace, but what the hell,

the company wasn't bad at all. In fact, I had already asked the waitress

where I could get a camouflaged flight suit and did she know a tailor who

had one day service?




.

JRE—

— ey
L

R

[

The C-123 training was set up primarily to check out pilots
who would fly as cargo carriers. The inglorious title of "trash haulers"
was tacked onto this group., Their mission was to carry anything, anywhere,
and their loads might be people, live pigs, grain, ammunition, paratroops
or whatever., They had to be Able to land on some of the shortest and most
dangerous runways in the world. Quita a few trash hauler C-123 aircraft
wound up as burned out hulks in the many mine fields surrounding these
mini-runways when they couldn't get stopped in time,

Even though trash hauling was not the Ranch Hands mission, they
received the same initial training the cargo carrier crews received.

The Ranch Hands had to learn how to fly the C-123, all the emergency
procedures and finally both day and night short field landing techniques.
The latter was an excersise in stark terror. The instructors actually
had us land an unlighted airplane on a postage stamp dirt strip lighted
only by a handful of red flashlight bulbs, Whew!

Three other students and myself were assigned for tactical flight
training to "Doc' Weaver. Doc was fresh back from Vietnam. A hardcore
combat veteran complete with oversize moustache, Aussie go-to~hell hat,
camouflage flight suit and a vocabularf of uncomplimentary Vietnemese
terms we would soonm learn., He had personally earned more Air Medals
than some entire squadrons earned in WWLII.

Doc was an anachronism, Under the camouflaged flight suit and
go-to-hell hat was one of the top ten water color artists in the country.
A poetic, artistic soul who was one hell of a combat flyer and a
flamboyant barstooler. Fortunately for us he also had a great sense of
humor and a large ration of patience. We were to PFeSS his patience

level severely during training.

- 10 -
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The emergency procedures on multi-engine propellor airplanes amazes
me, In a single engine, single seat jet if the engine quit I 'siimply
pulled one brightly painted handle which ejected me to float down in
my parachute. A simple straight forward procedure,

In the prop jobs there were handles and buttons for mixture controls,
propellor controls, throttles, propellor feathering etc, etc. Since there
were two engines on the C-123, there were two of everything previously
mentioned, I had a lot of trouble establishing a good attitude about
emergencies and was particularly deficient in learning what handles to
pull in what order and when,

Early in the training, while shooting practice landings at an auxiliary
field about 20 miles from our home base, Doc threw his daily dose of
simulated emergencies at me, After demonstrating my knack for forgetting
which handle to pull when, Doc called for another student riding in the
cargo compartment to come up to the cockpit to replace me.

As I settled_myself'in disgrace in the cargo compartment to study,
my replacement was strapping in up front., He was an old time propellor
experienced gorilla and he was a big guy. Both points were in his and our
favor since just as we got about 50 feet in the air on our takepff

everything went to hell. The right propellor ran away (became uncontrollable)

creating a condition that normally prevents continued flight,

Doc looked like Arthur Fiedler conducting the Pops in a lively chorus
of the Sabre Dance. His hands were flying everywhere, pulling this,
pushing that to mo avail, while the whole time the big guy was holding

the C-123 out of the trees with brute strength (if I had been in the seat
we would have crashed long ago).

- 11 -
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We never got more than 50 feet in the air. The bad engine had
pulled us in a complete circle just above the tree tops. We éctually
circled the control tower- looking up at it all the way- finally keplunking
the faltering 123 back down exactly where we took off from.

Since we were some 20 miles from home base we would have to leave
the plane to be fixed and catch a ride home in a GI truck. I decided
before we left to give the folks who fix airplanes something to talk
about. I always felt pcople who fix airplanes needed- something to
brighten their days., T :grabbed a bunch of shrubs, twigs and tree limbs
and stuffed them in all the places I could find, like the landing gear,
the pitot boom sticking out in fromt of the airplane and even under the
windshield wipers of the plane.

A nosy Safety Officer saw my handiwork and decided we really had been
blindly flying along crashing through the tops of the federai1y~protected
nearby pine forest. His phone call to the home base sure got Doc a whole
bunch of grief from his superiors. They were not greatly amused, nor were
they ever really sure that Doc's version of the incident was the way it
it happened. Anyway, it didn't really matter since a big wind came up
that night and blew the plane over on its side because it wasn't tied
down correctly (Doc got blamed for that too). The wind caused one heck
of a lot more damage than flying through the pine trees would' have done.

Later the same night, I was in the 0-Club surrounding a quart of VO
and telling one of Doc's combat buddies what I had done anéI?Lch trouble
Doc was in, I knew this guy had spent a year in Vietnam with Doc and I

figured a good buddy like that would want to help him. Sure enough, he
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jumped right up saying he'd make a phone call that would fix old Doc right
up.

About an hour later Doc came into the bar looking like he had the
world on his shoulders. He handed us a telegram that said the Headquarters
staff in Washington, D.C. . had heard all about Doc's day and they were

considering what disciplinary action to take against him, It was signed

by a 3 star general,

Now I really felt bad. 1'd done in my own instructor, probably ruined
his career. I re-read the telegram several times and suddenly it came to me.
The telegram had been sent an hour ago and it had been sent from Florida

not from Washington. WNow I knew what the phone call was that Doc's buddy

had made.

I slipped off the barstool, grabbed a sweet youmg waitress and headed
for the club manager's office. I jotted out a short message, convinced
the waitress she could imitate a Western Union ladies voice very easily
and then called the club telephone paging number. When Doc's buddy answered

his page, the waitress did a superior job of reading a Ytelegram' advising

him of his immediate reassignment to a non-flying desk job with a Navy unit
stationed on a womanless, remote arctic island.

After watching Doc's buddy run from the club screaming obscenities at

all personnel officers in general, I rejoined Doc at the bar. Once I had

explained to Doc that the telegram he had received was fake and that I had

retaliated in kind for him we had a couple of laughs and a couple of hundred

drinks. Doc even let up on me a little on emergency procedure training

after that episode.

- 13-
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If I didn't mention it before, I had completed
parachute jump training before I volunteered for Vietnam.
Very few pilots were parachute Jjump qualified in those
days,. Some sald it was because flight pay was higher than
Jump pay and you could only draw one not both. Cthers said
pilots disliked jumping because 1t indicated you had lost
your alrplane sort of like the ship captain syndrome,. This
also may have inferred you had been shot dowh by a better
enemy pilot. I personally felt most pilots abhorred
Jjumping because they feared injuring themselves in a bad
landing and perhaps mess up a good flying career,

Regardless, I wag a Jjumper and we often took Army
Rangers or Green Berete along on our training flights 2o
they could practice jumping into the drop zone on our base,
As previocugly noted, Doc had a bizarre senge of humor and
concocted a neat scenarioco at the bar one night.

The next group of Jumpers to request we drop them
later in the week were Army green berets. The day before
the migsion I went to the parachute loft and checked out a
main and reserve parachute which I stowd in the cockpit.

On the morning of the jump, instead of Doc the
real pilot in command briefing the flight crew and the Army
jumpers, he let me do it. By regulation the alrcraft
commander must brief on emergency procedures and when
Jumpers are on board the jump order signals must be covered
in specific detail. I was very specific in my briefing to
the Army Jjumpers specifying that under no circumstances
were they to jump out until the aircraft commander told

them they could go. I repeated this several times.
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We took off with Doc and I in the cockpit and another student pilot
and the jumpers back in the cargo compartment. We headed straight for the
drop zoue. The drop zone was a tiny dirt landing strip and some plowed
ground carved out of a heavily wooded area. If you didn't go out exactly
on target you would wind up in the trees.

As soon as the gear was up I wiggled into my two chutes and the
other student pilot lowered the rear loading ramp which the jumpers used
as a jump platform, When we hit the drop zone, without any warning,

I came barrelling out of the cockpit, ran past the startled berets and
bailed out. I was really getting the hang of this Air Commando thing
now.

Oa the way down I checked around the sky and there were chutes all
over the sky and berets still pouring out of Doc's plane. Of course they
were well out of the drop zone and all heading for the trees. Looking at
it strictly from a regulation point of view the aircraft commander had not
told them to jump so it must be assumed they took it upon themselves to
jump out making it difficult for them to criticize the Air Force for
putting them in the trees - right?

Doc wheeled the old C-123 around énd made a magnificent short field

landing on the dirt strip. While he wheeled the plane around for a takeoff

1 threw my chute and myself onto the loading ramp and we departed in

great haste before the irate green berets could climb down from the trees.

We drank up all the VO in the club that night.
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The '51 Ford hardtop was running fine, but the door on the driver's
side became so badly rusted it fell off in the busiest intersection in
town one night. Most of the other motorist were quite polite while I
retrieved the door and hefted it into the back seat, Later, down the
road I thought of a real good reply to the wise acre who made some
really smart-ass remarks while I was loading the door into the car,

An understanding mechanic at the all night gas station only made a
few disparaging remarks as he welded the door back on (in the permanently

closed position) and I don't think he really gig¢led too much when I
y

crawled in through the window and drove away.

About a week later I was on my favorite barstool in the 0-Club
and two young lieutenants were buying me VO and waters at a great rate.
1 suspected they were figuring on working for me someday when I made
General and they wanted to get their brownie points in early. It wasn't
my potential rise to fame they were interested in, but rather, they
wanted to borrow the '51 Ford. Reluctantly I let them buy mela dozen
or so more VO's and water and gave them the keys.

They promised they would have it in front of the Bachelor's
Quarters in time for me to make an early flight the next morning.
They did and it was. Only now I had a completely camouflaged '51 Ford.

This was no greasy kid stuff job, this was the real 55,000 a copy,

bonafide paint job. It had been run through* the C-123 aircraft paint

shop line and was perfect in every detail. Fantastic, The grey, brown,

green and sand colored camouflage paint job gave the old Ford a real

Air Commando look,
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Down at the flight line, after my flight, I just pushed my way
through the admiring throng looking over the Ford, climbed iﬁ the
window and lieaded out for a shower and change of clothes.,

I left through the main gate that afternoon on my way to my
reserved barstool at a beach&ide ginmill., I watched the Security
Policeman in my rear view mirror after I Qent through Ehe base gate,

He had given me a very funny look and I wasn't at all surprised to
see him grab his telephone. I soaked up an extra quart of Seagram's
VO that afterncon and into the evening debating what would happen to
me when I tried to get back through the base gate,

Einally I just had to go back to the base. I drove right up to
main gate gaté rather gallantly I thought, but dreading the encounter
with the Security Police who were very, very strict,

As 1 approached the gate an amazing thing happened. Thé Security
Policeman who had watched me approach simply turned his back and gazed
off into space as if he'never saw me. The car was so well cambuflaged
that, for the mext two months, not one Security Policeman ever acknowledged
my entrance or departure from the base. They were beautiful guys.

I tried to quizz the Lieutenants about the paint job which must
have been very difficult and risky to arrange, but they mumbled something
abouﬁ going through a funny car wash that night, but certainly not an
aircraft paint line, I had a feeling there were some mighty resourceful
Liettenants in the Air Commandos,

The owner of my favorite gin mill offered me a staggering sum for the
Ford, but it had become Cemmandoized like me and I felt it should stay
with tﬁe Corps. The gin mill owner let me park the Ford on the grass in

front of his place though, since he figured no one could see it anyway.
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I thought that was great since parking places were hard to come by.
He was an understanding gin mill .owner.

The waitresses were sporty about it too.. If a guy came in and asked
for me the waitress would ask him if he saw my car out front, If he saw
it they'd tell him I wasn't there and if he didn't see it I was there.
This confused hell outi?he raﬁional folks who didn't play the game.

I gave the car to the Commando class in training behind me when I
finished the course. I got a letter not too long after telling me that,
one of the guys got some bad ice in his drinks and made a wrong turn
with the Ford while leaving a beach side gin mill, He wound up driving
on the grass median strip in the center of the four lane highway leading
to the base. He could have made it easily since no could see the
camouflaged car, but unfortunately, he hit the "Welcome to Our City"
sign and knocked the left front fender completely off. He continued
on without retrieving the fender -~ probably the bad ice again.

The next morning, accerding to the letter writer, a bunch of the
Commandos were having a get well beer breakfast when a StatelHighway
patrolman drove up right next to the fenderless Ford, grabbed the
missing fender from the trunk of the patrol car, dumped it next to
the Ford and drove away! That's my kind of law enforcer,

Our next phase of training, at an Air Base in Virginia, was to .take
30 days and gupposedly closely simulate our combat mission. When we
finished this phase we would be real Air Commandos and combat ready.
There was a ring to those words, Combat ready. We were ready all right,

name a bar within twenty miles and we'd been there.
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Our thirty day training course only took two weeks to complete,
The weather was beautifully cooperative and we also suspected-our
instructors were most happy to send us on our way a bit early as well,.
The training, expected to be highly challenging, was not difficult at
all, We flew over table top‘flat marshland, Our airplanes were lightly
loaded and we were able to make high sweeﬁing turns at the end of our
simulated target runs., What a piece of cake.

We were later to be completely stunned in Vietnam to discover that

in combat we would actually fly the 123 overloaded by 10,000 pounds more

than the book allows. Those beautiful high sweeping turns were a dream

too. They were a rteal no-no. If we pulled up at the end of the target
pass we made an excellent target for the VU gunners.

In the rcal world of combat we kept as close to the trges as
possible. We made tight, level turns with our wings perpendicular to the
ground, The tight, perpendicular turns were 0K, but if you are only
100 feet off the ground to begin with and your wings are 70 féet long,
it helps to pull up a bit - but not too much.

Another item they neglected in our Stateside training was cropdusting
in mountainous terrain. We had trained over uninterrupted, smooth as glass
Virginia countryside. In Vietnam, particularly around Danang, we flew in-
mountains that went straight up and out of sight. They were real
heartgrabbers.

Meanwhile, before we could rush off to Saigon and display our newly
acquired talents, THEY suddenly decided that all combat flyers would have
to go through additional training at the Air Force Basic Survival School

near Reno, Nevada then more training at the Jungle Survival School in the

Phillipines, 19
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Like m&ny others, I had been stationed for the previous three years
in a nice sunny part of Florida. Our four months of flying training was
designed to indoctrinate us to a hot jungle environment., It was a chilling
experience to report into Stead Air Force Base, deep in the Sierra Nevada
Mountains on the second day of January. The temperature was fifteen degreses
below zero! The snow was four feet deep and the wind cut right to your
bone marrow,

It was a lovely school to prepare us for jungle warfare. None of us
had the foresight to buy arctic und:irwear and other cold weather goodies

since the world almanac clearly stated that Saigon was "hot, muggy and

junglelike". Now I'm not saying the Air Force didn't issue us arctic

gear for the training, but when you look down at youf instructor's feet
and see . that he is wearing high quality civilian snow boots while you

freeze your feet off in G,I. boots, you realize THEY did it again. A

.

quick trip downtown and $40 or so later, you are wearing the same brand
name boot your instructor wears. Although I never wore those boots since
survival school, they were the most intelligent purchase I ever made.

They had some dandy instruction guaranteed to make you a self-reliant
individual. You quickly became meaner than a rattlesnake and tougher than

a mﬁuntain goat, We learned all the good Commando tricks like twenty ways

to swiftly and silently do away with folks.
The primary emphasis was on learning how to defend yourself, keep

your head in emergencies and specifically how to survive under any condition,

We learned a lot about ourselves.
1 consider myself a bit of a sophisticate when it comes to gourmet
dining., You can't live or visit in 42 foreign countries without acquiring

some measure of appreciation for interesting foods. However, nowhere in
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world had I ever had the desire or courage to order a rattlesnake meat
blue plate special. However, if T ever get as hungry as 1 did on the trek,
look out rattlesnakes because I liked the small portion the iﬁstructor let
us taste, In fact, I foind a significant number of foods I previously
distained suddenly weren't so bad after all. And that was only after no
food for six days,

Other things we learned were how to escape and evade and how to make
our way through hostile areas and situations, They had a dandy final exam.
We were issued a half a nylon parachute and a pair of snowshoes, loaded on
busses and taken to the end of the road in some remote spot in the mountains.
We were told to snowshoe out to the finish line. T think we had six days
to make it in, Someone told me later that it was about 20 miles in a
straight line from start to finish. I slogged up and down vertical hills
for 20 miles the first day only to discover I had actually traversed one
mile on the map. At that rate it would be spring before I fimished training.

Part of my problem wes that I had never been on snowshoes before. I
was a fast learner and oﬁ the sixth and final day I actually'strode over
fifteen feet before I tripped myself and fell down, I figure just another
week or so .and I would have really got the hang of snowshoaing.

To make this 6 day trek more realistic, we were to make it with only
one other studeut for company. and that was in case on::you broke a leg,
the other could go for help. Big deal, it took us six days to ever see
another soul. Of course, no food was allowed. Aetually food was allowed
if you could catch it, Anyone who has the slightest knowledge of U.S.
geography knows that even the hardiest grizzly bear won't expose himself
to a.week at the 9,000 foot level in the Sierra Nevadas with a January

blizzard raging. Therefore, you can be sure that if the grizzly bears
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wouldn't go out up there, then no other animals were out either - :so much
for the food we could catch,  And, to really . make our expedition more fun,
we could not light a fire since THEY would be watching. If wé lit a fire
THEY would make us return to the starting point and begin again. By now
you can sce the problem. Snowshoes, no fires, no food and a raging blizzard.
This confidence buildiné program offered us an exceptional opportunity
to get not only uncommonly cold and miserable but also excrutiatingly hungry.
I managed to do all of the above. I singlehandedly came to the conclusion
that when you are mentally and physically prepared for jﬁngle operations
you really showld stick to the plan. THEY had done it to me again. I was
certain there was a war plan somewhere in the bowels of the Pentagon to
invade the North Pole and THEY had managed to get the plan mixed up with
mine - which was simply to go to hot,muggy Vietnam and win the war.
With the memory of the Survival School cold soaked into my head,
feet, hands and body, I arrived at Clark AFB in thé .Phillipines to
undergo five days of jungle training. Clark AFB is only one hour's flying
time away from Saigon agd the war and no one could really expeﬁt an Alr
Commando to pass up five days of real war for five days of simulated war
and thus delay his destiny to become the world's greatest combat flyer.
I had been a reasonable, obliging career Officer prior to the Stead
Air Base Survival School experience, but that training which stressed
the individual's ability to cope with nonstandard situations had me
convinced that I was a superslick military weapon and keeping me out of
Vietnam would only prolong the war. Some of the regulations I once
regarded as sacrosanct suddenly scemed less important as I neared''the

front" so to speak.




CHAPTER FIVE

WELCOME TO VIETNAM




My first combat decision was to invest a dime in the pay phone at
the Clark Air Base passenger terminal and call the Administr;tive section
of the Jungle School. I asked the sign in clerk when he expected me and
if I had arrived yet - of course I didn't tell him I was me. I thought a
little test of the system might be a good move before I went over and
signed in. The clerk managed to give me éll of 15 seconds of his time
telling me, he'didn't have the slightest clue as to who the hell was
there, and besides, there wasn't a record on the whole damn island to
tell who had been there". -

I thanked the emply line he left me on and booked myself on a flight
leaving for Saigon forty five minutes later. After ail, if you are going
to win a war you should have the full 365 days to do it in, There was no
real sense in taking a five day delay to mess around with snakes and
alligators or whatever, At a jungle school where even the clerks were
pushy, can you imagine what the instructors would be like? It was in
the best interest of the service I told myself as the Air Force transport
lifted off, 1 had made a good decision by avoiding a hostile confrontation

between myself and those overworked instructors. On to Saigon.




Most adventurers nearing the front for the first time probably reflect
on home and family but I was completely engrossed in studying my traveling
companions. No one spoke to each other, but it wasn't difficult to tell
the new guys from the old timers in the war, 'The new guys had on unscuffed,
shiny dress shoes and very new looking uniforms that were badly wrinkled
from the long trip over the Pacific. They were trying very hard to look
nonchalent but it wasn't working.

The old timers had scuffed combat boots and well worn combat fatigues.
They also had all the symptoms of suffering from classic bangovers after
visiting some of the seedier "boys town' gin mills near Manila. I was really
glad an old Air Commando had advised me to have my favorite female wash and
bleach my new fatigues about a dozen times before I ever put them on. This
gave my fatigues a faded look and kept me from looking like a new guy. I
was later to learn that the Vietnemese women who did our fatigues and other
iaundry usually used four times the amount of soap and bleach required and
after beating hell out your clothes on a rock with another rock, they could
reduce shiny new fatigues to old timers in just two washings.

I concentrated my study of the travelers on the old timers. I wanted
to acquire their mannerisms as quickly as possible, There was one Green
Beret who had little "v" devices pinned all around the hatband of his beret.
I just knew each little metal "v" represented a Viet Cong he had personnally
done in. Another Green Beret had on a necklace of hand grenade pins., 1
really liked that. I made a mental note to make one of those as a great
conversation necklace for my favorite female to wear. Somehow I never
followed through on that idea though.

The strangest guy on board was the civilian. He was relaxed to the
point of appearing bored, but he was very keen of eye. It took me bit to
realize he was wearing $100 shoes, a real silk shirt and an obviously
The watch was the kind that tells you the time, latitude,

expensive watch,

altitude and probably had chimes in it. On his other wrist he had a gold

bracelet that must have weighed five pounds. For all his effort to look
like your standard, regular issue American civilian he sure wasn't,
Somehow I couldn't picture him looking down a transit as a civil

engineer. Down a silenced gun barrel - yes. Nor could I picture him

pouring over governmental procurement contracts. Hit contracts - yes.

Whatever or whoever he was, I was glad he was on our side.

- 24 -




The C-~130 Hercules Transport plane took a little over an hour toc reach
Vietomm. The approach to the airfield was steep and fast followed by a
short field landing and rapid taxi to the unloading area. We were exhorted
by the crew to get our bodies and baggage off the airplane as soon as
possible which:g;ge an incredibly swift departure for the friendlier climes
of the Phillipines. That particular airlift flight crew really believed in
minumum exposure to possible mortar attacks, After retrieving our personal
gear that had been blown all over the ramp by the prop wash from the plane's
record setting departure, we got our first lesson in combat geopraphy. We
had landed not at the promised Tan Son Nhut Air Base on the edge of the city
of Saigon, but at Bien Hoa Air Base some twenty miles outside the city.

Being a pilot myself, I always made it a point to:land where I was
supposed to., Twenty miles from the right airfield is ridiculous. T guess
for some transport pilots twenty miles away is close enough for combat work,
after all it's only a couple of minutes by air. But, trying to travel
twenty miles on the ground in Vietnam could be a major undertaking. I never
found out why we didn't land at Tan Son Nhut as advertised.

The passenger terminal was barely more than an open-sided lean-to on
the side of the ramp, but it had a telephone. I got a real ﬁombat tingle
when I safmy first sand bag bunkers for use in case of a mortar attack,
However, 1 was a little disappointed that they hadn't advanced the state
of the art very much since these looked just like the ones I saw in the
movie "All Quiet on the Western Front".

I decided some quick action on my part was required to rectify the
geographical error the transport pilot-had made. How could I possibly start
winning the war when my unit was twenty miles away and they didn't even know
I was in Vietnam?

Most Officers are a little spoiled by the rank system and I was no
different. Because I was an Air Commando and an Officer all I would have to
do is pick up the telephone and call for a staff car to drive me to Saigon.
What transpired was a two-fold education for me.

First, and mark this well, you just didn't pick up a telephone in
Vietnam and call a motor pool only twenty miles away. 1've placed overseas

phone calls from God-awful places to God-awful places half-way around the

world easier than the twenty miles to Saigom.
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It was first necessary to establish contact with the female Vietnemese
operators. That was the easiest part since it only entailed an infinite
amount of patience. You had to be wary of the old trick of the operator
opening the line, you could hear her breathing, you knew she was there,
but not a word came from her, What she was doing was tying up the line
while taking a breather, nothing more.

Sooner or later, though, you were able to make contact and from there
on it was a race against time. It was necessary to immediately establish
the fact that your call was of the highest priority. You did this by
injecting a note of urgency in your voice that would have won you an Oscar
nomination stateside. You also had to keep up a rapid fire conversation
even if you had nothing to say.

A second or two of silence on either end of the phone and your line
would be instantly taken by another operator who had been convinced hy
another actor that his call was so vitally urgent the war might be lost if
it didn't go through. I learned all of the foregoing.in a series of attempts
to get that call through. Being an Air Commando, I learned fast and after
only twenty or thirty failures I finally reached the Saigon motor pool office.

My second highly educational experience was my first and last phone call
to the Saigon motor pool. My request for a staff car and driver to bring me
from Bien Hoa to Saigon gave the motor pool dispatch Sergeant his first
good belly laugh of the week. e

Between guffaws he informed,"Nobody drives a staff car between Bien Hoa
and Saigon unless they are escorted by an armored convoy'. If that wasn't
enough, he had to get in one more zinger like, "Didn't 1 know there weren't
enough staff cars for THEM, let alone filling silly requests for combat
folks to ask for a ride in a hostile countryside"?

I was holding an empty phone line again.

It must have been the phone service over there, 1 decided. It seemed
every time a Sergeant was given a dumb request, he would explain culy once

why it couldn't be done and the phone would go dead. It definitely had to

be the phone system since everyone knows Sergeants are polite and patient

and never slam down telephones on Officers.

1 resolved to catch a flight to Saigon. There were at least 40 ways

to catch a plane hop in Vietnam, but on that first day I didn't know any

of them.




I found out there was a gscheduled helicopter flight
each morning and I could get to Sailgon if I showed up at
basge operatione at 8 o'clock. I decided I would check into
the transient Officer's quarters, get cleaned up, have a
dozen or so drinks at the O-club and go to war tomorrow
all refreshed from the long trip acrose the Pacific.

What a devastating miscalculation that was. There
were no transient officer quartere at Bien Hoa. Back in
the States, & transient Officer would be sent to a building
usually located next door to the Officer's club. He would
be assigned his very own room with bathroom adjoining anaq,
of course, a better than average bed. After luxuriating in
a hot shower and drying off with several of the four soft
towels provided, he ¢could pop next door and climb up on a
leather bar stool. Once established in the always air
conditioned and elegant bar, tall, cocl Seagram's VO and
waters or crispy dry martinis would be instantly served on
request. That was the way it was backKk home, but not here.

The transient quarters turned ocut to be World War
1Y open bay tente packed wall to wall, three tiers high
with World War I metal bunks. I know the bunks were of
World War I vintage because I gaw my father's initials
geratched on one just beneath the 1916 manufacturer's date.

Rank meant absclutely nothing in that tent. You
found a bunk and climbed into it. After you gtopped
sinking which, if you were in a lower, when your butt hit
the floor, you stayed there. If you left, you more than
likely would lose your bunk to a newly arrived transient.
Since rank meant nething, brute strength and size became

the decisive and determining factors. I wazs not ready to




test my newly acquired Commando skills by jousting with any of the gorillas
in the tent. It was painfully obvious that all personnel selected for
Vietnam early in the war were direct descendants of King Kong. Being no
relation to the gorilla, I was at a distinct disadvantage. —

The G.I. tent would have delighted a commercial mold grower. It
consistently maintained an environment of 100° temperature and 100% humidity.
This discomfort was minor since the end of the world was to come with my
introduction to Vietnemese mosquitos. Having vacationed in earlier years
on the Jersey shore I can expertly describe mosquitos. The Vietnemese
variety were slightly smaller than a fighter plane, had the bite of a
medium sized alligator and drained blood faster than a maximum sized vampire.
I estimated that just over 500 mosquitos were vying to gnaw on each square
inch of my skin inside the tent, the count jumped inestimably when I walked
outside. .

With sleep out of the question, I headed for the john. It was about
two blocks away and right out of the French Foreign Legion. Actually it
had really been built by Legionnaires about the same time the bunks in the
tent were manufactured.

T spent the rest of the night in the john. It had the only lighted bulb
for miles around since everything else was blacked out. T suspect it was
lighted to offer the VC a convenient target. Hell, if they hit it it would
have been an insignificant loss to ocur side and what self respecting gunner
would lay claim to the destruction of a latrine?

I wrote a rambling doleful letter about all the experiences I have
previously mentioned since arriving in combat. If my eyes hadn't swollen
shut from the mosquito bites I probably would have completed the world's
most enlightening article on what to expect when arriving in a war zone
too early in the war.

If I go to war again, I'm waiting until the engineers finish building
air conditioned Officer's Clubs and swimming pools. That old Air Commando
axiom "First in, First to Fight" is OK - just once, but it doesn't turn me
on like it used to. I think "Late in, lavish facilities and let's discuss

this fighting business' would make a swell motto.
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WELCOME TO THE RANCH
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That morning., looking like a walking wounded case,
I finally made my way to Saigon. Hello war!

wWhen I checked in the unit was woefully short of
pilots. The Ranch Hands had been pushing themselves to the
l1imit and they wasted nc time in introducing me to their
world of combat. They had each been flying at least two
or more missions every day without a break for three weeks
at a clip and then hopefully getting a couple of days off.

Noermally new arrivale reporting to s combat unit
get the firset day off to catch up on sleep lost traveling
half way around the world. They get the sgecond day off to
find a place to stay and administratively check into.their
new base. The next day 1ls used for briefing. By my count
that covere the firast three days activities for new guys.

In my case none of the above waeg true. I flew two
missions the morning I arrived, can't remember clearing
into the base and "hot bunked" for the first ten days. Hot
bunking is when you sleep in a bed belonging to someone who
1is off someplace else.

By the third day, still wearing the clothes I had
on when I arrived, and just when any normal organization
would be getting around to expecting me to start flying
misgsions, I already had seven combat missgiong and had been
recommended for a Distingulishe Flying Cross and an Air
Medal.

Ralph, the MajJor who was the Commander, tTooK me
under his wing to expedite my combat theater checkout.
Ralph wae the Gengis Khan of Saigon, a really filerce fellow
and former college football player from Texas. He had all

the credentials to be an Air Commando commander. He had
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the rank, but he alsc had the gize and attitude that caused
one to hugtle Jjust a little harder. He truly led by example
and had survived nearly a year in Vietnam combat even
though he pressed himself, the ¢rews and his aircraft to
the maximum. The Cowboyeg respected him and trust me they
only respected an outstanding commander. All you had to do
was hang on to his shirt tail to s2ee how a war was fought.

During the first hectic days after my arrival, I
was in and out of airplanes and different seats sc fast I
wasn't catching the names of the enlisted crewmembers I was
flying with, specificslly the Flight Engineers. Those
souls, God love 'em, rode in the cargo section of the
airplane.

The VC bullets passed through the aluminum skin of
the airplane back there as 1if it were paper. To Keep our
couragecus Sergeants alive there was a box made of some
sort of composite materialse that was "supposedly"™ bullet
proof. When the ground fire began the Flight Engineers
could dAuck into these waist high boxes.

I was flying on my second or third missgion, as
usual, Ralph the commander was my instructor. I was in the
right hand or co-pilot's seat. I hadn't heard actusal for
real ground fire up to this time, so when Ralph growled,
"Get your head down Junior'", I got my head down. In fact
I got 1t clear underneath the inetrument panel. Now as
one MajJor to another, I really didn't appreciate Ralph
calling me "Junior™.

However, no matter what he called me I resgpected
his experience in combat and if he felt 1t was prudent for

me to get my head down I was all for it.




Thig immediately pose a critical problem. it 1s
very difficult Pfor the two Ranch Hand pilots flying the
C-123 and working a8 a team to fly at 100 feet in close
formatien with the other aircraft. It requires both
plilote to pay strict attention to all the details such
as airspeed and proximity to the other aircraft. But
when one of the pilote puts his head under the instrument
pahel it significantly compounds the other pllots'
problems.

Ralph noticed this problem straightaway. Hig soft
spoken, even tempered reaction went something like this,
"What the hell are you doing with your head under the
instrument panel you dumb 5.0.B7? I want Junior. our
Flight Engineer, to get his head down, not you sgtupiad!®.
Ralph had a way of expreesing himself, particularly in the
middle of a hot combat mission.

This encounter resclved twe problems. One, I
woould not try to f1ly the airplene literally blindfolded
pecausge my head was under the instrument panel and two, my
identity was established. I nad no identity problem after
that. It was gimple. Junior was in his box and I was
dumb-dumb, stuplid or any other descriptive term except
Junior.

We wore two flak vesgts for protection from ground
fire while flying combat. Actually it would be more
correct to say we wore one flak vest properly on our torsos
and sat on the other one. The one we wore wag for us. The
one we sat on was for our favorite female back home. Most
of our hits came through the bottom of the plane. Many of

of our female friends were concerned about our pink bodies




being unnecessarily damaged.

We had five airplanes and eleven pilots when I arrived. Believe me,
one extra pilot is considerably short of the recommended pilot-to-aircraft
ratio recommended back in the States and explains why I went to work so
quickly., By the seventh mission, I had progréssed from flying as the co-pilot
in the last airplane to the pilot of the number two airplane. Ralph felt
every pilot should be able to be the lead pilot in the first plane.
Unfortunately, he expected a new guy to pick up his year of experience in
one lesson.

We were in the number two aircraft and Ralph was in the right or
co-pilot’s seat, He was demonstrating his instant combat indoctrination
course and explaining in his colorful way the dozen or so things I was
doing wrong while puffing ferociously on his cigar. He always had a cigar
going but none of us had the courage to tell him it was hazardous to
everyone's health to be smoking in an airplane while VC folks were shooting
holes in our gas tanks.

There was a lot of ground fire on this target and one uncommonly lucky
VC gunner managed to put a .30 caliber rifle bullet right into our cockpit.
It smelled the whole plane up with burning cordite. But the smell was
nothing compared to the sound that bullet made when it hit Rélph. There
was no doubt in my mind that the bullet had taken Ralph's head clean off.
Of course I didn't look to see. When the round hit us I had been flying
in very tight formation on the leader's wing. I was just hanging in there
while the leader was very busy telling the world about some moderate ground
fire we were taking. He was also damn near pulling our wings off with a
tight turn to go back over the target again!

1 was recommended for a medal for hanging onto the leader's wing and
making a couple more passes, but to be honest, I didn't dare pull off from
the leader's wing since I hadn't the faintest clue as to where in Vietnam
we were.

1 knew the throttles were being moved by someone other than me, but
I just didn't think it wise to look over and see if Ralph still had a head.
I already had a classic case of the scared-to-deaths and losing my breakfast
wouldn't help. I did ask over the intercom if he was alive, This got me

a week's ration of lusty, direct replies from an angry, bleeding Ralph.
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The Flight Leader finally decided we had been shot at enocugh (I later
learned the hour and a half we had been over the target was really four
minutes) and he pulled off the target and climbed to 3500 feet. I finally
got my courage up and looked over at Ralph, There he sat, cigar going a
mile a minute and using an honest to God Texas-size Bowie knife to pick
shrapnel out of a messy looking arm. That really got my attention. He
flew one more mission with me that day before he went oVer to the medics
to get his arm fixed. That's Mr. Tough in my book.

With our crew ratio of pilots to aircraft at such a low point, only
one pilot could be off at a time whether it be sick or getting his sanity
back away from Saigon for a few days. One day when we had a pilot off
somewhere getting his head straight after two missions a day for 25 straight
days, my co-pilot came up with a terrible case of diarrhea and no one to
take his place.

Sick as he was he was strapped in and ready to go at take-off time.
The Ranch Hands seldom aborted or cancelled a flight once they got the
engines started. This is an outstanding tribute to the fine condition our
maintenance folks kept our planes in, believe me. However, today the
gods would smile favorably on my co-pilot who already had a pained look
on his face and his legs tightly crossed,

As I reversed the propellors on a routine check, they stuck in the
reverse position. This meant the airplane could only back up, I couldn't
get forward thrust on the propellors, Admittedly the Ranch Hands and their
planes were pretty tough, but even Ranch Hands can't fly backwards so 1
cancelled our flight. Overjoyed with the engine problem my co-pilot
promptly retired to the john for the rest of the day.

One of the more interesting aspects of being a Ranch Hand flyer was
the manner in which one equipped himself. For years I had dutifully stood
in long equipment lines with batches of issue slips in hand while grumpy
Air Force supply folks handed out my eguipment. It was invariably too big
or too small or the wrong quantity. The resourceful Air Commandos
circumnavigated this problem,

The Air Force had a regulation that made it mandatory that crewmembers

wear flight suits or fatigues while flying. They also issued us long sleeved,

heavy duty, hot regulation fatigues. The temperature on the flight lines in

Vietnam often exceeded 120° and everyone hated the Air Force regulation fatigues

The Army, on the other hand, had fought jungle wars before and they had a
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nifty set of lightweight fatigues made just for this business and climate.
Like a lot of other good Army equipment though, they screwed the fatigues
up by putting slanted, baggy pockets on them.

As soon as a Cowboy got settled he would. head straightforth to downtown
Saigon's World Wide Tailor Shop who had a mysteriously inexhaustible supply
of Army lightweight fatigues. After a swift, professional measuring session
with the newly acquired fatigues on, the Cowboy would be asked to "Come by
next morning, please." Overnight the Army fatigues would be converted inte
a short sleeved, form fitting snappy outfit, Of course they would have
extra pockets on each sleeve for cigarettes, a couple of pencil inmserts,

a myriad of unit patches, an American flag, name tag and if room was left,

"U.S. Air Force" over the left breast pocket. There was considerable latitude

attaching the patches of your choice on this uniform and since you drew up
your own patch on the spot, some rather racy patches blossomed forth on the
new fatigues. It was quite fashionable in the early Qays to immortalize
some Stateside anti-war personality with some obscene graffiti on a patch.
I specifically remember a great variety of 'Jane Fonda'" patches with some
interesting suggestion$ of a sexual nature,

Next, the Cowboy would have a custom ammunition and pistol belt made.
Since I had not had the foresight to think I would be allowed to arm myself
for combat as I saw fit, I only had the government issue .38 caliber pistol
available to me at the time. This changed later, but for the time being
I settled for a .38 pistol holster with 50 bullet loops that really looked
snazzy. In fact, I was shiny bullets from bellybutton all the way around
to bellybutton. Roy Rogers would have been green with envy,.

To top off this sartorial scenario, a genuine ''Made in Saigon"
Australian go-to-hell bush hat with a purple hat band attached and your
rank embroidered on the front was necessary. This assured you right off
that you would never have an identity problem im any gin mill in Southeast
Asia (or downtown Burbank or Timbuktu).

Ranch Hands also had to own a motorcycle of some seort, The few sane
Cowboys owned 50cc Hondas - sort of low powered bicycles. The hardier types
would acquire Honda 90's. - Then there were the true suicidal types. They
rode Honda 750's., You could drive one of those hummers straight up the
side of the Empire State Building accelerating all thro way, Rumor had it

Ralph could flatten jeeps and small trucks with his 750,
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Ralph was known to tipple on occasiom, like sipping two or three
bottles of Beefeaters dry before venturing forth on his Honda 750, When
he roared into Saigon, cigar firmly ¢lenched, ‘throttle wide open with a
ground speed of 70-80 mph, he struck paralyzing fear in the hearts and

minds of the few Vietnemese that ever dared joust with him for the right

of way. _

It was rumored the Saigon traffic safety folks had a bulletin out
stating, "If a Vietnemese in any vehicle smaller than an armored personnel
carrier sights a cigar-chewing, large ~sized American on an over-sized

Honda, immediately deposit humble body and vehicle in nearest ditch to
prevent premature meeting of honorable ancestors."

Naturally I felt obliged to buy a motorcycle just like everyone else.
Well, not quite like everyone else, Everybody else had a Honda. I bought
the only U.S. manufactured motorcycle that ever found its way to Vietnam,

1 have no idea how the motorcycle got to Vietnam, but it was a l25cc

Harley Davidson, vintage long forgotten. It had huge crash bars on the

sides and one outstanding advantage over all the other motorcycles in

Vietnam, Stealing motorcycles and stripping major parts was a big
operation in Vietnam. The folks that owned the Hondas would spend up to
$20 a night in downtown Saigon just hiring guys to guard their Hondas
while they slipped into a gin mill for a toddy. The more places they

stopped at, the more guards they hired and it soon mounted up as a major

expense,
My Harley, being the only one of its kind, escaped this problem.
Not one part on the Harley would fit the Japanese made cycles. Stealing

the whole motorcycle was out of the question., There was no way the thief

could camouflage the Harley to look like anything but an old Harley and he

would have been caught immediately.
The Harley was a good old machine, plenty of pep and if you got in

real trouble, you could lay the old beast down at 30 or 40mph on its huge

crash bars, climb up on top of the gas tank and ride it while it slid
down the street, hopefully to an easy stop.
That particular maneuver was especially spectacular at night with

a great shower of sparks flying behind the machine sliding down the street.
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Although not recommended for a steady pastime, I'did have to do just that
several times and it saved my body from some severe hurt and pain on more
than one occasion,

Don't get me wrong. I took a couple of grand slam headers off the
Harley. You may have already figured I'm a firm believer in the old fighter
pilot axiom that you have to smoke and drink to have a good time, Another
axiom I discovered was that smoking, drinking and riding a Harley
simultaneously could be very harmful to your health.

Every American who rode motorcycles in Vietnam suffered from a
common injury at one time or another, Because of the high temperatures,
we all wore short sleeve shirts, including times when we were.riding our
cycles. Thus, whenever you fell off your bike or took a spill, you usually
skinned yourself up pretty badly which left some ugly rashes to heal up.
Because of the predominance of Hondas in Vietnam, these rashes became
known as Honda Rash. The first time I fell down, skipning myself quite
suitably on many parts of my body, the Cowboys immediately dubbed my
injuries a Harley Heart. This was a crude reference to the Purple Heart
given for combat wounds, The term stuck, and while the rest of the
G.I. motorcycle riders in Vietnam got Honda Rashes from their crashes,

I got Harley Hearts,




CHAPTER SEVEN

"Cc" FLIGHT




With quph's inspiring, but most imposing guidance, my ascension up
the ladder of the chain of command took one week. In seven days I was 2
fully qualified lead aircraft commander - because Ralph said I was. Ralph's
pronouncements were usually followed by a clap of thunder so no one ever
argued with him, ‘

When Ralph said I was fully qualified, the fact that I couldn't find
my way home from the target was immaterial, I was qualified. Hell, I had
just begun to decipher the taxiway diagram of the air base and was overjoyed
on any occasion that I could successfully get the airplane to the correct
runway for takeoff. Flying around the country side was another matter.
The more experienced pilots recognized the winding rivers at once but they
were a hopeless maze for me. The Navigators continued to point out
"prominent" land marks but I never saw a thing except monotonously

unchanging green delta countryside.

As the newly checked out lead pilot, I continued to lead the other

aircraft to the targets. The Navigators with infinite patience kept

pointing me toward the target and then pointing me back to the home
base after the mission.

On the plus side, I had it figured that if it only took seven days to
become the lead aircraft commander, the text step to flight'commander should
be completed by my tenth day in Vietnam. Extending this lightening climb
in my version of unit command philosophy, I deduced I would be the

commander of the entire unit by my 20th day in combat.

Unknown to me, the jokers in Personnel back in the States were using
the "you are going to be the commander” line on every flying jock they could
find. 1t seems the more folks that found out how much the Ranch Hands were
shot at and hit, the more severe the problem of recruiting double volunteers
for the Ranch was becoming. Thus, the bait of becoming a combat commander
was used on everybody.

1 had arrived as the second ranking Officer. I departed as the 19th
ranking Officer. Oh well, 18 other guys suffered the same aspiring

“commander” deflations that I suffered.

In reflecting on the escapades and personal traits of the Cowboys who
eventually flew for me in the Ranch, I'm sort of glad I never became the
commander. That motley group of characters managed one way oOT another to

ruin the commander's day - every day. Commanders don't have fun.
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Commanders stationed in Saigon had to be fast on
thelir feet. Commanders had to meet THEM on a face-to-face
basis every day. Ranch Hand commanders particularly spent
a lot of their time trying to explain gomething '"those
damn Cowboys" had done. The Ranch Hand commander usually

Aidn't have the complete sgtory or explanétion for a

particular Cowboy explolt because the Cowboysg were not
eager Yo tell Saigon, the commander or THEM anything. The
Cowboys never lied, but they were notoricus for omitting
details not favorable to their version of why this or that
happened.

The Ranch Hand operation was being expanded. The
Cowhoye were getting more airplanes and crews, The outfilt
wag now big enought to form three flight. Each flight
would have three airplanes, seven pllots, a navigator and
four fligth engineers. I was to be "C" Flight commander.

With very few exceptions the pilots and navigators

in the Ailr Force, and thus in the Ranch Hand, were college

graduates. They had been sgcreened by several officer
selection boards for things like insganity and had to be
relatively well coordinated to become flyers.

One would immediately assume that this assured a
reascnably intelligent group of individuales. One might
even expect them to be gentlemen, have high standards of
conduct and abiding knowledge of military regulations,. I
had observed most of the Cowboy "selectees" in the classes
training behind me and I had not noticed any abnormal or
wierd trait about them. I quite naturally assumed "C"
Flight would be assigned five pllots and cone navigator with

all the aforementioned attributes. The reason only five




prilots were required was Roy was to be my assistant
flight commander and he was already on board.

1 couldn't have been more wrong 1in my expectations
from the new arrivals, Somewhere the system failed.
Somehow s8ix, counting the navigator, highly questionable
newly arrived officersg could end up in the same unit, very
improbable. The chance of all six being assigned to the
same flight, impossible. Wrong.

What I got was =six absoclutely crazy youngsters who
never heard of protocol, reguletions, checklists or any
other standard military procedures.

Their only redeeming qQualities were they loved to
fly combat, were ocutstanding flyere, thought getting shot
at and hit was a swinging way of life and loved to party,
party, party. From there 1t was all downhill. Flight
commanders were pecople they pretended to listen to at the
daily briefings, unit commandere didn't count and anyone
higher up the chain of command was THEM and referred to in
derogatory terms only.

No regulations appllied to these tigers. They were
Alr Commandos. I think they had read too many comic books.
They believed in John Wayne, themselves, top cover fighters
and parties. Nothing else.

"CcY Plight was led by myself and an outstanding
young pilot named Roy who was on his second Ranch Hand
combat tour. Roy Knew every way hot in the book to evade
Saigon's szuggestions and instructions. Filying with us was
a large Texan nicknamed "Beak" who aleo had a previcus tour

over Vietnam as a KC-135 jet tanker pillot. Beak decided to




switch and fight and double volunteered. He later went on
to fly a third tour in B-57s. Another of our pilots was
"Cal" who could sweet talk a set of dice into providing an
extra thousand a month. I never met anyone else who could
track a dozen of hisg bets on each roll and never lose track
of them. We also had "Ike" a straightforward young man I
susgpect of German heritage. None of us thought much about
using checklists and other iteme recommended for safe
flyving and the way we flew depended on how we felt that
day, except when you flew with Ike, Ike flew by the book
and he made it seem right.

We had a taciturn Mormon, "Clyde", who rarely
commented on anything, but when he did it was a Jewel.
Finally. THEY went to the well once to often to come up
with our assigned navigator. He wore a real Hosgs
Cartwright ten gallon white cowboy hat, had a humungous
drooping Panch Villa moustache and could £ind ant anthill
in the jungle unerringly every time. His proclivity for
throwing half gnawed steaks at people and occasionally
diving headfirst into huge plles of stacked beer cans
on other drinkers tables at the O-club earned him the
name "Animal',

Ag an aside, Animal had been checked out on
in-country navigating by Pete, an o0ld hand in the Air
Commando business. Animal spent his entire tour trying
to one up on some of the stories that yere legend about
Pete'sg antics. Since Pete had already been in Vietnam
about a year when I checked in, I just wrote him off as
being combat Kooky. Funny thing though, I was sgtationed

with Pete a few years later Stateside and although he




was a crazy as ever, he wag a heck of a goed Boy Scout
leader and worked wonders with the young folks.

Fortunately our four Flight Engineers were all
stable, sane, serious and absolutely outetanding in their
unenviable jobe of keeping the rest of us alive and their
own heads sgecrewed on straight while getting the daylighte
shet out of their supposedly bullet proof cubby holes in
the back of the airplane.

An 0ld grey halred Major that obviously ocutranked
me reported in to the unit and following correct military
protocol, he automatically took over as "C" Fiight
commander. This pushed me back to assistant flight
commander, a job about as auspiclous as being the fifth
man on a four man bobsled team.

A few days later someone at the bar had the
audacity and enough booze in him to intimate that Roy
or one of the other young "“"C'" Flight pilots had purposely
gcheduled some known hot groundfire targets for the day
the new Major was to take over and lead "C" Flight on
his first combat migsion. That Jjust isn't so. The fact
that the old boy got the daylights shot out of his airplane
on hig firset two migsione is pure colncldence. The next
day he asked THEM if he could go fly with another C-123
unit that had a less dangerous mission that ours. His
idea was to go over and fly with them just on a "trial
basies for a few days". He didn't even come back for his
going away party which was a real blast.

I began to see how this rank thing went as more and

more folke that outranked me began checking in. Everybody
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it seemed wanted toc be a flight commander so they could get
a better efficienc¢y report and increase their promotion
chances. I diadn't care about efficiency reports and as I
was Just a brand new major I wasn't worried about the next
promotion. Besides, crazy as they were, the "C" Flight
guys were interesting to be around. Every day was a
happening with them. I think they even wanted me to be
thelr boeses sgince I had long ago given up on trying to
have them conform to anything that smacked of Saigon's
way of doling things.

One night we had an important meeting at the bar.
Just before "“C'" Flight passed out I convinced them that if
we hung around Saigon much longer we were going tc get a
e regulation-reading flight commander. Since I had bought
the drinks all night they esch grunted something that
sounded like an agreement to my plan to get "C" Flight
gent up to Danang for longer than the normal deployment.

Even THEY thought this waeg a good ides. Mountain

flying around Danang versusgs the relatively easy flying over

the flat delta down gouth around Salgon was not one of our
most pleagant duties. Up til11 this time we had kept three

airplanes and creweg at Danang and rotated them every ten

daye or go since combat crop dusting in the mountalns would

soon give you a case of the perpetual shakes.

Come to think of it, I don't know of any flying
types, military or civilian, who do low flying mountain
work. I am also dead certain that THEY had no one in the
Saigon targetting office with an map reading ability. The
mountain targetsz they usually selected were one way in, no

way out besuties!
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Whoever was in charge up at Danang carried the title of Detachment
Commander. 1In itself that meant very little, but the big blessing was that
as detachment commander you'had a big chunk of the unit working for you and
wonder of wonders, you were many miles away from Saigon and THEM. The
detachment commander had about as much leeway in running his war as he
had guts enough to take and that fit my idea of how wars should be fought,

It was an odd situation because many of the pilots in Saigon outranked
me and could have taken my job_based on their rank, I couldn't believe they
would rather fly as the number tencopilot on the delta flatlands when they
could be the detachment commander at Danang, but I never was challenged for
the job.

Pragmatically, THEY may have bought off on the "C" flight move to

Danang believing that "out of sight, out of mind" would make Saigon's
days a bit easier. It wasn't to work that way.
- The normal Ranch Hand schedule was to fly two early morning missions
a day. The characteristics of our spray materials dictated that we avoid
spzaying in extremely high temperatures. Because of this restriction we
briefed each morning at 0430, took off in the cool pre-dawn hours, hit our
target as soon as there was enough light to see it, made a 15 minute turn
around for the second mission and there we were, 8 AM in the morning and
done for the day.

The early morning schedule is probably what prompted a great number
of the inflated stories about the Cowboys. You see, we would always wind
up in the 0-Club about 0830 in the morning and start a little party, If
it was a good mission and we had been shot up or one or more guys had been
wounded, we'd have a "shot up" or "purple heart" party; if our fighter
top cover did a superior job of suppressing ground fire, we'd have a
"top cover" party and invite our fighter escort pilots to join us. If it
was a rare hum-drum hission, we'd have a "hum-drum" party, If you think
we had a party every day, you've got it right.

At the Danang Officer's Club the dining hall and the bar adjoined.
Most of the normal people assigned to Danang would just be haﬁing‘their
breakfast when the Cowboys began their not-so-graceful thing at the bar.
I met one young supply Officer who thought we partied all night and were
still there each morning. He still thought that when he totated back to
the Blates.
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The Officer's Club at Danang had an ominous sign out front. The sign

read DOOM Club. It took me a minute to realize this was not a macabre joke,

- but the regulation Air Force identification of the Club, The sign stood for

Danang Officer's Open Mess. '

And open it was, for the entire building had louvred walls., This
allowed the balmy South China Sea breezes to waft through. It also allowed
the monsoon‘gales to blow the rain straight through unmolested (and into
your food on your metal tray’. If you start with your standard issue
dehydrated foods like eggs, milk, potatoes and others and édd some water
they may be partially palatable to some people. But, if you add another
quart of unwanted rain water to the same meal it all runs together on yohr
tray into an unappetizing and unidentifiable mush,

Another fascinating feature of Danang were our living quarters. Sure
enough those World War II vintage tents was the best the base could offer.
Probably the second dumbest thing I ever did in Vietnam occurred in our
tent late one night.

There was ‘2’ rat colony surrounding the base and our tent was their
primary target. These rats were not run-of-the-mill rats, they were big,
voracious and fearless. Once our tent full of Cowboys had settled down
for the night, out came the rats. I was deathly afraid of rats.

On this particular night, I was fitfully sleeping on my stomach when
a bolder than average rat hopped up on my butt for a look around. This
raised the hairs on the back of my neck to a new high as I vividly imagined
the (probably) rabid rat planning his leap for my jugular.

Unhesitatingly my right hand snaked out, grabbed my .38 and pointing
the gun over my shoulder and behind my head, I fired blindly in the direction
of a spot about an inch over my butt,

I discovered several;ﬁggggh when you hose off a .38 over your shoulder,
in the dark, in a tent filled with armed, nervous Air Commandos.

Obviously I was lucky I didn't shoot myself in the butt which would
have been very inglorious. Secbnd, facing a tent full of hostile, scared
comrades who have bolted upright and are now pointing loaded weapons at
you is no way to promote a friendly atmosphere. Finally, it was only pure
luck I didn't hit someone in my tent, naturally the bullet whistled
thréugh four more tents, hitting no one, however, it did stir up a bunch
of epithets about my ancestry. I wrote a quick note home for a six pack

of rat poisen,
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The above fiasco and a few other minor incidents
Auring the first days helped us establish our presence at
Danang to the base brass. We had no identity problem with
the fighter wing commander, the director of operationg or

the base commander, but we did have a credibility problem.

To remedy this, Roy felt we should try to improve
our image by appearing as fun-filled, loveable combat types
during our dally stinteg in the Officer's club.

Roy., being young, still remembered how to stomp
your heel onto a beer can 8o 1t would attach itsgelf firmly
to your shoe, Hig masterfully choreographed rousging dance
routines were unvieled sghortly thereafter by the "Original
Ranch Hand Tap Dance and Dirty Ditty Singers". Their motto
was "anybody who can't tap dance ig qQueer". Whenever they
velled theilr motto out every flyer in the club would leap
to their feet and do a fast tap or two and return to their
drinking.

One evening while the "Tap Dance and Dirty Ditty
Singers" were entertaining ocur fighter pilot friends, Ike
turned up the Jjuke box so the infamous dancers could better
hear the music over the clatter of thelr beer can-gtudded
feet. I vaguely remember a sign posted on the Juke box
that warned there were flight crews sleeping nearby and to
please not turn the juke up late in the evening. Ike was
not being nasty. he was Jjust carried away by the latest

dance routine Roy had come up with.




Within minutes after the Juke box went to maximum
loud, three bird colonels came storming into the club. It
wag obvious someone had rousted them from bed because
theywere o ridiculously dressed. Each had on only
(hopefully) under clothes, shower clogs, & hat and a
raincoat. Their bsre legs protruding from thelr rainccats
made it dAifficult to generate the respect I'm sure they

expected.

I was behind the bar re-soling my boots wlth a new
supply of beer cang when they came in. The colonelg headed
straight for the dance floor and after a couple of not too
successful attempte they finally got the dancing Cowboys to
quit desncing and try to stand at attention. I noticed
right off the Cowboys were having a little difficulty

standing at attention with the beer cans on their boots.

Being a good leader but more likely because I was
more than half smaghed, I wrenched coff my beer cang and
gtrode onto the dance floor placing myself between the
irate colonels and the now giggling Cowboys.

It seemed llke the proper leadership role to
asgume. After all how could I not admit to being & party
to thie #ince I wae the only other person in the bar with

a purple scarf on?
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1 made a blustery suggestion that the Colonels should discuss this

problem with me since I was the leader and that I would then take the matter

up with my Flight - all in the military manner of course. Wow: Did those
Colonels take me up on that offer. They were'taking turns chewing on me.

When they began to repeat themselves and their estimation of our behavior,

I just couldn't resist making a wisecrack about how ridiculous they looked.

Fortunately at that time the fighter guys took up for us and began

singing a few cheerful "hims" (not to be confused with hymns) to the Colonels.

A "him"™ is a short song sung to a person you don't particularly like and it
goes "'Him, Him, F Him'. This seemed to irritate the Colonels even more.
After some more ridiculous threats to my career, they departed to ¢all

Saigon and tell THEM another inflated war story about "those damn Cowboys"

at Danang.

_ Saigon's call to the Danang Cl
Except for a couple of embellishments on what THEY

t add much to the chewing

ub arrived about 10 minutes later and I

.foolishly answered it.

had in mind for my future career THEY really didn'

out I had alteady received from the Colonels. It was an unimaginitive rehash

and I hung up on THEM with a clear conscience when THEY started to get

redundant, It was not uncommon for the telephone line to go dead in the

middle of a sentence in Vietnam.
when I got up the next morning I vowed to stay low profile for a few

days and then everything would get back to normal. Unfortunately, "C"

flight felt that I had been unjustly put om by both the Danang Colonels and

THEM so they retaliated in a most blatant way.
t to the flight line and found a

Very early in the morning they wen
they painted JUKE BOX in four

Saigon bound C-123, ‘With malice toward all

foot high letters on the side. Then they conned the crew into taxiing the

damn airplane up and down the ramp a half a dozen times.

the reaction from Saigon when the sympathetic crew did the sam
It is great to be

You can imagine

e thing at

Saigon when they reached there several hours later.

supported by your flight but 1 seriously doubt if support like that really

helps a flight commanders career.

I can't overlook a few retaliations that the fighter pilots made on

my behalf. That evening, an enterprising group of them spent two hours

tying ropes to every G.I. garbage can along the road in the Colonel's

quarters. They then connected the whole thing to the guys car that did
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most chewing on me. One of them faked a call to him telling him to rush to
the flight line, Everyone at the Club was outside and waiting when he raced
off in his staff car with 20 G.I. trash cans clanking along behind.

This inspired another group of young fighter pilots to rémove the
steps from one of the other Colonel's trailer and make the same "hurry to
the flight line" call to him, Once again the entire Club complement swarmed
outside in time to see the Colonel take a four foot pratfall out the front
door of his trailer., Some of these devious fighter pilots would have made
great Air Commandos.,

Occasionally we got a movie that wasn't made before 1950. One night
we got two quite new ones but the movie scheduler really blew it when he
put them on the same night. The first show was Julie Andrews in "Mary
Poppins.”" The arvival of two new movies had attracted a large audience of
five or six hundred G.I.'s to the open air theatre. Mary Poppins wasn't
the greatest fare for an all male audience and the usual comments about
looking up a flying females dress were abundant. All in all it was favorably
received.

Without even a split second break the eager projectionist went from the
fade out of Mary Poppins to the opening scemne of the next feature, "The
Americanization of Emily' which shows Julie Andrews wrassling around naked
in bed with James Garner. With one great roar every G.I. in that outdoor
theatre leaped up and yelled, '"Mary Poppins screws.''.  Poor Julie went from
Sweet Mary to swinger in just seconds, but it made cur evening. So much
for a fleeting public image.

Another confrontation I had with the brass at Danang came about over
our purple scarves. Every Cowboy wore a purple scarf. They had been
presented to us persomnally by General Ky himself. He considered us his
personal friends and our operations building was next to his persomnal
quarters. He had many of us over quite frequently to his house. He was
a very powerful friend to have in those days. Down at Saigon THEY had
recently decreed a purge of all the "go-to-hell" hats, the gaudy pistol
and ammo belts and the wild patches - everything that high-spirited troops
love to wear in combat. )

The Cowboys refused to take off their scarves, though they’'did abandon
the .other tabu items. I got my first and last invitation to the Danang

Commander's meeting he frequently had with the unit commanders ab-ut a

weégk after our arrival., The commander's first order of business was to
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order me to "take off that goddamn purple scarf", Politely refusing only

seemed to upset him, but I knew I had right on my side. After all, I was

a Ranch Hand and all Ranch Hands wore purple scarves. Hell, it was the best

barroom protection in the world - nobody hit a purple scarved Ranch Hand in a

gin mill because everybody knew he was shot at and hit enough when he was

flying. Anything &- Cowboy did in a bar was forgiven.

when the commander realized I was adament in keeping the.scarf on, he

got very red in the face, sputtered some abscencties and suggested I would

be happier back at onr Operations shack. In fact he actually asked me to

leave right then and there. He was busily putting a priority call through

to THEM when I left. We later heard that the commander tried his best to

get THEM to make us take off the scdrves. Somehow, most mysteriously,

General Ky got wind of the flap and told THEM that HE would close all the

gates to Tan Son Nhut Air Base if HIS Cowboys were forced to give up the

scarves HE had given them. We were never bothered about our scarves again

during my tour.

As I've written earlier, Danang was not a tropical paradise in the

early days of the wart. We were billeted in tents, there was mud up to our

armpits and the rats and our chow was cussed in the same texms. The
C-ration had been highly impr

cases stashed in the half a quonset hut w

oved since Korega and we had over a hundred

e called operations. We ate a

lot of C-rations.

Before Vietnam, while I was stationed in Florida with Skip,the E-104

he had presented me with a C-ration can opener. It is the most

pilot,
1 hung that beauty

effective can opener ever devised by man.

simple,
g tag chain so I could look like an old time Air Commando.

right on my do

I later learned that 6ld time Air Commandos do not wear C-ration can

openers on their dog tag chains because there is a can opener in each

pack of C-rations.

In spite of this revalation, I used the can opener on my dog tag
chain exclusivelythethe year 1 spent in Vietnam, A quick estimate would

show that I probably opened more than a hundred cases of rations with that

can opener. I got so enamoured with the thing that I wrote home at least
20 times extolling its virtues and telling how indispensable it was. I even

wrote a request that for my first birthday present back home I wanted it

WHen 1 finally got back to the States, not one soul would

gold-plated.
Well, I still

even bring up C-ration can opcners in the conversation.

think it's a good idea, so I had it gold plated myself.
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At Danang 1t never rained for just one day, when i1t
rained it rained relentlesely for a week or more. Tents,
bedding, clothes and everything else got clammy damp the
first day it rained and stayed that way until the sun came
out days later.

The law of the land wag that you never raised your
arm high enough to expose your armpit in the company of
others. This waes an acquired etiquette learned quickly by
new arrivals. There wase a saying in Vietnam that you could
always gpot a guy from Danang be his green, moldy armpits.

Ag I mentioned earlier, this excess rain problem
also contributed to our dehydrated meals becoming soggy
mounds. During one particularly heavy rain seige that had
grounded ocur flights for sgeveral days everyone's morale was
pretty low as soggy meal after soggy meal was gerved.

Undaunted, my younger "“C" Flight folks devised a
radical plan. Tired of mush and C-rations they suggested
the Cowboye set an example for the rest of Danang and have
a "Dining-In".

A Dining-In is2 normally a very formal military
dining ceremony. You wear your formal dress uniform or a
tuxedo with black tie and the table settings are ultra
fanecy. There is a head table for the distiguilshed guests
and the chairman. The Chaplain is always invited because

a benedicticon is a must.




A military Dining-In ig so regimented and
truly formal and boring that many folks don't enjoy
attending them. Smoking ie not allowed! However, they
do have one redeeming factor. Once the hour or so of
formal dining and speeches get over with, there i1s one
heck of a party. No one I kKnew had ever heard of a
Dining-In being attempted in a combat zone before and for

sure not in muddy Danang.

It sure sounded good over a dozen or so VO's and
water, but with the mud up to our Kneeg, the rain blowing
horizontally through the c¢lub and not once pilece of dry
clothing to our names, I could only wish them well. All
they wanted from me was ohe of our planesg to go off
somewhere, no need to tell me where, nor how long they
would be gone and the location of gome unspecified items

of "surplus" equipment we might have around.

I never asked where the went in the South Pacific
or who they bribed, but sure enough on a Friday night they

were ready to hold the first "Ranch Hand Combat Dining-In".

They were only gone two days and when they returned
they were the proverbial chesire catsg, smug and gecretive,
and not giving out any clueg to their flight commander

about what they had been up to or where they had been.
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The ebulient conspiratordal Cowboys had roped -off a section of the
0-Club dining room with a red velvet rope draped through chromed stanchions,
Behind the head table was a resplendent silk Ranch Hand flag complete with
gold plated staff and spear point-like ornament on top. There were a half
dozen cases of Portuguese Mateus Rosé wine and each place setting had a
beautiful dinner wine glass of the highest quality (the kind that when you
ran a wet finger around the rim would make a pretty sound). On all the
roped off tables were pure white silk tablecloths and 3 foot high solid
brass candelabras with huge candles burning brightly. Would you believe
the candles were scented? That dingy old gin mill never smelled better.

A fifty gallon metal barrel had been cut in half and was filled with
white hot barbeque coals. Neatly stacked next to the barbeque were two
dozen of the best looking New York Cut steaks I've ever lomged for. They
weighed at least two pounds apiece.

Except for Ike who was cooking the steaks, the rest of the Cowboys
and the Base Chaplain,who had temerariously accepted our invitation,
marshalled at the bar to await the order to march into the dining room
and take our places. The smell of prime steaks cooking on a real barbeque
fire tantalized and infused us with a nearly uncontrollable anticipation,
One of the Cowboys referred to his condition as, "almost as good as his
fantasies about reestablishing romantic encounters with his favorite
Stateside female when he rotated home'. I almost agreed with him,

The Ranch Hand flag had been brought into the bar during the pre=-
dinner cocktail hour so when Ike rang a pure brass bell(which had also
mysteriously appeared), the Cowboys were ready.

That rag-tag bunch of go-to~hellers marched smartly into the dining
hall with thier Ranch Hand flag held high and literally stopped the world.
I have seen some things that have turned an organization around but this
was undoubtedly the shining hour of these rinky-dinks, It completely awed
some pretty tough combat types who frequented the Club,

The Cowboys remained dignified through a truly formal opening and the
benediction and even managed to act in a gentlemanly fashion for another
fiﬂ%{m}nutes. Then it went to hell and they were good old "C'" flight,

Ra?ﬁEEHand once more. Animal had gnawed up most of his 2 pound steak in




world record time and with a charactistic grunt he threw
the remainder across the table hitting Clyde in the
forehead. This encouraged the otherg to clean their area
of leftovers in a similar manner and soon everyone was
wearing some portion or another of some else's meal.

When all the food had been disposed of one way or
another, a custom of the real Dining-ines as they were
practiced in the States almost got started. In the States,
after the meal a toast was made, the smoking lamp was 1lit
and the guest sgpeaker was introduced. It was a the Danang
firat-ever Ranch Hand combat Dining-in that a gmall
modification to custom was initiated.

Our speaker wag to be the Chaplain and as he roge
to speak, he was instantly pelted with anything handy to
the diners. He ducked under the table, rapidly departing
without having uttered a word, and to the best of my
knowledge, he vowed never to be an after dinner egpeaker
anywhere, anytime, For many yeare after this custom
prevailed and I would caution anyone who ieg invited to
participate as a speaker at a Ranch Hand function seriocusly
consider declining the offer.

Our Dining-ing were such a success that we had them
for any occasion, even inviting our Saigon counterparts up
to Danang for them. IUnfortunately, we were piquing hell
out of the less fortunate souls at Danang with our lavish
spreads. One night, we discovered Just before T-time, the
time to troop into the mess hall, that a newly assigned
Lieutenant had taken over as O-club manager. This Jjoker
was in hie words, "Not going to put up with the chilling

wine and setting fancy tables for some rinky-dinky unit".




It was Ike or Clyde who suggested we have a
“"reverse" Dining-in. Instead of a lavish meal, we would
give the appearance that the O-club couldn't feed us i1n
a Batisfactory manner. Ike Jjumped in the jeep and went to
our quonget hut and pilcked up three cames of C-rations.
Clyde got three cases of beer and Pete, our instructor
navigator wheo waes visiting, with Ranch Hand flag held high
led us into the dining room. Pete got things off to a
flying astart, and everybody'se attention, when he hurled the
Ranch Hand flag at the far wall where it impaled gold point
first. We all Bat down and proceeded to sging sgonge which
quite frankly quesetioned the ancestry and parentage of the
new club officer, and in general cast more than a few nasty

remarkg about everyone in the chain of command.

I could list the thinge we had available
equipmentwige in those early days at Danang in one
paragraph. On second thought, I ¢could probably sum up
our avallable assets in one sentence. Oh hell, would you
believe in two words? Very little.

We were getting the message loud and clear that
support of our little unit ranked very low on the list of
the Danang commander's list of things required to win the
war. We had one half of a quonset hut, used the base
command post to brief in when they would let usg and base
supplied transportation was our of the question.

We had one old French Army truck that some early
days Alr Commandos had liberated. The truck ran con
airplane starting unit gas and used airplane gparkplugs

that had been ingeniously attached to the engine by an




inventive flight engineer. What & Rube Goldberg that wast

It ran and it was our only transport, g0 we made do.

Ag the leader in
that we needed some form
We were aware that there

motoreycle in Tokyo near

name only 1t was apparent to me
of personnel transport at Danang.
were thousande of shiny new Honda

Tachikawa air base. Why not run

up a get a couple of them for starters and go from there?

A good idesa but Cowboys had a bad thing on timing.




CHAPTER NINE

THE HONDA CAPER




As the leader, I felt obligated to send myself on this important mission
to Tachikawa Air Base {called "Tachi'" by us). Coincidentally Tachi was just
outiside Tokyo where you could buy Hondos and the base also had a well known
0-Club, It also had a large hospital staffed,with wonderfully tall, clean,
round eyed American nurses all of whom wére as beautiful as Miss America
to us from white-womanless Danang.

To catch an airplane hop in Vietnam THEY required that you have an
official set of orders stating specifically when you were authorized to GJ
where and for how long. This involved a lot of paperwork.

Cowboys never bothered to have official travel orders cut for each trip
since we didn't have any administrative personnel with us at Danang. Every
Cowboy up there was a front line combat flyer and we all hated anything that
smacked of regulations or paperwork. Besides if we had cut orders then
Saigon would have wanted a copy. We felt the less THEY knew about the
whereabouts of various "C" flight folks the better.

Normally without the official orders the transport crews wouldn't let
you on their planes. However, the transport folks all recognized our purple
scarves and got us on board without the paperwork hassel. If a transport
was already filled with passengers and a Cowboy showed up looking for a hop,
the transport crew would claim he was.part of their crew and have the
Cowboy ride up front with them. Although they were bending the regs
they were great folks and it was a neat arrangement,

I spent the first four days and nights at Tachi re-acquainting myself
with several hot showers a day, dry clothes, birds singing (and one hell of
of a lot of bird and nurse watching) and, of course, huge amounts of VO and
water in the air conditioned 0-Club,

To luxuriate in this pleasant atmoshere though, I had to put up with
one unpleasant facet associated with being a Cowboy. I was forced to listen
to all the vacationing top cover pilots tell me over and over again what an
extreme pleasure it was for them to have an organization such as the Ranch
Hands fly around as bait., They felt it was "extremely sporty” that we
would troll around hostile countrysides attracting ground fire sources for
them. After the Cowboys had "found" the enemy, the fighgter pilots instead
of dropping bombs on "potential' targets which usually only killed monkeys

and -made toothpicks of trees, would have a bonafide target full of bad guys.
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Algreat number of frustrated firhter and bomber pilots spent their entire
year in Vietnam dumping thousands of pounds of bombs on 300" high, triple
canopied forests, based on a suspicion there may be VC there, never seeing
the target, and worse, never knowing if they had ever damaged the VC war
effort. WNot so with the top cover guys who covered Ranch Hand missions.
They always knew they were hitting the bad guys hard and that produced a
lot of personal satisfaction for them, but better yet, one hell of a lot
of protection for the Cowboys.

On the fifth day, I spent less than ten minutes buying two shiny
new Honda 90 motorcycles. I conned an old Air Force friend into lugging
the Hondas to the flight line in his Volkswagon. You'll just have to
picture that. When I arrived at the passenger terminal was when I
discovered my timing problem., While I had been spending the last five
days getting my head straight and inflating the Japanese treasury,
one of THEM in Saigon had decided Americans could no longer bring Hondas
into Vietnam.

I tried desparately to convince the passenger booking Sergeant that
my two Hondas were hand baggage or carry on baggage or anything he wanted
me to call them except Honda motorcycles. He was unrelenting and refused
all my entreatments (including a near-bribe), I thought non-combatants
would do anything to get their hands on a captured communist AK-47 tommy
gun. The Sergeant was so regulation abiding that I'll bet he even had
creases ironed in his underwear.

Fortunately, there are certain Sergeants who understand combat persons
dilemmas. I finally located the right crew chief, the right loadmaster
and the right airplane all going to Saigon that night, This C-130 left
every night for Saigon with the latest copies of the Armed Forces newspaper
the Stars and Stripes. You can totally bury two Honda 90's on a C-130
if you don't mind restacking about 3 tons of newspapers.

Off we went, my unlisted Hondas totally camaflouged under mountains
of Stars and Stripes papers. This was a no-sweat milk run direct to
Saigon. It would be dark when we arrived and I couldn't miss - almost,

I must have antagonized one of the patron saints of combat folks
since one of the engines suddenly went amiss. In fact it quit and we
were too far out to return to Tokyo. Worse luck, we were close enough

to Kadena Air Base on Okinawa to go there rather than to press on to

Saigon.
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Degpite this setback I was 2tlll in relatively good
ehape. All they had to do was fix the engine and we would
hop off to Saigon with no one the wisger. No such luck. THEY
decided the original flight ecrew would be ocut of duty time
bdefore the migeion would be completed., A new flight crew
wae aegsigned. There went my understanding crew chief and
flight engineer.

I might 8til11 have made 1it, but the new crew felt
the world would end if the Stare and Stripes newspapers did
not get through. They actually askXed for another airplane!?
Where were these guyeg when we desparately nheeded combat
supplies and egquipment that always arrived late, if at 2117
No one ever heard of a battle won or lost because of a load
of newppapers. wWhy couldn't these guys Just wait till this
verfectly loaded airplane was fixed and then fly on to
Saigon®?

Under the watchful eye of the new aircraft
commander, the ground crew began trangferring the
newspapers a bale at a time from the cargo compartment.
Soon the Hondasg began to materialize before the sircraft
commander's astonished eyes. The aircraft commander was
a Lt. Colonel and he must have spent his entire career in
anticipation of hisg big chance to do something to please
THEM, I had hoped for a little compassion on has part. 1
even peeked over to see 1f hieg name tag read "Mr. Nice Guy"
but I was wrong again.

Guegeg who this new ailrcraft commander was. Yes
gir, it was Diek Tracy., Jack Armetrong., George Washington
and Benedict Arnold all wrapped up in an Ailr Force uniform,.

Thisg guy did not swerve from his duty. He had the 0SI, the




Air Force's Office of Special Invegtigations, people
surrocunding the plane in the blink of an eye.

He wag a real blabbermouth and had already told at
least nine-tenths of the free world that he had personally
caught the firet offender .of the NO HONDA rule. He really
worked at passging the word to every command post in the
world on the caper. In less than an hour there wasg no
doubt in anyone's mind at Kadena air base that I was about
to made the example of the week, month and yesar.

Meanwhile the contrabrand Hondas had been wheeled
over to the base operations building. The OSI goons were
all ovexr me like a blanket and I was beginning to believe
they were very serious thqt I was facing at least seven
court martial charges. I finally convinced the OSI top
cop that I had to usge the men'se room. On thet run, I
pushed one of the Hondas over to a hangar and hid it
behind some outbound freight. It took me another hour to
convince the inquisition team that I had to use the men's
room again and the second Honda took a walk.

It wae now 2:30am =0 things quleted down and OSI
group figured they could go home and resume the grilling in
the morning. They went oﬁt the front door of base
operationg and I went out the back.

| Here's where I got my first break. A $50.00
friendly Okinawan civilian employee helped me pack both
Hondas in a G.I.packing crate. A $£20.00 friendly night
transportation sergeant gave me a speed course on how to
type up a cargoe manifest and what symbols are used to get
what cargo where. Then he added the forklift to place-it

on the right shipping paliet. Of course 1t wasg Jjust a




coincidence that the pallet he selected was destined for
a C-130 aircraft leaving in one hour for Saigon.

Feeling quite smué about the whole thing and
knowing the evidence was no longer available to the OSI
thugs, I simply booked myself to Saigon on the same plane
my Hondas were scheduled to leave on., While the 08I war
gtallers were dreaming sadistic dreama about making my day
even more miserable tomorrow, my flight was lifting off
into the dawning light for Saigon.

During the flight I gearched all over that C-130
for my pallet of Hondas, but I had no luck finding it. I
spent the next two days meeting every C-130 that landed in
Saigon but neo pallet with my Hondes turned up.

I had to get back to Danang but before I left
Saigon I worked a deal with a Ranch Hand sergeant who
would continue the vigil for the Hondas. I only had to
offer him, at no charge to him, one of the two Hondas for
this favor. Would you believe that about ten days later
I got a phone call from the sergeant. I had & Honda, it
was officially registered and had legal title and license
rlates all dated thirty days before the no Honda rule went
into effect. Very efficient these sergeants. I did not
ask any qQuestionse, simply flew to Saigon and picked up
my Honda.

I wag willing to forgive and forget the whole Honda
inecident but some senior war gtaller must have been pigued
and insisted on continuiing the senseless harrassment of a
lowly combat flight commander who was only trying to get

some badly needed transportation for his crews.




The Lt. Colonel who flew down from 315th
headqQuarters in Taiwan with the geven court martial charges
against me looked a l1ittle harried when he finally found
me. "C" Filight had had this guy chasing hieg taill all over
the base for two days of wild goose chases. He finally
cornered me at a preflight mission briefing he knew I would
be at.

By this time every fighter pilot guard house lawyer
had given me tone of advice on how to beat the rap. Great
guys and I even think some of them could have become
lawyers but that would be a heck of a waste of outstanding
top cover Jjocks.

There we gtood, Mr., Righteous with his pen at the
ready, telling me I have to sign the court mertial charge
sheet and I am asking him, now get this, "Where are the
alleged Hondas?", He kinds of wilte and I turn the key,

Kick the sgstarter and ride off on the alleged you Khow what.




CHAPTER TEN

TOP COVER
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What most of the Jjet top cover folks don't hear is
the nerve rattling sound of ground fire. I heard the gun
fire every bullet that hit my aircrarft. It got to where we
could even identifly the weapon as & Ruseian AK-U47, a U.S,.
made M-16 or even .38 pistols. We flew at 100 feet with
our windows cpen to reduce the glass fragments which really
gplattered around the cockpit when a window was hit,

Qur fighter cover usually came in for their
protective firing pasges from dead behind us and they were
flying at a speed of at leasgt 450mph. We never knew when
they would come past us at about the same altitude we were
flying at and usually started pumping out 20 mm cannon fire
Just as they reached us.

You talk sbout a heart stoppern! Imagine being a
bit tense to begin with and knowing full well there is
probably a passle of VC troops below that have shooting
you full of holes as their whole days effort. Without
warning, picture four 20 mm cannons firing off less than i
100 feet from your ear ag the fighter goes bhy. Now you
understand a heart stopper!

On one mission we had an over eager fighter type
who began droepping his CBU goodies too szoon and managed

to effectively bomb the daylighte out of ocur three sghip

formation. I was too young for WW II and the Polesti oil
field raids, but the stories eaying you could walk on the
antl aircraft flak are legend. If you don't believe an
F-100 dumping his entire load of CBU anti personnel
bomblets onto your f£light isn't frightening, then I

recommend Polesgti.

Qut of "C" Flights three s2hip formation number two
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lost a windscreen and one engine. Number three al=zo lost
hig windscreen and one engine and the lead aircraft was
riddled by shrapnel. I was the lead pilot and when the
explogsions ceased and the shrapnel gquit rattling arocund
inside the plane, I lost all interest in continuing that
mission. Unbelievably no crewmember was wounded and we
limped back to base with over 100 holesg in our planes.

That kind of damage would causge Saigon to ask a
bunech of dumb queegtions and possibly do sgome career harm
to the pillot who dropped hié ordnance on us. We wrote
off the windegereensg and the two engines to enemy ground
fire,. The fighter wing came up with every gheet metal
mechanie in Vietnam it seemed like and by 0500am the next
morning it was business as usual for the Cowboys and THEY
were none the wiser.

Except for the minor incident just noted, our top
cover fighters were our salvation. I actually had one
F-100 f1y UNDER MY WING on a strafing pass and I was at
tree top level. Unfortunately, Saigon decided we coulad get
along without fighter escorts.

One of our squadron boszes made an emotional appeal
to THEM about thie problem and THEY reluctantly decided
that a couple of full colonels from 7th Alr Force would go
aloné on a Ranch Hand mission to determine if top cover was
necegsary.

At the time we had a couple of target areas where
we could f£ly and without exception attract more ground fire
in one 30 gecond pasgs that a lot of combat flyersg saw

during thelr entire one year tour.
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Naturally, Raelph chosze the hottest target to insure
our "evaluator" colonels would fully understand our
rroblem. I wae the pllot of the number three ship that day
and would carry one of the colonels 20 he could get a good
look at the operation from the rear. He was a nice fellow,
wrinkled face, grey haired, etc.

Juast before we started our engines, Ralph stuck his
head in my cocKpit and whispered in my ear, "Be very gentle
on that colonel you are carrying, he has a heart
condition". Great Scott! Just what I needed. Why tell me
to take it easy on the old man? It is the VC Ralph should
tell. After all they are the onesg shooting at us.

We took off and flew to the target area and sure
enough Jjust was we gtart our run all hell breakg loosge!
Because we have no top cover fighterg for ground fire
guppression the VC are using tracers to increase their
accuracy in hitting our planes. We all know that between
each tracer you canh gee there are five other non-tracer
bullets. All of the tracers seemed to going right through
Ralph's lead airplane.

All I am trying to do is Keep my heart pumping and
wondering how do I explain a headquarters cclonel having a
coronary in my cockpit.

Thoge VC gunnersg were good. Admittedly being able
to use tracers helped them immensely. They seldom used
tracers when we had top cover escort as it geave theilr gun
positions away, the FAC would mark the positions and
magsive airpower would be unleashed upon them.

The gunners severely shot up Ralph's airplane, - but

they did not concentrate on or hit the number two or three
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alrcraft. My grey haired colonel was actually doing better
than me sorta-wise and needlesgss to say ocur top cover
fighters were restored to ug immediately. No one ever
Queationed our need for fighter support again during my

tour.




CHAPTER ELEVEN

THE TRADERS
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I met a special forces lieutenant in a Saigon bapr
ocne night. He had just liberated an air conditioner from
a South Vietnamesge black marketeer, The black marketeer
had accepted $300 in U.S. dollars from the lieutenant
for the ailr conditioner, this in spite of the fact that
the air conditioner had "Property of US Gov't" gtencilled
all over it, I commented he should have shot the black
marketeer and taken the air conditioner thus saving $300.

The lieutenant told me how he was assigned to a
forward camp far out in the boondocks. He gaid he had
plenty of electric power, but he was living in = tent and
he really wanted to air condition his tent very badly. He
felt that as commander of the parcel of the Jjungle he was
overseeing that he should =et an example for the gouls he
wag protecting.

He convineced me that I ghould drop him and his
alr conditioner off at his mini-palace in the Jjungle.
Since I would be flying right over his base on the way
back to Danang it wasn,t a big deal. Besides I figured
in the condition we both were in when we parted that night
I had seen the laat of him. He muegt have been made of
sturdy stuff, because next morning as I felt my way into
the cockpit I had to step around the air conditioner and
the sleeping lieutenant in the cargo compartment.

We dropped him off at his camp and pressed on with
winning the war. About three weeks later we had to make an
ungcheduled emergency stop at hils little landing strip,. We
landed so our resourceful flight engineer could try and
pPlug up some unrequested bullet holes which were allowing

cur engine olil to flow back over the wing instead of lubing
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the engine as suggested 1n the owners manual.

While our ely and cunning flight engineer devised a
new way to patch bullet holes in engines, the rest of the
trew went over to the lleutenant's tent to partake of a
couple of Budweiger 7-upe. Pilotg never drink when they

are on duty or flying - particularly in combat.

What greeted us when we entered the tent was the
lieutenant's prized air conditioner running like a dream.
It was mounted on a table dead center in the tightly closed
tent pumping c¢old air out the front and hot ailr out the
back effectively keeping the temperature in the tent about
110 degrees or about 10 degrees warmer than the air outside
of the ten. I don't remember any of us advising him that
it would be a nifty idea to vent the hot air out of the
tent and I believe he gpent hizg entire tour in Vietnam
with that ailr conditioner running full blast right in the
middle of the tent

Through necessity we became great traders up at
Danang. I hada discarded the idea of acquiring any more
Hondas. The last gseries of phone calls from THEM down in
Saigon convinced me it wag time to convert to other modes
of "operation transportation".

One of my leee rightecus pillote told me he Khew
a guy who could provide us with a brand new (expendable)
special forces Jjeep if we could come up with a ten ton Jack
and a C-123 full of plywood. Now there is something we
could do and no one could fault us for it. We'd be he}pinz

the war effort. Those poor special forces guys out there
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in the boondocks probably couldn't get airlift gupport from
the regular airlift folks. Well, it would only take a
cocuple of hours to convert one of our ailrcraft into an
airlift aircraft. All we had to do was remove a 10,000

gallon tank from the cargce bay etc, etc.

That afterncon we backed (yes the C-123 could back

. up) our hastily converted plane up to the loading dock in

Saigon. We took on a load of plywood and a ten ton jack.
An hour later we delivered the booty but they told us our
jeep was out on a run and could we pick it up the next day?
Sure, we would come back the next day. That night we
reinstalled the 10,000 gallon tank ete,ete back in our
Plane and flew our normal two missione. Ag soon asg we
landed we converted our plane to an airlift plane by

taking out the 10,000 gallon tank and the rump etce, etce.

And away we went to pick up our Jjeep.

There were no control towers as such out in the
boondock airstripe 20 we simply flew in and landed. We
noticed there was & great deal of activity going on about
the camp and there seemed to be a great number of ranking
army officers in clean uniforms poking about. A young
epecial forcese type nearly took his head off onh one of
our propellors trying to get to the plane before any of
the army brass came over, He scrambled up into the cockpilt
and handed me a very cryptiec note. All it said was "There
i1z an Avmy Inspector General Team Investigating us, get the

hell out of here, we buried your Jeep two hours ago".

All of cur trades weren't losers, We did not carry
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parachutes since a successful bailout at 100 feet isn't
even a remote posgsgibillity. We did carry more personal
guns , ammunition, bayonettes, knives ete, that sny Air

Force organization in the history of aviation.

When I firset arrived at Saigon the Cowboys had a
CONEX container (a huge metal, watertight container the
gize of a emall home). Our CONEX container was stuffed
with over 300 weapone for the 12 of us. 1 personally
carried an M-16 automatic rifle with 300 rounds of ammo.
1 also carried a standard issue .38 caliber pistol with
150 rounds of ammo, a .38 civilian gnub nose with 150
rounds of ammo and a .25 hide out civilian automatic with

300 rounde of ammo.

In our CONEX we had our choilice of .45 automatics,
Thompson gub machine gune, 12 gauge shotguns, carbines,
Swedish K sub machine gune, M-1 rifles, 9mm automatics,
magnumg and others I can't remember. One of our flight
engineers had & 4Omm grenade launcher in his supposedly
bullet proof box in the back of the aircraft. Only one
of our downed c¢rews had to fight it out with the VC while
waiting to be rescued. That is Junior's story and quite a
story it is, I may touch on it a l1ittle later.

Ag 1f we weren't already carrying enough ammunition
some ingenious Cowboy figured that if you taped an inverted
M-16 c¢lip to the one you had in the weapon then all you had
to do was eject the empty clip, turn it around and reinsert
the full end into your gun. It came to pass that we now
needed 100 more M-16 ammunition clips. The supply form I

£illed ocut for the 100 clipe was the only supply form I
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ever signed in Vietnam.

You guessed it. A few days later a flatbed Air
Force trailler as long as & quonset hut pulled up. There
wasg a CONEX container and a forklift on the flatbed. We
watched in stunned silence as we became the owners of a

shiny new CONEX container and 10,000 M-16 ammunition clipe.

A CONEX was & highly prized item so0 we obviously
kept that for secure storage for occasional goodies that
Providently fell into our hands. We traded 9,900 extra
M-16 clips to the 3rd Marineg for an inexhaustible supply
of beer.

Another good deal we fell into was the steel helmet
gwap. Now in all the recruilting postere you have ever seen
of Alir Force pilots, did you ever gee oOne with a steel
helmet on? We had them. They were the good kind that
really covered up your head and heck. You couldn't fly

with one on, but they were good helmetse.

There waeg this group of fearleze Navy folks who
operated PBRe (Patrol Boat, River in Navy lingo). These
brave gouls ran around in unarmored teeny-weeny boats
getting the daylights ahot out of themeelves and they sgure
needed help. They didn't have the nifty helmets we had,
but they did have the world's largest frozen food locker,
It was an entire ship that the Navy Jjust ran up on the
beach at Danang. There were goodies inside the hummer
that would make you salivate for a week. Wearing warm
clothes, & 8troll by a gourmet such as 1 down what seemed

endless rows of frozen food bins was dizzying.




After all the dehydrated, rain socaked mush and
‘ C-Rations we had eaten we felt it was definitely our duty
and a pleasgure to help the war effort by providing our
'f helmete tc those poor Navy fellows. When they gave us
unrestricted access and shopping privileges on that

'1 freezer ship it gave us a "gut feeling" of comraderie.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

OPERATIONS OFFICERS




It waes policy that while at Danang we hsd to call
THEM every day at U:00pm, I would explain what the Cowboys
did that day and THEY would tell me what we were to do the
next day, I learned my lesson early on in regard to making
tThe phone call myself. THEY had a way with words and were
moet explicit in expressing their feelinge to me on the
Cowboyse conduct of the war. In fact, THEY got downright
rersonal. That All-American butt chewer on the other end
of the phone was a real pro.

In order to keep up the high gpirit required by me
to run "C" Flight and to keep me from having a daily morale
decline about 4:00pm, I appointed our most junior ranking
Officer to leave the bar and call Saigon at the appointed
time. This worked out beautifully. The All-American butt
chewer in Saigon Knew whatever had gone wrong that day was
not kids' fault and that he was chewing on an innocent man.
This somewhat tempered the badmouth from THEM,

Next, the young Officer taking the call at the
Danang end, becauge I was writing his efficiency report,
would leave cut large numbereg of the cussg words and
references to my origin, ete. that THEY had included in the
convergation. This double buffer, s2c to speak, resulted 1n
my getting the general gist of what Saigon wanted but
wilithout the uncomplimentary remarks. Natureaelly, being in
the bar and fortified with several Seagram's and waters
when the young man returned, much of the sting of the daily
bad neweg included in all dailly calls was reduced.

One day I told the young Officer to be sure THEY
knew we had gotten two of our three aircraft badly shot up

and would not be able to fly our missions the next day.
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I was gstunned when the young man returned from
making the call and told me THEY had laid on double
misgsions for ug the next morning. That really got me mad.
I grabbed a phone and called THEM myself, That wag one big
"GOTCHAY for THEM.

THEY didn't want us to fly double missionsg the next
day. Those crafty devile threw that red herring at me so
that I would get all excited and call them personally.

THEY made up for all the times they couldn't get me
personally on the phone, THEY even went back to comment
on some gilly thinges that had happened weeks before. Once
I saw through this shabby trick I used the glickest thing
that came out of the war. I hung up the phone. The phone
service was so bad the party on the other end could never
be sure how, why, who or what had cut off the connection.

THEY tried just once to take “C" Flight from me by
ordering me to Saigon to become an Operations Officer. The
ope officer is the number two man in the unit. I coulad
suppose it was either a compliment to be considered for the
job or it may have been a diasbolical plot to separate me
from “C" Flight. I wag well aware that ops officers did
net fly very often and gpent thelr nights dreaming up
absurd ope plans for aircrews to follow,

I evaded the offer for a while, but THEY were
adament and I went down to Saigon to learn the ops officer
trade. Like Skip, the F-104 pilot, I was a swift learner.
I guickly learned that ops officers put in 13 to 14 hours a
day at a desk, flew very little and got all wrapped around

2 thousand silly details not at al)l associated with winning

the war.
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One of the most overrated things ope officers do is
formally brief THEM every day. Cpe officers also spend a
great deal of time answering questions throughout the day
that THEY forgot to ask at the briefing. After one week 1
could see a Lieutenant could handle this chore, yet I wae
very surprised to £ind that all the other briefers were Lt
Coleonels. I finally realized that there is a whole passle
of middle-aged middle managers, mostly Lt. Colonels, who
don't fly that emerge during wars,. Thies 18 & group I
recommend with entirely, particularly in war time.

This group 1s aptly referred to by combat flyers as
"'seagulle"., They Just 2it around, eat a lot, put out lots
of e¢rap, make unnecegsary noise and will not fly unless you
throw rocks at them. It they do fly it iz usually not very
well.

1 could tell after one week in Saigon that fighting
the war from a desk in Saigon was neither glamorous nor
adventurous. One poeitive thing though was that I had
gotten a feel for how THEY viewed the manner in which "C"
Flight wae winning the war. "C" Flight to Saigon was
another bunch of statilstics on a board on a wall. The name
aof the game was to win statistically using hundreds of
charts. Woe to the chartkeeper whose chart fell below the
desibed goale,

I personally knew that "C" Filight wag made up of
some very patriotie souls who laid their lives on the line
every d4say. They were flying their butts off and off
fighting magnificently in sgpite of all the "poor" advice,
both target-wise and tactically passed on to us by Sailgon.

By mutual agreement I was oh my way back to Danang ang "C"
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Filight seven days after leaving.

The opse officer experience did have one benefit. I
now had some limited knowledge of how the chart game was
played. We now flew our missioneg the same as ever and more
importantliy we partyed as hard as ever, the reasal change was
in how we described our routine bugsiness of winning the war
but with new terminology. This almost got ue in the good
gracee of Sailgon.

Our dazzling reports of successes or even failures
couched in Saigonese terminoclogy brought great serenity to
our chartkeeper. Even the phone calls began to decreage,

I had suspected we had a problem communicating with THEM, I
Juet didn't realize you could tell them you screwed up and

makKe it =2ound reasonable,




CHAPTER THIRTEEN

BIEN HOA




Our Salgon operations were ordered to move from Tan
Son Nhut Air Base to Bien Hoa a nearby air base and "C"
Flight went down to help. Any normal military flying unit
would have martialed its forces and with little fanfare

made an orderly exit from one base to the other basge only

twenty miles away. Not "C" Flight.

Roy had scrounged up about twenty cases of colored
smoke grenades. Through an ingenious wiring program he
installed great numbers of them on the three 123's tall
boomz that "C" Flight would be fliying over to Bien Hoa.
Next, he ran a trip wire back into the aircraft from each
of the smoke grenades.

How he ever talked me into flying with him in the
iead aireraft, I'1l never know. When 1t was time for our
takeoff, I found he had worked a deal with the control
tower to make a low level pass right down the main street
of the base.

He took a flight of C-123's in a perfect "V"
formation down the center of Tan Son Nhut air base cutting
the grass with his props and the number two and three
aircraft in the formation having to stack up high on his
wings to avold the cars parked on the gide of the road.

He called “"smoke on' and we became a rainbow of colored
smoke roaring in a zero altitude, 180kts, with propellors
howling in full piteh. I have never seen a more colorful,
well executed or lower pessg ever made by a flight of

fighters let alone lumbering behemoths 1ike the C-123s

“down Tan Son Nhut's main street.

Wheeling up, up and away he headed the flight




e

; ! [P L :

toward Bien Hoa. Bien Hoa was a fighter base and I'm sure
news of a rinky-dink multi-engine flying unit arriving

at their base wag the least thrilling newsg they had that
week.

As we pulled up ocut of the grass to & reascnable
altitude of 150 feet or 8o, I noticed my Knuckleg were
pure white. I just Knew there was going to be hell to
pay for that low level pass over Tan Son Nhut, but at
least we were back in the air and how much trouble could
get into landing at our new base?

That wag my first underestimation of what a little
twenty mile transfer could really develop into. Roy made
all the proper radio calls to Bien Heoa tower and I was Just
breathing normally again when he told the tower that "Plan
B" wag ready. I asked him what the devil that was . "“Oh,"
he said, "I have a little something I worked out with the
Rien Hoa tower guys this morning".

Now leaving the base in a colorful splash is one
thing, but checking into a new on in other than the proper
military manner is another and can set you back a bunch.
Roy had hig already tightly tucked in formation tuck it in
even cloger and here we go again. Three C-123s, wings
overlapping wings and down in the grase we go. He was
lined up with the base main street which was bordered by
the Officers Club and Wing Headquarterse. '"Smoke on
Cowboys™ he yells like a Kid on Christmas morning and down
the main street we go. He has outdone himself on colors on
this pass. So many smoke grensades were going off on the
tail boomeg that the street behind us just disappeared in

a kKaleildozcope of color.
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He pulled up in a smooth chandelle c¢limbing turn
and put the wingmen in echelon on his right wing. Then
he poured on max power and led the three elephant-like
C123s down the initial approsch to the runway. He made
a fighter plane 360 degree overhead pitch out and again,
with his seemingly endless supply of smoke grenadesg he
demongtrated quite vividly that the Cowboye flew fighter

patterns when they landed.

To my utter amazement not one genior Officer
criticized thie unorthodox operation. I believe they were
in =hock. The fighter folks, on the other hand, gave us
a real warm welcome right after they found out the Cowboys
were sharing all the champagne in the club for our "Welcome
to Bien Hoa" party.

Bien Hoa was a fun place. The fighter folks played
all kinds of gamesg in the Officer's club that put more
folke temporarily out of the war than combat did. They
had one trick where you put a cheair under one of the bilg
revolving ceiling fans, then you climbed on the chair and
gtuck your head in the fan.

This trick didn't bother the fighter Jocks too

mugh, but our flight Surgeon, God bless him, tried it gpe

belted about twenty feet across the room with

night and got

a very nasty cut on his forehead. The fighter guys forgot
to tell him you caught the fan blade with your finger. The
badly bleeding Doc leaped up off the floor and having
conaumed just enought scotch to think he could do 1t, he
headed for the dispensary and using & mirror, sewed his own

head up! Sure enough, in about a half hour he was back in
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the club sporting the world's worst self-stiching job ever
performed by a flight surgeon.

OQur flight surgeons were pretty specilal guys. They
flew hairy missions with us, partyed with us, stitched us
up when we got shot up and let us fly when any sane doctor
would have grounded us or put us in the hospital. One or
two of them were even allowed to practice on women and
children after only a year to two of rehabilitation after
they returned to the States.

One time I discovered & strange fungus growing on
my right shoulder. It aidn't bother me physically, but
it kept spreading. The more it spread the more 1 worried,
the more 1 worried the more it spread. A real vieious
circle. I remember my Grandmother telling me that 1if a
poigon ivy rash ever completed a full circle around your
body you would die!

At this point I wag totally rattled over a rash
that wasn't giving me any trouble at all physically but
I wag scared half to death. It had almost completed the
fatal full circle.

The flight surgeon who wase used to working on
really important stuff on Cowboyeg like Honda rashes and
bullete finally got interested in my dumb rash. He gave
me some superb medical advice. He told me to change the
soap my laundress was doing my clothes in. Two days later
it wag goodby rash. It was a shame it was such an easy
cure, 1 was looking forward to being airliifted back to
the States, perhaps to the Mayo clinie. I had visions

of a2ll the top Doece Iin the world working madly to cure’
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this new unexplained
the name of the =zoap
have Ralph Nader get

the daylight=s out of

disease. I wish I could remember
that gave me the rash g0 I could

after '‘the manufacturer for scaring

combat consumers.

On the 4th of July we took the afternoon off and

went over to Vung Tau, a beautiful resort beach on the

China sea. It was a warm gun, cool beer party, but it

logt ite glamor sgince we all wore pistols and our M-16

rifles were nearby.

Our neighbors on the other end of

the beach sgsunning themselves were Vietcong troops on

R & R. They stayed at their end of the beach, we sgtayed

at ours, Very interesting.




CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THE GQREAT SHOOTUP
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t we flew two missions a day every

{'ve mentioned several times tha
was

day for abeut three weeks then you got a little combat kooky and it

time to go away for awhile.

Beak and Clyde flew together a lot and both were consldered "magnet

ssses' because of the amount of ememy ground fire they attracted into the

cockpit of their airplane. When everyone else was taking hits in the tail

of their airplanes, good old Beak and Clyde woul
Normally, that wasn't the end of the world, but

d invariably a hit right

through the windsheild.

it sure ruined your whole day. A .30 caliber bullet smashing thr ough the

old caused several million shards of glass to inbed. themselves in

windshi
all unprotected parts of our bodies.

In violation of the regulations, we flew in T-
a flak vest and a flight helmet with a clear

shirts which left.our

arms bare, but we did have

visor to protect our eyes. When a windshield was shot out, your hands,

arms and the lower portion of your face took a real beating from the

glass splinters. In a few hours the areas where the glass hit your body would
balloon tremendously. Shortly you had Ralph the Gorilla size arms and

our face looked like you had a watermelon in each cheek,

The first time Beak and Clyde got 2 face fulll of-windsheld,
go to Tachi

Y .
the sly
sked me- for five days coff so they could

and cunning devils a
x or seven days after

Five days later Clyde was back and si
Beak had a real problem keeping track of time.

k and Clyde pulled up off a re}étive}y easy
shot of the war hit them right in the

and heal up.
leaving, Beék got back.
Anyway, a few days later Bea
target and the longest, 1uckies€ vC

windshield at 3,500 feet above the ground -
sent Beak and Clyde off to the

"We need to go

impo;sible!
After we landed, started up & party,
1 fully expected to get the

All of a sudden they were both
n flying. They were

medics and restarted the party,

to Tachi to heal up' story. Wrong.

They wanted to stay at Danang and keep 0

supermen.
OK. So they flew for five

adament about staying on the flying schedule.

days all battered and ugly but healing fast.
pit out his daily quota of glass bits that wo
"OK leader, now L want my five days

On the sixth day, at

breakfast, Beak s rked. their

way out through his cheek and stated,

off to heal up."”
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He told me later in the war that the reason he waited to heal up before

going to Tachi was because the most miserable time he ever spent at Tachi
was the time he went up there all shot up. le said he spent the whole time

explaining his wounds and missed about 50% of valuable drinking time.

T think Beak's greatest contribution to the Ranch was made on another

occasion when he got shot in the hecad. Now that may sound a bit unkind but

as an objective flight conmander, I found that Beak in his own way, really

benefited the Ranch and me threefold with that maneuver.

First, for some reascn or ancther (I believe it was to repair a case
of bullet holes in an engine}, we had been short one plane that day and

Beak had missed out on flying his customary two missions, With his typical

cunning, he cornered me in the bar and poured a gallon or twe of Seagrams

He pointed out that I was now 30 missions ahead of him and that
I should peint out

VO into me.

s ¢ was undemocratic of me to get that far ahead of him.

here that if we were short an airplane for a days missions, you could bet

the old flight leader wasn't sitting it out for the day. The younger guys

could work out who didn't fly, but my democratic philosophy was after I got

an airplane, then the rest of the flight came next.

Beak ultimately convinced me to give up my seat on a mission for the

first time. He rcally wanted that mission.

The next morning, on the first pass over the target, a VC who must have

placated all the devils he worshipped, managed to put a .30 caliber slug

through Beak's windshieid, through Beak's helmet visor, through his helmet

and into Beak's head. The bullet lodged just under the skin having

fortunately nearly spent itself before stopping in Beak's head.

Beak only got shot when he
Clyde and

0f coursec, Beak was flying with Clyde.

was flying with Clyde. Animal was the navigator on this misson.

Animal got the usual arms and face full of glass. Clyde calmly asked Beak,

since they were now clipping the
Beak, ''had beon shot."
With

"to kindiy pull the goddam aiplane up"

tree tops. Beak told Glyde just as calmly that he,
e this as the greatest revelation of his life.

Clyde did not perciev
Clyde replied

more decisive biites out of the tree toOps,

the planc taking
but that since nearly

"he, Animal and the airplane had all been shot,

that,
this happened, would Beak please pulf the

everytime he flew with DBeak,

coddam airplane up!"




Beak, being the Corthripht Tovnn he was,ltook umbraye at this, He
reached up under his bloody helmet and pulled the rifle slug out from uner
his skin. Peevishly, Beak shoved the bullet under Clydes nose and said,
"see, I Ltold you I was shot' and promptly collapsed over the control column
which pushed the plane even further into the tree tops.

Animal, the navigator, pulled Beak off the control column and Clyde
pulled the airplane up from the trees.

That was the first nice thing that Beak did for me and "C" flight
that day. He got shat in the head instead of me - that's really protecting
your leader - a very fine trait in young Dfficers.

While Beak was laid out on the floor, the wounded navigator climbed into
the pilot's seat and Clyde was flying the plane from the copilot”s seat.
Clyde no longer believed Beak was just clowning around to get another five
day pass to Tachi. Clyde was pretty busy flying the airplane and talking
quite vociferously for him on several radio channels trying to get some
help,

He rteally picked the right guys to help Beak. A Marine medical
evacuation heticopter offered to meet the battered 123 on the end of the
jet runway and airlift Beak to some superb Marine medics (they claimed)
that were near Danang. Clyde and Animal managed to jointly squash the
plane down on the end of the runway and Beak was winged away to the
Marine medical station,

After a couple of false starts, Clyde and Animal slowly weaved the
battered 123 all the way down the runway to thé Cowboy parking area. DBy
this time, the wing commander had been called on his walkie-talkie and

told, '"those damn Ranch Hands had landed on his beautiful two mile long

runway, stoppe
At least six flights of returning jet fighters

That is a

down the whole two miles'.
had to make low approaches and go around for another landing,

good way to anger pilots returning from missions, 1t also raises the

ire of the wing commander who worries about detailslof that nature.

The wing commander and I arrived simultaseously at the Cowboy

parking ramp. He had just emerged from his shiny blue staff car as I

fell off my Honda which flipped out from under me when I hit the oil

pouring onto the ramp from the bullet holes in the right engine. While

1 untangled myself from the tionda the wing commander was mumbling some

d in the middie of it, let off a passenmger and then lazily taxiied
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off color remarks about making optiicum use of runway taxi time and some
downright nasty conments on Majors who rode Hondas on the flight line and
fell down,

Before I could really get in-gear (stand up) the wing commander c¢limbed
up to the cockpit. Before he got to the top of the steps he met Animal

emerging all bloody from the pilot's seat. “"Are you the pilot', he asked.

"Nope. 1'm the navigator" was Animal's reply as he shoved past the Colonel.

This caused a funny little tic to statrt on the Colonel's cheek, He then
tried Clyde in the copilot's seat. "Are you the Pilot," a little more
hopefully this time. Clyde gave him a long, cool New England look, wiped
some blood off his face and said, "Nope.! The Colonel really had a glazed
look by this time., Just then, Beak's helmet rolled out of the cockpit.
There was a bullet hole right through the visor, blood all over it, the
earpiece was shot out and Clyde, as impeccably cool as a New England
preacher, pointed to the helmet and said, "There's the pilot."

Score two for Beak. That bird Colonel wing commander suddenly had

acquired an entirely new insight in Ranch Hand operations. The next

morning the Cowboys were issued a brand new jeep, we received unlimited
support for the rest of the tour and I made a friend for the rest of my

career in the wing commander. Top cover that was formerly hard to come

by was now available anytime, anywhere in overwhelming numbers. How many

fighters would I like today, when, where and how much -fire power would I

like loaded on them? Good grief! I could even schedule their bomb and

ammo loads. Support-wise it was the ultimate turn around for tbe Cowboys.

Beak still had one more score to ring up for the Cowboys this day.

He had bemn airlifted to one of those places where they take care of front

line Marine injuries. We rtushed to a telephone to see if our wounded

warrior was going to live or go to wherever crafty Texans go when they

The Marine reply to our phone call was a terse,
Great. Beak was apparently

pack it im, "send some
wheels over here for him - he's all yours."”

up and about and probably fretting that he was late for his party.

Ike raced off to pick up Beak while our flight surgeon converted the

bar into a mini emergency ward while he doctored up Clyde and Animal

between drinks. When Beak arrived we were introduced to front line

Marine medical support. He triumphantly entered the 0-Club with a bandage

wrapped haphagardly around his head - the spitting image of the Spirit of

'76. He was still bleeding profusely from the wound.

We unanimously agreed




the Marine f[ront line treatment beok probably reads, "To treat a head wound,
pour on sulfa, wrap the head with a slobpy bandage and declare the patient
ready for duty!”

This obviously called for a celebration tinparalleled in "C" flight
lore, We had gottenia late start - it‘was 1030 in the morning. The first
thing I did was call off flying for the next day in order that we could
have a spectacular bash, Somehow, I forgot to tell Saigon, our fighter
cover, our Forward Air Controller and the VC that I had cancelled flying
and the next day the fighters and FAC's all flew around in big circles
sans Cowboys. That got me another call from THEM,

Each morning we were given an intelligaence briefing on the enemy in
our target area.r This also included an estimate of the ground fire we
could expect. Tbe morning of Beak's infamous shot in the head we had been
briefed that it would be, "a milk run, really easy since there were no
VC reported in the area and no reports of ground fire."

About 10 o'clock that night the party was really getting up a head
of steam and several cowboys were dancing a polka on the champagne soaked
dance floor. If you thought it strange that two hairy c¢hested, six foot
plus, 225 pound Cowboys would dance together, I suggest you reserve your
comments. At this time our vaunted intelligence briefing Officer sauntered
into the bar. Now this is how those inflated storie; about the Cowboys
got started.

Every fighter jockey, FAC, Cowboy and anyone I forget that Qas in the
bar knows that Beak broke the intelligence Officer's arm in two places as
a result of the champagne making the floor slippery. The whole combat
world knew Beak was a peachy polka dancer and it had to be an accident
that while dancing with the intelligence briefer, Beak wouldn't have
deliberately thrown him 20 yards into a cement wall,

Score three for Beak, It was amazing how our intelligence briefings
suddenly disclosed whole hordes of anti-aircraft guns and lots of bad
folks in our target arcas who would shoot at you. We had known this all

alonz but we couldn't convince the briefers. As of that night that problem

was resolved forever.




J Just so you don't think that was the end ol the evening for Beak,

he racked up one more conversation item belore turning in. lie was already

|

[’ a mess. The "revolutionary war' Marine medical treatment had left the

”J left side of his head a mess. His arms and the bottom half of his face were
] already swelling noticeably. In fact, the only part of him that showed that

[j was remotely normal was the upper tight side of his face. But not for long.
. Beak leaped on a Honda to head for the tent and a well-earned rest.

LJ Being Beak, he missed the turn at the corner, hit the Air Police guard shack

a mighty lLick and naturally banged up the upper right side of his head. Five
? days later he asked for a little leave up at Tachi and damned if I didn't
)

let him go.

~—n




CHAPTER FIFTEEN

THE SECRET MISSION
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THEY told us we had a headline making mission coming up but it was
super sccret., It was so secret we considered shooting the courier and
burning the message before we read it. It was getting harder for THEM
to rattle us up anymore, so we read ﬁhe message. When we found out what
our secret target was, we unanimously agreed to get ourselves mentally
prepared. In other words we went to the Club and had a secret party,

It really was a big deal since THEY ordered the rest of the Ranch
Hands in Saigon to put together six extra planes and about sixty people
to support us on the miséion which was to be run out of Danang.

Qur extra Cowboy support folks were told they would be leaving Saigon
at once. These folks sat near their planés_at Saigon for five hours in
the 100 plus ramp temperatures before théy were told the mission was called
off. Before they could unpack THEY told them to launch their people and
planes immediately for Danang. The extra Cowboys were to arrive at
Danang, perform a quick refueling and off to the target we all would go.

After the Saigon group arrived, we hurriedly refueled their aitzcraft
and all of us spent the next seven hours sitting on the hot ramp until
the mission was fimally called off due to bad weather. That.was a very
long day for a lot of Cowboys. |

The weather stayed rotten for the next elleven days because of a

monster typhoon in the China Sea. By now our ''secret' mission had attracted

between forty and fifty news media people from four countries. They knew
more about our mission than I did'~ so much for the secret portion. The
world of the Ranch Hands fdr that eleven day period'hs we waited out the
typhoon consisted of hordes of bored reporters, TV cameramen and radip
commentators crawling all over us.

They were so hard up for news copy to send to the States that if a
Cowboy went to the john there was bouﬁd to be a guy with a microphone right
at his side. They didn't film us in the john, but thcy did take enough
film of us'eighteen hours a day to have recorded World War Two in its
entirety.

~ We had Canadian and French teievision people, ABC, NBC, CBS, some
others 1've forgotten and the BBC. Oh yes, even the Christian Science
Monitor folks were there. Some of these folks were acting like they

were actually going to fly on the mission with us. I attributed this
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- shooting at the airplanes.

absurd pipedream to the ever increasing amount of booze that was being

consumed during the foul weather puried Lhat canceiled flying day after day,

1 was stunned when a reporter I had a lot of faith in told me straight out

‘that THEY had informed the press that the Cowboys were in fact going to take

civilian newsmen on the mission.

The best Air Force Information Officer in the world was Lieutent Colonel

John Whiteside. John was down in Saigon fighting the wér and the brass in
his special world of news media madness. I had been stationmed with John
before and he had gotten me more national boverage than some movie stars
get, When John set out to get some publiéity for someone he could really
turn the tap on. At one poinﬁ in my career he had me featured nationally
in so many papers, TV and radioc segments and magazines that I actuzlly
began receiving fan (and kooky) letters.

I really believed in John. He and I had shared a thousand or so
drinks in variety of gin mills. He was no shrinking violet, but a rather
fiesty bar partner, never letting size influence his decision to attack
a disagreeable problem (:or gin mill patron).

John understood my problem and commiserated as best he could, however,
he couldn't help. The decision had been made so far hp the line that only
God was left to appeal to, I didn't know God personally, but I sure knew
some of THEM that were trying to pléy the part in Saigon so I reluctantly
called THEM, ' o

I dramatically emphasized the point that I did not want, nor did 1.
need any civilians on our planes on an obviously hot target. THEY replied
ghat, "yes, the Cowboys would fly civilians', but they showed some smarts
by acquiescing to my plea to limit the number to one reporter and one
cameraman. ' ,

THEY concluded the phone call with one of the bigger THEMS telling me
"Don't get any of the civilians hurt on this mission - it would be bad for
publicity." My reply, one of the few I ever made to a Saigon pronouncement

was, ''Great Scott, don't tell me, tell the VC, they're the ones who are

Tt




"Cc" Flight war zelected to make the first run over
the DMZ and the national news repocorter from CBSE would be
John Hart. I assume John drew the short straw or whatever
reporters Ao to get a red hot story. He was as please as
a puppy with a big bone that he was going on the mission.

1 figured the relentless monsoon rains had addled his
brain.

We were pleasantly sgurprised to find that John Hart
really knew his buginess and it was a pleasure working with
a professional like him. We could get very little done
during the mongoon which in one day poured eleven inches of
rain upon us. When I lived in AlbuqQuerque the entire
ration of rain wase only nine inches.

John Hart set out to get his beck up f£ilm and
commentary completed early. With his back up film in the
can 20 to speak all he needed was the actual combat mission
footage and he could press on to report the rest of the
war, Although the weather was too unfavorable to actually fly
our combat mission, there were short periods during which
we could taxi, takeoff and land 1f we stayed close to the
field.

For five days John Hart had ug go through the
simulated miegsion inecluding wake up, breakfast, miession
briefing., eircraft preflight, estart, taxi, takeoff and
landing. All of thig wag superbly performed by "C" Flight
since it was boring es hell otherwise to sit around and
watch it rain.

There were two serious drawbacks to all this
uninvited international publieity. First and paramount

to the Cowboyse, the VC would not only know we were coming
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but also where and when. The Alr Force and Navy had about
twenty five fighters dedicated to this missgion, the Navy
had a battleghip off the coast and there were at least four
rescue hellcopters plus three FACs assgigned to cover us.

We s8tlll wanted all the surprise we could get, but that was
elipping away from us.

Once, earlier in the war, THEY had directed that a
psychological warfare alrcraft fly over the target Just
ahead of us and tell the VC through the aircraft's loud
speakers not to shoot at us. THEY thought it was a keen
plan. All it accomplished was to provide the now wide
awake VC gunners plenty of time to stack up additional
ammunition clips for their guns. We scrubbed that idea
in short order since the VC shot us up qQuite severely
and even shot up the paychoclogical warfare zircraft.

The other drawback to the publicity was that I
auickly noticed I no longer had control of "C" Fiight.

I was now leading John Wayne, Sidney Portier, Kirk Douglas
and Burt Lancaster, With a microphone and a camera on them
for eleven daysa my "C" Flight had gone Hollywood. They
wore thelr go-to-hell commande hate at rakish angles,
swaggers replaced normal walking and speech patterns
mimiced all of the above named movie stars. They were
actually telling the cameramen how to film them at the

bar.

The film crews filmed & Cowboy Dining-in, but that
portion of the f1lm was providently left on the cutting
room floor. That party was so full of zany hollywood
wanhabeesg that had Saigon seen the £1ilm all of "C" Flight

would have been sent back Stateside in straight jackets,
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The monsoon filnally went somewhere else to rain on
other people and the gkies cleared up beautifully. We got
our three ship formation off the ground with John Hart with
me in the lead aircraft. Hie cameraman was in the last or
number three aircraft. Sort of like having the President
and Vice Presgident fly in daifferent aircraft so that 1f one
plane crashes and the other makes 1t they still have
something left,

We gtrongly anticipated that with all the world
fanfare of the previous eleven days that the VC would have
a magsive number of anti-alrcraft gune concentrated in the
DMZ. I waeg sgtunned to find the DMZ absolutely barren.
There wag no place to hide, B-52's and artillery had
leveled everything. Only bomb anda shell holes remained.
There wasg not one stick of brush or tree that our miasgion
would do anything to.

I wasg, however, pleasgantly surprised twice on the
target run. We had gotten about three minutes into our
four minute run before we encountered any ground fire. I
must admit it was actually & relief for once to hear ground
fire. 1 jJust knew with the whole world watching our "super
ghot and hit" image would be completely destroyed 1f we had
2 "no hit" mission. With all the suppression forces above
us I knew they were galivating at a chance to find some VC
out the open of the barren, treeless DMZ.

Meanwhile, John Hart was doing hieg commentary into
hig tape recorder standing up in the flight engineers box
as we flew over the target. The box only came up to your
waliet if you were standing up. When the ground fire

started I heard two quick hits somewhere behind me in the




cargo section of the plane. I could tell they were near
the center of the cargo compartment where John was doing
his on-scene combat mission report.

I was concerned for John's well being for two
reasons. One, I l1liked him and didn't want him hurt or
killed. Two, if John got hurt you can bet Saigon weould
gee that I got hurt ag well. I ¢called to the filight
engineer on the intercom to how they were faring with the
bullets coming through the plane. My always unflappable
flight engineer had an admiring tone to his voice when he
told me we had taken two .30 caliber siuge through the
fuselage both of which hit just two inches from John Hart's
head and then ricocheted off to wherever ricochets go. He
sald John kept right on talking into his microphone and
glowly lowered himeelf down into the box without batting
an eye.

Several monthg after I had rotated to the States
John had CBS graciously provide me with a copy of the gix

minute Walter Cronkite news sgsegment that John did on the

Cowboys. I can vouch that John's voice never waivered when
those bullets nearly took his head off. I could hear them
hit the plane on the tape. John was beautiful! That was
our kind of combat reporter! Most reporters we met didn't
want to leave Saigon and get out in the boonies with the
troopse where the action was.

One thing though, Joehn did overdo the buildup he
gave me on camera particularly making it sound like I was
the commander of the whole cotton-picking weaer. I guess
that explaine the chilly atmosphere in the Sailgon phone

calls from THEM for the rest of my tour. Thankeg John,
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

HONG KONG




There was a Regt and Recreation (R & R) Program for
the military personnel serving in Southeast Asia, This
bProgram authorized servicemen to take up to & five day
leave from the war zone, and with free air provided, they
could elect to go to Bankgkok, Australia, Hawaii, Hong
Kong or other desgtinations. I chose Hong Kong.

The R & R was designed to be a morale builder and
to help you get your head straight about half way through
the one year combat tour. A serviceman could spend a month
or two looking forward to his R & R, enjoy the time spent
on leave, and have pleasant memories of it for several
monthse after. It sounded awfully good to me.

Mogt combat personnel were in pretty bad mental and
physical shape when their turn for R & R came up. We were
only authorized one of thesge leaves during our tour in
Southeast Asia.

I arrived at the R & R center on schedule
phyeically drained, mentally exhausted and a prime
candidate for the advertised relaxation program. It was
10am when I checked in. The orders were very sgpecific
about when you had to be there, There were about one
hundred of ueg and promptly as 10am we were lined up to wait
for over an hour in the 100 degree sunsghine. No gshade wasg
authorized at the R & R center.

After f£illing ocut a veritable mountain of
paeperwork, we were subjected to enocugh briefings to qualify
us for asgociate professorships in Hastern culture. We
were intensely briefed on what we couldn't do. It would
have been easier and quicker to brief us on what we could

do. That certainly would have been the shorter of the two




lists. The R & R center was called "Camp Alpha'. It wase
go bad they never built a "Camp Bravo".

By mid-afternoon my interest in going on R & R was
waning rapidly. Fortunately they finally loaded us on a
chartered civilian jetliner and the most beautiful American
round eyed flight attendent handed me the first glass of
cold, real milk I'a had in =2ix months. I felt there just
might be a chance this was going to be a worthwhile trip.
Again, I had underestimated THEM and the R & R Plannere.

It was quite evident that not one of the Saigon
Planners, organizereg or administrators had ever gone
through the programmed R & R procedures themselves. As
we deplaned in Hong Kong there was a raging thunderstorm
in progress. It was a long soaking run to cover where
they packed us into a cramped briefing room. Soaked to
our skin they made us listen to the gsame damn briefings
we had listened to in Saigon.

We were wet, tired, hungry and bored. My patience
level wag way below zero and my physical state was nearing
complete paralysis, I was mentally composging some fancy
formse of assgassination for every noncombatant briefer I
had had to listen to that day and night. It wae now after
8pm in the evening when THEY finally turned us looge. We
were 20 fatigued and hungry by then that any thought of a
night out on the town was out of the question. I pelieve
that first day had been deliberately and diabolically
Planned to ruin our first night out of the combat zone.

I decided to have supper at the hotel, sack out
early and get a fresh Jjump on the shopping and zightseeing

in the morning. The dining room Maitre'd coldly informed
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me that I could not be served unless T wore a coat. I had
gseveral nice civilian coats back in the States, but I had
not founad them required for combat 820 I hadn't brought any
to Vietnam. He offered to rent me a jacket. I rented the
Jacket, I also ordered Lobster Newburg for supper, When I
paid for my supper and the rented Jacket I found I could
have eaten at New York's Club 21 for a lot less and I would
have gotten Lobgter Newburg. I hadn't recognized what it
wag they served me but it sure as heck wasn't Lobster
Newburg.

I collapszed into bed with one day and one night
gone on my five day R & R. So far I hadn't left the hotel
had had a lousy mesl and waeg in worse shape than I had been
back 1in the combat zone.

The next morning I took stock of my situation. I
had exactly three days and two nights left on my R & R. It
ie very clever theWay THEY counted a five day R & R, The
day of travel to and the day of travel from your R & R
come out of your five days, By my count it comes out to a
three day R & R.

Fortified with a breakfast of six or seven blcoody
marye I strode forth for the short trip to "the place" to
buy my goodies. Everyone in Vietnam knew someone who had
been‘to Hong Kong and could tell you where the fantastie
bargains were,. My budget had been planned by experts who
had made the Hong Kong trip previously. I went to “the
place", mentioned my expert planners names and within b5
minutes of entering "the place"™ I had been measured and

handed a blll for #3855 U.S. money.

The major flaw with my planners egtimatezs wasg that
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their budget was off just a tad. Where they gaid I would
get three tailored suits, I got two. Ingtead of four pairs
of hand made ghoeg I had three,. They had not factored in
the astronomical inflation rate the G.I.2 were fueling by
visiting Hong Kong. Cowboys always were bad on their
timing.

My next digappointment was learning I could only
send home $50 worth of presgents s day. That meant only
$200 during my R & R and that at only $50 a day. With the
combat tour a year long and only four daye to ghop in the
$200 1imit wae ridiculous. The first beaded blouse I
looked at cost more than $200. That would have ghot my
entire legal ghopping 1imit and I would have to cut it up
into four pieces to =mend it home legally.

Another bothersome detail I discovered long after I
had left Hong Kong wae the problem of female slzes. I
found this out in exesctly the amount of time it takes to
send a package from Hong Kong to get to the States, have
my favorite femsasle try 1t on and her highly ticked off
letter get back to me in Vietnam asking me, "Who in the
devil were you buying those miniature clothes for2". If
vour favorite femalesg size is 32 and you send her an
oriental size 32 you had best hope she has a very tiny
little sister she can give your gift to.

That R & R was just one good deal after another.

It was about this time that the questionable Lobster
Newburg from the night before hit me. I contracted the
mogt terrible case of food poisoning ever. I had diarrhea,

fever, chille and cramps.

Many pilots have hemorhoids and I am no exception.




On top of everything else the diarrhea had my hemorhoilds
hanging out sbout a yard. Leaving the hotel room was out
of the question. That was the worst case of the miserables
I ever had. On the f£ifth and final day of my R & R I wasg
barely able to crawl from my bed and board the aircraft to
fly us back to Saigon. I was litersnlly dying to get back
to the war where I would remain relatively healthy, much
wealthier and definitely =zafer from food poisoning. No one
ever got food poisoning from C-rations. This had been a
very forgettable firet and last R & R.

One of the first things I did when I got well was
to write back to Hong Kong Chamber of Commerce requesting
some of their tourist brochures. I wanted to see what I
had miesed,

Later, Juet before Chrigtmas, I took my second
short break in three months a caught a flight to Tachikawa.
It was on my second day of my crusade to totally deplete
the Tachi O-club of Seagram's VO that I walked into the
wrong room while heading for the men's room. I hed walked
into the photographer's tiny shop. Thig was a small
concession operated by 8 local Japanese photographer. He
did a thrivng busginess taking pictures of transient combat
vacationers who wanted to sgend home handsome color
portraite of themselves.

I must have been on my 2ixth or seventh Seagram's
that night because if there is one thing I do well it is
finding the men's room. What the heck, I was already in
the photographer's shop so I figured I would have some

gnazzy portraits made for the Stateside folks. Being

three gQuarterse smashed, I was certain it was a great time
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to send portraits of A seasoned combat Air Commando home
for Christmas insteaq of money or presents.

I had become very 81y, cunning and wily when
dealing with local tradesmen by this time. I first pinned
down the price and then eXtracted from the Photographer the
absolute gpecific date I could expect the portraits. He
swore on Buddha's belly that I would have them in gix days
80 I could send them off for Christmas. He wag 8o
convincing that I ordered a half dozen more copiles Just in
case other Stateside folks gaw this 8plendid Air Commando's
portrait and I would be inundated with requests for more
coples. Nobody wrote.

I finally received the portraits on the 31st of

March. Cowboys had & bad thing with timing.




CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

MORTAR ATTACK




We had a2 real zinger of a mortar attack one night.
I had never been under fire while on the ground before.

The Florida natives had been very friendly and never fired
mortareg at our Stateside air base, so0 I waes understandably
concerned when we heard there had been mortar attacks on
baserg near ours.

Being concerned about mortar attacks is l1like being
concerned about crashing in an airliner. Everyone knows it
will happen to somebody else but never, never to you. We
had a large concentration of friendly artillery that had
been moved c¢losge in to our air base. The firgt night they
began firing out at the VC it wase really tough on us flyer
types. We just weren't uged to big guns firing near to us.
It only took a few nights though and we were sleeping
soundly once again in spite of the cannon fire.

When the first VC 122mm mortar round hit, we were
all sound asleep and even though our own artillery was
booming away, I knew what that inbound round was. I hit
face down in the dirt of the szandbagged mortar bunker
before the debris thrown up by the VC's first round came
down on the shelter roof.

What amazed me considering 1 was never trained in
ground war tactics, was that I had leaped ocut of bed from a
sound sleep, in a pitch black room and had an M-16 rifle,

a pair of boote and a flashlight in my hands when I hit
facedown in the bunker. On a normal morning I would have
trouble finding the alarm clock. I conegider my grabbing up
of the bare essentials as I did while moving at about Mach
one in my race to the bunker to be one of the most

gsignificant feats of my adult 1life.
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I believe the Russiansg do sgo well in the Olympice
by having their runners practice with mortar ghells landing
behind them. It s2ure does get one moving smartly out of
the starting blocks.

Once we got into the bunker there was a lot of
huffing and puffing at first, then when the initisl spasm
abated everyone gtarted flashing their lights around to
dispel the creepy feeling that all the other folks in the
bunker were VC infiltrators. Once everyone was ldentified
as friendlies there was several moments of squeaky volices
and muech nervoug laughing and joking sabout mortar attacks.
Wwhen that pitiful show of bravado wag over we all hunkered
down with our backs to the gandbag walls and doused our

lighte to save our batteries.

The bunker had never been uged since we had arrived
at the base and it had that musky old mine smell to 1t%t. It
wag dead guiet in the bunker with each of us probably
getting a deeper appreciation for what the British
civilians went through during the WW II ailr raide. Our
heartbeats were just getting down to a reasonable rate when

a moagt frightening thing occcurred.

It was a very low voice, no one ever admitted to
whoege it was, but volce from the bowels of the dark bunker
agsked, "1 wonder 1f there are.any gnakes in here?". Iin a
gaplit second twenty or more terrified Cowboye exited that
bunker.

I'm not real Bure a snake can do you a lot of harm,

put I am poslitive & 122mm rockKet can. Yet here we were.
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Twenty or go guys who had Jjust vacated a perfectly good
bunker designed to withsgtand 122mm rockets now standing out
in the open. Cooler heads prevailed and a young Officer
who I felt should have been recommended for the Silver Star
went back into the bunker to make a gnake sgearch. About
that time a mortar round hit near us and we scramble back
into the bunker. I did notice that although our newly
desgignated snake control officer assured us the bunker was
free of gnakeg and creepy crawly things, there was a great
deal of fierce swatting at imagined things crawling on our

near naked bodies.

The mortar attack wag over in about fifteen
minutes. It became eerily quiet outside and everyone
wanted to get out of the bunker. We could see some fierce
fires burning on the base so we all climbed on top of the

bunker for a better view,

Some small armse fire began at the other end of the
bage and suddenly one of the base gecurity sergeants raced
up to the bunker. He wase probably a very nice person in the
real worlid, he may even have had a mother, and he probably
had never before really cursed an officer in his entire
military career, I suppose he jugt got all caught up in
this war thing since he cussed and threatened the daylights
out of the twenty or soc of us on top of the bunker. He did

it in a superlative manner I might =add.

He left no quesgtion in our minds that he
absolutely, positively and definitely meant for us to "Get

off that Goddam bunker roof, get ingide that Goddam bunker,
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shut up and sit down and don't come cut till I say so!". He
also maede some unflattering comments about our mental
processges, speciflcally, "“What kind of dumb bastards would
get up on a bunker roof, in the open, when the VC were
overrunning the place®?".

We held a conference inside the bunker and decided
that Just as scon as the all clear sounded we would Jjust

walk right out of that bunker in spite of that sgsergeant.

Tet i the Oriental new year and it was a strange

thing for us. There was a truce and everyocne qQuit
fighting. As long asg 1t wasg not a combat mission we could
fly anywhere and no one would shcocot at us., I made geveral

flights during Tet and 1t seemed as if the war never
existed.

There wae g2ti1ll a hazard invelved in Tet desplte
the ceage fire, It seemg the friendly South Vietnemese had
huge quantities of ammunition. They aleo had this great
compulsion to shoot their guns into the air in huge volleys
to celebrate the Tet new year. The only bad part about
this seemingly harmless fun isg ©ld Newton's law. You can
figure on a good night, the Vietnemese shoot about 200,000
bullets into the air. You can get even odds that 200,000
also.come down out of the air. The gcore at our base alone
wasz ohe Ameerican wounded, four American planesg with bulilet
holes. The ohly time we ever wore steel helmets and flak
vests on the bage was Aduring Tet to protect us from falling

friendly bullets.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
GROUND FIRE




Our flight engineers really had a rough Job. They

stayed hunkered down in a supposedly bullet resistant box

in the cargo bay until the ground fire began. Then their
Job was to stand up and throw smoke grenadesg out the open

doorg to mark where the VC gunners were sghooting from. It
does seem ridiculous to put them in the boxes to protect
them, and then have them leap up and throw smoke grenades

when the bullets start flying into the aircraft.

We took a lot of hite and we certainly got our
share of Purple Hearts. Clyde had an experience that ended
up sending him home from the war because he had gotten one
too many Purple Hearts. He and anotheyr Cowboy were
climbing out after making a pass over a relatively quiet
target when an armor pilercing .50 caliber came up through
the cockplt floor, That armor pilercing hummer did ites Job

and went through the floor armor like it was cheese,.

The bullet did two things. It hurled a plece of
boller plate the size of a sgsilver dollar right into the
co-pllote flak vest directly over his heart. The core of
the bullet continued on into Clyde's ankle and followed his
leg bone right up to his knee. The first indication I had
of trouble was Clyde calling over the radio that he was hit
and both he and the co-pllot were wounded, I asked for
their condition and Clyde sald he was hurting pretty bad
and the co-pilot was slumped forward with a plece of

shrapnel sticking out of his chest.
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Pretty soon Clyde's voice started getting weak and
that meant we might soon have two unconscious pilots and
only the flight engineer to fly the aircraft to an
emergency landing. The next voice we heard was the co-
pliot. He said he was flying the plane and that Clyde was
unconscious. By thig time we were near Danang and I had
every plece of emergency support equipment in northern hslf
of South Vietnam standing by.

The plane with its' wounded crew made a reagsonably
normal approach to the runway and the last voice we heard
calling wae Clyde's. I landed right behind Clyde's plane
and there were enough emergency vehicles surrounding
Clyde's plane to outfit a medium sized nation. The medics
seemed to be more concerned with the co-pilot because
Clyde wag Just standing around while they had the co-pilot
lying down on a gtretcher. I told 2 flight surgeon Clyde
had been hit also. The Doe gays, "Clyde's hit too? I've
been working on the wrong guy. The co-pilot only has a
piece of shrapnel gtuck in his flak vest, i1t never even
broke skin". Tough Clyde walked to the ambulance, but that
was the lagt walk he took for many weeks. When he got well
enough to get around on crutches he was sent home.

Clyde Aidn't want to be rotated back to the States.
We finally convinced him to go by telling him 1f he stayed
he would ohly be allowed to f£ly on very quiet targete or
maybe assigned full time to target evaluation. That is
the worst thing you can do to a Cowboy so Clyde went back
to the States as ordered by the flight surgeon. When he
starte telling hig war stories to his kids years from now

they will think he ig as full of crap as a Christmas
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they will think he is as full of crap as a Christmas
turkey. Maybe this recounting will give him some
credibility.

The “trash haulers" as we fondly called them were
the C-123 crews that hauled anything and everything around
Vietnam. They were strictly cargo haulers but they sure
did get some 2trange cargos. Often they were called upon
to trangport South Vietnemese civiliane to various places.
The cargo haulers told us that when they were going to be
flown somewhere the civiliane would run what they called
"Buddha Juice' all over themgelves which they claimed
protected them from ground fire, crashing and other serious

calamlties while flying.

The Ranch Hands were taking 2o many hits at this
time that we geriously considered rubbing Buddha Juice all
over ourselves. We actually got some, but it wae so vile
smelling we qQuickly dropped that idea. 1f we rubbed that
gtuff on ug we would have been banned in every bar in
Southeast Asia. Erage that thought. We had an image to
maintain.

During this period while we were taking an abnormal
number of hits from ground fire, there was a television
commercial being shown in the States that showed an
aircraft windshield being shot at with a machine gun and
the bullets were just bouncing off the windshiel. The gist
of the commercial wasg you should use Aerowax becausge the

windshield on the airplane was made of the stuff that is

in Aerowax.
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You guegsed it. We must have received twenty cans
of Aerowax from concerned friends in the States. We tried
it on ocur windscreens, all over the airplane, on our
heimets. I didn't sgee anycone drinking it but I'm not sure
someone didn't try that also. No luck, we kept getting hit
hard so we decided we ghould write the Better Business
Buresau and file a complaint about false advertising.

Our firest enlisted hero was "Junior" a good old
boy. He was a sergeant flight engineer, very quiet and
flew a lot of missiong. He particularly attracted bullets.
Junior was on our first airplane that was shot down. with
typlcal Cowboy bad timing and bad luck the aircraft crashed

right in the middle of the VC gunnere who shot it doan.

Junior was a slow talker, but he sure made some
fast moves that day. He untangled himself from the
destruction in the back end of the plane, grabbed his M-16
rifle and ran around the wreckage to the front of the
Plane. The pillot was 0.K., but the co-pllot was trapped
in nis seat and the engine next toc him was on fire., While
the pillot worked on freeing the co-pilot. Junior ran back

into the plane and grabbed a fire extinquisher.

Jugt ag Junior began beating back the flames from
the burning engine, the VC gunners opened up on the downed
plane and crew. Junior picked up his M-16 and played
ground soldier for a spell by shooting back at the VC.

Then he picked up the fire extinqQuisher and played fireman.
The VC started ghooting again so Junior picked up the cO-

co-pilot's M-16 and traded some more bullets with the VC.
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He then went back to fighting the fire and pulling on the
co-pllot to free him from the wreckage. When the VC once
more began blazing away Junior grabbed the pilot's M-16

and went back to the ground soldilier mode.

Junior's three role plaving episode could have gohe
on for a long time gince the VC wouldn't give up and Junior

wag really getting the hang of thie ground combat thing.

Fortunately for the VC a long range reconnalissance
team of Marineg in a flock of helicopters saw this weird
one man war below them. If you know Marines you know they
love a good gkirmish. They simply set their choppers down
all around the crashed plane gort of like the covered
wagong cireling up. Before the chopper skids hit the
ground Marines poured out of the choppers and simply
crunched the V¢ in about the time it takes to say 20,000
rounds.

The Marineg handled that incident as 1f they did
thoge things every day. Maybe they daiq. Junior got the
Silver Star, veolunteered for a second tour and promptly
got shot down again., He decided he would go back to the
States for a breather and everyone gave a sigh of relief.
We were all scared to death he would ship over again and

we'd get another plane shot down.

When Junior, now known ag "magnet-a=zs" for his
abrility to draw ground fire, got shot down the sgecond
time, his aircraft went right into the jungle and totally
disappeared. No fire, no smoke, not even a hole in the

thick Jungle. It was 1f they were sgswallowed up without a
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trace. Very spooky. We figured they were gohers. Not eo,
for in Jjust a minute or two the crew came up loud and clear
on the survival radio, said no one was hurt, but could we
Please send a resgcue chopper asg soon ag possible. I asked
them if they were concerned about VC nearby and they saild
no, but we are very concerned about shakes!

The way the rest of ug cirecling around above them
felt was that if you can crash into a nearly impenetrable
Jungle and come up with only =cratches you are so lucky

that snakes would seem to be a non-prohlem.

We were naturally ecstatic that our crew was O.K.
that as soon ag we landed we raced over to the rescue folks
place of business to await their return by rescue chopper
from the crash site. It was s Joyous reunion. We packed
everybody inte a hastily borrowed G.I. truck and headed for

the O-club and a guper "“sghot down and rescued party"

I was riding my sturdy old Harley motorcycle behind
the truck with the Jubllant Cowboys. The weather wase
clear, the road was bone dry, 1t was only 0930Cam and I was
cold scber. I'll never know how I managed it, but when I
popped the clutch to whizz away from the stoplight at the
main intersection of the air base, the front end of the
cyele went gtraight up in the air, I fell on my butt and
the motorcycle came crashing down on top of me doing great
harm to my ribg and my pride. The most embarrassging part
wag when I got the stare out of my eyves while lying on my
back, 1 was looking up at a staff car that had been right
behind me at the light and sure enough it had four stars on

the license plate and snappy little flag on the fender with
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four sgtars.

I am convinced the broad daylight pratt fall off my
motorecyecle in front of the Commanding General of 7th Ailr
Force triggered the program to get all servicemen in
Vietnam off of motorcycles, The General had a pretty good

indicationg from the dailly safety and accident briefings

his safety officer gave him that the military
casualties from motorcycle accidents than the
fantastic acrobatic trick in full view of the

the @General watching was more than likely all

had more
war. My
world with

the

convinecing he needed to determine that motorcycleg coulad be
harmful to your hemlth. It is ironie that I probably was
the cause of the ban on importing Hondass that got me in so
much trouble later on.

There was another Cowboy pilot who also had a
magnet ass, remember Junior?, He waesn't in my flight,
but when I was first checking out we flew in the same
formation for three days straight and three daysz in a row
his plane was riddled by groundfire. I wasn't ten feet
from him yet my plane never took a hit. For the next
three daye, after we had our mission briefing, and as we
were walking to the planes, he asked me to change planes
and flight positions with him. Tf the briefing called for
him to fly as number two aircraft and I was to fly as
number three, he would fly as number three and I would fly
as number two.

For the next three days I escorted his shot up
plane to some mini-airstrip so0 he could make an emergency
ianding and get his battle damaged C-123 repaired. I would

£1y him and hieg crew back to our main base in my unmarked,
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unhit airplane. He got an early rotation to the States
after collecting a couple or three FPurple Hearts, the last
one for a piece of glass from a shot out windeereen the
base docse weren't capable of removing.

When we first flew our three ship formation on
pagsses over a new target the VC would sghoot at the lead
but by not leading the target ag you would when shooting
ducks, the bullets usually hit the number three plane in
the tail section. Since we went back on esach target eveny
90 days, the VC got to practice by the calendar and the
more times we went baeck the better they got

Initially. if you hadn't had your share of
groundfire hits for the week, and the Cowboys were really
wlierd about that, you could fly as number three in the
formation, the last ship, and you could up your hit count
in & hurry. However, as we continued to return to the same
targete thoee previocusly inexperienced VC gunners gsoon
became real g-level pros. They not only could soon learn
to lead well encugh to not only hit the lead aircraft, but
to shoot up the engines and the cockpit. That got our
attention.

In the early days at Danang we were the bastard
outfit and had no permanent bunks of our own. We were
billeted with some really hairy chested heros, the Jolly
Green Giant rescue crewe. These guys put thler butte on
the line congtantly day or night to go into enemy territory
and pull shot down aircrews out of the Jjungle while under

intense groundfire. Fantastic people.

One night the Jollys all came in laughing and
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gliggliing. Not much of thelr work was funny we asked what
had them all chuckling. They told us they had come to a
hover over a downed fighter pilot and had Jjust put their
regcueman down in the jungle on thelr hoist. This was
their most vulnersable time in the rescue. With theilr man
on the ground and their holst cable far down into the
Jungle, they had to hover till they recovered theilr

rescueman and the hoist cable.

It was at this time that a black pajamaed VC raced
ocut of the woods with his AK-17 machine gun. He pointed
the automatic weapon at the chopper, then moved the muzzle
about 30 yards in front of the hovering chopper. He fired
off hieg entire 30 round clip Just aheasd of the dead still
choprer's cockpit. The door gunner neatly chopped the VC
down with a fast burst from his mini-~gun. The
pararegcueman on the ground maede a fast search of the VC's
body, scarfed up the VC's AK-47 and leaped on the hoist
for s guick getaway.

When they were clear of groundfire they read the
rice paper drawing the former VC gunner had been carrying.
It showed a jolly green helicopter and in clear North
Vietnemese it sald, "To shoot down thieg helicopter, aim
your weapon 3 planes lengths ahead of 1it". Somebody in
Hanoi forgot to add that the helicopter must be moving for
thig strategy to work.

The Jolly greens were planning to have 310,000
copies made for air drop all over North and South Vietnam.

It might just make a few more VCs mises a hovering chopper.

- 111 -




CHAPTER NINETEEN

OTHER GUYS




Sometimes we would fly on migsions with guys from
other types of flying unite. This wasg purely goofing off
on our part. It wasn't particularly bright either since
all the waye to get seriously hurt or killed were available
to us on any Ranch Hand combat mission.

I was down at Bien Hoa once for a briefing or =some
other nonessential thing when I met this sbsolutely crazy
Forward Air Controller (FAC) in the O-club bar. Those
strange fellows made their war by flying arocund in teeny
weeny alirplanes that had zero bullet protection. At least
we had some armor plate arcund the cockpilt area. The FACs'
mission was to putt putt around a tree top level looking
for VC activity. When they found something they then hung

arocund and directed air strikes on the ares.

This FAC must have Known my weaKnesgsg becausgse he
managed to inveigle me into drinking about three Quarts of
Seagrams VO while he told me heroic stories about FAC

flying. Before 1 realizeda it I had volunteered to fly with

him the next morning and look for VC and trouble.

Ag usual, my timing wasg bad. I wasg already pretty
shaky from night before and his teeny bopper aircraft did
not install much confidence in me at all. Sure enough he
found seven pajama clad VC cut in the open and begsan his
one man war. He was flying an unarmed O-1 spotter plane
which 1ig nothing more than a Piper Cub aircraft you see at
civilien airports. it is fabric covered and even if you
rubbed aerowax on it it would not slow down a bullet.

My fearless FAC chased the seven VC into a bunch of
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trees gort of llKke he wag herding cattle, Then he called
for all the world to hear that he had seven VC surrounded
and who would like to come and exterminate them.

I Kept hoping some fighter Jjocks with wall to wall
ordinance would show up to take on the attack role in this
acene. No such luck. It seemed everyone was busy making
toothpicks or Killing monkeys on much more important
targets. The FAC continued to circle the VC while we were
litersnally looking into their eyes and down the wrong end
of theilir AK-47 machine guns. This FAC guy was moving hie
little airplane &ll over the sky so the VC couldn't get a
clean shot at us. I had slways believed alrplanes were
meant to be flown smoothly coordinated and that passenger
comfort should be uppermost in the mind of the pilot

particularly when I am the hung over passenger.

No fighterse showed up but some bored artillery guys
said they wanted some of the action and they started
dropping some really heavy gtuff right underneath of us.

In the meantime I was ready to lose my breakfasgt from
erratie, crazy and viclent flying manuevers we were goling
through, the VC shooting at us, and now the damn artillery
rounds going off under us.

I mentioned to the FAC that there isg a law of
gravity thing thet saye them artillery shells are falling
from the sgky. 1 also mention that the sky they are falling
through is the one and same gky we are presently occupy¥ing
and I prudently suggest we get the hell out of there. He
quoted some vague odds about him, me, the airplane and.an

artilliery shell all being in the same place at the sgame
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time. Thig does not console me in the glightest since the

last gtatisgstics course I took prominently mentioned

gsomething about the random poselbility theory.

The FAC wagn't satisfied that the VC's pcoceition was
being shelled, he had to make geveral low passges over them
firing his M-16 ocut the window at them. Wwhen he ran out of
ammunition he continued to make low paases firing his white

smoke marker rockets at them.

After an hour of this ridiculous circus act the FAC
headed for home. All he had in mind was to get some gas

and more white smoke markers and go back to his war.

He actually expected me to go back with him. X
allowed myself one millisecond to consider his offer and
made stralight for a three quart afternoon at the O-club,

Another day, I flew in a two seat F-100F jet
fighter with a six foot five 1inch pilot named Gene who
I am certain had to coll up like a snake to f£it into the
JjJet's cockpit. Gene was a good sort, kind of hard to talk
to at the bar since you always wound up with a stiff neck
from looking up at him. Gene Knew 1 had been strictly a
gingle engine jet pilot until I went to Vietnam so he
offered to let me fly on a combat mission with him in
his F-100.

Things were going pretty well on the mission.
Gene had taxiied ocut with three other F-100s8 and made
the takeoff and climb out. When we leveled at 20,000
feet Gene let me take the control while we were 1in close

formation. our flignt of four fightere were loaded from
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wingtip to wingtip with bombs and thinge. I missed a
handa gignal from the leader and managed to get four
F-100s8 goling absolutely ape to Keep from running into
each other. Gene noticed right off that 1 was causing
eome concern to the other members of the flight who were
now scattered to the four winde in gelf protection.

The leader regathered his flock and we pressed coh
to the target. Gene Aid not make an offer to let me fly
his plane anymore that day. I convinced myself that filying
the C-123 for eight months and the different kind of
formation we flew had made me a little rusty and I really
hadn't lost the tender touch of a superb formantion flyer.

When we had dropped all but our last two bombs,

we climbed up to 20,000 feet where we were to drop our last
bombe by skysgpot (a ground radar station told us when to

drop the bombs) on suspected VC positions. From 20, 000

feet stralght and level flight, we recieved the radio tone
that told us to drop our bombs which Gene dida. The F-100
lurched slightly ae the two 750 pound iron bombs fell away
toward the ground. Gene rolled the F-100 over on 1ts back
and flew up alongside the falling bombs. We were now two
bombg and an F-100 in perfect formation heading for the
ground at whatever gpeed and angle bombs fall at. A quick
calculation by my trigger like mind told me we were in a
few feet away from 1500 pounds of high explosives and the

bombg were wobbling all over the place. I think when my

high pltehed plea to get the hell away from them Goddam
armed bombe became incoherent babbling was when Gene pulled
up and away. He sure had a way of getting my attentioh.

Another time when I was dowh at Bien Hoa, Gene,
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who had flown some super top cover for the Cowboys, drank
about two gallong of Seagram's VO with me and gsomewhere in
our highly intelligent analysis of THEIR war tactics he
asked me why we had camouflaged our C-123s. It seemed kind
of dumb to him since there was no record of North
Vietnemese MIGs attacking Ranch Hand aircraft from 12
o'clock high. Also, he pointed out as he grabbed me by
both lapels and getting my attention as fighter Jocke are
wont to do, "How in the hell was our top ¢over spupposed to
find ug in the Jungle tree tope all camouflaged?'™. In
fact, he went on to sgay, shaking me a couple of times to be
sure I got his point, "How would you iike to Ply with me

on a Ranch Hand top cover miseion so he could prove hie
point?" as I mentioned, he ztood about egix foot five and he
now had a hammer lock on me, I couldn't dispute his point.

The next day he had me riadaing in the backseat of
hisg F-100F two seat fighter. I had briefed the miesion
face to face with the ¥-100 top cover piloté and my own
"Cc" Flight pilote but instead of leading the flight in my
C-123 I flew with Gene on hie top cover migsion over my
flight,

Here we were, I am 1in the backseat of the F-100F,
we are circling at 4500 feet, our FAC is somewhere in
Southeast Agia, but at least in radio contact with us, the
Cowboyg are circling at 3500 feet and nobody hasg seen
anybody yvet. We milled around for about twenty minutes
and finally we are all gathered in the same general sarea.
The old Cowboy radic call of, "Take 'em down Cowboys" was

beautiful except the flight of camouflaged C-123g flat
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disappeared when they let down on top of the Jungle &t
150 feet above the trees. Now I could gee, or really
couldn't see, what the problem was for our top cover
fighters. Whoever decided to camouflage the Ranch Hand
aircraft in essence effectively hid us from the very
folks we wanted to gee us.

That night I had a nice wide white =tripe painted
from wing tip to wing tip acroes the top of our three
rlanes. We, the fighters and the FACs all thought that
wag the greatest tactical improvement in warfare to date.

The FAC's could see ug, the fighters could see us and the

VC couldn't see the stripe on the top of the wing. We got
superior top cover support that day. It was a really great

idea.

It was snother one sided conversation with THEM
that went something like thie, "Dammit, you can't paint a
white stripe over that $5,000 camouflage paint job!? Now
yvou paint over that stripe right now!". YT am a reagonable

pergon and I believe in carrying out orders when they are

ag direct ag that one was. I had the white stripe painted
cover with bright day glow orange palnt and the war went on.
Skip, my ex~-F-104 friend, really was unhappy in his
ground job and once in a while we would meet at the club in
Saigon and have qusrt or two to review the war, One night
Skip waes feeling 2o low I asked 1f he would like to fly
some combat missions with my outfit? Normally, 1f you
asked someone 1f they would like to £fly on a Ranch Hand
combat migsion you were suddenly talking to an empty bgr

stool. All Skip asked was where to be at what time.
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Skip flew hisg firat Ranch Hand mission sitting on
the radio console between myself and the co-pilot. He was
& born combatant and a swift lesrner. He ddidn't have four
months of C-123 checkout, nor 30 days of stateside advanced
mission training, nor 10 days of in-c¢ountry orientation
missionse. In fact Skip had never been in a C-123 before.

Aa I said, Skip was a fast learner, his second
mission I put him in the pilot's seat as we came up on the
target and he flew it like the professional he was. T hope
I made up to him in some gmall way what to me was a very
big deal (flying the F-104) and hopefully lessened some of
the sting of a desk Jjob in Saigon.

I recieved a letter from George "Bud" Day, my
clogest personal friend and the greatest fighter pilot I
have ever flown with. Bud and I had at least 2,000 hours
of single engine jet time either flying in the same two
geater or in formation with each other. Bud was one of the
Alr Forces' pilots with the most flying time in the F-100.
He would be flying the F-100 from a nearby newly
consgtructed air base. I was really looking forward to
having Bud as my fighter top cover. I Knew 1f I came up
with any problems on top cover, & phone call to Bud would
get ingtant action to clesr up the problem. Bud would take
it right to THEM as he was not known for a limp wrist
approcach to a problem. He told it 1ike it was to whatever

echelon in the chalin of command 1t took to get results.

Bud had Jjust left = Stateside Alr Guard unit that
he was advising and imparting his F-100 expertise to before

they were to be called up for Vietnam dguty. Bud had only
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arrived at his new base a day or twec before I could f£1ly up
to say hello and welcome to the war. Just by happenstance
I was carrying two quarts of Johnny Walker Red label
gcotch. He was briefing for & flight when I found him and
stuck those two bottles of scoteh in his hands. Man! What
a greeting I received. To thies day I will never know 1if it
wag me or the acotch he wag glad to see, Those fighter
Pilots at that new base were very short of scotch.

Bud and I were able to get off at the same time to
run up to Tachlkawe alr base near Tokyc for a guart or two
now and then. The first time we met up there, I had to get
back socner than he did, but I ran into gome trouble down
at the passenger terminal. Seems like a war staller had
decided you needed official ordere to catech a hop from
Japan to Vietnam. I didn't have anything remotely
official. I alsoc daidn't have & prayer of getting official
orders to go back since I dAidn't have any orders sending
me up to Tachikawa in the first place.

Bud had a get of official fighter squadron orders
that were extremely well written. The reason for his trip
to Japah wes highly questionable but war stallers never
looked at those partg of the orders. His orders had a high
priority number and salid in essence that the above named
personnel would be granted all kinds of specilal support to

insure they got back to Vietnam.

It only took about ten seconds to type my name
under his name on his orders and I was on my way back to
Danang. Bud really put me on about that. For years he and

I had traveled on civilian airceraft going on temporary

- 119 -




| S|

f e

duty, delivering airplanes or getting back to our base
after an alrplane we had been flying malfunctioned and we
had to leave 1t at another base to be repaired. In those
days the airline ticket for two military people traveling
together would be made out in the name of the ranking
officer. Bud outranked me 20 our airliine ticket always
read Major George Day "and one other". Damned if I wasn't
in the middle of a war and 1 was =2till "and one other".

Bud stopped off at my base on hia way back from
Japan. I couldn't resist taking him out on some Ranch Hand
combat missions. Bud flew the C-123 on several missions,
earned his purple scarf and more that honorary Ranch Hand
membership during his viedit.

Like any normal fighter pllot who flew high and
fast he wondered why anyone would want to fly low and slow
over hot targets and get the daylights szhot out of
themselves.

His guestion was prophetic in a way for soon he was
having the same problems I had had in trying to win the war
against THEM. He opted to leave the conventional fighter
bomber role he had been agsigned to and organized and was
made the gguadron commander of & newly formed unit called
the Misty Super Facs. These hardy, halry chested souls Job
was to fly into North Vietnam and fly their Jjets low and
slow as gpotter planes looking for SAM sites and othexr VC

targetsz for other Jets to attack,

That was a real challenge. The last time I saw Bud
during my tour we met at Tachikawa to esay goodby since 1

wasg rotating to the States. He asked me if I had any
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advice for him. My exact words were, "keep guiet and fly
more than any other guy in your outfit". I really wish I
had had the foresight to add that the more you fly,. the
greater your exposure to belng szhot down increases. Asg

usual my Cowboy advice and my timing was bad.

Bud went back to the war, got shot down, captured,
escaped, recaptured and spent nearly six years setting a
registance example that POW's in any war will have a hard
time equalling. A very brave and courageous man.

wWhen I met Bud in California after his release he
did not punch me in the nosge, 20 I guesgs he would have
flown Jjust ag hard as he did without my advice,.

Bud wazg awarded the Medal of Honor, the Air Force
Cross, the Silver Star and several Purple Hearts. He also
earned every combat medal the Alr Force awards plus some
very high decorations from foreign countries. He 1is
acknowledged to be the most highly decorated Officer in the
military. Bud requested that my wife and I be his esgcorts
at hisg Medal of Honor ceremohny, a great honor for us.

If you ever read his gut wrenching book "Return With Honor"
NOT the Bosnlan ahootdown story by Captain O'Grady with the
same title..... you will see a full page pilcture of Bud and
I going on a Ranch Hand mission in Vietnem. This picture
has nothing to do with his book or his POW experience

and I asked him why he included it in the book. Hig answer
was egimply, "It's my book and I'll put whoever's picture I

want in 1t". That' a good frienda!
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CHAPTER TWENTY

ASHUA VALLEY




There were three gmallier valleysg that ran out out
of the Ashua valley and gort of regembled a chicken's foot.
We had good old "C" Flight set up to do our war thing in
one of the valleys one morning. We had a red hot flight
of B-57s for our top cover. After rendevousging and & short
briefing over the radioc we went down on our target. Our
intelligence folks had assured us there was no major enemy
activity in any of the sgmaller valleys. However, the VC
were really laying in the bushes for us that morning.

I waeg flying as leader and immediately took a .50
caliber slug right through my left engine nacelle but the
engine continued to run Jjust fine desplte all kKinds of
wireg and things sticking out of the big hole in the engine
nacelle.

Being a superior combat flight commender I analyzed
the situation with the speed of l1ight and made a
battlefield decisgion that the valley we were in would be
immediately removed ag a target for that day. Even though
I showed a high degree of intelligence 1in getting "C"
Flight smartly out of that valley, I wasn't ready to call
the war off yet. Our top cover guys were having a grand
time beating up the valley where the VC ghot us up. X
asked them to zave their ammunition and bombs since I now
had deduced that if all the VC were in valley number one,
the valley number twoe would become our target for today.

We lumbered into valley number two and shortly
digcovered that all the VC who missed the turn into valley
number one were in valley number two, This group were an
even superior group of gunners than the valley number oSne

group. Their first buret of groundfire hit two of our
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three alreraft. One bullet did the welrd thing that
bullete do and neatly clipped the HF (high frequency) radio
antenna wire right off at the connection just above the
cockpit. This wire 18 stretched above the aircraft from
the cockpit to the very top of the tail. With the front
connection shot away the antenna wire now sgtreamed behind
the aircraft since 1t was =2till connected to the tsail.

We were flying in close trall formation and as I
looked bacK at the planee behind me it looked as 1f the
number twe alrcraft who had his antenna trailing behind was
towing the number three airplane. I'11 bet the VC are
2till telling that story to this day about how the Cowboys
and fheir planes were so tough that even after you shot
their planes up they would throw a tow line to the shot up
plane and tow it back over the target.

After the firat pass and the increased and more
accurate ground fire in valley number two I scratched ixt
as a target for today. Finally, 1 figured the odds on all
three valleys being full of VC were minimal. After all
our intellizence folks had told us there was no major VC
activity in the area. Well, we had already discovered more
VC in valleyse one and two than were estimated tc be in all
of South Vietnam. Therefore valley number three had to be
relatively safe.

Wrong again. We made one heart stopping pass
through valley number three which contained not only more
VC than in valleys one and two, but theee guys were real
9 level expert marksmen. The VC 1in valley three were wide
awake since we had made a lot of noise in valleys one and

two. These Polks had extra ammo stacked up all around
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theilr positions 2o they could reload their guns faster.

I headed the "C" Flight for home, This wae not our
day. We had a swinging "this is not our day™ party at the
club. Our top cover plliots added a great deal of color and
champagne to our party when they Jjoined us later. They had
had a superb morning with three valleys full of VC to beat

up on.

It always amazed me how happy we made our top cover
pileots by trolling along low and glow attracting VC ground
fire. After the VC would shoot at ug and expose their
positions then the fighters would put gunsg, bombs, rockets
and CBUs on their peocsitions. That alwaysz made a top cover

pilot's day and we made a lot of top cover pilots happy.

During one period I went 68 misgsions in a row
without me or my aircraft taking a hit. I mentioned
earlier the Cowboys were weird about keeping their hit
count up. I began scheduling tougher and tougher targets.
This resulted in greater numbers of volleys of ground fire
being directed at "“C" Flight. All that resulted in was the
rest of the flight waer getting the daylights shot out of

them while I remained ungcathed.

Soon I began to find it adaifficult to get anyone to
fly with me. I tried swapping saircraft positiocns at the
l1ast minute, even swapping seats with other pilots while
walking out the aircraft. Nothing worked. No self
respecting Cowboy wanted to f£fly with a guy who didn't take
hits.

This was bad, I was getting an unwanted reputation
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of no hits. Thie is not good for a Cowboy's image. I even
considered shooting some holesg in my own aircraft on the
way back from a mission to get my morale up. I dropped
that idea when I realized that with my luck I would
probably hit the only vital spot in the plane.

I could only find one flight engineer to fly with
me on a regular basis. He had seven kids at home and the
other flight engineers made him fly with me. They had seen
pictures of the kids and teld him he owed it to the kids.
No cne ever mentioned their families. It was very spooky

in that reganrd.

Becaugse our crews had to think exactly the same
when the two of them were flying one plane sgsimultanecusly
I left the matching up of the crewe to the individuals,.
Thus, when my string of no hits mounted to the ridiculous
point, the pllots began drawing straws to gee who had to

pass up getting hit and fly with me.

Finally in desperation, I scheduled a misgsion into
the Asghau valley,. Now there was a target. If we had an
engine shot cut, which was an all too common experience, we
could not get out of the valley gince the mountains around
the valley were go hight our planes could not climb over
them with and engine out. Althought there were three small
airfielde in the valley, they were all mined. The VC

totally controlled the area.
Our emergency plan wags to fly around the valley on

one engine until a large rescue force could f1ly in. We

would then make a controlled crash landing in the twelve
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foot high elephant grass with rescue forceg overhead. In

any case, that target solved my hno hit problems and after

getting thoroughly shot up, thinges got back to normal for

ncn

Flight.
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Late in my one year tour after hot bunking in other
flying units qQuarters or living in damp grunchy tents, it
wag decided that the Ranch Hande should have a place of
thelr own.

Althought it beat tents, the barracks they offered
us were legs than plush. Actually what THEY gave us was
the former stables the Foreign Legionnaires had built for
their horses many years before. I saw Plerre loves Fifi
carved on one of the two posts that held upy the roof. The
barracke (?) were wooden, completely louver gided and the
latrine was down the street. I've gzeen dirty barns but
even a muegk ox would have turned that hovel down.

The walle were louvered 2o the tropical breezes
could waft through,. What that really resulted in was the
mongcon rains blowing through unhindered and the rats had

easy access to our belongings and our toes and fingers.

As goon ag 1t waep official that we could occupy
the open bay, wooden structure, I made an immediate
inspection and came up with szome guick calculatione. With
the gpace available and the number of Cowboys to be
bpllleted there it came out each guy could have an area of

his own exactly eight feet by gix feet,

The first thing I did was move everyone' cot down
three inches on one sgide of the open bay. Cumulatively,
this gave me 1i# inches by 96 inches or nine feet six
inches by eight feet for my perscnal space. With my added
space asszsured, I began to build what became known ag TAJ
MAHAL EAST. This entasliled a few midnight requisitions- from

base supply and other sources to get enough materials to
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enclose my little corner of the open bay.

After walling off my area with plywood I soon was
able to add a door and acquired a large amount of
electrical wire. Nextcame a lock and wonder of wonders a
full sized wall locker.The really good bede like a new one,
medium gized with & brand new, fat mattresgs on it were hard
to ccme by. A sgix pack of New York cut steaks to the base

bedding supply sergeant produced the bed.

Next a hole appeared in my wall that colncidentally
had the game dimensions as my air conditioner. I had
mailed myself s small air conditioner along with my other
pergonal stuff when I wag agegigned to Vietnam. I =till
thank that 0ld combat commande who advised my to do that
before I left the States. I had toc mark the air
conditioner "“professional books" gince there was a
perennial shortage of electricity and THEY had outlawed
pergonal air conditioners. Professional books were CK but
persgonal air conditioners were ocut, Of course all Colonels
and other wheels had air condtioned tralilers to live in.

I did not meet a lot cof professional book readere in
Vietnam, but I gure met a lot of troops who would have
g20ld theilr souls for an air conditioner.

I had over a hundred feet of heavy duty electrical
wire and 1t only took me an hour to bury the cable 1n the
soft sand between my hut and the Officer's club back wall.
I cut a door Knob size hole in the club wall behind the
juke box outlet and plugged my line in. The base engineers
monitored =211 the electrical power boxes on the base e;cept

the O-club to catech electricity cheaters. Furthey, no ohe
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would pull the plug behind the Jjuke box gince you couldn't

tell where or what it went to. Masterful!

I traded about half of our outfite supply of metal
Wwork bencheg to the bage carpenter's shop for some finished
interior wood paneling. Finished wood panelin was in short
supply in Vietnem ocutside of THEIR offices but at Bien Hoa
metal work benches were in shorter supply.

Over at Salgon someone backed a C-123 up to the
loading ramp and made off with a half a plane losad of
acoustical ceiling decorator tile. The unidentifieq
airplane that snatched the tiles unloaded them near the
Cowboy ramp area. The new Ranch Hand squadron commanhder
had asked only the day before 1f there might be some
acoustical tile for hie office. It szeemed the continual
nelse of aircarft activity at the base made it difficult
for him to work. It aisgo made it dAifficult for us to
gleep, It was probably a coincidence, the tile appearing
like that, but there were a lot of coincidences 1like that
in air commando units.

Our new commander wag pleasgsed with his new tile,
but sBurprised to find there was not enough to do his entire
office. I was very pleased with my acoustical tile which
was enough %to do my entire room, walls and ceiling and
effectively sound proofing my TAJ MAHAL.

After a quick trip to Tachikawa I had a large
mirror, a pretty rug, a 2tand up lamp, an overstuffed
east chair and some beautiful Japanese tapestries for the
walls. Meantime, my favorite Stateside female had

airmailed me some striped sheets with matching pillow
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casges.

I was now settled into my TAJ MAHAL EAST and living
better that most of the colonels on the base, Alas, my
fellow flight members couldn't stand this orgiastic display
of opulence and with a211 toc much frequency they would drop
a smoKe grenade into my air conditioner. In a small,
tightiy enclosed room this immediately gave one 8 supreme
cage of the egmoke filled roomitis.

Since the effect of the smoke grenade was to color
everything the smoke touched, they scouted far and wide for
colors becoming my cubicle,. In one week's time I had a
red, orange, blue, green and white room at different times.
However, sgince purple was our squadron color I could only
compliment them on their ingenuity in combining =several
smoke grenades to give me a purple room. I know we could
shorten our wars congiderably by reducing the number of
THEM, throwing out most regulations for the duration and
Just turn the inventive youngstersg loose.

One night my flight must have run out of smoke
grenadesg to drop in my air conditioner because the next
morning after an uneventful night I found my motorcycle
on top of the mortar bunker. I figured asking any dumb
gquegtions about how a heavy Honda motorcycle got way up
on that bunker would be a waste of time.

Several possible explanations surfaced at the bar
that night. One theory was that I had a female Honda and
a male Honda from one of the fighter squadrons was seen
chasing it up there. It stayed up there a couple of days
because I couldn't figure out how to get it down. If we

could divert the energy, intiative and manpower those young
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tigers devoted to getting the cycle up there intoc the war
effort we would have won the war in a week,

When I originally wrote back to the States that
I was beginning construction on my TAJ MAJAL EAST I soon
recieved s goodie package that had a mini tool kit, a
Snoopy book and a coin taker bank. 1 put the tools to good
use improving the TAJ and reading my Snoopy book was the
only funny thing I did that week.

The coin taker bank wag one of those tricky
gimmicks where if you put a coin on the top of the bank a
little hand comes out of a trap docer a pulls the coin into
the bank. It reminded me it was a great deal like the
combat pay system. I never figured it out but my Alr Force
pay declined the whole year I was in Vietnam. I would

never have made 1t as & mercenary.
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We began to hear rumore that the war had progressed
to the point THEY were contemplating spit and polish,
digecipline and maybe even Saturday parades and inspections
would be initiated. One of THEM actually told me it was
rossible THEY were even considering giving flight checks
to combat aircrews. Good grief! If the Cowboys wouldn't
use checklistes and I couldn't criticize them as their
leader, can you imagine what they would do to a non-
combatent check pilot that made any derogatory remark about
their flying ability?

We did not see any of that during my year, but THEY
did come up and inspect Danang. THEY told the Danang
commander he would have to c¢clean up the basge and get it
spiffy looking even if the VC mortared it frequently. And
g0 began the "area beautification program"™. At first the
Cowboye did their begt to avoid this nuisance project. We
even volunteered our crew anhd planes to the Air Search and
Rescue folks. We dldn't know what we were looking for, but
we zsearched the South China sea with great diligence.
Finally the base commander felt we had ignored his edicts
long enough and he made it clear we were to get on with the
"area beautification program".

Onhe thing you can say about Cowboys 1s that even if
s chore wag stupid and or distasteful to them, 1f they
decided to do it, it would be done with a flair. In a
matter of days our area looked like a Stateside showcase.

I thought it looked rather cozy, particularly the white
plcket Pfence, the large Ranch Hand sign and of course the

curtaing in the windows,
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The claseic touch was the Cowboy who waited at the
bage gate for a cement truck, He commandeered a truckload
of cement intended for one of the wing commander's pet
projects. Our cement steps and patio were the envy of the
bagse. I did think the circular cement Honda motorcycle
rarking area was a little too much. Did I forget the full
sldewalks arocund our area 20 we wouldn't have to walk in
the mud?

I made up my mind if I ever went to war again I
would wait until the area beautification programe were
completed. A person sort of loses the commando spirit
while sewing curtaines and painting white picket fences.

If I thought giving up our go-to~hell hate and
nasty patches, gun belts, and the attempt to take our
gscarveeg away plue area beautification programs wasn't
enocugh of an indicatlion that the war was going to hell,
the real blow came on the the 18th of April. Mark that
date well as it ranks ahead of the Ides of March or even
the attack on Pearl Harbor,

On the 18th of April the Officer's club posted the
new bar prices. Juet plain o©ld bar whisgkey rocketed to
twenty five cents a drink. Scotch, the common variety at
that, went out of sight at thirty cents drink. My beloved
Seagram's VO ballooned to an all time high of forty cents
a drink. I could no longer affort the luxury of being =&
combat Air Commando. It was a terribly black day for the
Cowboys. It wasg time to call off the war and go home.

As I neared the end of my tour the Personnel
Division asked me to f1ill out about two dozen forms stating

my preference for reassignment back to the States.
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Naturally, being & double combat volunteer, I had no doubt
I would get exactly what I requested. You may have guessed
I asked to back to Florida and fly fighters.

One day while patiently awaiting orderse back to the
States, a Cowboy who was due to rotate home about two
months after me, recieved his orders sending him to the
base I had reguested. Right off I knew something was very
wrong 1f a fellow two months behind me had his orders and I
didn't 1t could mean big trouble.

With my usual cool approach to a erisis ¥ ran the
one—-hagalf mile to the personnel office and threw a
spectacular tantrum right on top of the personnel weenie's
desk. Personnel weenies never, never recileve complaints
since everyone knowg the Alr Force always sends combat vets
to the assignments they have requested. He sald he was
surprised at my attitude. He proceeded to explain to me
that becauge of my tremendous experience level attained
while performing as an Air Commando, I was being considered
for a very special asgsignment that would be of great
benefit to the Air Force and to my carveer,

Straight away I told him the only benefit I wanted
was exactly what I wrote on my assignment preference
statement and that specifically requested & gquiet, pesaceful
tour in Florida. He just went right on extolling the great
effort the Alr Forece had put into finding the right people
for the right job and I should be proud that I was being
considered ag "Mr. Right" by the aAir Force,.

I tried the combat veteran routine and explained
that people who fight wars should get =special privileges

1ike being assigned where they request to go, just like the
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I tried another tack and reminded him that in one
of my early letters back to my favorite female I mentioned
I might have trouble finding thingeg of interes to write
about. I pointed out to the personnel officer that the
letter I wrote had obviocusly been written before THEY had
given me, I think custody is appropriate, of "C" Flight.

I told him I had not once complained to my congregsman when
the dropped six whacky bastards cn me all at once. The
Personnel guy did not seem impressed. I tried a different
approach.

I refreshed his memory of gsome of the hardships I
endured with out complaining. For example, I told him how
I hagd kept requesting my favorite female to send me boxes
of those little return address stickers for my envelopes.

I made thieg same request at leart twenty times. Each time
it wasg dutifully carried out, but that wasn,t my gripe. It
geemed THEY always changed my unilt designation or my

addrese before the addresgs labels got to me.

I never got to use on damn printed return address
aticker I recieved, They 2till work pretty well taping
down the corners of the Christmas presents I wrap each
yvear.,

I had the feeling he was not paying much attention
to my pleading since he continued to pick his nose and
stare at the playmate centerfolds under the glass on his
degk top. I headed for the O-club where a couple of guarts
of Seagram's VO might ward off the sinking feeling I felt

coming on.

- 135 -




——

The Seagram's VO helped, but the assignment I got
the next day was an asbsolute disaster. I had been
"gelected"™ to be assigned to Washington, D.C. to an
unspecified Job. In short, from its' location I Knew I
wag headed for the high rent district, unbellevable traffic
jame, and unrealistic hours in a windowleszeg world. I head
he idea what my specific job would be. All I wanted wae a
little old flying Job at a little old Florida air base 1ike
for the reat of my career, To hell with career
progresesion. I thought only West Polnters agd regulars went
Headguarters,

I wrote and called every former friend I ever had
and sought maximum help in getting thie obvious
malagsignment cancelled. All I got wag a very few cryptic
replies from now ex—-friends who did net hold Headguarters
bound people in very high esteenm. I had become a weenie.

I was marked. I would be considered one of THEM by all who
used to be my friendse.

My next problem was to find out what my Job would
be up there in the head shed. That was my first
indoctrination in Headquarters mumbo-Jjumbo. As a
Headquarters weenile you musgt learn never to say or write
what you resally mean. I never was able to decipher the
Job description personnel gave me. It was 150 words long.
but so broadly worded I decided I was either the commander

or the Janitor. I never quite made either position during

my Headqguarters tour.
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A2 my tour wound down to the final daye. I was in
the habit of saying I'm golng to burn everything when I
leave this place. Lots of combat pecple make figurative
statements l1ike that, however, you are not encouraged to
make them in front of fighter pilota.

My last night in the O-club wase spent telling every
top cover mother in there what a wonderful Jjob they had
done and in the meanwhile I was paying for all the drinks
in the club that night. Wae I ever popular! The club also
had the first round-eyved American girl singer I'd geen in
my whole years tour.

About the time the girl singer was getting intoc her
repertoire I was suddenly aware that about 30 eingle engine
hired killers had me surrounded. Before you could say
Gyvpay Rose Lee, I was handed my wrist watceh, my shoeg and
my wallet and allowed to stand in the front row as every
gtitch of clothing I used to have on burned brightly on
the dance floor. It was a pretty liberal club, the gal
singer sang to the ceiling and the club officer didn't
put out the fire till it burned through the floor.

I heard later that my totally nude departure with
wallet, sghoeg and watch in hand was done with grace and
finesse, It algo allowed the girl singer to 2top singing
to the ceiling and thus averted her having a stiff neck the
next day.

The next morning I put on my Stateside uniform and
packed a very small bilg since the majority of my clothing
went up in flames at the O-club the night before. I
slipped down to the flight line and emulating great Ranch

Hand leaders before me, I c¢limbed into a lumbering Cowboy
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airplane and flew my last Ranch Hand combat migsion. The
Cowboye who let me ride the coneocle on the day I was
leaving had their necke out a bunch, but hell that was what

it was all about.

Instead of recovering theilr aircraft at Bien Hoa
with the other aircraft in their flight, they landed at
Tan Son Nhut in Saigon, Really great guys, they taxiied
right up to the ecivilian 707 airliner that was to £fly me

back to the States.

I climbed the boarding steps of the 707 with my
purple sgscarf around my neck and the Jet goon lifter off.

Crogeing the Pacific I reflected how thies one group
of seven combat fliers had viewed the war differently than
most. I've often thought wae storieeg the other Ranch Hand
flighte could tell and what about the five more years that
rebelliocus outfit existed?

There isg probably more than enough material in

Ranch Hand lore to write a book.
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