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MARS: Calling Back To 'The World' From Vietnam by P.A. Scipione 

FOREWORD 

by Barry Goldwater 
K7UGA [AFA 7UGA Air Force Mars) 

I rust got interested in amateur radio when I was thirteen years old. The rust equipment I ever had was a 
Ford Spark Coil that I borrowed out of a friend's car. When he found out, he carne over and literally beat 
the daylights out of me for borrowing the part that he needed to keep his car running. The receiver was a 
crystal, and if I was real good and steady with my hand, I could get stations from as far away as Los 
Angeles. The rust DX I ever worked was a station' in Iowa, whose call letters are long forgotten. Later I 
was heard in Honolulu, but that was after I had put together a 20 wau transmitter, with tubes selling at a 
dollar a wau. I'll tell you, I sure picked a lot of cotton to get those first tubes. 

Amateur radio has long been an obsession with me, as it has with hundreds of thousands of other people. 
I think the crowning achievement of my harn activities has been our AFA7UGA Air Force MARS station 
that we put on the air to handle phone patches and other traffic out of Vietnam. Starting in August, 1967, 
we literally worked around the clock when the bands allowed it and ran over 300,000 actual patches. 
There were another 50,000 patches that we attempted, but folks weren't home to receive them. So we 
were a very busy bunch of people I In 1974 we were the gateway station for Pacific RTTY traffic and 
handled over 200,000 written communications. 

The total amateur strength of AF A7UGA was about 30 hams. The years of handling traffic out of 
Vietnam were pure joy to us. I wasn't able to participate much because I was in the Senate back in 
Washington, but I always handled the calls from our service men and women on Christmas and New 
Year's Day. What ajoy it was for me to make new friends who have continued to be friends ever since. 
There is nothing I treasure more than to be stopped by someone on the street and be thanked for patching 
them in with their loved ones. 

There is no way anyone can write completely about MARS. Mars is such a full experience for everyone 
who is connected, whether they' are a licensed operator or just someone else helping put a call through. I 
can't say enough about Mars. (pray there is never another war, but if we get into trouble and men and 
women are sent overseas, they can know that no matter what, there will always be an amateur radio 
operator ready to help them talk with their loved ones. That is what I feel about the whole MARS effort. 
There is no way participants can be repaid except by getting the chance to help your Fellow Man. 

Paul Scipione's book is a remarkable and worthwhile project. Now this important aspect of the Vietnam 
War will finally be told. 73s, Barry. 



MARS: Calling Back To 'The World' From Vietnam by P.A. Scipione 

INTRODUCTION 

by Paul A. Scipione 
AA2A V [Ex-AAA9PR Army Mars] 

"Why would a busy guy like you put in more than a thousand hours writing the history of MARS 
operations during the Vietnam War?" 

I wrote this book (edited in some cases, since much of the book consists of what has been written to me by 
Vietnam-era MARS operators) for three reasons. First, it is a compelling story that deserves to be told. 
Second, no one else has written definitively about this important aspect of the war. And third, the hundreds 
of Vietnam-era MARS operators whose stories are the subject of my book, so richly deserve the 
recognition that was lacking before publication of this bOok. It's as simple as that. 

You will find stories in this book that seem so incredible you will wonder how they could have possibly 
happened. But they did. You will find your memories and emotions touched in ways that bring the Vietnam 
War back as if it had just happened yesterday. Sometimes you will laugh; more often you will cry. Even 
though I have had to include some technical details, I concentrated on the drama and emotions of this 
important story, trying to put you into the shoes or boots of the men and women involved. 

Unless you are also a Nam vet who got a phone patch home, you probably can't imagine how delicious 
those few minutes of warm, personal contact were. Letters didn't do it and neither did the audio cassettes 
that some of us mailed back and forth. You were sitting in a hot, dusty little hooch in the middle of a war 
zone, 8,000 miles from home. You were lonely and probably scared, feeling much older than your 19 or 20 
years, wondering whether you would ever hug and kiss your wife or girl or parents again. Then the MARS 
operator gave you a nod and pointed to a phone and said "Okay, buddy, we've got your 
wife/girlfriend/parents on the line." When it was over, you walked back outside and stared up at the bright 
or dark sky and wondered about the magic of it all. That happened to me half a dozen times while I was in 
Nam. Every time, I said to myself, "These MARS operators are wonderful people. lowe them a lot. Maybe 
someday I can pay them back." MARS: Calling Back To The World' From Vietnam, is my way of thanking 
them, one and all! 

This is the little book that made it into print in spite of the incompetence and thoughtlessness of the current 
leadership of Army MARS. The idea to write this book came from a series of articles about MARS in 
Vietnam by N6KI and myself that was published in QST in October and November 1990. There was a 
groundswell of interest in a complete book. I was contacted by the Chief of Army MARS, Bob' SUllon, who 
asked me to become the national public relations officer of MARS for a term of three years. I agreed, 
received the special MARS billet callsign of AAA9PR and became the MARS columnist for all three 
MARS systems in Worldradio Magazine. I was incredibly busy in late 1990 and early 1991 arranging many 
newspaper, magazine, radio and television accounts of MARS operations during Operations Desen Shield 
and Storm in the Persian Gulf. But I somehow managed to mail out a MARS Nam questionnaire which was 
completed by nearly 300 Narn and stateside operators of that era. I supplemented the questionnaire data 
with personal and phone interviews with 100+ Nam ops, three research trips to Washington, DC entirely at 
my own expense, hundreds of non-compensated phone calls, and many interupted family dinners and social 
occasions. 

I was promised by Army Mars Chief, Bob SUllon, that he would coordinate the three Mars systems in a 
combined project to jointly publish the Mars Nam book, not only as an invaluable public relations and 
recruiting tool, but also as the only, official history of MARS from its inception in 1925. SUllon reiterated 
his support of the Mars Nam book in Mars meetings at the Dayton Hamvention in 1991 and 1992. When I 
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MARS: Calling Back To 'The World' From Vietnam by P.A. SCipione 
finally finished writing this book in early 1993, complete draft copies were mailed to the heads of all three 
MARS systems. Well, one month went by, then two, then three -- and still no word. When I went to 
Dayton in April 1993,1 tried hard to pin Sullon down, but his new response was -- "Sorry, but I guess 1 
forgot to tell you that we don't have a book publishing budget." I was incensed, but kept a cool head and 
finally got him to agree to publish the book using their training budget. But after several additional months, 
Suuon renigged again. "We have a new commanding general and 1 don't want to rock the boat. So the only 
hope is throwing your book into the hopper at the Government Printing Office and hoping it gets published 
sometime before the end of this century." I confronted him about having lied to me and to the many 
Vietnam-era MARS ops who so graciously provided stories, photographs and other memorabilia, but 
Sullon made it clear that he couldn't care less. Of course by then we also faced big Pentagon budget cuts 
from the Clinton/Aspin "I never inhaled and never got inducted" crowd. My blood pressure soared and new 
gray hairs sprouted from my head daily. 

The reaction from many Nam-era MARS operators was not one of surprise. "I could have predicted that 
was what Sutton would do," one in-country Nam op wrote from Texas. "He is the stereotypic, double­
dipping bureaucrat who spends ninety-nine percent of his time practicing CY A (cover your ass) 
management. That is exactly the reason why virtually none of us Vietnam War operators are still active in 
MARS." A former stateside MARS operator from Maine wrote me: "As wonderful a service as MARS 
provided to GIs in Vietnam and more recently in Kuwait and Saudi Arabia, between wars its all smoke and 
mirrors. Those bean counters are so busy playing digital dimentia and trying to save their hides with a new, 
more cost-effective military quazi-mission, that they have almost totally forgouen about the traditional 
health and welfare role of MARS. That's why I quit more than five years ago." But amidst all the 
pessimism and "I told you so's," a note that I got from a former ' in-country MARS Nam op from 
Connecticut was what gave me both the resolve and the idea of how to ultimately get this book published 
in spite of the indifference of the Bob Sullons of the world: "Hey, don't let the pencil-pushers get you 
down. This is too important a project and story. The only way for Nam vets to get something done is to rely 
on each other." 

On July 21, 1993, 1 sent my letter of resignation as AAA9PR (and from Army MARS) to Sutton and 
developed the plan that ultimately got this book, your book, published. I contacted the Thomson-Shore 
Printing Company of Dexter, MI, who agreed to print, collate and bind the MARS Vietnam book for a very 
favorable price that bordered on making it a non-profit project for them. I next contacted my friend Robb 
Adams (W A9ZMO) of Kalamazoo, MI about handling the book orders and shipping the book to each of 
you who showed faith in the project by ordering one or more copies. Robb receives a 100% Vietnam vet 
disability from DOD and is wheelchair-bound, but as he often puts it, "Just because you are in a wheelchair 
doesn't mean that you are paralyzed as a person!" That's an understatement. During Desert Shield and 
Storm, Robb personally ran more than 10,000 phone patches and broke the all-time one-month MARS 
phone patch record for a single operator, 1,550. Handling the book orders will provide some needed 
income for Robb, his wife and their family of five children. I consider it an honor that Robb Adams 
handled this phase of the publication of your MARS Nam book. 
1 am very grateful to Barry Goldwater (K7UGA) for writing the Foreword to this book. Senator 
Goldwater's Air Force Mars station, AFA7UGA, ran nearly 100,000 phone patches during the long course 
of the Vietnam War, and his life is a virtual history of amateur radio. I am also indebted to Christine 
Blanke and Linda Skrzypek at Thomson-Shore and to Alex Leonard, a student at Montclair State 
University, who brought great creativity to the design of the cover. A special word of thanks to Chief Arm y 
Historian Dr. Vincent Demma and to Dr. Richard Boylan, Director of the Vietnam Records Section of the 
National Archives Annex in Suitland, MD. An important behind-the-scenes advisor at nearly every stage of this project has been my very good friend 
and fellow vet from the IOlst Airborne Division in Nam, Dennis Vemacchia (N6KI). Lastly, I will be forever indebted to my wonderful wife of 26 years, Linda, and daughter, Leigh, for their 
constant thoughtfulness and patience in indulging this particular crazy phase of my life. Now that the 
MARS Vietnam book is fin ally out, we can go back to some quiet, family dinners again! 

, 



A Christmas to Remember 
By PaUl,.l SCIpione, AA2AV 

I spent Christmas Day 1969, tn Vietnam-rn the ward a1 
326 Med Camp Eagle, tne base camp lor the Wist Air­
borne Owlslon- ..... altlng to go over to the hospital ShIp USS 
Repose lor surgery to repair a deviated septum 

At dawn the neKt day, several 01 my ward males and I 
Nere choppered oul to the Repose, anchoreo five miles off­
shore m the South Chma Sea When I came out 01 the 
anestheSia, the doc told me that the surgery had gone 

A-Okay ... 
After breakfasl , two Navy doctors and a stern-faced Navy 

commander strode 1010 the ward to announce that there 
had rust been a major firelight near Quang Tn_ We would 
be shipped oul to make room for the latest ..... ave of GI 
casualtIes; by early afternoon we were back in the ward at 
326 Mod. 

" Okay, guys, thIS is the plan. whispered the lanky 
Spec 4 Irom Texas. draWing lour 01 us Into a tight clfcle to 
shield our conspiracy_ " It's lime to call home. As soon as 
the nurse leaves, we' ll stu" pillows under our btankets an ' 
duck out the back door an ' down the hln \0 the MARS 
station." 

The plan sounded line, except that two of Ihe guys were 
In casts and on crutches, the Texan was bent oller from 
surgery to remove shrapnel from hts intestines, and I could 
barely see around the bandages on my lace We headed 
for AB8AAE, the MARS station operated by the 501st Sig­
nal Battalion. Between the fout of us. we had the eqUivalent 
alone worktng body 

AB8AAE wasn 't particularly Impressive from the outside: 
Just a typical plywood-and-screen hooch. up on stilts a lew 
feel , With a !In rool . 

" How long a walt will we have?" I inqUIred 01 the PFC In 
charge . 

" Can 't estimate thaI exaclly, " a buck sergeant hollered 
out from behInd a crude wooden table covered With Collins 
transmttters , receivers and hnear amphflers. " Propagation 
ain 't so hot .'" 

As Ihe four of us from 326 Med look our places along the 
InSide walls of the radio hooch , an amaZing thing 
happened One by one, other Screaming Eagles began 
gIVing up the!r places _ " We can always come back tomor­
row night Looks like you guys need a caU home more'n we 
do Merry Christmas." 

We were gratelul lor the generos!ty of our fellow Gis. 
Alter a two-hour wait. I was behInd the Texan and a feJlow 
from Indiana. As I entered the " phone booth," a makeshift 

ply .... ood enclosure With an Army telephone on a Olywood 
sheil and an old stool to Sit on. I Nonder~o t' mf ' .... lle and I 
NOUia oe able to lecognlze each Othp'r'-; IIQICeS oller ''''e 
: O.OOO-mile shortwave connection 

Oka~'. Sarge. the usual lime limit IS three minutes, but 
I'OU guys from the hospital gel five. Here goes ' 

I was heartbroken when there was no answer Irom my 
."life We lhen phoned my parents' house and I recognized 
my Oao's vOice on the other end, hollering for my mOlher 10 
crowd around the phone 

"Dad, how are you and Mom? Old you have a mce 
Chflslmas? Oller .. 

Wh at's t-h-a-\. I can't QUIte make Ou l who's talking on 
the other end Can thiS really be Paul caffing all the way 
from Vietnam? Over' 

'Yes, Dad, Ir s really me, calhng from Vietnam Merry 
Chnstmas from the land 01 monsoons and rice paddles 
Over" 

' 'I'm slill kinda conlused at this end," I heard my Dad 
say In frustration . " This is your lalher, Alfred ScipIone, of 
Lewiston, New York, talkmg Over." 

When my Dad heard my laugh from 10,000 miles away 
he knew it was really me and we were soon conversmg hke 
pros, as the Iwo MARS operators threw their send and 
receive switches . 

After I talked to my mother and hung up. tears Ii lied my 
eyes. OUI 0 1 loneliness and because some wonderful hams 
had volunteered their time and statIons to give us a touch 
of home. I stood in tine another two hours, thiS l ime 
reaChing lmda. " Hi, Babes_ love ya' , Babes."' The 10000 
mites disappeared. 

Around two In the morning, our foursome stumbled oul of 
ABSAAE and down the " road, " back up the hili to the med­
Ical ward and our cold bunks. I smiled with joy thtnklng of 
my two mIraculous Christmas calls home, 

Twenty years lat9r, on Christmas Dav, 1989, I IUnad the 
bands and listened to some GI phone patches home from 
Germany, Panama and the Indian Ocean. The men and 
women 01 MARS are still going lull tilt. 

I hope today's MARS operators-Army, Navy/Manne and 
Air Force-read thiS, because It's a belated " Christmas 
card" Irom me to them. I love and admire you, one and all. 

Paul Scipione is Bctive in the Piscataway (New Jersey) 
ARC He holds a PhD fn psychology. practicing from " study 
that doubles BS his ham shack_ He and his wife Unda have 
a 70-year-ofd daughter, Leigh_ 

To p: The original AA2AV article in the 'ov. 90 QST (sidebar to Mars Vietnam article by N6KI) that 
started the nood or sto ries rrom rormer Mars Nam operators (Paul Scipione, AA2AV and QST); 
Bottom left : Sg!. Paul Scipione, Phu Bai (Hue), Vietnam, 1969, IOlst Airborne Division; Bottom 
righl : Dennis Vernacchia checks out the quad HF antenna that was blown orr its telephone pole by 
an enemy rocket at AB8AY, Phan Thiet, 68 (Dennis Vernacchia, N6KI). 
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T op lefl : Arm) :-Iars station AAR2US I (K2USA) at Ft. Monmouth, f\: J, 90. The pole at the ri~ht i, on,' 
anc hor of the 900 ft. rhoml-'ic an te nna that made this the #~ stat Ion in runOi ng phone rl.lt; .. h~ ~ q;-'t 
Ol';ratilln~ Dc,crl Shiclc!..'Stmm: Rott om right: The author, Paul Sl iplOllC, r~·r"'L)r.:llh r.,r ~~, .(V~: 
Ik:-. ... ·rt Storm phone patclh.· ... durmg 90·9 1. usi ng the sam e Coll in:-' luhc ri f''' Ih.1 t h3nd' ",1 (\fl 
\'t~'!nam phon\,.' IXlIchc.., Ilwrc Ih~m 20 years before: Top righ t : Tllnc slanrb ... tIlI .. UlI..' :-,1' III 11\ 
IIhhh. K:t SA m f t. 'l~lpnh)Ulh ;.1f;,' identical 10 h (I\\ th .. '\ },)nkl..'li during the \ I .. ' 1,1' I \\ 
;!rh. .. ~n" \\\)\.~l.:n \ \ \\ il p.Lrr~h.L Buttom r igh t: QSL lar.! from K~LSA. Fort .\;m,nhll,; \. 
t~ I 1"'':- ~ • r 'j' P.Jul S~ lril':l~, A..\2 -\ \' J. 
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(1 <JBB) , ,md Ile.lllh C lir M.Jrkl'lillg (lorthCOlll illg). He' is ,1 g rJdu,lIe of: Stil te Universily 
College, Cl'npseo, NY (8.5 .), St,l te UniVl'rsity o! Ne w York .11 8uffil lo (M .A.), and Rutgers 
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