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nerial spray operation initiated in South Vietnam in 1961 was I
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not the United State’s firat attempt at thia form of warfare, During

army maneuvers in the mid-1930’4 General Headquarler's ajireraft i
practiced gpraying damaging and disabling chemicals on combat troops
and logistical traings. Fortunately, when another world war broke out
in the late 19305, the hations of both zides generally refrained from
use of the World War One chemical tactics which had added new horrors
to Lhe combat areas. Allies and Axis powers alike were prepared and

capable of application of thisg terrible weapon, but neither were

willing to face world condaemnation for initiating its use,

However, the Army Air Corps did develop a specialized aevial spray

program. Using both tranaport and liaison aircraft, WWIT pilots

spraved base camps and combat zones with insecticides, such as DDT, in
an attempt to reduce the very high rate of casualties due to insect-
borne disease, In the lacific theater they even spraved some izland
landing zones dava ahead of the planned agsaulta, accephing the
compromise of operational planning in favor of diminished logses to
disease, Toward the end of the Pacific campsaien the Air Corps also
experimented with sprayving agricultural defoliants in an effort to
remaove Jjungle foliazge concealing Japanese hillside caves and Eun

amplacements,

When war broke out in Kores Jjurv-rigged aircraflft were again ubilized
to spray insecticides over the war-torn penninsula as part of the
medical corps prevenhtative medicine program. Noting the Pritish use

auring the insurgency in Malayva of herbicides to defoliate roadside

cover to reduce ambushes and to destroy Jjungle cultivations as part of



the terrcorist food-denial program, Air Force and Chemical Corns
researchers began developing a program to allow quick conversisn of B-
29 bombers and C-119 transports into high-volume, spray-capable
aireraft, FKorea ended before development was complete and the apray

tanks and eguipment, known as bhe "Hourglass" avstem, were placed in

storage at Hill AFR.

After WWIT special aerial spray flights had intermittantly continued
the mosguito erradication program in the US by spraving insscticides
over bases and maneuver areas. They also azsisted civil authorities
fFollowing floods and other natural disasters. The wmiliary program
faced strong oppoaition from commercial aviation interests who foresaw
the cconomic potential of urban and agricultural spraying. By the

late 1950%'s a permanent spray unit was stationed at Langley AFR, VA.

When President Kennedy bepan expanding US assistance ta FBouth
Vietnam in 1961, a US/Vietnamese Combatl Development and Tezt Center
wag formed to develop new counterinsurgency tactics. The use of
wricides for jungle defoliation and crop destruction attracted
immediate attention. When limited testas, using C-47 aircraft,
confirmed the program was feasible, the Air Force began configuring
8ix obsolete C-123 attack transporta with the "Hourglass" spray

systems and training volunteer crews from the Langley spray flight and

from the Dape AFP transport wing.

In November 1961 a secret operations order under the code name
"RANCH HAND" authorvized the movement of the planes and crews Lo Lhe
Phillipines, where they waited final approval and bLegan training the
Pope crews in apray opeations. The US was asensitive to the propaganda

potential of the herhicide operations and the reaction of our Asian
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allies, so the Planes and migsion were kept as low-kev as poa
Finally, on 8 January 1961, the Jaint. Chiefs authoriszed CINCPAC to
began using the American -manned aircraft to began defoliation
operations along selected areas of Route 15, Three (-123 apray planes
wera transferred from Clark to Tan Son Nhut Airfield at Siagon, where
they were parked on the closely guarded Vietnamese Aiv Force gecurity
ramp in the hope of avoiding notice by the news media. Commander of
the security area, and the special"anti-coup” VNAF Pighter gquadron,
was Lt Col Nguwven Cao Ky, a veteran pilot who would play an important
role in the hiatory of the Republic of Vietnam and who would he
closely assocciated with the RANCH HAND organization thraughout its

service in Vietnam.

In Vietnam the succeas of the defoliation program became obvious to
ground commanders and requests for missions quickly ouberew the
capability of the unit, however, politically and propaganda senzitive
officiala were hesitant to expand the operatiaon. Nol until 1964 was a
fourth aircraft auvthorized, and the unit, now a flight of the 3090th
Transport Sauadron, only grew to seven aircraft by late 1965.

growing American commilbtment in 1885-66, and the urgent reguirements

of ground force commanders demanded a change. In 1968 the US
announced that the gpray unit would be expanded to eiwhteen aircraft

and become a separate organization, the 12th Air Commando Sqguadron,

under the command of Major Ralph Dreazer. Its primary operational

Jocation was moved to Bien Hua Airbase, a much more suitable location

than the overcrowded ramp and air traffic pattern of Tan Son Nhut.




