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The aerial spray operation l·n.·'··.· .. 'I.a.tn.d J·."1 0 I ' ~ • Dout1 Vietnam in 1961 was 

not the Uni~ed State's fi.·t'84,~ '.I·i·.ic= .. nl")t •. ·.,.t.· thO f ' 
> • -., •• - ; lsorm ot warfare. Durin" 

army manf~uvel>q l'n tt,,,.:.. rll1'd 1"30' G ] If 1 ' ~ . .L ~lJO;_, . --, l), 8 Aener'a. 'ea·( quarter 8 airel'aft 

pr.clcticed sprayin~ dama2'in'"j' and cl.1· Q •• -p •. !}.J.J·.110' l- • 1 
'. F, _,~ h CllemlCcL s on combat troops 

and logistical trnj_ns. Fortunately, ~.;hpn a . .-nother world war broke out 

in the late 19308, the nationR of both aj_des generally refrained from 

use of the World War One nheminal tactics which had added new horrors 

to 1~he combat areas. Allies and Axis powers alike were prepared and 

capable of ap~lic~tion of this terrible weapon t but Tleither were 

willi.ll~ to face world condemnation for inj.tiating its use, 

However, the Army Air Corps did develop a specialized aerial aPt'ay 

program. Usj.n~ both transport and liaison aircraft, WWII pj.lots 

sprayed ~)ase camps a,nd combat zones with insecticides, SllCh as DDT. in 

an attempt to r(~dUCE~ the very hir-:h rate of casual tiE'.8 dtl(~ to insect-

boY'ne c1 i spaRe. In tile Paci.fic t.heater they even sprayed some island 

landin~ zones days ahead of the planned assaults, accepting the 

C(lmpromise of oper'R'tiona} plannin~ in favor of (jj.minished losses to 

Toward the erJd of ,the Pacific campai~n the Air Corps al.so 

experiOlented with spraying agricultllral defolianLs in an effort to 

remove .itln~le fo.Liage concealing Japanese hi.Il.side caves and gun 

empl a.CE-)men Ls. 

When war broke OlIt in Karpa .i'Jry-rigged aircraft were a~ain tltilized 

to sprny ins~~cticid(..>;s O'VE~r the 'Viar-'Lorn penn,i.nsula as par't', of the 

medi(~al corps pr8ventative medicine program. Notin" the British use 

durin2 the in8Ur~en(!y in Malaya of herbicides to defolj.ate roadside 

c()ver to reduce Rlllbust16S a,lld to destroY .iun~le Cll1i~iva'tions as Dart of 
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the t~errorist food-denial Pl'Ogr'am, Air FOJ'ce and Chemical Corps 

researcllers b8~al1 developing a program to allow qtlick conversion of B-

29 bombers and C -11,0 transports into hi~h-vo]_llme, spl~ay-capable 

ftJl'cra,ft. Korea ended before development was complete and the spray 

tanka and equjpmE~nt, known as tile 'IHol1rglass " system, we.re placed in 

storage at Hill AFB. 

After WWII 8pe(~j,a,1 aerial, spray fli~hts had intermittantly contintied 

the mosquito erradication prog:ranl in the US by spraying insecticides 

over baRes and illRneuver areas. They also assisted civil authorities 

fo,llowin~ floods and ot.her na'tul'al disasters~ The mili.at'Y program 

fel.ced strong oPPo:3itioJ] from commercial aviH,tion inte.rests who foresaw 

the economic potBntial of urban and a~riculturaJ sprayin~. By the 

l,nt:e 1950's a per'manent spray unit was stati,oned at Ilan~ley AFR. VA. 

When President Kennedy be~arl expandin~ US assistance to South 

Vietnam ,in 1961, a tIS/Vietnamese Combat Development and Test Center 

was formed to develop flew counterinSllr~enCY tactics. The use of 

hericides for .iun~le defoJiati.on and crop destrllction attracted 

immediate attf',nti,on. When 1 imi'Led 'Lests, usin~ C-'47 aircraft, 

(:onf.l,rmed th8 pro~ram was feasibJ.e, the Air Force began configurin~ 

six obsolete C-123 at'tack transpor·ts with the "Hour~].a8s" spray 

Byst~nl8 and trninjn~ volunteer crews from tIle Lan~ley spray fli~ht RIld 

from the Pope APB transport wing. 

In November 1961 a 8e(~ret operations ol'der tInder the c()de name 

"RANCH HAND" Hut"h,orized the mov(!rnent of the planes and, crews to ,the 

Phillipines, where thes waited final approval and l)e~an trainin~ the 

Pope creWA in Sl'ray opeations. The Irs was sensitive to the propa~~nda. 

pot,nnLia], of Lh,,~ herh:ic;<fe oPf!r~tt"ion8 aJld t.he r(:~ac-t,ion of 01.11"" Asian 
'.- ........... ' ... " ............ "., .. , ...... --.----.--,~ .... -.--.... -.~~-- ... ""~'.---.... -.~ ..... ~~-.. ".u~-~"'··~'r~""i·'.-- .... "_, .. _. ___ .~ ... ___ ._._u.~_.,,._._~,w,,~, .. ~~ .. ,~ ..... ~.,..<o_ ... _ .... - ~_"·~·~·_·""·_·'···_ .. _W· _ .... _ ..... 1""---.,,-_ ... . 



..... -..... -.-----~---.-------..... ------.----.. -----.--+---_._ .. 

a].lies! 80 the planes and missi.orl were kept SA Jow--kcy a3 possible. 

F'-i naJ l~'{, on () t1anUEtl'Y 1 D61, Lh(-', \10 Lnt. Chtefs H.uthori~,;ed CINCPAC to 

be2an ll~l·.n.~ the AIII-t" d' j' 
•• n

J 

,. ~,c.,~can·manne 8Ircra.:t to be~an defoliation 

operR,tiona a]_on~ selected areas of Route 15. Three 0--123 spray planes 

were transferred from CJ.ark to Tan Son Nhut Airfield at Sia~on, where 

they werf_~ pflrked OJl the cloRE~l:r guarded Vi(~tname8e Ai r Force security 

ramp ill 1:he hope of avoidin~ notice by the news media. Comma.nder of 

the HPcur:ity area., and the BPf-'!c:iaJ "a.nt:i --coup" VNAF fight-,e.r sQtH-ldrOfl, 

was Lt Col. Nguyen Cao Ky, a veteran pilot who wouJ.d pl.ay an important 

r()]_e in the tljstOJ~y of 1~he ReplJblj,c of Vietnam and who would be 

closely associated wi.th thp HANCH HAND o]'ganization throughout its 

service in Vietxlam. 

Ifl Vi_etnam the success of the defoliation proRram became obvious to 

ground commanders and reques1~s for missions quicklY out~rew the 

oapab_iIits of the utlit, Ilowever, political.lY alld propaganda sensitive 

officials ¥-i~f~]COe hesittlnt to expand thE':! opern,tion. Not until 1064 was a 

fourth ctireraft authot'.i.""d, and the unit, now a flight of th" 300th 

TranSPoI't SQuadr'on, onl,y ~rew t(l 8ev~n aircraft by late 1965. A 

,~.crow:i"n.g Am(-~rican comrnittment i.n 1.9(15 66, and the ur.e:ent requirements 

()f ground forc}€ commanders demanded a change. In ln66 the US 

annotlnc~d that the spray unit would be expanded to eighteen aircraft 

and become a separate or~anizatj_on, the ],2th Air Commando Squadron, 

tinder the command of Ma.ior Ralph Dresser. Its primarY operational 

J.oca1~ioJl was moved to Bien Hua Ajrbase, a mtJch Ulore Sllitabl_8 ]_oca,·tj.on 

than the overcI'owded ramp and ai_r traffic pattern of Tan Son Nhut. 


