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A Holiday Gift to TSNA  

 

By: Dale Bryan 

TSNA Secretary 

 

The late year holiday season is always a time for giving 

and receiving gifts. December of 2018 for your association 

was no exception. 

 

One of our members exhibited the spirit of giving with a 

gracious bestowal in the form of a substantial contribution 

to the TSNA Scholarship Fund. Let’s just state that we are 

now in position to grant a number of additional scholarships 

without any depletion of the existing Scholarship Fund or 

taxing the operating funds of your association. The grantor 

asked that we not reveal the exact amount or their name. 

 

This gift is bequeathed to honor our late Treasurer, Carol 

Bessette. Many of us who worked with her or knew her well 

remember her saying after the scholarship was estab-

lished, “One of the best functions I have ever exercised as 

treasurer is signing checks to assist the students that rep-

resent our future.” 

 

Your Board of Directors is humbled to accept this gift. Now, 

we can exhibit that it is better to give than to receive by 

passing along scholarships to some very deserving stu-

dents that are descendants of fellow Vietnam veterans that 

had an association with Tan Son Nhut AB. They will initially 

receive, but we know that they will eventually give to their 

utmost as did their forbears. 

 

The TSNA Scholarship Committee will be tasked with eval-

uating candidates and determining those worthy of receiv-

ing a scholarship. They will also determine how many to 

grant in 2019 and the amount of each if that is to be 

changed. 

 

Any details pertaining to applying for a scholarship will be 

posted in future editions of Revetments. 

More on the Scholarship Fund 

 

By:  Rich Carvell 

TSNA Vice President 

TSNA Scholarship Committee Chair 

 

One of the most important projects our Tan Son Nhut As-

sociation has undertaken over the years is the funding of 

scholarships for the descendants of those who served in 

Vietnam.  At the beginning of the program in 2016, it was 

the grandchild of a Vietnam Veteran who received the first 

scholarship.  Now, she is nearing completion of her under-

graduate degree at Virginia Tech.   

 

The brainchild of TSNA President-emeritus George Plun-

kett, we have so far awarded a total of five scholarships, 

with more scholarships on the horizon … thanks to a very 

generous donation to the scholarship fund by a TSNA 

member who wishes to remain anonymous.   

 

While this recent donation to the scholarship fund will keep 

the program going in the future, it is not the end of all 

things.   

 

Each of us needs to keep the scholarship program upper-

most in our TSNA minds.  As we begin a new year, the 

TSNA Scholarship Committee urges you to make our 

TSNA Scholarship Program a priority for your giving this 

year to more adequately endow this gift to the future lead-

ers of our cities, states, and nation.   

 

Thank you for your support of the TSNA Scholarship Pro-

gram in the past … and in the future.  When you sit down 

this year to consider your giving for 2019, make it a priority 

to write a check to continue to support the Tan Son Nhut 

Association Scholarship Program.  You’ll be glad you did.   

 

Please make your check out to “Treasurer, Tan Son Nhut 

Association”, with “Scholarship Donation” in the Memo sec-

tion, and mail to: “Tan Son Nhut Association, P. O. Box 

236, Penryn PA 17564-0236”. 
 

 
   A Memorial to the American Experience in Vietnam 

          

The Official Journal of The Tan Son Nhut Association 

JANUARY, 2019 
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              Chaplain’s Corner  

 

By Jimmy Smith 

TSNA Chaplain 

 

Greetings Fellow Members of TSNA: 

 

As your Chaplain my prayers and wishes for each of you is for everyone to have a Happy and Prosperous New Year. 

 

The beginning of a new year is a special time of our lives. It is our opportunity to reflect back over the past year, and the 

memories it has created for us, as well as the opportunity to look forward and set goals for ourselves for these coming 

months. 

 

I am a believer that setting goals is better than making New Year’s Resolutions. A long time ago I came to realize that res-

olutions are quickly broken. Setting goals allows us to plan to succeed by working toward meeting milestones, one small 

step at a time, to help us implement the changes we desire for the upcoming year. I believe chances of success are great-

ly improved by implementing this thought process. 

 

May all of you be blessed with a healthy, happy and progressive year filled with love and satisfaction, peace and joy! 

 

Until next month, this is your Chaplain signing off. Have a blessed month and God’s speed to all. 

FROM THE PRESZ! 

I want to wish all of our members a Happy New Year. 
 
As we begin 2019, I want everyone to mark your calendars for our next reunion in Little Rock, Arkansas. Those 
dates are September 12-15. 
 
It is never too early to plan. We are coming off of 2018 and our reunion at Dayton, Ohio. We had a great reun-
ion and our Speaker Capt. Guy Gruters, a POW for 5 years was very good. 
 
We have a reunion that is looking very good. 
 
So, in 2019 I am wishing Good Health, Best Wishes and Prosperity. 
 
Randall W Brown 
TSNA-President 
 

NOTATIONS FROM APPLICATIONS 
 

W ent TDY to Tuy Hoa in December 67.  Got back right before TET; was at the LOX Compound when a 
mortar round hit a pack of oxygen cylinders located across the road from the SP Checkpoint.  It is men-

tioned in the After Action Report. 
 
Robert O. Fick 
377th Supply Squadron 
Aug 67 - Aug 68 
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“WHY VIETNAM” 

By:  Doug Ayers 

SSgt, USAF 

RVN 1966,67,68,69 

13th RTS-460th OLAA 

TSN-Phu Cat 

 

Once the President on his platform stood. 

To stamp out the evil, and bring out the good. 

He had in his hand a letter from a lady whose son, 

was fighting for peace in South Viet Nam. 

 

The letter said: 

Dear Mr. President; will you tell me please? 

Why does the war in Vietnam have to be? 

Why do our young men go there to fight? 

Is it to stop those who are wrong, to help 

those who are right? 

Just one more thing, Mr. Lyndon B., 

What makes those communists so blind not to see 

the world wants to live in peace and be free. 

Why can’t we banish the horrible bomb? 

Why Mr. President, why Viet Nam? 

 

Lyndon puffed out his chest, and stood big and tall. 

And he answered and said in a big Texas drawl. 

“I will do the very best I can, to answer your questions, 

Why Viet Nam. 

Yuh see ma'am, many years ago, 

the colonists stood and they fought the foe. 

You remember Paul Revere riding thru the night, 

shouting a warning to the dawns early light. 

Yes, we fought the English then, and we fought ‘em well. 

As a matter of fact ma'am, we flat gave them hell. 

And ah reckon ma'am, it took mighty brave men, 

to send the British, back to Britain again. 

And too many shed blood, many men died,  

that freedom should again ever abide. 

 

So ma’am, let’s go further in History’s truck, 

to the Civil War, not so many years back.. 

Twas then ‘Ole Honest Abe’, a man who stood bravely, 

said, “We’ve got to abolish this American Slavery.” 

 

We came to America so we’d be free. 

And now we have slaves, yes—-you and me. 

In freedom’s name we took up the dare. 

We have to free the slaves to be fair and square. 

Ma’am, the South thought this a dastardly deed. 

So from the Union we began to secede. 

We gathered our young men and marched off to war. 

Just like we have done so many times before. 

Ma’am, we fought our brothers, cousins, family and friends. 

Yes ma’am, we the Americans, fought our own kin. 

The excuse we had was they are from the Nawth? 

But freedom again won and the South - well, we lost. 

This was done so slaves could be free, 

and live as citizens with you and with me.  

 

So time went on and our troubles much more. 

And again ma’am, our young men went off to war. 

To a war fought in all parts of the world. 

And in every spot our flag was unfurled. 

 

Our young marines made a name to be feared. 

When they hit the shore, not knowing death was so near. 

You see ma’am, somewhere in History men became fools,  

and sought to rule the world using weakness as a tool. 

By which they would gain power beyond compare, 

but once again, in freedom’s name America met the dare. 

Many of those men are buried right there. 

The memory of them in hearts of us who cared. 

Lives of men lost to gain precious ground,  

on which “Lady Freedom” could forever abound. 

 

The Germans and Axis powers tried to win that fight,  

but Freedom won ma’am, and Freedom is still the light. 

The light to guide the world day by day, 

and to end opposer’s of freedom and their evil ways. 

 

And now ma’am, on to World War Deuce, 

when Germany again put the world’s neck in a noose. 

With Germany and Japan tightening the knot. 

Freedom could not be bound and again Freedom fought. 

 

With England being beaten as never before,  

America was saying “We want no part of this war.” 

When Japan attacked Pearl Harbor and killed our men 

there,  

once again, in Freedom’s name we took up the dare. 

We sent our soldiers overseas again, 

and in Freedom’s name we fought hard to win. 

We met the enemy on his own land. 

Yes, Okinawa, Phillipines, Europe places not so grand. 

We met the enemy face to face, man to man. 

And today, protestors and flag burners are on the loose, 

Because brave  men died in World War Deuce. 

Yes, Freedom won and evil lost, 

and thousands of lives were the deadly cost. 

 

So now ma’am let’s go to the year ‘51, 

when the Korean War had just begun. 

For a moment, let’s go to the front lines and see, 

the faces of those men who are fighting for you and for me. 

See the young man there a face so dear? 

In his eyes, look ma’am do you see his fear? 

He had to tell his loved ones good-bye, 

to slosh in this mud and maybe die. 

He was able to overcome his fear. 

Yes, America’s bravest men were over there. 

Then the young man with eyes blue as steel, 

his mind is tortured by the ones he has killed. 
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After this war has been over for years, 

he will wake at night in shocking fear, 

remembering through the years this bloody front, 

remembering the infantry, known as the grunts. 

But he’ll be in peace because here he fought, 

because South Koreans for freedom sought. 

 

And now ma’am on to South Viet Nam, 

a place better known as the land of the damned. 

Again America is bearing their cross, 

and our young men’s lives are the deadly cost. 

Communism seeks the rich land to the south, 

and spreads their lies thru weaknesses mouth. 

They go to the homes of the rich and poor, 

and the hammer and sickle knocks on the door. 

Yes, again from a minority group, 

the commies build their guerilla troops. 

They say “Imperialist Americans, filthy swine”, 

called us the “aggressor”, but they crossed the line. 

And so your son and thousands of our young lads, 

are fighting so brave just like their dads. 

In water knee deep, with leeches and lice, 

our brave men again are paying the price. 

Living in a tent or on the open ground, 

fighting so that Freedom may here abound. 

Fighting up close as at the DMZ, 

killing the North Viet Cong and rebel Vietnamese. 

Teaching the south to stand for their rights, 

joining them in Freedom’s great fight. 

With mortar, machine gun, rifle and knife, 

trying to end the Communist life. 

 

Ma’am, do you want this in America so free? 

Would you want this fighting in the homes of you and me? 

Our little children and grandchildren suffering and dead. 

Our people in fear, because of those Reds? 

 

Well, ma’am, I have told you all to the best of my ability, 

why America must forever be free. 

Why our patience, our democracy has forever been tried, 

why our young men thru the ages have died. 

This is why we can’t banish the bomb. 

Yes ma’am, this is the why, “Why Viet Nam.”” 

 

Doug Ayers is an international free-lance photographer/

writer who spent 4 military tours in Vietnam, 1966 to 1969 

and returned as a freelancer July to October, 1995. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

AT THE BX 

 

By:  Kerry Nivens 

TSNA Webmaster 

 

My best friend (Jerry Clark) in Nam and I were in the BX at 

TSN standing in line to check out. We were both in civ-

vies. We were standing behind two Army troops. Jerry and 

I were small talking and I couldn't help but overhear some 

of the two Army guys' conversation. The more I heard one 

of  them talking about where he was from, the more I real-

ized that he had to be from the same part of Alabama that 

I was. I finally stepped out of line just enough to see his 

face and the name on his jungle fatigues - Nivens.   

 

I realized this was my first cousin that I had not seen since 

he went into the Army. He was now a Captain. I stepped 

back in line and told Jerry to go along with whatever I said. 

He looked puzzled but said OK. I started the conversation 

off by asking Jerry had he ever met anyone from Ala-

bama? He looked more and more confused but said may-

be. I told him that there was part of Alabama about 25 

miles south east of Birmingham in a county named Shelby 

that had to be where the name Red Neck came from. I 

told him that most of the people never had shoes until they 

joined the Army. The more I talked the quieter the Army 

troops got. I just kept really cutting the people from that 

area down. Finally my cousin couldn't take it any more and 

he turned to me and tapped me on my shoulder and said 

he was from that area and really didn't appreciate what I 

was saying. I just glanced at him said "oh really, Glenn." 

His buddy butted in and informed me that I was address-

ing an officer in the US Army. I told him no ,I wasn't, I was 

talking to my first cousin. By this time Glenn and I were 

both breaking up laughing and hugging each other. His 

buddy and Jerry just stood there not knowing what to say 

so they both joined in laughing with us. The whole group 

that was at the BX broke up LOL once they figured out 

what just happened. Like the old saying, it is a small 

world. He is the only person that I saw in Nam that I knew 

from home. We now see each other only at  funerals and 

still have a good laugh. Glenn retired as a LTC. 
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A well deserved SALUTE to all who were involved in any way with “Tet ‘68” at Tan Son Nhut Air Base 

HOW TO GET NOTICED BY YOUR AIR FORCE RECRUITER 

In February, 1958 a record setting blizzard descended upon Eastern Pennsylvania with record snowfall and cold tempera-

tures. 

 

The small town where I lived then, and do now again, was isolated for four days.   

 

I decided to take a friend and drive the 12 miles into Lancaster City to visit the Air Force Recruiting Office.   

 

About two miles south of town, the road had been drifted very deep, and they managed to get about a little more than a 

lane opened. 

 

It looked like I could get past a car coming the other way with no problem until my right front wheel hit a chunk of ice and 

bounced to the left. 

 

I tore off most of the left front fender of the 1956 Chevrolet Station Wagon in the other lane, and we found some of my 

1955 Ford left front fender under what was left of his. And I knocked him up onto a snow bank. When I went back to check 

on him and opened the drivers door, all kinds of literature were picked up by the wind and went flying. 

 

And lo and behold, there sat MY AIR FORCE RECRUITER! Nice to meet you, Sgt. Kuster! 

 

He definitely now had a personal knowledge of me, and managed to get me into the Air Force in September, 1958, in-

stead of the original timing of November. 

 

A little over three years later, I arrived at TSN! 

 

Larry E. Fry 

 

 

 

PS: I forgot I had this picture, which reminded me of the fact that it was taken at the local body shop—where I worked!   

I got paid to help fix my own wreck! 
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MY STORY 
 

By: Allen Chandler 

Nov 66-Feb 68 and Jan 70-Apr 70 

19 S0S 66-68; 17 SOS 1970 

My first tour of duty in Viet Nam was from 1967 to 1968 as a crew chief on C-123s with the 315th Air Commando Wing, 

19th Air Commando Squadron, stationed at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, Saigon. On January 30, 1968, the Tet Offensive 

started and we, to say the least, were surprised by the Viet Cong attacks. I spent that first night in a fox hole on the edge 

of the flight line with a Security Policeman. Immediately, I began thinking that my scheduled departure date to leave Viet 

Nam on February 13, 1968 would be delayed until enemy hostilities were defeated. I might have to extend my tour! With-

in a few days, U.S. and South Vietnamese armies (with a lot of help from U.S. Army AH-1G Cobra Gunships that had 

only arrived in country a few months before) had the place under control and I caught my freedom bird as scheduled.  

After taking some leave, I reported for duty at Offutt AFB near Omaha, Nebraska in late February 1968 and was as-

signed to the 55th Field Maintenance Squadron. I started as a washer in the Aircraft Washing Shop. When I made Staff 

Sergeant, I was moved up to the NCOIC of the Aircraft Tire Shop, Aircraft Egress System Shop and Aircraft Corrosion 

Control Shop.  

In 1969 when I heard the Air Force was recruiting men to become Illuminator Operators on AC-119 gunship crews, I de-

cided to apply for flight status. I knew that it was probable I would eventually be sent back to Viet Nam for a second tour, 

so I volunteered, thereby somewhat controlling my future while achieving flight status.  

Before I could report for gunship training, I needed flight gear. Offutt’s supply section needed to know my flight classifica-

tion so they could look up what gear to issue to me. As with a lot of things at that time, my assignment was “classified”. 

My orders only specified that I would be flying on C-119G aircraft; no reference about gunships or my crew position. Be-

cause supply didn’t know what to issue for “classified”, they called up the chain of command. Someone in SAC head-

quarters told them to “issue one of everything” to me, which they did.  

So here I was, going back to Viet Nam to become a crewmember on a combat gunship, but not the type that saved me 

at Tan Son Nhut in 1968. This was a fixed wing AC-119G “Shadow” gunship, not a helicopter “Cobra” gunship. And this 

time, I would be flying onboard the gunship as a combat crewmember, helping fight the enemy.  

After flight training at Clinton County Air Force Reserve Base and combat crew training at Lockbourne AFB in Ohio, I 

attended survival schools at Fairchild AFB, Washington and Clark Air Base, Philippines. 

While training in Ohio, I had driven back to Omaha and proposed to Barbara. The possibility that I might not survive was 

left unspoken, but we chose to do the sensible thing and have the wedding when I got back from Viet Nam in February 

1971. When I shipped out to Southeast Asia (SEA), I left the desert and arctic flight gear at home.  

I arrived in Viet Nam in February 1970 and spent a week or so at Phan Rang Air Base for in-country processing with the 

17th Special Operations Squadron (SOS) and Shadow gunship flight duty check-outs. I was assigned to and reported for 

duty with C Flight of the 17th SOS at Tan Son Nhut Air Base in late February, almost two years to the day from the time I 

left Tan Son Nhut in 1968.  

My first combat missions were flown with several different crews as I filled-in where needed. By mid-March, I was perma-

nently assigned to the crew of Aircraft Commander Pilot First Lieutenant Thomas L. Lubbers. Other crew members were 

Co-Pilot, First Lieutenant Charles M. Knowles; Navigator/NOS, Major Robert "Bob" Bokern; Navigator/NOS, Major Mere-

dith "Andy" Anderson; Flight Engineer, Master Sergeant Joseph C. Jeszeck; Gunner, Staff Sergeant Robert F. Fage Jr.; 

and Gunner, Sergeant Michael J. Vangelisti. 

Our work schedule was to fly combat missions five nights in a row (all flights were flown between sunset and sunrise), 

then pull one night on alert (even though we also flew most of those nights) and then get a night off. One night right after 

we went Winchester (out of ammo) and were heading home, we spotted a convoy of sampans; so, the pilot flew low and 

we dumped the empty brass on them. We thought at least we would scare them and it did work. Everybody on those 

sampans started jumping overboard into the river. However, when we got back to base; we got in trouble for not turning 

in the empty brass casings. 
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The day of April 27, 1970 started out with our usual routine. I got up around noon or 1 PM. Then Fage and I had a late 

lunch, checked out the BX and went by the post office to check mail. I sent Barbara a letter. We reported for duty around 

6 or 7 PM. This flight would have been around my 60th combat mission, so after three months on this assignment, I was 

settling into a routine. We (Shadow 78) were scheduled for the latest take-off time that night, so we were designated the 

second alert crew. The gunship we were going to fly that night was Aircraft 53-8155. It had served with dozens of Air 

Force units from Alaska to Europe in its seventeen years of service and had been converted to an AC-119G in 1968. 

 

After putting our flight gear on the aircraft and doing the preflight checks, we went back to Shadow Operations and start-

ed the alert duty. As the IO, it was my job to go get the in-flight meals. This involved driving the Shadow Ops crew-cab 

pickup all the way around the runway to the other side of the base. In the meantime, the aircraft commander, Lt. Lubbers 

and the assigned table navigator (either Maj. Anderson or Maj. Bokern) for that night ’s mission would attend pre-mission 

briefings on weather and the latest intelligence in the area of operations. I returned to Shadow Ops with our eight white 

boxes of in-flight lunches, and it wasn’t long before our crew was assembled by Lt. Lubbers for our mission briefing. We 

were given “the day’s codes” (to identify ourselves as friendly if something was to happen to us) and our call sign word 

which would be “Shadow 78” for that night’s flight.  

As a side note, post-mission de-briefings were also standard for Lt. Lubbers and the table navigator, even though they 

had already completed a written mission report to submit to Shadow Operations. We all had long duty hours but they had 

even more. 

Around 10:30 or 11:00 PM, our full crew of eight proceeded to our gunship located in one of the five concrete revetments 

just east of Shadow Ops to perform another pre-flight inspection. After we each completed our final ground checks, we 

had engines started about 11:45 PM. SSgt. Fage, Sgt. Vangelisti and I were strapped in on the gun deck. I was just for-

ward of #1 gun and Fage was next to me. Van was on Fage’s other side nearest the cockpit. Maj. Bokern was in the 

NOS seat, a pull-down jump seat in the companion way on the left side of the airplane which led from the cargo area to 

just inside cockpit. Major Anderson was at the Navigator table, and the others were in their usual places -- 1st Lt. Lub-

bers in the left seat, 1st Lt. Knowles in the right seat; and MSgt Jeszeck in the engineer’s jump seat. 

And so began April 28, 1970 the last day for Aircraft S/N 53-8155 and the last flight of Shadow 78.  

It was five minutes after midnight on April 28, 1970 when we started our take-off roll. Just after we got airborne, less than 

a minute into the flight, something happened to the left engine. The cockpit chatter changed. With my headset, I could 

hear the intercom but not the radio. We were used to hearing things like “gear up”, “flaps up” and “engine RPM.” There 

was some “dead air” on the intercom and then they were calling off the EMERGENCY CHECKLIST. The left engine was 

feathered and someone asked if the nose gear was up. I responded that I would check and started to un-strap to go 

check.  

That was when we hit the ground and had our first “bounce”. I had never gotten all the way up or maybe I was pulled 

back down. It all happened so fast.  

The total flight from lift off to full stop was way under two minutes (1 ½ miles at about 90 MPH). It takes a lot longer to tell 

about all of this than it took to happen.  

With the second ground hit “bounce”, the mid-wing fuel tank broke open and sprayed fuel all over the cargo (gun) deck 

and the three of us strapped in on the gun deck. It didn’t fully sink in that we were crashing until the third “bounce”. The 

bounces were just seconds apart so the first 3 bounces occurred in less than 15 seconds and in the first 30 seconds of 

the “crash”. I think it was about then that the aircraft turned sideways and kept sliding through what I later learned were 

rice paddies and the “bounces” were the plane hitting the dikes.  

Then the flare launcher, which weighed about 2500 lbs., broke loose and shot forward, pinning the three of us down and 

setting the fuel on fire. I could feel myself burning. I think Fage and Van were being burned, too. Then, just as we were 

coming to a stop, the left engine (the one they feathered), broke loose and came through the fuselage. The engine actu-

ally freed me by cutting my seatbelt loose and knocking the flare launcher off me. The engine flying through the cargo 

bay pulled me up and into the center of the cargo deck. It picked up Fage and Van and carried them across the cargo 

deck and into the GPU. This happened in less than a second, but I can still see them being picked up and slamming into 

that GPU, and then the right wall opened up and the engine carried both of them out of the plane. 



 

REVETMENTS                                                                        8                                                                     JANUARY 2019  

About two months later (I was in the hospital at Offutt AFB), I told my fiancé about seeing them go out that wall; then I 

just stopped remembering that it happened. I didn’t want to remember what I had seen, so I didn’t. It was many years 

later that those moments returned to my conscious memory, but I haven’t forgotten since. Even today, I remember see-

ing Fage and Van, my fellow crewmembers and my two best friends at that time being crushed by that engine.  

The plane came to a stop. It had been well under two minutes from lift off to total stop. I started to shout, “Everyone get 

out! The plane is on fire!” Even though I knew that anyone left in the plane would know we had crashed and the plane 

was on fire, I kept yelling. I got out of the wreckage by going through the hole on the left side created by the engine that 

had broken loose. I was still on fire at this point. I raced away from the plane. I had lost my helmet and my head hurt, I 

knew my hands were burning and I think my head was too, but the adrenalin and pain somehow kept me moving. 

Once I was outside the burning plane, I rolled around on the ground to put out the fire that was burning me. The plane ’s 

flames were behind me and lit up the area. The first thing I saw was a Vietnamese guy sort of crouched down running 

between two buildings. I was sure we had been shot down and he was coming to get us. I had my .38 revolver but could 

not get it out because my hands were so burned. In reality, we had crashed into the man ’s yard and he was running to 

get away from the burning wreckage. I circled around to the front of what was left of our aircraft where I found Major 

Bokern. There we were, only the two of us. The plane was pretty much destroyed. I don’t know if he told me, or if I just 

knew, the other crew members were gone! 

I told him to take my radio and call for help because I saw his radio had been smashed. He said, “Your radio isn’t work-

ing.” I looked down and saw that my radio had also been smashed. He got out his 29 cent penlight flashlight and started 

flashing what I assumed was Morse Code to an aircraft coming towards us. The aircraft turned out to be a Huey helicop-

ter coming to see what had happened and help us if they could.  

Having been on fire, I was pretty much a mess of burned flesh covered by a lot of rice paddy mud. Blood, mud and 

burned flesh -- I thought I was going to die. The crew got us into the helicopter and took off. I was laying there screaming 

at them and they were holding me down, trying to keep me from becoming hysterical. My screaming was making them 

think I was even worse than I looked and that was pretty bad. What I was trying to tell them while screaming above the 

helicopter noise was that there was a seat belt from the helicopter seat swinging around smashing me in the face. With 

the noise and excitement of getting us to the hospital, they didn’t understand what I was trying to tell them and just kept 

holding me down. 

According to the accident report and medical records, I was in surgery at the 3rd Field Hospital in Saigon ten minutes 

after the time of the crash. That is one reason they were able to do so much for me. Typically with the kinds of burns and 

other injuries I had, they didn’t expect me to survive with all of my limbs. The corpsman came by and said, “We are going 

to have to cut your boots off to check your feet! Is that OK?” I said, “Do anything you want to; just keep me alive.” 

It turned out I was not as badly hurt as was originally thought and they put me back together pretty well. The first medical 

report at the 3rd Field Hospital on April 28 said I had 39% second and third degree burns of my body. I also had lacera-

tions to the back of my head, lacerations above my eyes, hemorrhage of left eye and a lot of cuts to the exposed parts of 

my body. On the second report on May 12, 1970 they said I had 12% deep second degree burns on my face, both ears, 

back of head, both hands, and forearms. I also had lacerations on my head (the back of my scalp was torn loose), effu-

sion (swelling) of my right knee, reason unknown, lacerations above left eye, hemorrhage of left eye and a lot of cuts and 

scratches. I also had an infection to my right ear that was not responding to treatment. 

Major Bokern saw me into surgery. Then he called Shadow Operations and sat down to wait for me to come out of sur-

gery. That night, he had been put to bed and when he woke in the morning, he couldn't move. They found out he had a 

compression fracture in his lower back. 

He had been in the front of the plane as the nose rolled over on itself, crushing everybody in the cockpit except him be-

cause he was strapped into the jump seat the furthest back. He tried to climb out of the astrodome but couldn ’t. His seat 

belt was still on. When he released his seat belt, he fell out and landed on his head. At least he got out! 

I did not know that Maj. Bokern had called the squadron and told them we were alive and in the hospital, so you can un-

derstand my surprise when I woke up to find my roommate and some of the other guys sitting beside my bed.  
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The next day (about 6 AM on April 29, less than 36 hours after the crash), I was air evacuated to the burn ward at Camp 

Zama in Japan. I was not able to move for the first several days. I laid in bed with a pile of pillows on my chest and my 

hands resting on the top. This lowered the blood pressure and the pain in my hands. Two times a day I was taken for 

“treatment” in the “bath”. I was lowered into a warm whirlpool bath and as the water softened the bandages and skin, 

nurses debribed (picked off) the bandages and dead skin. Obviously, this was miserable, but it was nothing compared to 

the sulfamyelon that came after the bath -- now that hurt! The second day that I was in the burn ward, two people came 

to see me. One was the Red Cross lady who wrote some letters for me. The other one was a hospital administrator, who 

brought me some reading material. It was the Social Security rules on “total disability.” I was lying in bed 24 hours a day 

and all I had to do was listen as one of the guys read to me about the rules on total disability. 

After I was ambulatory, they assigned me to assist others. The first person I was assigned to was the only other Air 

Force guy in the ward. This guy had been climbing down a rope to rescue someone when his Jolly Green helicopter was 

shot down. It landed on top of him. I sat by his bed and talked to him, trying to make him feel better. He had burns on 

97% of his body. He didn’t make it. That put things back in perspective for me. I was alive.  

I spent about two weeks in Japan and on May 12, they flew me back to the States. I had been asked what base I wanted 

to go to. When transferring to another base in the Air Force, you always get to request an assignment, but there are nev-

er promises that you’ll get your first choice. This is one of the times when they really meant it. If the base had a hospital 

that could care for me, I could go there. I chose Offutt AFB because that was where Barbara was. I was in the hospital 

there for about 9 weeks, the first two in isolation because of the infection in my right ear. They treated it by removing the 

top ¼ inch of my ear and I was released as an outpatient. Barbara and I got married on July 12, 1970 and went on our 

honeymoon while I was still technically assigned to the hospital as a patient. When we returned, we were notified that my 

new assignment would be March AFB in California. We left Omaha in late July to start our new life together. I was one of 

the lucky ones. I was alive, fairly well healed and had a new loving wife. 

What was the cause of the crash? The accident investigation board found that the bushing on the propeller shaft of the 

failed left engine was installed improperly. This was discovered because when the left engine broke away from the 

crash, it did not burn up. The bushing on the propeller shaft was tapered and the person who installed it in Texas was 

never told how to correctly install it. The inspectors who were supposed to inspect his work on the engines did not. The 

accident investigation board found neither the pilot nor any member of the crew negligent or responsible for the engine 

failure or the resulting crash.  

We had two of the best Shadow pilots in the unit and no one on the crew could have prevented the crash. It was well 

known that the AC-119s had a lack of horsepower. We tried to cram in all the ammo we could on each flight so we al-

most always took off at or near maximum weight. Consequently, if an aircraft lost an engine on takeoff, it would result in 

a negative climb rate. When one engine failed at an altitude of just 120 feet, the other engine did not have enough power 

to bring the gear up and maintain flight. There was no criminal intent by the people in Texas, just people not doing their 

jobs right, and a lot of people died because of it. From the humor of the “Can we cut off your boots?” story to the tragedy 

of people needlessly dying, the whole thing was typical of Viet Nam and all I have left is the why, why, why? 

In December 1986, I went to the Vietnam Memorial Wall in Washington D.C. for the first time and I found my crewmates ’ 

names. It was already dark and the spotlights were the only illumination. I can’t ever express how I felt. I think that was 

when my memory opened up and I started remembering what really happened, what I had seen,  

I often go to the Wall and stand in front of Panel 11W, looking at lines 62 through 66, staring at crewmate ’s names per-

manently etched in stone. The names are at my eye level. I just stand there, and look, and think, and ask myself why? 
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