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MISSIONS OF THE 1ST PLATOON

The 1st Platoon of the 18th Aviation Company was based at Marble Mountain, Da Nang. The headquarters of the 18th was at Qui Nhon, some 200 miles to the south.  The 1st Platoon flew the I Corps Courier, usually twice daily, and various other special missions as needed.  

We also flew some of the same missions as the Huey “Slicks”, although for the insertion and extraction of troops in difficult areas the Hueys were peerless. We were a little faster and perhaps had slightly better range than the Hueys, but being unarmed we were generally assigned combat support missions.  We frequently used roads and fields as extemporaneous landing strips.  The Otters were also less expensive to operate than the Hueys but in ‘Nam nobody seemed concerned about the cost of things.

The courier flights were from Marble Mountain airfield north to Hue and Quang Tri (near the DMZ) and back to Da Nang.  The second leg was south to Tam Ky and Quang Ngai.  There was a morning and an afternoon courier mission. The courier missions could be long and boring, accentuated, as has been frequently noted, by moments of sheer terror.  We flew off the coast as much as possible to avoid drawing ground fire.  We usually leveled off after a short climb-out to about 2500’ in order to expedite the missions more quickly. 

A unique attribute of the Otter was its ability to glide long distances very quietly.  If needed, we could climb to 10 or 12,000’, power back and glide silently over a remote drop zone, dispatching paratroopers, then glide well clear of the area before reapplying power. There were few aircraft that could do this as well as the Otter and during the “secret” invasion of Cambodia we were on standby several times to fly night missions of this type.  Of course this was a great excuse to practice the technique and many an unsuspecting soul riding their Honda 90 up a lonely stretch of Highway 1 was roused from their reverie by a vague whistling noise followed by a sudden darkening of the sun. The near 60-foot wingspan of the Otter cast an impressive shadow, conjuring up images of the hawk and the mouse.

Flying during the monsoon season was often a challenge.  As the Otters cycled through maintenance visits to Qui Nhon, they were retrofitted with modern avionics including full IFR capability.  We frequently flew IFR during the monsoons and on one occasion conditions were so severe that we had to be directed to the active runway by ground radar.  We once had to land in winds that well exceeded the takeoff speed of the Otter.  It was an interesting exercise, requiring the pilots to hover over the runway and slowly retract the flaps while maintaining engine power.  The result was a vertical landing, like a helicopter.  Apparently this technique was not “in the book” and it took quite a bit of persuasion on the part of the co-pilot to convince the pilot that this might be the only way we were going to get on the ground that day.

Whenever there was an aircraft approaching for an emergency landing, a “Code D” condition was declared and everything came to a stop. It was show time! Ground crews lined up along the runway, aircraft held short on taxiways or circled in holding patterns to see how well it turned out. There were a lot of Hueys that lost their tail rotors and had to set down on the runway at high speed, sliding on their skids.  It was the acid test of how well the pilots had learned their emergency procedures, and everybody was a judge. One of our Otters called in a “Code D” shortly after takeoff on the Northern courier mission.  An engine fire was rapidly filling the cockpit and cabin with smoke.  Up front the pilots could get enough air through their windows to breathe, but apparently back in the cabin it was quickly becoming hell.  The landing gear was barely on the runway when the main cargo door flew open and the crew chief jumped out onto the runway, somehow managing to keep his footing as he ran alongside the smoking ship at superhuman speed.  It was a 6.0 performance!

Another ship fresh out of an engine overhaul at Qui Nhon was on its way back to the Pleiku platoon when a small plug blew out of an auxiliary access hole.  On the Otters, engine oil is used to regulate the 3-blade variable-pitch Hamilton Standard prop and is under high pressure.  Within 30 seconds the entire fifteen-gallon oil sump was pumped out of the engine – all over the windshield.  Happily this incident occurred over a section of terrain commonly referred to as “the golf course” and the crew performed a textbook dead-stick landing with their heads sticking out the windows.

Once in Qui Nhon I witnessed a rather peculiar ritual in progress.  A freshly overhauled radial engine was suspended by a crane over a white sheet spread out on the ground and was being shaken purposefully.  Surrounded the sheet was an extremely glum looking group of engine shop specialists.  On cautious inquiry it was found that a fastener had fallen into an engine accessory hole (they seem to cause trouble).  The engine had just completed a multi-week rebuild and was due to be installed on a waiting aircraft. Subsequently a small object appeared on the sheet and the engine was escorted back to the shop as if nothing had ever happened.

In the Otter’s cabin, the crew chief position was the last seat on the left, next to the rear cargo door.  Aft of the crew chief’s station was a walk-in radio room that had the luxury of a stand-up relief tube.  Crew chiefs did not appreciate anyone using the relief tubes on board, as this would necessitate an entry in the logbook and a subsequent cleaning to prevent corrosion. When necessary, the pilots would frequently meander back to use the aft position rather than struggling with the one up in the cockpit, especially after word got around that one crew chief had reversed the direction of the outside vent so that it produced a bit of back pressure rather than the slight vacuum required for proper operation.  They figured that the one in the back was more likely to be functional since the crew chief might need to use it himself sometime.

On the south leg of the courier, there was a highly recognizable landmark that would cause the pilots, like Pavlov’s dog, to respond with a gentle right turn inland towards Tam Ky.  I had discovered that the rudder trim cables ran past my seat and that by working my fingertips between an overlap in the cabin upholstery I could effect the rudder trim enough to initiate an unmistakable change in direction.  As Reliable 282 ambled down its old familiar airway, one day it began turning towards Tam Ky all by itself.  Recounting the pilots’ reactions to this phenomenon produced a great deal of guffawing among the enlisted men, but one day I was caught red-handed and the game was up.

Perhaps because of incidents like this or simply for general principles, the pilots would also hatch plots against the crew chiefs.  On an evening flight back to Marble Mountain we were light on fuel and had only one passenger on board.  Over the headset came “Boatner, got a light?”.  I unbuckled and started up the aisle toward the cockpit, cigarette lighter in hand (I should have known better).  About halfway there they initiated a zero-g maneuver.  At first I got so heavy I almost sank to my knees, then over the top and I was floating around like an astronaut in the “vomit comet”.  

There were some 5-gallon cans of oil that were not secured and they started to float.  (A Pratt & Whitney R-1340 “Wasp Junior” engine could burn several gallons of oil per hour so we always carried lots of oil). As I tried to push the cans back down to the floor, I simply floated higher toward the ceiling.  The pilots managed to end the maneuver without any damage, which was no mean feat considering they were both looking back at me and laughing their heads off.  They’d checked to make sure that the sole passenger was belted in before they started the maneuver, and expected he would appreciate the joke.  Instead he looked like he was in shock.

Sometimes in the evening we could see the 50 caliber rounds floating up towards us.  They liked to shoot at aircraft around nightfall because the Phantoms would not be able to find them if someone called in an air strike.  The tracers looked huge, like softballs - even like basketballs sometimes.  They floated up so gracefully, then onward into the heavens.  It was fascinating and frightening at the same time.  Of course between each one you saw there were four you didn’t.  When a round hit the plane it would go “tick” as it passed through the sheet metal like paper.  That little sound would throw terror into the hearts of experienced crew (the passengers often didn’t even notice it).  You never wanted to do anything in the plane that would make that kind of noise.

There were also many kinds of “friendly fire”.  Being around all manner of dangerous machinery often proved to be the most immediate threat to one’s health.  In all the noise and excitement it was surprisingly easy to walk into a prop or a tail rotor (many of us had the experience of stopping by instinct a couple feet short of a spinning prop).  Another problem was that the different services usually didn’t coordinate their activities.  On a flight from Da Nang to Qui Nhon we were nearly run over by two Marine Phantoms on approach to a local airfield.  Another time we were almost blown out of the air by the battleship New Jersey which was in the South China Sea firing at targets inland.

Though usually mundane, once in a while the courier missions would get really interesting.  We carried everything from Army Generals and CBS reporters to pigs in baskets.  One day they had us load a couple of very heavy burlap bags onboard. During the flight a small hole revealed the contents of the bags - they were chock full of money. But by far the most interesting missions we flew were the special missions supporting the Green Berets that were working with the Montegnard villagers far back in the mountains.  

Towards the end of my tour we could tell that the war was not going well.  We flew many missions to camps that had been partially overrun the night before.  Sometimes they would simply back a 3/4 ton truck up to the cargo door, fold all the seats up, and fill the entire cargo bay with M-1 carbines, like stacking firewood. We’d fly them somewhere to be just as unceremoniously offloaded.

We sometimes flew USO bands, many of which were Australian, to little camps in the middle of nowhere.  They’d set up, do their show, then load up and we’d take them out.  Nobody wanted to be in those places when it got dark.  In one camp every soldier was carrying a loaded weapon, even in the mess hall and while watching the show.  It turned out that in the past few days several guards had been shot in the back from inside the compound and nobody was sure who was doing it.

We also carried NVA and VC POWs.  There was a Marine who flew the POW missions with us and was the only American I met in Viet Nam who could speak Vietnamese.  The prisoners were blindfolded and were terrified of the airplane, and were frequently a safely hazard because they would not be still.  The Marine would speak to them softly and they would immediately calm down and do anything he asked them to.

THE LAST FLIGHT OF RELIABLE 691

On January 27th, 1969, we were on the south leg of the afternoon courier mission.  That day Reliable 691 was being flown by W.O. “Andy” Sanford and Capt. Dale Barber.  691 had the head of an Indian girl stenciled on the tail, and was sometimes called the “Iroquois Princess”. It was mid afternoon when we approached the vicinity of Quang Ngai and there was chatter on the radio about local ground fire.  This was not unusual for those parts except that in this case it appeared that the location referenced was off the departure end of the runway.  

As we landed I noticed two Huey “Slicks” parked on a grassy area near the approach end with their crews stripped to their T-shirts, waiting for the call to their next mission.  We were on the ground for some time, so I wandered over to talk to them.  They confirmed hearing the ground fire reports, but didn’t seem too concerned about it.

Some poor fool was sweating through his last day in country and was hitching a ride to Da Nang for his plane trip home.  Two large cardboard boxes containing all his belongings were loaded on board along with a full load of passengers.  At Quang Ngai we frequently had to hold the ARVNs off at gunpoint to prevent them from storming the plane, they were so desperate to get out before nightfall.  Quang Ngai was not the place to be when it got dark.  They didn’t seem to understand that the old Otter couldn’t get off the ground with 75 people on board.

As we taxied to the runup area I asked if the pilots had heard the reports of ground fire on the way in.  They said they had and I informed them that the Slick crews had confirmed the reports.  The tower had not mentioned a hazard when they cleared us for departure, but when queried, acknowledged that they had received unsubstantiated reports of ground fire off the end of the runway.  

During the runup I had a sense of dread (I later found that both pilots were feeling it as well).  We did the world’s longest runup, checking everything twice, hoping something would blow up so we wouldn’t have to take off.  W.O. Sanford and Capt. Barber discussed the procedures for executing a high-performance takeoff as an evasive maneuver. They would keep clean flaps until we hit about 80-100 MPH on the ground, then rotate and drop the flaps simultaneously.

It was a truly splendid takeoff and we were all in the process of mentally congratulating ourselves on our cleverness when there was a loud bang and the engine dropped dead.  We were in a very nose high attitude and I could see the pilots both struggling to push the nose over and avoid going into a tail slide.  I yelled to the passengers to brace themselves, that we were going in hard.  I remember wondering if I had given my pre-flight emergency spiel and then feeling a sense of relief as all 8 passengers executed a perfectly choreographed response.  There was a momentary sensation of weightlessness, then the wind again began whistling past the open window next to my seat.  

I estimate we were at about 500 feet when we got hit.  Apparently they had set up a machine gun in a perfect position directly off the end of the runway, so they could pick off a plane like a fish in a barrel right after takeoff.  Usually they were more careful about the risk of giving their position away, but in our case I guess the temptation was simply too great. 

One of the pilots managed to get a Mayday back to the tower.  After a hard but otherwise nearly perfect 3-point landing in a rice patty we skidded into a dyke, which tore off the engine and the left landing gear.  The left wing then impacted the ground and bent up about two thirds of the way out.  The Otter stood up on its nose and felt like it was going to flip over on its back, but then slammed back down on its belly. For the slightest moment there was complete and total silence.  

I opened the cargo doors and passengers jumped out into mud up to their knees.  The crew’s first concern was changing the radio frequencies and locating mailbags and other sensitive materials.  We were sitting ducks in the mud, but taking refuge in an aluminum eggshell filled with several hundred gallons of 115/145-octane fuel was not an attractive alternative, so we followed the passengers out.  

After what seemed like a very long time, the sweet sound of approaching Hueys filled the air.  Our old buddies from back at the field had heard the Mayday and had jumped in and cranked up, still in their T-shirts.  Both Hueys circled and opened fire on something we couldn’t see, then one landed and picked up most of the passengers and the mailbags.  The other Huey continued to circle and fire, then the first one returned and took the upper position while the other one landed to pick up the rest of us.  

I made one last pass through the plane to check for classified materials.  I grabbed my Canon Super-8 movie camera that had slid up to the cockpit, then slogged out to the waiting Huey.  The door gunner grabbed me by the collar and physically hauled me onboard.  I’ll never forget the look of fear in his eyes.  With no flack vest, gloves or fire retardant clothes, he must have felt naked.  I wondered what he’d seen up there, circling and shooting.  

The Huey leaped up as I was barely on board.  Feeling the Canon in my hand I pulled the trigger and swept the camera in the general direction of Reliable 691.  When I got the film back a few weeks later it showed in the background a ragtag band of humanity making its way across the field, bent on reaching 691. From our position on the ground, we’d never even seen them. Later we learned that the Hueys had returned to the area and fired over 2,000 more rounds to try and keep the plane from being ransacked, but to no avail. 

Another plane from our Platoon flew in and took us back to Marble Mountain.  It was a very odd feeling to be again sitting in an Otter and about to repeat the same departure that had recently proved so traumatic (though this time under heavy escort by a couple of Cobras).  Of course this is the “get back in the saddle” philosophy that is necessary to banish the fear of flying.  The next couple of weeks were terrible, being a crew chief without a ship, but I was eternally grateful when the 18th assigned me Reliable 282, which would prove to be a strong and faithful beast through the rest of my tour.

We never found out exactly what hit us in Quang Ngai, or precisely where the firing had come from.  I imagine the machine gun and its crew had silently disappeared back into their shadowy world by the time the Hueys arrived.  Later the first American soldiers at the site would find that the heavy cardboard boxes had been shredded open by what appeared to be human fingernails and their contents vanished. Several attempts by an accident reporting team to access the crash site were aborted due to sniper fire.  

Reliable 691 was eventually retrieved by a Chinook and dropped off at the airfield at Quang Ngai.  As an ignominious ending, the fuselage was hoisted up on supports to be used as jump practice for Vietnamese paratroopers.  This sad spectacle was a daily memento for the Otter crews of the I Corps Courier henceforth. 
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