Things Happen for a Reason

Sometimes you happen to be just where you were supposed to be.  It was a beautiful day outside as I sat in one of the reception areas of the Lubbock VA complex.  I was on the second floor with a bunch of different specialties behind its closed doors.  As was the case most of the time I visited, the gentleman sitting next to me turned and asked what branch of the service I was in.  When I replied, Air Force, he replied, “Me, too.”  I followed up with “Where were you stationed?” “Several places here, but my Southeast Asia stint was Udorn, Thailand,” he replied.  “Not too bad a place,” I said.  “Went there a couple of times – hospital once.  Stationed at a place called NKP.”  He laughed, “Up on the Mekong River, a short swim over to Laos.” I replied, “I preferred crossing over on an EC-47 even though it wasn’t much safer once you got there.” 
“Pilot?” my new friend asked.  “No, became one after I got back to the world.  Over there, I was an intercept operator.  Located enemy positions and if I thought they were the bad guys, marked them for disposal.”  It was very noisy there, but the guy, who later introduced himself to me and me to him, suddenly had the strangest look on his face.  Just seen a ghost.
My new friend suddenly said, “Were you a ‘Spook’?”   I told him that I guessed that was what guys in my small detachment were called.  He turned toward me and stuck out his hand. We shook, and I think he said he was Jay or Ray.  “I was a B-52 navigator,” he then said.  “Udorn, two tours, early 69 through 70.  Came back here after that and finished my twenty.  We were flying over Laos then.  Go up, get to the supplied coordinates – usually the trail – start dropping our bombs until there aren’t any more, and head home.”  “Ark Light,” I said.  He replied, “Damn, hadn’t heard those two words for a long time.”  
“Well,” he continued, “One day, probably close after Christmas of '69, my briefing was to go there, then here, then way over there, then back somewhere else.  My mission time increased by an hour or so.  None of us knew why, but we weren’t happy with the longer mission.  Our pre-flight briefing sessions weren’t the type for questions.  We just flew to where we were told.  Later, someone said they heard that ‘spooks’ were now calling the shots - telling us where to go.  We thought that they were blaming it on ghosts rather than saying who elongated the mission time.  The CIA had ‘spooks,’ but they were only on the ground, and there weren’t too many of them.  They said the ‘spooks’ giving us the info just flew about in the air and somehow knew where the bombs should be dropped.”
He went on.  “From then on, some of our missions were to just fly around Laos and later Cambodia.  Just wait for a call telling us where to drop, and how many.  We always laughed about flying around waiting for a call from ‘spooks’.  I remember seeing C-47s around then.  Of course, we were several miles higher and many times either one of the pilots or I would call and tell them to leave the area for a few minutes as I needed to make a drop and didn’t want to hit ‘em on the head.”  I interjected, “Yep, that’s when we heard the word ‘expedite,’ got full rudder along with a ninety-degree turn to the left or right.  Sometimes, so much G force that the keys on our equipment would sink to the bottom.” 
“Sorry, he said.  “Didn’t mean to ruin your day.  Anyway, it wasn’t until just before I left Udon that I heard there were actually ‘spooks.  They were flying out of NKP.  Just a few of them.  A couple on each of those 47s that seemed to always be there when I was told to make my drop.”
Jay or Ray’s name was called for his appointment, but as he was standing, he said to me, “How did you do it?”  “You mean, the equipment?” I said.   “No.  How did you always know who was good and who was bad when you told me where to drop?  I was told not to question.  You ‘Spooks' never made mistakes.”  
I never had the chance to answer, as my name was also called.  Maybe, with both of us abruptly parting, fate had intervened.  I didn’t have an answer to his last question.  
Why was this conversation so significant?  Until that very moment, the scope of what I actually did – the good, rather than the bad, had never pierced my thick skull.  You see, in the early 1970s, the U.S. military realized that precision was key to minimizing unnecessary destruction. The 6994th SS, through its electronic intelligence operations, helped to refine target data for B-52 missions. By intercepting and analyzing radar and other signals from enemy air defense systems, the squadron could provide real-time data to U.S. commanders. This allowed B-52 bombers to strike more accurately, reducing the need for indiscriminate carpet bombing in places like Laos and Cambodia. This was particularly important as the U.S. sought to hit specific targets such as enemy supply lines, troop concentrations, and missile sites without causing excessive collateral damage.
My squadron, Detachment 3 of the 6994th Security Squadron (SS) flying EC-47s out of Nakhon Pathom (NKP), Thailand, began providing electronic intelligence support to B-52 operations in Southeast Asia during the early 1970s. While exact dates are not always publicly documented, our role in providing bombing information was significantly expanded starting in 1970, contributing to more precise targeting and reducing the need for carpet bombing in Laos and Cambodia.  Additionally, gathering information on enemy communications systems, as well as their location, was crucial for improving the accuracy and effectiveness of U.S. air operations. 
The squadron's EC-47 aircraft were modified versions of the C-47 transport plane, equipped with sophisticated electronics for intercepting, analyzing, and decoding voice and Morse code transmissions. These signals were often used to track and target U.S. aircraft or guide anti-aircraft defenses. By intercepting these signals, the 6994th SS could provide crucial intelligence to friendly aircraft, allowing them to avoid enemy radar systems or exploit weaknesses in the radar network for more effective strikes.
One of the significant results of the squadron's work was the reduced need for carpet bombing, a strategy that had been heavily criticized for its imprecision and high civilian casualties. By providing more accurate targeting information, the 6994th allowed U.S. air operations to focus on more specific, strategic targets, significantly reducing the scope and scale of bombings in countries like Laos and Cambodia. This shift not only helped minimize civilian casualties but also contributed to the U.S. military's strategic goals by damaging enemy infrastructure more effectively.
It was very dangerous. EC-47 crews from the 6994th flying out of Nakhon Phanom (NKP) in 1969–1970 did slow, low-altitude electronic surveillance over heavily contested parts of Laos and eastern Cambodia — a mission profile that made them highly vulnerable to enemy fire, and the unit did suffer many combat losses.
Now the “epiphany” that I had written several years ago had just come to life.  
[bookmark: _Hlk172807666]Epiphany: “A sudden, intuitive perception of or in or insight into the reality or essential meaning of something, usually initiated by some simple, homely, or commonplace occurrence of experience.”   
I had one of those one night at about 2 am.  I have been looking at my situation all backwards. Oh, I still can’t sleep, have nightmares, mood swings, and the like, but I just may have softened what I did over there fifty-six years ago.
First, you need to know that only the military, both sides - in Laos and Cambodia had radio equipment.  The North Vietnamese (VC) and the Pathet Lao, both Communist enemies of the indigenous residents of the countries, as well as the United States, had very crude homemade transmitters.  Under most circumstances, a skilled operative could distinguish between those and the ones used by friendly forces.  Consequently, coded information from those transmitters indicated the presence of enemy forces who were dispersed in and among the rice fields, trees, and streams occupied by the non-political peasants.  
Before our small detachment of twenty-some guys at NKP, Thailand, the bombing of Laos and Cambodia was done indiscriminately – sometimes with bits and pieces of information coming from CIA operatives on the ground, but mostly the bombing took place wherever they hadn’t bombed previously.  Up and down the Ho Chi Minh Trail was their favorite to deter trucks moving troops and supplies.  As I mentioned, it was called carpet bombing, also known as saturation bombing, where a large area bombardment is done progressively to inflict damage on every part of a selected area of land.  
Now comes me and a few others in the middle of the Asian rainy season in 1969.  My job, flying in aircraft built in the 1940s, was to obtain real enemy targets to be dealt with in real time, without a second thought.  I found ‘em, called in their location, and sometimes in less than ten minutes, they just disappeared in a cloud of smoke and dust from an unknown aircraft five miles overhead.  If not then, in a few hours or at least by the next morning.   This was precision bombing - the aerial bombing of a target with some degree of accuracy, to maximize target damage and limit collateral damage. 
And until my epiphany, I thought that’s what I did.  I sent bombers to drop their ordinance on the enemy.  Yes, you could look at it that way, as I have done for many years.  However, just maybe I was telling the bombers: “Do not go anywhere I am not telling you to go because the enemy is not there.”  I was telling them where not to go just as much as I was telling them where to go.   
The areas where I was telling them not to go were where there were the non-combatants, unarmed farmers, and their families trying to exist among the bombs – the bombs I had directed somewhere else.  All these years, I have never arranged the words that I have just written quite this way.  Maybe it’s just words, but I like it.   
Dennis Swartz
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