A Day to Remember

Note: The entirety of our highly classified missions was finally declassified in 2014.  Detailed activities of our squadron and our counterparts in Vietnam can now be found in the archives at San Angelo State University.  Before that declassification, I had not told anyone what I did – not even my wife and parents.
The year was 1970.  The tarmac where our aircraft rested was only about eighty-five degrees as the sun was not quite over the Mekong River yet.  Now, that may sound somewhat pleasant, but when standing on shimmering steel, the heat instantly radiates upward from the sole of your boots to the tip of your head.  With the sunlight coming from overhead and the steel beneath, your body probably boils about at your belly button.  Guess that’s why the front of my flight suit was always soaked.
The two military police officers who guard our antique EC-47 overnight are now gone, as we have assumed responsibility.  The aircraft commander and his co-pilot are going over their checklist, and the navigator is preparing his maps.  Mike, my partner for that day, and I from the small 6994th squadron are checking our radios, encrypted transmitting devices, and direction-finding equipment.  After entering the aircraft, we begin planning where to go first.  You see, what we are doing is unique.  You might say it was somewhat strange.  As the ASM – Airborne Mission Supervisor - I provide the navigator the coordinates where we are to fly, he plots the shortest path to get there - subject to known enemy “hot spots,” - and then he instructs the pilot manning the controls to fly there.  We were in charge - or as the ASM - I am.  As I think back, I may have secretly hoped that we would find a malfunction in one of our radios or the complicated direction-finding gear.  We wouldn’t be able to go then.  Or maybe more appropriately, we wouldn’t have to.  Over one-hundred missions so far for me, and there was never a malfunction– even when we were airborne.  Dang, those pesky overworked and underpaid technicians and mechanics.  
As the mission supervisor, I can hear everything over my headset and can communicate with everyone in the plane separately or at the same time.  With over five-hundred hours so far in the EC-47, I know the pilot’s checklist pretty much from memory.  
Battery, generator, trim tabs, parking brake, cowl flaps, propellers, mixtures, pitot heat, and a bunch of other knobs and switches, all checked.  At 0545, to clear out any oil that has seeped into the cylinders overnight, the pilot makes the customary twelve prop rotations without turning on the magnetos that create the spark that makes the beast come alive.  When he flips on the mag to light the fuel in the cylinders, there is a cough or two, and the fire-breathing dragon comes to life - its roar spewing from the two rows of seven cylinders begins.  
Then the same procedure begins with the fourteen cylinders on the other side.  Pale gray smoke from the sputtering 1,200-horsepower Pratt & Whitney engines is raging past our windows as the revolving props gain their composure.  They finally settle down a bit before we begin our gradual roll.  We always lift off before sunrise, as the cooler air is denser.  With our equipment and fuel, the thin hot air later in the day would make our overweight plane too heavy to lift off the runway before the warm steel beneath our tires abruptly becomes trees at the end.  Airfield ground control clears us for runway 15.   We taxi out, point the plane into the wind, and radio the tower on 121.5.  Aircraft lined up; tail wheel locked; ailerons, elevators, and rudder movement free; props set full; fuel mixture one-half; and manifold at 1800.  Engines are screaming now.  Breaks released.  Rolling, rolling, rolling, fifty knots, sixty, then seventy – rotate.  We are now airborne.  The Mekong River is ahead, with the blinding yellow sun just peeking over the mountains, casting its early-morning glare on the murky water.  So beautiful and serene.  It appears we are the only humans around – but none of us believe that.  
I turn my head forward from watching through the scratched plexiglass covering my tiny window for any potential fire that would suddenly cripple our left engine.  My compadre is doing the same on the right side.  We all light up our cigarettes, and just like that, we are in Laos.  
Wait a minute!  I was a spectator at this same event yesterday, or was it the day before?  I remember sleeping last night – at least for a little while.  We went to our bar, which was actually a spare hooch with a plank on two oil drums, a TV, and some folding chairs.  We drank some beer, watched Star Trek on the twenty-some-inch TV screen, drank some more beer, ate a couple of boiled eggs, and drank some more.  That’s right, something was different last night.  We caught a rat in our homemade trap.  A shoe box propped up with a pencil with a string.  When he, or maybe she, went under the box, Steve pulled the string, and we trapped it.  We then, noiselessly, sneaked down the boardwalk, past the latrine, and released it in our buddy’s hooch.   Oh, shoot, it is today, and I am starting over.  Wish it were yesterday again because I would be with my buddies drinking some beer, watching Star Trek on TV, drinking some more beer, eating a couple of boiled eggs, and drinking some more.  Why yesterday?  Because it isn’t today.  I know what happened yesterday – and the day before that.  In fact, I even know what happened three days ago – or maybe it was four.  Or was that a dream?  Anyway, it is now today - right now, with the jungle below.  My flight suit is still wet with sweat, making the cool wind howling through the missing window in the rear of the plane actually feel cold.
Let’s see.  Yesterday, the navigator and I ran to the back of the plane and then forward a couple of times.  The co-pilot was flying, and it took him a couple of minutes fumbling with the elevator’s trim tab before he caught on why the plane was not flying level.  Same lieutenant in the right seat today.  He won’t fall for it again - plus, a full bird colonel is sitting in the left seat.  You don’t mess with them.  The pilots and navigator don't wear any bars, leaves, or eagles, but you know what rank they hold – or you could get pretty close.  Funny thing.  I just thought about something.  We don’t wear any insignias either, but I don’t think the crew even knows who we are or what we are – and they don’t ask.  They have been told not to.
On the lighter side, I recall the navigator getting on our plane one day with stenciling on the cylinder carrying his maps.  The charts we use are classified and carried by the navigator between being picked up and being spread out on his plotting table in the plane.  The container is a metal tube about six feet long and five inches in diameter.  This navigator has stenciled something like “AFQ97-Mark7IR5-Laser.  When he stopped by the dining hall to pick up breakfast, several people saw the tube.  Since our aircraft are always under guard when on the ground, no one knew what we did – they only speculated.  And boy, how they speculated.
The Star Trek television series started several years before, and everyone on base with access to a TV was watching it on AFTN - the Armed Forces Television Network.  So, everyone knew about the capabilities of the Starship Enterprise and its photon torpedoes, phasers, and tractor beams.  The word spread about our EC47s carrying one or more of those.  Now, whenever someone hears about a major enemy explosion, an unexpected vanishing of a target, or whatever may have been exaggerated or embellished, it must have been one of those 47s carrying “Spooks.”  When asked, it is always, “I cannot confirm or deny.  I simply can’t talk about anything we do.”  And that is the truth.  
Suddenly, as if on cue, the AC, the aircraft commander’s voice, their squadron commander, I find out, broke through on my headset momentarily quelling the roar of the engines.  An old guy, at least forty-five, I’d say.  His voice was booming.  “Hey, there, Mission Supervisor.”  I replied: “Yes, sir.”  “I had one of your guys plot twenty-five of them last week.  Haven’t flown with you before.  You do any better than that?”  “Every time – I lied.”  You get north of thirty, and I’ll personally deliver a case of beer to you,” he barked.  “I responded with, “Old Milwaukee will be just fine.”  That had never happened to me before, and I had over a hundred missions at that time.  I had been challenged.  
You must understand that the number of radios on the ground actually transmitting was determined by what area you were assigned to and what activity was going on below at that particular moment.  So, you never knew how busy you might be.  But I exuded all the confidence I had when responding to the commander, anyway.  
And just as I heard many times before, there was the faint but familiar “(dah dah didah) (ditidit) (didah) (diti dada diti).”  Translation: “QSA IMI - What is my signal strength?  “(di dah dah dah dah).”  Signal strength is only one.  Too far away to look for his partner, but I got my first one of the day with this half-naked guy, thinking he could hide from me under all those trees.  Sounds like a homemade transmitter.  The day is starting out well.  Being this close to the river probably means the transmission is coming from the CIA.  Could be a VC pretending to be CIA, I think to myself.  Or a Laotian spoofing the VC who is pretending to be CIA.  Maybe even a North Vietnamese Regular making out to be a Laotian, trying hard to mimic a VC, doing his best to fool me as being CIA.  Oh, well.  We’ll sort it out later.  Just need to find more targets.  
I now speak into my mic to the whole crew, “Lock on target 1, signal strength 3, alerting the pilot to level the wings for the navigator to print the first Line of Position (LOP.)  I now turn my head to Mike, operating the Y console.  To him only I say, “Frequency 249.7.”  While he is finding the transmission frequency, I am back to the navigator, telling him the signal strength is steady at 243 degrees.  At this point, the navigator has an approximate direction of the transmitter and tells the pilot which heading to take to keep the target off one wing or the other, but not behind or ahead of the plane.  I continue to call out the target’s relative bearing and signal strength while switching back to Mike, telling him I think the target is a bad guy and to go for it.    
Now the complexities begin.  I hear another sound in my headset.  Target number 2, signal strength 1.  I give Mike the frequency, the navigator the bearing, and continue calling the signal strength.  The navigator prints the LOP while keeping track of target 1 transmission.  Mike goes to number 2 frequently.  Nav tells the pilot to take a new heading for target 2.  I dial my 1960s first-generation direction-finding computer back to target 1.  Mike continues copying target 2 until I tell him to go back to target 1 again.  I tell Nav that target 1 is slipping away and recommend a slow northward turn.  Then I say, “Lock on target 3, signal strength 1.  Now it hits the fan.  The navigator and I now have our hands full.  Mike is copying, analyzing, changing frequencies, communicating with me, and transmitting whenever possible to the ground.  I then announce, “Lock on target 4, then back to 2, then back to 3, then 4 again, and then 5, and 6, and 7.” 
Suddenly, there is the hustle and chaos of the mission.  My left hand is flying from one setting to another on the four-position switch that determines who in the plane I need to give what information to.  Wrong move, and I’m giving classified information to someone I shouldn’t.  My right hand is flying from my equipment dials to the note pad where I am writing call signs, frequencies, signal strength, and relative bearings.  Mike’s fingers are flying over the keyboard, typing the code while calling in the target's location.  The navigator is moving his hands and arms as hard and fast as he can, flying over his charts.  And the old colonel and young lieutenant are missing the flak from below and bombs from above.  They are definitely flying.  We all are.    
It is not a problem to handle two potential targets at the same time.  Three when the circumstances were right, and four if you are pushing your accuracy to its limit.  And on this day, I wasn’t out for the beer - although that was a nice gesture.  I was out for the recognition of the old guy, the colonel, the squadron commander, the guy who would remember me and brag to the other pilots that he was the aircraft commander on the flight where that “Spook” in the back set the record for the most targets.  This goes on for about four hours until it’s time to RTB – Return To Base.  You see why more than twenty to twenty-five targets were virtually impossible to maintain one-hundred percent accuracy.  Mistakes are measured in lives.
Well, what do you know?  I had over twenty targets in less than two hours - another ten or so the next hour.  I knew I would be close to forty with time to spare before we left the target area.  I wanted the “bird” to know he had the distinct honor of being the chauffeur to the best “Spook” in the business - well, counting Mike, the best two.  
There is a strange and somewhat funny thing I just recalled about this flight.  I don’t know why this one mission sticks out of the hundreds I flew with the Air Force and others with the agency.  Why does this one stick in my head?  One part may be because it was just after we crossed back over the Mekong into Thailand.  We were on the right downwind leg, preparing to land.  This is where the pilot is parallel to the runway, flying in the opposite direction from where he plans to land.  A mile or so past the end of the runway, he makes a ninety-degree left turn and then another.  The one-eighty-degree maneuver turns the aircraft in the opposite direction, ready to line up on the runway for the landing.  I hadn’t flown with the colonel before, but I would have bet the case of beer I didn’t have yet just what he was about to do.  I turned to Mike and said, “Wait for it.”  A second later, the prop on the lieutenant’s side - the right side of the aircraft - began to slow, then it was just turning from the air blowing past it.  The lieutenant who was flying the plane on possibly his last check ride before certification to be a command pilot, hears the old man say: “Single engine landing, bring her in, son.”  
With no power from the right engine, the aircraft suddenly veers sharply to starboard - sorry, wrong military branch.  The left spinning propeller is forcing the plane to the right - really hard right - but the pilot must begin his turn to the left for his final approach in less than a minute.  Full rudder trim, and still his left foot is pushing on the pedal as hard as he can to force the tail fin to offset the invisible force pushing him where he didn’t want to go.  Then, like he had done a hundred times – only in his head, he increases the throttle on the good left engine to maximum allowable, making the plane want to turn even more the wrong way.  He must maintain his speed as much as possible with only one propeller working.  Prop pitch now to low, increase fuel mixture to rich.  Now bad engine prop control back, throttle back, mixture control to idle cut-off, oil shut off, battery on right engine off, and now feather.  Time now for a whole bunch of other things the young guy must do - all in a matter of seconds.  Way too many switches, knobs, and levers to clutter up this story right now, so I’ll just end by saying that he did make it.  And along the way, the colonel was even giving his apprentice a couple of fatherly suggestions – not orders, just suggestions for future disasters.  
This scenario would be like a car going down a steep hill when its brakes go out, the accelerator sticks full throttle, and the parking brake lever comes loose, flying up and breaking the key off in the ignition.  Oh, yes, the bridge a few blocks ahead is out.  Needless to say, what happens at that particular instant to the aircraft probably wouldn’t happen in a hundred years when it headed downwind and was just about to land.  But it could.  The lieutenant did well, was later promoted to captain, and was my aircraft commander on a couple of occasions.  Again, I don’t know why I remember this out of all those other flights.  Maybe it was what transpired later in the day.
The old man personally delivered the case of Old Milwaukee to my hooch that evening.  He even sat on the porch steps and drank one with me.  This alone was worth more to me than the beer or even the record I set.  That day was not just another day - it was a good day, as I remember back then.  A day that I will always remember.  
A lifetime for many, but I remember it like it was yesterday, or maybe today - right now, every detail this very minute.  Relaxing on the porch, no formalities.  Just two guys – one old enough to be my dad, and the other young enough to be his son – but not that day.  Somehow, we were equal.  At the time, before I earned my pilot’s license, I couldn’t fly his aircraft, but he couldn’t do my job either.  Hell, he didn’t even know what my job actually was.  Come to think of it – I guess I didn’t either.  That is, until forty-some years later, when what we did in Laos and later Cambodia was finally declassified. 
										Dennis Swartz

