
  Chapter 1

  The Worthless Contraption

  Bogies twelve o’clock. Drop your tanks,” came the calm voice of Captain Dick Bong in my earphones. Normally Bong didn’t talk much during a dogfight—he was too busy blowing Zeros out of the sky. But on this flight he was leading the squadron, so it was his job to call for external-fuel-tank drop when an enemy engagement was imminent.

  By the time I had switched the fuel-selector valve and punched the salvo switch, he’d added, “Okay, let’s go get ’em, Captive.” (Captive was our call sign. The Army Air Corps 9th Fighter Squadron of the 49th Fighter Group in World War II were “The Flying Knights.”)

  When I felt my tanks drop away, I rammed the twin throttles of my P-38 fighter to full power and followed Bong as he winged over and dove on a formation of Japanese Zeros. They were about 3,000 feet below and flying toward us. I could tell they hadn’t seen us yet because they were holding course directly toward us, which they wouldn’t intentionally do with P-38s because of our superior fire power.

  Bong fired first since he was in the lead, and his initial burst caught a Zero head on. It exploded in flames then snapped into a wild tumble, shedding flaming pieces as it hurtled into its death plunge. The rest of the Japanese formation scattered in all directions with our fighters in hot pursuit like hounds after a fox. Within seconds we were entangled in a giant aerial melee of swarming P-38s and Zeros.

  I took a snap shot at a Zero as it zipped past, then rolled into a bank for a deflection shot at another. Before I could get a lead on him fire-balls came flying past my canopy. I glanced over my shoulder to see black engine cowling and blinking wing guns: I had a Zero right on my tail and he had me in his sights! I rolled into a split S and dove away. He followed, but fortunately for me, he had to break off because one of my squadron-mates came swooping down on him.

  When I pulled out of the dive and looked around, there was no one on my tail, but I could hear the pitched radio chatter that went something like this:

  “Blue Three, look out! Two o’clock! Two o’clock!”

  “I got ’em, I got em’!”

  “Red Leader, there’s a couple heading for that cloud.”

  “Blue Four, you’re trailing smoke!”

  “I took a hit in my left engine.”

  “Bill! You got one on your tail!”

  “Sonofabitch! Get ’im off!”

  “I’ll get ’im—!”

  “I got one! Look at that bastard burn!”

  “I see him, John. That’s a confirmed.”

  “Red Leader, I’m gettin’ outta here, I lost an engine!”

  “Who’s calling Red Leader?”

  “It’s Red Four! Red Four!”

  “Red Three, cover Red Four!”

  “Roger, I got him in sight.”

  To be involved in an aerial dogfight between opposing fighters in World War II had to be one of the most terrifying, yet exhilarating, experiences in the business of warfare. Although this form of combat originated in World War I, the airplane of that day was little more than a motorized kite compared to the powerful, heavily armed fighters of WWII. The basic rules of engagement were the same, but we flew at speeds and altitudes never dreamed of by those first air knights. The result, however, was the same: it was an aerial duel to the death; the winner went home to fame, the loser went down in flame.

  The big winner that November day in 1943 was Captain Dick Bong, who scored two kills, his 20th and 21st. He eventually shot down 40 Japanese aircraft and became America’s all-time Ace of Aces. His record will stand forever, since that type of aerial combat is history.

  The loser that day on our side was Lt. George Haniotis. He was on the losing end of an aerial duel. But he managed to keep his mortally wounded fighter in the air until he was out to sea and away from the Japanese base, then had to parachute out.

  We covered him until he landed in the water and got into his oneman rubber lifeboat. There was nothing more we could do. The dog-fight was over. The Zeros that survived had gone home. We also had to go home since we barely had enough fuel remaining to get there. We swooped down over Haniotis. He waved. Then we climbed back up to cruising altitude and set course for the long flight back to our base at Dobodura, on the Island of New Guinea.

  Normally, on a successful mission where we had downed enemy aircraft, there would be lots of spirited radio chatter on the flight home. This time it was quiet on that long flight. The vision of our squadron-mate waving goodbye from his tiny boat in that vast expanse of the Bismarck Sea burned vividly in our thoughts. We all knew there was little chance he could survive. We were right.

  I had a number of memory-searing incidents involving the loss of squadron-mates during the course of flying 103 combat missions in World War II. All of which I remember vividly. But if we fast-forward ten years, the one that came back to me in crystal-clear focus on a cold winter day during the Korean War was that of George Haniotis.

  I was the pilot of a Sikorsky helicopter hovering over the wind-swept waves of the Yellow Sea where a downed jet pilot struggled for life in the freezing water directly below. When I looked down at him, I could see Haniotis waving from his tiny boat. There hadn’t been anyone to rescue Haniotis. But now there was someone to rescue this fighter pilot: me, and my helicopter. And I did that. But getting there and getting that job done wasn’t easy. The helicopter pilots of the Korean War were indeed pioneers, flying primitive helicopters with no armor, no instruments, no lights and no guns. And it was particularly difficult for me because I was a misplaced fighter pilot flying a helicopter! To tell that story I need to start back at the end of WWII...

  • • •

  I had decided to stay in the Army Air Force after the war because the new jet fighters were just coming out and, like most fighter pilots, I wanted to fly them.

  Mass confusion reigned as our giant war machine was dismantled in wholesale slaughter fashion. Military and political leaders were aware of the burgeoning communist threat, but we had just fought the most devastating and costly war in history, so no one wanted to hear about a communist threat. And you couldn’t blame them. Millions of servicemen were discharged and millions of war machines were disposed of as we reduced our defenses to peacetime status—while the communists geared up for world domination.

  As I waited for an assignment to jet fighters, I was sent here and there, finally ending up at McChord Army Air Base in Tacoma, Washington, in a sort of catch-all squadron with an assortment of leftover war birds. Our official mission was air and sea search and rescue, or whatever else command could think of.

  The colonel in charge of this assortment had spent the war in a fat cat job so he didn’t have a lot of medals to wear. That must have given him some kind of complex because he wasn’t very friendly toward me or any of the other combat returnees. Every time I submitted an application to jet fighters, he would disapprove it.

  When a Sikorsky R-5 helicopter was assigned to our base for rescue work, they scheduled a flight demonstration the day it arrived. I’d never seen one and wasn’t very interested, but all pilots were required to attend. So we gathered in a group out on the flight ramp and stood around waiting impatiently for it to show.

  Before I saw it, I heard this totally alien sound. Not like the deep crack of a fighter engine, or even like the roar of the new jets. It was a whirling, beating sound. When it appeared over the tree line at the far end of the airfield, it looked like some kind of gangly bird right out of prehistoric times. It had spindly legs on a fat body and a tail like an elongated ice cream cone with a small propeller at the tip. The front end looked like the discarded greenhouse from a Heinkel 111 and the whole cluster of heterogeneous parts dangled beneath a whirling, multiblade windmill.

  As it labored toward us, the big windmill on top beat the air desperately, sending shock waves bouncing off the metal hangars where our group of disbelieving pilots stood gaping. I saw it, but didn’t believe it. There were no wings! No aerodynamic surfaces! No stabilizers! It shouldn’t fly. But it did, thrashing its way across the airfield just a few feet above the ramp. When it moved up near us the swirling blast of air from the windmill sent service caps sailing in all directions.

  “Look at that crazy thing!” one of the pilots exclaimed. “I can’t believe it!”

  I couldn’t believe it either. Yet I watched, fascinated, as the helicopter hovered over the ramp in one spot for several minutes. Then, turning sideways, it moved slowly out across the flight ramp, stopped, reversed itself, and moved back in the opposite direction, coming to a halt directly in front of us. Hovering there, it slowly rotated 360 degrees, then, as though saving its greatest feat till last, began to move backwards—to the astonishment of every pilot watching.

  I will always remember the disturbing ambivalence I experienced as I watched the helicopter perform. It was homely and awkward looking, without a single pleasing aerodynamic feature. It was an ugly duckling if I’d ever seen one. Yet, it was uniquely graceful. And there was something fascinating about the way it hovered there, defying the laws of gravity—and seemingly of aerodynamics.

  When the R-5 landed, it touched down like a feather in front of our gawking group. After a moment, the engine sputtered and died and all of the strange grinding noises began to subside as the long, fabric-covered windmill blades gradually slowed, drooped down, and wobbled to a stop.

  A small door in the nose section opened and the helicopter pilot, wearing a bright red baseball cap with a gold bar pinned to the front, stepped out and reported to the colonel who was standing there with a scowl on his face.

  “Is that special issue head gear for heeleocopter drivers?” he snarled, glaring at the red cap.

  The pilot tried to explain that a ball cap was the most practical headgear for the helicopter because it flies at low altitude and you don’t need an oxygen mask.

  The colonel waved off his explanation and said, “On this military installation, lieutenant, you will wear regulation head gear.”

  The helicopter pilot snatched the ball cap from his head and muttered, “Yes, sir.”

  “Lieutenant, I want you to do whatever is necessary to put that thing in storage. It won’t be needed around here until our rescue mission is fully integrated. I want it pickled, and parked in the back of the hangar, out of the way of our real aircraft.”

  “But...sir.”

  The colonel turned on his heel, as some of the pilots and ground crew had begun to move toward the helicopter for a closer look. “That’s all, gentlemen!” he snapped. “The formation is dismissed. You may return to your duty stations.” Obediently, though reluctantly, the curious ground crewmen dispersed and the pilots followed the colonel off the flight ramp, in order of rank, for the most part.

  As the procession exited, I slipped into the hangar through a side door, walked back through the interior and out onto the ramp. I didn’t know why beyond that I simply wanted to have a closer look at it. As I approached the helicopter, the pilot, with one hand still clutching the red ball cap, slowly raised the other hand to the side of his machine, as though in a gesture of defense.

  I grinned and said, “That guy isn’t what he appears, lieutenant. Actually, he’s a baboon we dress up to look like a colonel.” I could see by the way the helicopter pilot looked at me that didn’t know what to make of it all. I introduced myself and said, “How about explaining to me how this flying machine works?”

  After some coaxing he calmed down and gave me my first lesson on how a rotary-wing aircraft functions. “The basic aerodynamic principles are the same as an airplane.” Pausing, he glanced back over his shoulder, as though to insure the colonel had not returned. Then looking up at the windmill. “Those rotor blades serve the same function as the wing on an aircraft except that the aircraft wing is fixed to the fuselage, whereas my wing turns. And for the same purpose: to create lift. A fixed wing is pulled through the air with a propeller to create lift and thus sustain flight. My wing is whirled thought the air, with the same result.” He gave me a little grin and added, “There’s nothing magic about it. Just plain ole aerodynamics like any bird or airplane.”

  “Birds and airplanes all have tails for stability and directional control. How do you do it with a bird that doesn’t have a tail?”

  “Oh, but it does! The tail rotor. That little prop at the end of the tail cone provides for stability and directional control, the same as a tail on an airplane. The angle of attack on that airfoil is changed through application of the rudder pedals, thus countering engine torque, while providing directional control.”

  “So that’s how you do it. Then the little prop in the back doesn’t push?”

  “No.”

  I peeked into the cockpit. “There are some strange-looking levers in there. How do you control the attitude?”

  “Let me show you,” he said, opening the side door. “The attitude is controlled with this lever here in the center of the cockpit. It’s similar to the stick on an airplane. We call it cyclic control. Upon application, it changes the pitch on the main rotor blades selectively during the cycle of rotation, thus tipping the rotor plane in whatever direction you’ve selected. Like an aircraft—when you push forward, the nose goes down; pull back and the nose comes up.”

  “Okay, I follow that. But how do you go straight up...uh, how do you hover?”

  He reached across the cockpit and grasped another lever. “This is called the collective pitch stick and when you move it up or down, it changes the angle of attack on all of the rotor blades simultaneously and you go straight up or down.”

  “Okay. So now you got one hand on that stick...the...uh, collective, and the other on the azimuth and your feet on the rudders, how do work the throttle?”

  “That’s easy,” he said smiling. “There is a motorcycle-type twist throttle on the collective stick.”

  I shook my head. “You gotta be busier than a one-armed paper hanger to fly this thing.”

  “Well, yeah...you’re busy all right. But it’s not all that bad once you get the hang of it.”

  I shook my head. How did you ever happen to get stuck flying these things?”

  “Well, I joined the Army Air Corps to be a fighter pilot and somehow I ended up in helicopters. But you know how it goes in the good ole Army.”

  “Yeah, I know how it goes in the good ole Army! Your first choice was good, but I don’t know about this.”

  “Well, I’ll tell ya, I wanted to be a fighter pilot all right, but now I wouldn’t trade you places for all the tea in China. I love it, and I’ll tell you something else: this machine, the helicopter, will someday play a major role in aviation, particularly in saving lives.”

  “Think so, huh?”

  “Yes. Despite the general impression that it’s just a novelty with no real mission, I can tell you it has some remarkable capabilities. I wish I could show you.”

  “Well, why not?”

  The color drained from the pilot’s face. “Uh...well, you know, the colonel.”

  “Didn’t he tell you to do whatever is necessary to get it ready for storage?”

  “Yeah...he did.”

  “So, getting it ready could include a test hop to adjust the...uh, azimuth?”

  About that time the line chief and two helpers arrived on the scene. “Sir, I’m supposed to help you get this...ah, machine, into hangar storage,” the sergeant said courteously.

  “This thing’s gotta have a test hop before it goes in the hangar, Sarge,” I said.

  The pilot looked at me, then said, “Uh, yes...I need to make a...quick test flight.”

  The line chief, a senior sergeant whom I knew from our days in the same fighter squadron, looked at me suspiciously then said to the pilot, “Yes, sir. How long will it take?”

  “Not long,” he said, opening the door to the front cockpit and motioning for me to climb in.

  I started to get in, but noticed there was no parachute. “Lieutenant, there’s no chute up here. I’ll have to go get one.”

  “Another of the great features of the helicopter: no parachute necessary.”

  I looked at him incredulously. I’d never flown without a parachute. “What if it shoots craps?”

  “If we have a problem...shoots craps, we simply land. And we can land anywhere: on a road, in a backyard, in a pea patch. Wherever. The helicopter doesn’t need a runway to land on, so in essence, it takes its own landing field right with it.”

  I looked at him skeptically. “What happens to the windmill if the engine quits?” I asked, jabbing my thumb upward at the rotor blades.

  “If that happens, we just windmill down,” he explained confidently. “We call it autorotation. It’s just as good as a parachute.”

  I glanced at the sergeant, who was standing there with his arms folded and the hint of a smile on his face. All my instincts said don’t do it, but for whatever reason, I had to fly this crazy machine. I climbed into the front seat and strapped myself in...tight.

  The sound of the starter reminded me of a model-A Ford I once owned. Finally, the engine coughed, belched a cloud of black smoke and roared to life.

  After a short warm-up, the engine began to labor and the windmill started to move. Slowly at first, then it increased in revolutions until its resolution was a blur above the helicopter. Simultaneously, the sounds and vibrations of many dynamics filled the cockpit.

  I heard the pilot call the tower for takeoff clearance and over the intercom: “Here we go!”

  Without acceleration of speed or sound, the whirling, tremulous machine simply lifted itself up off the earth. And a new dimension was added to my fascination for flying—the third dimension: vertical flight.

  There was indeed, a freedom of movement, a thrilling release from the surly bonds of earth that was even more sensational than conventional flight. In a passing thought, I wondered how John Gillispie Magee might have worded “High Flight,” if he could have flown a helicopter.

  I was vaguely aware the pilot was explaining his application of the controls, but the dominance of my attention was on the esoteric sensations I was experiencing as the helicopter hovered over its omnidirectional course. And what a strange, unique contrast in sight and sound to that which I was so familiar. Absent was the acceleration for take-off: the rising crescendo of sound, the wind roar over the canopy. The helicopter had just lifted itself up into the air space, where it defied gravity and moved with boundless freedom, similar to that which a hummingbird must enjoy.

  Hovering, it sidled out across the flight ramp, past the line of hangars. Applying rudder pedal, the pilot swung the tail around to where the nose had been. Then he moved forward again, slowly out across the grass beyond the runways and over a small creek that ran along the perimeter of the airfield. I glanced down into the clear water and saw a rainbow trout dash under a rock. I had wondered if there were any fish in that creek. Now I knew. There was at least one.

  When we reached the edge of the tree line, he pulled up on the collective pitch lever and the helicopter lifted over the tall evergreens, its landing wheels skimming along the top branches. As we passed over the village that bordered the air base, a woman wearing a bright orange dress looked up from where she was hanging clothes in her backyard. I could see the surprised look on her face. How clearly and easily I could see detail that would only be a fleeting blur from a fighter. Then I caught another movement below: a covey of quail fluttered into a thicket and a cottontail rabbit dashed in the opposite direction. I felt as though I was suspended on a moving skyhook that featured a grand panoramic view of the passing parade of life below!

  When the helicopter began to lose its forward speed, it triggered an instinctive warning in me: approaching stall speed...Watch it!...Going to stall! But it didn’t. The helicopter gave a little extra shudder and came to a stop in midair. And it hovered there, above the treetops, in one cubicle of air space, all forward speed gone. “Try that in a fixed-wing airplane!” I heard the pilot say over the intercom.

  Then the helicopter began to sink: down it went through the treetops. I could see branches waving and dancing all around from the wind of the rotor blades. I grabbed onto the structure of the cockpit in anticipation of the imminent crash. But the helicopter didn’t crash. Its decent gradually slowed and stopped as it came to a hover. Then the wheels gently settled into a carpet of green grass on the bank of a sparkling brook in a grove of evergreens.

  When we landed back on the flight ramp at McChord a few minutes later and all the machinery had ground to a stop, I crawled out of the front cockpit of the Sikorsky R-5 helicopter and stood silently staring at it while strange, ambivalent thoughts ricocheted around in my head. Flying was the love of my life. And the ultimate in flying was an agile, swift, fighter plane. I knew that; everyone knew that. So what was this? How did this strange machine fit into the picture? It was ugly. It was noisy. It was tremulous...yet it was fascinating. The freedom of movement...the sensation of vertical ascent and descent...hovering in midair...landing in a meadow...?

  I heard a voice say, “Isn’t that some way to fly?”

  I turned and looked into the helicopter pilot’s beaming face. “Yeah, it is,” I muttered, shaking my head. “It was some kind of experience.” Then, as though to myself, “But it was very disturbing.”

  “Why was it disturbing?” he asked.

  I glanced back at the helicopter, as though it might answer my question, because I didn’t have an answer. All I knew was that I’d just had a unique experience that left me exhilarated, yet confused, and with a strange anxiety. Christ! I was a fighter pilot, and a good one...and one way or another I was going to be a jet fighter pilot! So what was this...what...?

  “Lieutenant Kirkland,” interrupted the line chief. “The colonel wants to see you in his office immediately.”

  I pulled my eyes from the helicopter and looked at the line chief accusingly. “Sarge, did you squeal on me?”

  “Naw, lieutenant, wasn’t me. I don’t know who ratted on you.”

  When I stepped into the headquarters orderly room a few minutes later, the colonel’s adjutant, a wormy little captain, looked at me with a smirk on his face and I knew I was in trouble. Sure enough, a few minutes later as I stood at attention on the carpet in front of the colonel’s desk, his opening salvo was: “Kirkland, who the hell do you think you are?”

  “Well....”

  “You think just because you got a couple hero badges you can get away with anything, don’t you?”

  “No, sir.”

  “Let me tell you something, lieutenant, in case you didn’t know it. The war is over and the days of you fighter jocks cutting a wide swath is over, too. We are back to the regular Army days and back to proper discipline. Do you understand me, lieutenant?”

  “Yes, sir.”

  “I ordered that contraption put in the hangar and that didn’t exempt the great you.”

  “I—”

  “Shut up!”

  “Yes, sir.”

  As the colonel glared at me, I could tell from the look on his face that wheels were grinding. Sure enough, a little cat smile eased out and he leaned back in his chair. “You know I just came up with the perfect solution for a smartass like you, Kirkland. You and that worthless contraption were made for each other. We got a requisition for a pilot to heeleocopter school. Guess who I’m gonna volunteer for that?”

  I looked at the colonel’s smirking face and said, “Thank you, sir, that would be just fine.” After the words were out of my mouth, I couldn’t believe I’d said them.

  He got a strange look on his face, as though he couldn’t believe it either.

  “Is that all, sir?” I finally croaked.

  He nodded.

  I flipped a salute, did a smart about-face and walked out of his office with a sense of satisfaction, but also with the terrible feeling that my dream of flying jet fighters had just gone up in smoke.

  Why had I said that? I didn’t want to fly helicopters. I wanted to fly jets! All my training and experience was in fighters and that is where I should go: to jet school, not helicopter school! Yet, the flight in the helicopter had stirred a powerful emotion that I couldn’t deny. So, with mixed feelings, I gathered up my wife and kids and drove off down the road to the USAF Helicopter School at Waco, Texas.

  • • •

  My attitude wasn’t the best when I reported in at Connally Air Force Base for helicopter training. But I had only myself to blame, so I resolved to make the best of it. I just assumed that flying the helicopter would be a breeze for a hotshot fighter pilot. I was wrong.

  I learned quickly that flying an airplane and flying a helicopter require two different breeds of cat. In fact it was downright frustrating at first, but after I got over the initial shock to my ego, I discovered why that first flight at McChord Field had fascinated me so. Helicopter flying offers a challenge and a thrill that can’t be matched in an airplane. Although the early models were difficult to fly and quite primitive by today’s standards, it was a whole new sensation to ascend vertically, hover like a bird, and do all those other things a fixed-wing pilot like me never dreamed of.

  I also discovered that the history of the helicopter is every bit as interesting as that of the airplane. There were many imaginative pioneers who struggled with the challenge of vertical flight beginning with Leonardo Da Vinci in the fifteenth century. He was the first to imagine a vertical-lift machine that would carry passengers, but his efforts were limited to drawings. Gustave de Ponton d’Amecourt, a Frenchman, actually built a vertical-lift machine in the late nineteenth century that he called a “Helicoptere.” It was from the Greek words heliko and petron meaning spiral and wing. Gustave’s machine didn’t fly very well but the name stuck.

  Like the airplane, the first controlled helicopter flights did not come until the twentieth century and even then they were quite primitive with limited performance. Wilbur Wright set the tone in 1909 when he said, “Like all novices we began with the helicopter [in childhood] but soon saw that it had no future and dropped it. The helicopter does with great labor only what the balloon does without labor, and is no more fitted than the balloon for rapid horizontal flight. If its engine stops it must fall with deathly violence for it can neither float like the balloon nor glide like the aeroplane. The helicopter is much easier to design than the aeroplane but is worthless when done.”1

  But then Wilbur and the aviation world didn’t know about autorotation in 1909. That’s a feature developed later that allows the helicopter, if the engine fails, to windmill down and land like a feather.

  A number of pioneers designed and flew helicopters in the early part of the twentieth century, but historians generally agree that Igor Sikorsky’s VS 300 was America’s first practical helicopter. Sikorsky, a highly successful aircraft designer who had immigrated from Russia to the United States, built and flew his helicopter in 1939. Sikorsky is reported to have made this statement: “The development of a helicopter is so important to the future of aviation and society, that it becomes our inherent responsibility to understand and pursue it. Admittedly, it is radical, but the helicopter concept is wholly rational and like no other vehicle it will operate without regard to prepared landing surfaces. Therefore it will free us of the serious handicap of airport limitations imposed by fixed-wing aircraft. Now the helicopter is not competitive with the airplane. It is complementary, and I envision it will bring into the world a whole new means of saving lives.”2

  As it turned out, Sikorsky was not only the first American to design, build and fly a practical helicopter, his belief that its greatest benefit to the aviation world would be in lifesaving was right on target. But it didn’t come easy. Sikorsky and others of the WWII era designed and built helicopters that could lift off vertically, hover, fly modest distances and land without an airport, which gave them a unique capability. But at that time the aviation world was in its budding romance with the new jets and continued to consider the helicopter a novelty and a poor competitor with fixed-wing aircraft.

  In the years following WWII, American helicopter pioneers like Sikorsky, Frank Piasecki, Larry Bell, Stanley Hiller, Charlie Kaman and others continued their research and development, making progress in improving performance and reliability. But the helicopter remained a second cousin to the aviation world since its true value in both commercial and military aviation was unrecognized.

  What changed that? The Korean War.

  Today, the jet-powered helicopter, which enjoys all the technological advantages of any other flying machine, is highly efficient in a variety of vital missions in both military and civil aviation. But as Igor Sikorsky predicted, it performs nothing so well as saving lives. Whether it’s snatching a downed pilot from the clutches of terrorists, a shipwrecked sailor from a raging sea, a mother and child from a flooded rooftop, or an injured motorist from a highway accident, the helicopter excels in saving lives. And today few major hospitals are without emergency medical service via helicopter. That lineage comes directly from the MASH “chopper” of the Korean War.

  My part in that historic episode was precipitated by a twist of fate. When the Korean War broke out, I was involved in “Operation Greenhouse,” which was testing atomic bombs on Eniwetok Atoll in the Marshall Islands. This was a highly classified project requiring isolation on a tiny atoll in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. So I knew little of what was going on in the Korean War until the atomic bomb project was completed and I returned to the States.

  It was good to get home to my wife and family after more than a year’s separation. The bad news came a short time later when I got my shipping orders for Korea. Needless to say, I was pissed. I had suspected that it might happen because the Air Force needed experienced fighter pilots to combat the Russian MiGs in Korea. And whereas I wasn’t crazy about another combat tour, at least I would be doing what I knew best.

  Wrong. I was going to Korea as a helicopter pilot!

  I couldn’t believe it. What was the Air Force thinking? It didn’t make any sense. I was an experienced fighter pilot and logic would dictate I be assigned as one. Besides, what could the Air Force possibly do with a helicopter in a shooting war? I had come to love flying the whirlybird, but it was not a combat vehicle. In fact, it didn’t even have guns! What were you supposed to do when the bad guys started shooting? And what in the world was a MASH?

  Well, I reluctantly went to Korea and found out the answers to all the above.

  1, 2 Data from the records of the Helicopter Foundation International, Alexandria, Va.


  Chapter 2

  Assignment to Korea

  The roar of the engines and the vibrations in the aluminum seat of the C-47, a “Gooney bird,” hadn’t changed much since WWII and the old bird was just as uncomfortable, noisy and cold as ever. This one, flying over the Sea of Japan on November 17, 1952, on its way to Korea, had cargo piled on the cabin floor between the two rows of bucket seats that were filled to capacity with GIs in combat gear who had probably also ridden many a mile in a Gooney.

  “I got an extra parka. Wanna put it on?” shouted the sergeant next to me as I sat shivering in a summer blouse. Shouting was necessary for communications in a Gooney bird as there was no insulation or soundproofing in the passengers’ cabin.

  “I sure would, Sarge,” I shouted back through chattering teeth.

  “Don’t they give you pilots winter gear?” he asked as he opened his duffel bag, extracted a fur-lined parka and handed it to me.

  “Yeah, but it wasn’t winter where I came from,” I replied and quickly pulled on the parka.

  “Well, it’s winter where you’re going, capt’n.”

  “You been in Korea?” I asked, as feeling began to return to my frozen body.

  “I been there. And I hate goin’ back. It’s a shithole if there ever was one,” the sergeant said, leaning back against the canvas seat straps and pulling the hood of his parka down over his face.

  So now I had firsthand confirmation of what I’d already heard about my new assignment. But there wasn’t much I could do about it. When I had arrived in Japan a few days earlier from the U.S. and reported to headquarters, 3rd Air Rescue Group, Johnson Air Force Base, Japan, I told the colonel I wasn’t happy about my assignment. He was sympathetic, but said there was a shortage of Air Force pilots because they hadn’t trained enough since WWII and there was a desperate shortage of helicopter pilots in Korea, so I was needed. To be needed is supposed to make you feel warm and fuzzy. It didn’t.

  When we landed at Seoul, Korea, designated K-16, I gave the sergeant back his parka and crawled out of the Gooney bird in a pretty depressed frame of mind. And when I looked at the surroundings, I got even more depressed. It reminded me of the devastation I’d seen in WWII with the addition of a cold drabness that made it seem even worse.

  “See what I mean?” muttered the sergeant as we walked across the ramp to the broken-down building that served as a terminal. I just nodded.

  Inside the terminal was as bad as outside and almost as cold. You could see through the cracks in the board walls. The floor was strewn with gear, duffel bags and GIs standing around in groups talking and smoking. I asked the dispatch sergeant where the helicopter rescue unit was. He shrugged and said he didn’t have a clue. Fortunately, one of the MATS (Military Air Transport Service) pilots who had flown the Gooney overheard and said, “They’re in that cluster of tents directly across the runway.”

  “Thanks. How can I get over there?”

  “Just walk across the runway. They’re pretty loose around here,” he replied.

  “Better watch out for jets takin’ off,” informed the uninformed clerk.

  “I’ll be sure and watch out,” I replied sarcastically, picked up my B-4 bag (a zippered travel bag) and walked out of the terminal and across the runway to a cluster of GI tents with a couple of rusted metal Quonset huts on one end. The place looked deserted but I could see smoke coming out of a chimney pipe from one of the Quonsets. It was surrounded by sandbags and had a sign on the door that read: “Rescue Operations.”

  When I opened the door, the first thing I saw was a black, potbellied stove in the center of the room, which I made a beeline for.

  “They’re supposed to issue you winter clothes in Japan,” said a tousle-headed captain sitting at a cluttered, homemade table on one side of the Quonset.

  “The supply honcho told me they don’t issue winter gear until December 12, that’s when winter officially starts,” I said dropping my B-4 bag and holding my hands over the stove.

  “That figures. You Kirkland?”

  I nodded.

  “Welcome to Korea.”

  I nodded again.

  “I’m Bill Ryan, operations officer and that guy with the Van Dyke is Sergeant Mills, our operations clerk.” Across the tent and behind a 2-by-4 railing, the sergeant, a small, skinny guy with a scraggly beard, looked up from the ancient typewriter he was pecking on. “They got you assigned to tent number four, captain. That’s Kim’s tent and he’s the best house boy we got,” advised Mills.

  “That’s good to know, sergeant,” I replied without much enthusiasm. “I’m not sure I know what a house boy is supposed to do.”

  “Oh, he does all kinds of things for ya, like gettin’ yer laundry done, guarding your footlocker when yer out on the circuit, and stuff like that.”

  “Guarding my footlocker?” I asked, glancing at Ryan.

  Ryan was of medium build with dark hair and eyes and a friendly face. He sort of nodded as though to support the sergeant’s claim. “Yeah. Things are a bit rough here in the Seoul area,” he explained. “The city is in shambles since both the commies and our troops have fought over it four times in the past couple of years. The Koreans are a proud people but many of ’em are homeless and starving. A few get desperate and turn to stealing anything they can lay their hands on. We hire as many as we can as house boys and guards, and pay them enough to keep ’em from starving to death.”

  I guess nothing changes in the business of war, I thought.

  “You checked out in the H-5?” asked Ryan.

  “Yeah.”

  “Good. That will be your first duty assignment.”

  “What will I be doing?”

  “Medevac and pilot pickup.”

  “And what will be my second assignment?”

  “You checked out in the H-19?”

  “Yeah.”

  “Medevac and pilot pickup,” repeated Ryan. “We do a lot of that around here. The only difference is where you do it. That determines what bird you fly. We operate in elements. Each one consists of eight to ten pilots and medics and a couple H-5s or H-19s. The elements are rotated every two or three weeks between the different tactical locations around Korea.”

  “Sounds like a traveling medicine show.”

  “I guess you could say that. But the neighborhood where you put on your show can be a rough in some places. Like two of our locations are over a hundred miles behind enemy lines in North Korea.”

  “Excuse me?” I said, looking at the captain incredulously. “Did you say behind enemy lines?”

  Ryan nodded, pulled a cigarette from a package on the cluttered table and fired it. “Yeah. A couple of small islands off the North Korean coast. Living conditions there are a bit primitive,” he said, the cigarette smoke tumbling out as he spoke. “But the good news is that after you complete a circuit you get a week in Japan. We’re the only combat unit in Korea that gets R and R [Rest and Recuperation] every eight weeks.”

  I had to admit that was a bright spot in a dark sky. In the South Pacific during WWII, combat crews only got R and R once every 16 weeks. But the rest of what Ryan said made no sense. “Captain Ryan, I’m curious. Just what kind of combat are you talking about with an aircraft that doesn’t have a damn gun on it?”

  “It’s the kind where the bad guys get to shoot at you but you don’t get to shoot back,” Ryan replied, grinning.

  I shook my head, but couldn’t help returning the grin. “That’s kinda what I figured. But I kept saying to myself that doesn’t make any sense so there’s gotta be something I don’t understand and when I get to Korea they will explain their secret way of flying unarmed helicopters into enemy territory without getting shot down.”

  “Sorry, no secrets. At least not that I know of. But we have developed some tactics that allow us to fly our missions with reduced risk.”

  “Could I ask what that means?”

  “Your element commander will brief you on our tactics. But what it means is that we are able to save a lot of lives on a daily basis. We pluck downed aircrew out of North Korea and the Yellow Sea, and pull wounded GIs right off the battlefield.”

  “That sounds very humanitarian. But unless this war is different than the one I fought, I can’t imagine how you’re doing it.”

  “No, it’s the same. War is war, even if they do call this one a police action...and we do get our ass shot off on occasion. But you’d be surprised at what we accomplish.”

  I had the feeling that Ryan was telling it straight, but I was having trouble accepting it. My problem, besides believing I shouldn’t be there, was that I was skeptical of the whole operation. I’d been flying the helicopter long enough to know that it had unique capabilities and was much improved over the earlier models, but it was still relatively primitive and therefore operationally limited. It was slow, had no instrument flight capability and could only be flown during daylight hours as it had no night-flying equipment. It also had no protective armor and no guns. It simply wasn’t suited for combat.

  “So the mission is to rescue crews that have been shot down, and evacuate wounded from the battlefield?”

  “Yeah. We do some other things too, but that’s primarily our mission.”

  I shook my head, fished out a cigarette and fired it. “Well, at least my old fighter squadron buddies should appreciate that kind of service.”

  “Your fighter squadron buddies?”

  “My old WWII squadron is over here flying jets.”

  “You were a fighter pilot?”

  “Yeah.” I could see from the look on Ryan’s face what his next question was going to be. “And don’t ask me what I’m doing here in a helicopter outfit,” I grumbled.

  He sort of shrugged, got up from the table and said, “Okay. What say we get you settled and then I’ll fill you in on details. Our CO, Major Woods, is at a meeting at headquarters and won’t be back till tomorrow. But there’s a good friend of yours here and I promised to let him know as soon as you checked in.”

  “A good friend of mine?”

  “Yeah. Major Al Lovelady.”

  “Ace Lovelady?”

  “I didn’t know he was an ace.”

  I smiled. “He sure is. In my book anyway,” I replied.

  It was great news to hear that my good friend and previous commander was there. I had served under Al Lovelady during the atomic bomb tests on Eniwetok Atoll and knew him to be a sharp officer and a super person. That’s why I always called him ace even though he hadn’t flown fighters in WWII. I was confident he would have some answers for me, if anyone did. My morale took an upturn.

  Ryan pulled a winter parka out of a dilapidated metal wall locker and handed it to me. “This will keep you from freezing until we can get you some winter clothes.”

  I thanked him kindly and we walked out of the operations Quonset and down a pathway that detoured around a series of sandbagged slit trenches. “You get bombed much?” I asked.

  “Not a lot. But when we do, it’s almost always in the middle of the night by Bed-Check Charlie. It’s a real pain in the ass to get out of the sack and crawl into a slit trench, particularly now that winter’s coming on.”

  I’d crawled into a lot of slit trenches in the middle of the night because of Bed-Check Charlie, but at least in the Southwest Pacific it was always warm, even in the winter.

  “Your Bed-Check Charlie ever hit anything?” I asked.

  “Aw, once in a while. But he’s just a damn nuisance for the most part.” It sounded to me like Bed-check Charlie’s MO hadn’t changed much.

  Tent number four that Ryan took me to was in a group of about a dozen pyramidal tents. They were classic GI, but I was surprised to see a wooden floor and a door that had a small piece of Plexiglas you could peek through. Inside there was a potbellied stove in the center and four GI cots, one in each corner with a footlocker and a small homemade wooden table. A bare lightbulb hung on one of the tent poles.

  “All the comforts of home,” I said, throwing my B-4 bag on the one empty bed.

  “Well, it’s better here at K-16 than some of our locations. This is home base, but you’re not here much because you spend most of the time on the circuit. The other three pilots who bunk here are out now, but you’ll get a chance to meet them at element change time.”

  “How often do you change elements?”

  “It depends on what kind of action is going on and the weather. But generally every two or three weeks.”

  “So we live out of a B-4 bag?”

  “Yep. Your footlocker stays here.”

  “You got any idea when I’ll get my footlocker?”

  “I hope you don’t need it right away because you’re not gonna see it for a couple months.”

  “That figures.”

  When I shipped my footlocker in WWII, they said I’d get it in 30 days. I didn’t get it till two years after the war was over. But they had told me at the POE (Port of Embarkation) in San Francisco that things had improved since that war and this time I’d get it in a two to three weeks. I should have known better.

  “There is a small PX over at UN headquarters in Seoul. You can get a few things there.”

  “I doubt they have painting stuff.”

  “Painting stuff? What’a you gonna paint?”

  “Pictures.”

  Ryan looked at me curiously.

  “I’m gonna paint pictures of beautiful Korea,” I explained with a straight face. Then added, “Like I painted pictures of beautiful New Guinea.”

  “Well, sometimes when things are slow you do have some spare time. But you’re right, they probably don’t have painting stuff at the PX,” said Ryan opening up the lid of the stove. “Normally Kim would have the place all nice and warm for you but we didn’t know when you were coming. I’ll show you how to fire up the stove and then we’ll go on over to Major Lovelady’s tent. He’s anxious to see you.”

  After Ryan fired the stove, we left the tent and headed between the row of tents. “Lovelady is in charge of all our aircraft maintenance and support and if it weren’t for him, we’d be in deeper trouble than we already are,” said Ryan as we walked. I wanted to ask what that meant, but decided against it.

  It was good to see Ace Lovelady again and we had a warm reunion. I had some questions to ask him but I decided to wait until we were in private, so our first conversation was light with some reminiscing about our days together on the “rock” at Eniwetok Atoll.

  “When they set off that big bomb, which was the initial hydrogen bomb test, it sure enough looked like the whole world was going up in smoke,” said Lovelady as the three of us sat on homemade stools around the stove in his tent. “Ya see, Bill,” said Lovelady to Ryan. “We had set off some regular atomic bombs, about the size they dropped on Japan, and they were awesome to see. But when they set off that big one it made the others look like a firecracker compared to a thousand-pound bomb.”

  “Well

  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  

  EPILOGUE

  During the half century that followed my Korean War experience, I saw the primitive “Chopper” we used in Korea transformed into a technological marvel that now flies around the clock saving lives. Today’s helicopter performs emergency air evacuation and air rescue by snatching victims from raging flood waters, burning buildings, mountain tops, earthquake sites, accident sites, ship wrecks and many other life threatening situations including one of the greatest humanitarian efforts in American history: Hurricane Katrina, where over 70,000 lives were saved by helicopters.

  Having taken a lesson from the life saving performance of Korean War helicopters, U.S. military requirements for the Viet Nam War precipitated the development of a second generation helicopter with advanced technology and turbine power. This new breed of whirlybird was utilized in various combat and rescue applications in Viet Nam that are legendary.

  With this experience in hand, designers and manufacturers in the post Viet Nam era began to produce even more efficient and better performing helicopters that were operationally and economically feasible to be utilized for civil emergency medical operations.

  In 1967, I flew my pregnant wife to the University Of Chicago Hospital in the middle of the night in a helicopter and landed on the front steps. My son was born a short time later. The next morning the front page of the Chicago Tribune blared: HELICOPTER BEATS STORK! It was sensational and was carried in newspapers across the nation.

  However, acceptance of helicopter civil emergency medical evacuation came slowly. But in the 1970’s, programs began to develop in major metropolitan centers, sponsored by hospitals and trauma centers. These programs providing quick point to point transportation of accident victims in congested urban areas and for inter hospital transfers. These programs have grown in number and maturity and have spread into rural communities also.

  The rural emergency medical operations have demonstrated the life saving capability the helicopter provides as a quick response air ambulance, or air rescue vehicle that does not require an airport and can land almost anywhere to pick up a patient, accident victim, or medical emergency of any type and fly the patient directly to a hospital.

  Today, these programs are in operation around the world. There are 310 air medical service providers utilizing over 840 helicopters in the United States alone and they have a remarkable record of saving lives, particularly in rural operations where long distances and limited medical facilities are involved.

  Before the rural programs were initiated, victims of roadside accidents or critical illness could wait hours for emergency assistance, then have additional hours of road travel which often meant the difference between life and death.

  The rural helicopter emergency medical programs are operated by private enterprise companies across America. They provide a highly effective rapid response on a round the clock basis by channeling the emergency calls through a central state-of-the-art dispatch center that is strategically located.

  Trained dispatchers utilize the latest electronics and computerized systems to dispatch the nearest helicopter on the most efficient and acceptable weather route. Satellite tracking provides route and mission management as the helicopters respond to multiple calls across their areas.

  To provide the highest possible degree of safety, air crew and maintenance personnel are experienced, highly trained, and standardized. All maintenance is performed under strictly controlled conditions and in accordance with the manufactures and federal maintenance requirements.

  Since the helicopter must respond at all hours, fly to and land in all types of weather and terrain conditions, a high degree of pilot skill is required. This is assured through continuing training and procedure checks in the latest technology flight simulators. Medical crews who must also have a high degree of skill and experience and receive continuing training on procedures they must know to handle the various medical challenges they face on a daily basis.

  These angels of mercy do not take off and land at paved airports or drive down wide highways. They operate into and out of cluttered areas between power lines and trees, in backyards, corn fields, mountain tops, road sides, or wherever else is necessary to save a patient’s life. Yet, because of their skill, training, technology, and effective mission management, they do it and save lives, day and night. The proof of their capability is in the results: They save thousands of lives annually that would otherwise have been lost since there was no other way they could have been saved.

  Recently, I visited one of the rural operations: The Air Evac Lifeteam, an independent provider at West Plains Mo. As I watched the dispatchers responding to calls, initiating electronic surveillance and dispatching the helicopter crews, my thoughts went back to those primitive days of long ago in Korea. It is deeply satisfying to have been a part of that pioneering effort. But it is even more satisfying to see the heritage of that effort in today’s emergency medical MASH ANGELS.

  The helicopter emergency medical crews do their lifesaving around the clock in both urban and rural America. Fortunately, Hurricane lifesaving only comes rarely. But it came dramatically with Hurricane Katrina on August 29, 2005.

  The performance of civil and military helicopters and crews who responded to that call performed one of the greatest humanitarian efforts in American history, adding another gold star to the legacy of the MASH ANGELS.

  After the hurricane struck, tens of thousands of people were homeless, clinging to roof tops or wreckage in a 90,000 square mile area. Nearly 600 helicopters responded from every corner of the country: They came from emergency medical operators, law enforcement, private owners, and news media, off shore oil companies, utility companies, exploration, forestry, U.S Coast Guard, U.S. Navy, U.S. Air Force, U.S. Army and National Guard units throughout America.

  Those helicopters snatched survivors under severely adverse conditions of swirling waters, entangled wreckage, hanging electrical wires, fallen trees, and billowing smoke from raging fires. Those equipped with night vision goggles continued the life saving even after dark. When they couldn’t land on the tops of flooded buildings and houses, they hovered around the entangled power lines and trees, or used their rescue hoists to lift survivors from the water, roof tops or floating wreckage.

  The larger helicopters carried 10,000 pound sand bags to fill holes in the dikes. Others evacuated survivors from the collection points to safety out of the flooded area.

  THE VAST MAJORITY OF SURVIVORS AT KATRINA COULD NOT HAVE BEEN SAVED BY ANY OTHER MEANS THAN BY HELICOPTER because of the conditions and because it had to be done swiftly and effectively before lives were lost. And despite the adversity of high risk operating conditions, not a single life was lost by helicopter accident during the entire operation. This remarkable performance by helicopters at Katrina may well be the greatest humanitarian effort in American history.

  Igor Sikorsky, father of the American helicopter, said to me in December of 1955: “The helicopter concept is wholly rational and I envision it will bring into the world a whole new means of saving lives.”

  If Igor were here today, he would join me in saying: “Congratulations to America’s MASH ANGELS. Keep up the great work!”

  Richard C. Kirkland

  Vienna, Virginia

  August, 2009
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