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In memory of our commander, Major Gary Alton, and to all the brave “SPUDs” who survived the war and to those many others who gave their lives in the skies over Southeast Asia.




When you go to war as a boy, you have a great illusion of immortality.

Ernest Hemingway, Men at War




This is the true story of my experience flying OV-1 Mohawks on my first tour of duty in the Vietnam War. It is an account of actual events and real people. I use dialogue in telling the story. I’ve crafted that dialogue from my best recollections and those of the others involved. The conversations are faithful renditions drawn from our memories. This is our story.
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Preface

This is the last volume of what has become a Vietnam War trilogy. I never intended a trilogy, but here it is, three books written about a war that left an indelible mark on my soul and so molded my life thereafter.

Chronologically, this book is the beginning; but it comes as the last that I wrote. My first book, Through the Valley, recounts my trials and tribulations as a prisoner of war, a captive of the communist North Vietnamese for nearly a year. My second, Extraordinary Valor, chronicles one of the most significant, yet little known battles of the war, focusing on the bravery of the two heroes of the fight, US advisor Major John Duffy and South Vietnamese paratroop officer Major Le Van Me. In 2022, President Joe Biden presented a much belated Congressional Medal of Honor to John Duffy for his actions in that battle. I was proud to have flown a Cobra attack helicopter in support of those brave men, just over three weeks before I was shot down and captured.

And now I’ve written the story of my first tour of duty, my introduction to combat. This story is as much about a legendary unit and the courageous men who flew its perilous missions as it is a journey along my road to manhood as a twenty-two-year-old, newly minted aviator, facing war for the first time.




Chapter 1


Into the Cauldron

The war raged. It had been raging for some time. I arrived in the country in the middle of the night, on Halloween 1968. I was young, a twenty-two-year-old newly promoted US Army captain, eager to find my manhood, to learn what I was made of. I was anxious over the explosive light displays I’d seen in the distance as our World Airways flight abruptly dropped into a steep spiraling approach for landing at Bien Hoa Airbase, just outside Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam.

As I walked toward the military bus there to pick us up, I noted, with some concern, the heavy-gauge wire mesh across the windows. Our escort told us it was to prevent anyone from throwing grenades through the windows as we drove down narrow streets on our way to Long Binh Army Post, a few miles northwest. Welcome to the combat zone, I thought. Little did I know how far this was from the reality of war I’d soon come to know.

I cooled my heels on the Long Binh base for a few days awaiting my assignment. Once I had orders in hand, I flew for hours in the belly of a C-130 cargo plane and disembarked in the late afternoon at Marble Mountain Airfield, near Danang, a city along the coast in the northern reaches of South Vietnam.

I checked into the aviation battalion headquarters there and was told my unit was sending a plane to fly me to our base near the town of Phu Bai, some distance further north. I stood on the ramp waiting, my duffle bag on the ground beside me. Raindrops began hitting my head and shoulders, one plop at a time. A single-engine airplane appeared in the traffic pattern, landed, and shut down only feet away. The plane was classic, not at all like the aircraft I’d been sent here to fly. It was a clunky-looking beast. Reminded me of Charles Lindberg’s Spirit of Saint Louis. The Army called it a U-6 Beaver. A large radial engine powered its big propeller. It looked like a relic from before World War II.

The pilot got out. He wore a black flight suit, evidence of his membership in a special fraternity of aviators. I’d heard the unit I was going to, the 131st, flew special, highly classified missions—some of the most hazardous in Southeast Asia. Many of its aircraft had been shot down far behind enemy lines, only a few crew members ever recovered. General Westmoreland, the commander of all the forces in Vietnam, authorized the black flight suit for the aviators, the only Army unit in Vietnam given that honor.

The pilot greeted me. “Hi, I’m Barry Taylor. They call me ‘Black Eagle.’ That’s my nickname. Throw your shit in the back and jump in the right seat. You’re my only passenger. You’ll be co-pilot.”

The sun had set, the sky turning grey. Sheets of rain pelted the windscreen as we rolled down the runway for takeoff. We flew northward and stayed at a low altitude. We made our way across the mouth of a large bay, skirting a mountain on our left, its massive shoulder jutting down into the sea.

Barry noted, “The road from Danang to Phu Bai crosses that mountain. Goes over Hai Van Pass. Dangerous place. Lots of ambushes on our trucks. The railroad tracks were blown up a while ago. The train doesn’t run anymore.”

We continued, out over the ocean. The plane flew a couple thousand feet over the waves, bumping along through a now driving rain. As we turned toward land, I could barely make out a few scattered lights through the deepening darkness as the wipers swished across the windscreen. Barry was busy on the radio, setting up our approach for landing. Dead ahead, I saw it—the runway lights on the Phu Bai Airfield. And then we were down, a nice three-point landing.

After we parked the airplane and turned it over to the ground crew, Barry took me to my “hootch,” a simple wooden structure raised a couple feet off the ground. I couldn’t help but notice the heavily sandbagged bunker pressed just against the left side. The hootch was big enough to comfortably fit four standard Army-issue beds: narrow metal frames with thin mattresses and funky pillows. Mine was the first on the left. It was neatly made with clean sheets and an olive drab Army blanket. A wooden footlocker sat on the floor at the foot of the bed, and a tall metal cabinet stood against the wall. My new home for the next year.

Lots of guys had it far worse. I had a crummy bed inside a shabby hootch while so many others lived in holes dug in the dirt on small firebases scattered around the country. And my infantry brothers were out in the jungle, sleeping in the rain and mud, enduring the full wrath of Vietnam’s heat and humidity and crawly creatures. As I looked around, counting my blessings, I noticed an air conditioner on the right hand wall, blowing a cool mist across the space. This will do, I thought.

“Drop your stuff and come with me. Major Alton, the CO, is waiting for you at the club.”

I dutifully set my duffle bag on the bed and followed. We turned right out the door and headed down a wide dirt lane along the row of like hootches. As we walked, we were paralleling the runway, a couple of hundred yards to our left. Heavily sandbagged workspaces, shop vans, and hangars occupied that side of the road. At the end of the row of hootches was a nondescript, squat building on the left. It was made of plywood with a metal roof.

“That’s our officers’ club,” Barry Taylor announced.

The building was painted a dull grey. Fifty-five-gallon barrels, stacked two-high and filled with sand, lined the outside, save an opening for the entry door in the front and two other exit doors, one on the far side and another onto a small concrete patio in the back. The sand-filled barrels were there to provide some protection from the frequent mortar and rocket attacks that pounded the base. Our enemy lurked close by.

I stepped through the door to see a couple dozen people standing in front of the bar. These were the pilots not out flying missions that night, along with the intel officers and civilian tech reps supporting the unit. Many of the aviators wore black flight suits, others standard jungle fatigues. They all smiled. I saw three familiar faces straight ahead, Jon and Joe Lowdermilk, identical twin brothers, and Billy Wood. We were flight school classmates. The three of us were among the six top graduates in our class picked to go directly into the qualification course to learn to fly the Grumman-built OV-1 Mohawk, the most sophisticated and expensive aircraft in the Army, the airplane I’d now come to Vietnam to fly. The Lowdermilks and I had carpooled together every day for the first half of flight school. We were close—good friends.

The group faced me in a crescent, my friends in the middle. They sported the biggest grins. Jon put out his hand. I began raising mine as I walked toward him. I’d only taken a few steps when everyone began to chant.

“He’s on the Hawk, on the Hawk! New guy stepped on the Hawk.” I heard the bell over the bar ring loudly. “He’s buying the bar!”

I looked down. My feet stood squarely on top of a large black hawk inlaid into the club’s tile floor, right in the center of the room. You’d only miss stepping on it if you knew it was there and understood the penalty imposed on all who dared tread upon the sacred image. (Or, as I would learn later, were thrown on it.)

“Welcome aboard, Wild Bill,” Jon said, laughing. “You’re paying for drinks. That’s what it costs when you step on the Hawk.”

“Wild Bill?” I inquired.

“Yes, Wild Bill. We remember your antics in flight school. So gave you that nickname. Everybody’s got a nickname here. That one is quite appropriate for you.”

“OK, Wild Bill it is.”

“Yeah, and I’m Sour and Joe is Sweet. Since we’re twins, they branded us with that right away. Joe’s married, so he got Sweet. I’m not, so I’m Sour.”

Billy Wood piped up. “And I’m Sack Rat. They think I sleep a lot.”

I said, “I had no idea you’d been assigned to the 131st. When did you guys get here?”

Joe answered, “Only a few days ago. We weren’t far ahead of you.”

A tall bald major walked over, looking particularly sharp. I’m not sure if I was more impressed with his rank, height, or shiny head. Smiling, he offered his hand. Joe made the introduction. “Major Alton, this is our classmate, Bill Reeder. Bill, Major Alton, the CO.”

“Hi. I’m Gary Alton. Spud 6. Welcome to the 131st.” He gave me a good close look. “We’ve got a hell of a mission and a great bunch of guys. Happy to have you here with us.” He added, “Report to my office in the morning to officially sign in and get your in-processing done.”

As we shook hands, Joe added, “Major Alton’s nickname is Mr. Clean.”

The analogy was immediately clear. He had a strong resemblance to the Mr. Clean genie in the popular cleanser adds of the day. He would turn out to be the most outstanding commander I would ever have.

As Jon introduced me around, Joe asked, “What are you drinking? You’re buying.”

“I’ll have a scotch and soda if they have it.”

“How about Chivas Regal? It’ll cost you all of twenty-five cents a shot. The cheaper stuff is a nickel less.”

“Chivas it is, then.”

The bartender, an off-duty sergeant named Jac Belet, opened beers and poured drinks. I put ten dollars on the bar. That would cover things for a while.

We drank the evening away. My classmates celebrated my arrival, and I chatted with strangers who would soon become my brothers. It got late. I got drunk, and I went to bed.




Chapter 2


First Missions

Before I could fly missions, I had to receive a checkout from a 131st instructor pilot. Mine was with Captain Ed Paquette, the infrared platoon leader and one of the unit’s most competent and conscientious pilots. Every Mohawk unit in Vietnam had three types of aircraft: A, B, and C models. The As sported a suite of cameras. They flew daytime visual reconnaissance and photo intelligence missions. Because of the high threat they faced, they were armed with dozens of rockets for self-defense. They operated in flights of two. The Bs mounted a side-looking airborne radar system, or SLAR, capable of detecting moving targets at distances of more than thirty miles. They stood apart from the other airplanes because of the long cylindrical radar mounted below the cockpit on the right side. Some called the appendage a “donkey dick.” The C model Mohawks flew at low altitudes in the night to capture the heat signatures of enemy activity on their infrared equipment; dangerous, stressful missions. That was Ed Paquette’s forte, infrared, or IR. He still flew some of the SLAR missions, but he was the company’s IR guru.

We met at the aircraft. I was still in awe every time I looked at a Mohawk. It was unlike any other airplane. It was fast by Army standards, 180 knots at cruise (over 200 miles an hour), and 386 knots in a dive (444 miles per hour). The plane was acrobatic, capable of loops and rolls and any number of other sleights of aerial ballet. It was strong, able to sustain punishing G-forces1 and keep on flying through battle damage that would bring other airplanes out of the sky. The Mohawk was built by Grumman Aircraft whose Long Island factory was popularly known as “The Grumman Iron Works” because of its long-standing reputation of building nearly indestructible military airplanes.

Some said it was not a pretty airplane. They likened it to a bug-eyed pregnant guppy. I found it beautiful. I’d seen my first Mohawk a year earlier while in flight school at Fort Stewart, Georgia, about forty miles southwest of Savannah. I’d just finished a training flight and landed a small single-engine airplane on the airfield when my instructor said, “Look!” and pointed to the sky.

I spied an airplane approaching at traffic pattern altitude. The pilot lined up with the runway for landing but did not descend. He stayed high at a thousand feet and kept his airspeed fast, much faster than we could ever fly our T-41 Cessna trainers. When the plane was straight overhead, it banked sharply left into a steep spiral turn, slowing and descending rapidly as the pilot reduced power and activated hydraulic pistons that opened panels on each side of the fuselage, the aircraft’s aerodynamic speed brakes. Next came wing flaps and landing gear in time for the plane to finish 360 degrees of turn and squeak its tires onto the white painted numbers at the approach end of the runway. The propellers went into reverse pitch as the two turbine engines whined to full power, stopping the airplane in a few feet. I was impressed.

A studly young pilot got out, wearing the orange flight suit and white helmet of a test pilot. He answered questions of the flight students gathering around.

One student pilot bragged, “That’s what I want to do. I want to be a Mohawk pilot.”

A classmate snidely jabbed, “You’d better worry about graduating from flight school first, Bosco Breath.”

The test pilot heard and proclaimed to all, “Only a few of the very best ever get to be Mohawk pilots.” He turned and pointed at the three vertical fins at the back of the aircraft. “It takes quite a superb aviator to be able to handle three pieces of tail so close together.” That was a wisecrack about the Mohawk I’d hear often over the years.

I asked the pilot if I could step forward and touch the side of that marvelous thing. He nodded. “Sure.” I walked over and put my hand against its olive-drab metal skin. I fell in love.

A shop in Thailand still had my flight suit for dying and embroidery, so today I flew in jungle fatigues, sleeves rolled down. I’d completed the exterior preflight inspection of our airplane, one of the A-model gunships. Those had dual controls, which allowed each pilot to fly. We needed that for my checkout. As Ed approached, I put on my parachute harness and survival vest. I had a black leather gun belt already fastened around my waist with my Army-issued .38-caliber Smith & Wesson revolver holstered, à la cowboy style. With my flight helmet and gloves in hand, I was ready for my ride.


I took off and demonstrated my flying skills in the traffic pattern and at altitude. Ed then had me fly around the local area as he pointed out the prominent landmarks I’d need to know for the various departure and arrival patterns at the airfield. I also gained an appreciation for the lay of the land and how features on the map looked on the ground. My familiarity with our actual operating area would have to wait, though. I’d have to learn that terrain through the experience I’d gain flying unit missions.

Ed offered, “You know you will only see South Vietnam for takeoffs and landings, don’t you?”

“I’d heard something like that.”

“Yeah, our missions are all out of country, over the border into North Vietnam and Laos. We don’t have a mission inside South Vietnam. Those are for the other four Mohawk companies. There is one in each corps tactical zone. The battlespace in South Vietnam is broken up into four sectors, four corps. There is one Mohawk company for each corps. And then there is us.”

We flew a bit more before he continued, “We are the fifth company, the bastard company, the special unit. We’re assigned directly to the highest headquarters in the land MACV, that’s Miliary Assistance Command, Vietnam. Their intel section owns us, MACV J2. All our operations are classified at least SECRET, and our mission results are sent not only to headquarters here in the war zone but also to the Pentagon, State Department, and other national agencies. This is important stuff we’re about.”

He paused, before adding, “But there’s been a cost for what we do. We’ve had a lot of airplanes shot down. Lost too many aircrews. You be careful!”

“I will.”

I thought on that for a moment, on what these guys in the 131st had been through, on what I might face. That sparked a random question. “Where’s the call sign ‘Spud’ come from?”

“Not sure, exactly. An iron spud is supposed to be some sort of heavy construction tool used on the railroad. That’s our official call sign, ‘Iron Spud.’ We use just ‘Spud’ on the radio. It’s a good call sign, brief, unique, and easy to understand. You won’t find any unit prouder than us. We’re all Spuds.”

It was time to head back to Phu Bai. “Tune in TACAN Channel 69. That’ll take us home.” TACAN, or Tactical Air Navigation, was a system in wide use in Southeast Asia. The station at Phu Bai was on channel 69. I tuned it on the control head and followed the needle pointing back to our base.

“Two things to remember,” Ed said. “Phu Bai is alright! And, the wind never blows there, it always sucks.” (Two joking adages I’d hear often during my tour of duty.)

I could see the airfield in the distance. Suddenly the airplane lurched to the right. Engine failure! I retained control, put in a whole lot of left rudder and reached for the right engine prop lever to feather the number 2 (right-side) engine. As I did, I could see that the power lever for that engine was already pulled back. I looked at the smirk on Ed’s face as he announced, “Simulated engine failure. Take us home.”

As I cleaned up the aircraft and recited the emergency procedure checklist, Ed reiterated the importance of knowing the Mohawk emergency procedures, absolutely. “No mistakes, no hesitation. Know them by heart. Your life depends on it.”

He continued, in earnest, “We had an accident a few weeks ago. B-model lost an engine on takeoff. You went through the emergency procedures perfectly. That pilot didn’t. He failed to jettison his drop tanks.2 They were full of fuel. Very heavy. Had he jettisoned them, the aircraft would have flown fine, and he could have made it around for a safe landing. With those heavy drop tanks still on his wings, he could not hold altitude. Just before impact, his right seat observer, Specialist Dennis Giles, ejected. The pilot stayed with the airplane. The sad irony is that the pilot survived the crash, riding the aircraft in, all the way to the ground. Giles ejected but did not have the speed or altitude necessary to separate from his ejection seat. He died with his face in the muddy water only a few hundred yards from the runway. Specialist Giles was a good young man. He’d just celebrated his twenty-first birthday days earlier. Everybody liked him. He died because his pilot screwed up.”

Ed let that settle in. “That’s why I pulled your engine to make a point. Know your emergency procedures. Your reactions must be instinctive, locked into your brain to do exactly the right things when situations present themselves, because here, in this unit, with the missions we fly, situations will present themselves, bad things will happen.”

I completed the approach, landed, and taxied to our parking revetment. We got out and Ed shook my hand, looking up at me. Ed Paquette was short. His nickname was Tom Thumb. With his strong New England accent, he said, “Congratulations. You’re good to go.”

Phu Bai combat base was a large military complex. Through the middle ran a five-thousand-foot east-west airstrip. Engineers had constructed the runway of prefabricated aluminum sections and used perforated steel planking, known as PSP, for the taxiways and parking ramps. Daily drips of aircraft fuel, oil, and hydraulic fluid turned the PSP into a greased sheet in the rain, and oh it did rain in Phu Bai.


Our unit area was on the southern edge of the runway toward the eastern end. We had our own barber shop, mess hall, and of course, our small officers’ club, the Spud Club, where we could drink, share stories, act stupid, and generally decompress after flying stressful combat missions. A short walk to the west of our area brought us to a nearby military post office, PX3, and aviation medical clinic.

Eighteen OV-1 Mohawks parked in U-shaped protective revetments; ten-foot-high wooden frames filled with sand. These shielded our aircraft from damage by enemy rockets and mortars. Of course, if one exploded right on top of an airplane, it would be toast. But as far as I know that never happened to one of our birds. The well-constructed revetments had only recently replaced sand-filled fifty-five-gallon drums stacked high on three sides of each airplane.

I’d arrived at the dawning of civilized life at Phu Bai: new revetments, wooden hootches instead of tents, and a covered shower area on a concrete slab. We even had electricity throughout our area. We endured a six-hole latrine though, an outhouse where you’d sit over one of six holes cut in a wooden board to defecate into fifty-five-gallon drums. Each morning, a Vietnamese laborer pulled the drums out, poured in a quantity of fuel, and torched each one. When the wind was right, the pungent smell of burning crap wafted across the company area.

We got a lot of use out of the fifty-five-gallon drums the Army used to ship all forms of lubricants and other materials to the war. That included the shitter barrels, rocket and mortar protective barriers, and our barbeque grill out back of the Spud Club.

Besides our 131st Surveillance Airplane Company, Phu Bai was home to other units. The 220th Reconnaissance Airplane Company was just to our west. They flew two-seat, single-engine O-1 Bird Dog light observation airplanes on their own risky missions in the northern reaches of South Vietnam and into the Demilitarized Zone, or DMZ, separating North and South Vietnam at the 17th parallel. There were US Army and Marine Corps helicopters of all shapes and sizes, airplanes rigged to listen to enemy communications, an infrequently used civilian air terminal, two Army hospitals, several field artillery units, an Army corps headquarters overseeing all military operations across the northern provinces of South Vietnam, and a launch site for special operations missions into Laos. Camp Eagle, home to the massive 101st Airborne Division, sat only five miles to the northwest. We lived in a busy place.

Our namesake, the adjacent village of Phu Bai, straddled the country’s main north-south road, Highway 1. Local families struggled to survive through subsistence farming and running small stores, food stalls, and repair shops; the town’s young men had gone to military service. Work on the combat base gave old men and women the welcome chance to supplement their families’ income. Daily job-seekers stood in line at the base employment office near the entry gate. Those already hired showed their passes to be escorted to their job sites on base.

Only eight miles to the northwest was the ancient imperial capital of Hue, boasting a magnificent walled citadel and palaces, home to the long line of Nguyen Dynasty emperors who ruled Vietnam from 1802 to 1945, ruling under the thumb of French colonial administrators after 1883. Earlier in 1968, Hue had suffered the worst of the fighting during North Vietnam’s Tet Offensive. The communists launched their attack on January 30th during an agreed Lunar New Year ceasefire. The North declared the fighting a spontaneous uprising of local Viet Cong4 insurgents. In fact, regular North Vietnamese Army (NVA) units planned and supported most of the attacks and outright led several, including the battle for Hue.1

US and South Vietnamese forces eventually won the day, but not before weeks of brutal combat destroyed 80 percent of the city, severely damaged the historic citadel, and cost the lives of 605 allies killed in action and 3,164 American and South Vietnamese soldiers wounded. More than five thousand South Vietnamese civilians were killed in the battle or rounded up and summarily executed by communist forces and buried in mass graves. The enemy took several American prisoners of war in Hue, including the technicians operating the armed forces radio and television station, military intelligence operatives, civilian contractors, and a senior State Department official. The Tet battles touched Phu Bai Combat Base, but never breached its perimeter. Nonetheless, the danger was real, and the 131st evacuated all flyable aircraft to airbases in Thailand during the upheaval. The carnage of Tet ’68 weighed on the Americans at Phu Bai as months passed and yet another Tet lurked not so many weeks ahead.2

Despite the scars of war, the region remained majestically beautiful. Lagoons and rice paddies stretched to the east of Phu Bai Airbase—a broad carpet of wetland that swept below us as we approached Runway 27 for landings. Only a few farmsteads sat atop rice paddy dikes. An occasional small fishing village pressed onto the sand along the coastline, and fishmen’s boats pulled onto the beach, clear of the ebbing and flowing tide. Directly south, mountains towered over five thousand feet, rising still higher as they stretched northwestward, cloaked in foliage, like a green blanket tucked into the deep black folds of the jungle below.

That’s the world we lived in.

I flew my first tactical mission a day after my new-guy checkout with Ed Paquette. I was assigned a morning side-looking airborne radar run up the coast of North Vietnam into Route Packages I and II.5 Operations paired me with our most experienced SLAR operator, Specialist 5 Ed McCarthy, nicknamed “Ichabod.” He’d be in my right seat. McCarthy got that nickname because of his tall, slender appearance. Our enlisted right-seaters had all earned the military specialty of airborne system operator. We referred to them all as TOs (technical observers). They trained to operate all three Mohawk systems—side-looking airborne radar (SLAR), infrared (IR), and the visual reconnaissance (VR) suite of cameras. Each specialized in one specific system after arrival in the 131st; some able to manage two. Specialist McCarthy was the best SLAR TO in the unit. His expertise in operating and maintaining the SLAR equipment was unmatched. He could use the rolling in-flight imagery to precisely track the aircraft’s position. If the system failed in flight, he was able to quickly fix it.


McCarthy was the TO of choice to accompany new pilots on their first flights to show them the ropes and keep their flight paths on track. Once I took off, all I had to do was check in with the combat air traffic controller, call sign “Waterboy,” climb to an altitude of 5,500 feet, switch on the autopilot, and turn to whatever heading McCarthy directed.

We flew along the North Vietnamese coast to our assigned turn-around point abeam the city of Vinh, the largest city in the central part of North Vietnam and almost halfway to the communist capital, Hanoi. The United States placed critical importance on our North Vietnam SLAR missions. Only days before my arrival at Phu Bai, President Johnson declared a bombing halt in all North Vietnam. That was on October 31, 1968. He hoped to energize peace talks.3 No one flew in that airspace after that. Only us, as far as I knew—alone, unarmed, and scared shitless, as we’d say.

My classmate, Joe Lowdermilk, flew that first mission along the coast of North Vietnam after the bombing halt. Gary Alton asked if he’d volunteer. He’d be the only one up there. There’d be no help if he got into trouble. Joe thought better of it but said “Yes.” He felt he couldn’t live with himself if he said “No” and someone lost their life in his place. He worried he might not come back and told his brother, Jon, what to say to their parents if he didn’t. It was an unnerving flight but ended without incident.

More missions followed. We became the principal source of intelligence to track North Vietnamese convoy movements as they pushed men, supplies, and equipment southward toward the demilitarized zone and across key mountain passes into Laos, onto the Ho Chi Minh Trail network, destined for the war they waged in South Vietnam.

With our Side-Looking Airborne Radar, we could look well into North Vietnam, penetrate jungle foliage, and see vehicles moving more than three miles per hour. The imagery was captured on an eighteen-inch-wide band of film, automatically processed by the equipment inside the cockpit, and displayed to the right-seat technical observer in near real time, within two minutes, as the film rolled up over a small light table protruding from the observer’s instrument panel. The split imagery showed terrain features on the left and moving targets over a subdued terrain background on the right. This enabled the TO to plot the exact location of movers, determine the number of vehicles, and calculate their approximate speed on subsequent passes. Importantly, it also allowed him to accurately track the aircraft’s position.

Our surveillance proved the enemy was taking advantage of the bombing halt to surge supply convoys. The North Vietnamese did not accept the gesture as a sign of goodwill and lean more fully into peace talks. Our flights showed string upon string of moving vehicles. Where they’d previously driven only at night, using small, nearly invisible blackout lights, they now rolled defiantly with bright headlights burning—even making daylight runs with impunity.

“Turn right to one three zero,” McCarthy commanded.

I turned the autopilot knob and set us on the new course, heading back down the coast. As the wings leveled, the ECM came alive. (That’s electronic countermeasures, a system designed to give us warning of 
surface-to-air missile launches.) It consisted of a round four-inch scope with a rectangular box lying across the top of it.

A rattlesnake-sounding audio alerted me. At the same time, a dashed strobe appeared on the scope. One of the blocks on the rectangular box lit up. I sat up straight. McCarthy glued his eyes to the ECM.

“You know the drill?” he asked.

“I do.”

I remembered back to my training flights in the Mohawk course at Fort Rucker. My instructor pilot, Major Max Davison, crammed so much into my head so that I might survive my combat tour in Vietnam. Max was tough. He was demanding, oft times demeaning. His intentions were always clear, though. Make me the best pilot I could be. Mold me into what I needed to be to live through a tour with the 131st, should I be assigned there. He pounded the procedures and flight skills into my mind and muscle memory. Drilled me over and over again. Max had served in the unit. He knew the risks. But he loved the Spuds. He spoke so reverently of the unit and its classified mission that there was no doubt that’s where I wanted to go. I sought assignment to the 131st because of Max. And now I was there. I’d made it.

Yes, I remembered the drill. Max had described the ECM gear. The escalating series of warnings. First a dashed strobe with a rattling sound and a yellow warning light on the box. That yellow warning light indicated that you were being tracked by enemy radar. Next, a solid strobe with a continuous tone and an orange warning light on the box. That orange warning light meant the enemy locked their missile to the radar track, ready to fire. Finally, the bold solid strobe with a screaming tone and red warning lights on the box. They’d launched a SAM and it was coming at you.

If the ECM went through the sequence and showed a launch, the drill was to immediately push the stick down and dive in the direction of the strobe, go straight toward the missile that was coming for you, and gain as much speed as possible. Strain your eyes, looking ahead, searching for the telephone pole-sized object hurtling toward you to blow you to pieces—at night, hoping to see the propellant flame at its tail. The instant you saw the thing, roll left and pull back hard on the stick, making the highest-G turn you could bear. The theory was that the missile could not match that tight of a turn and would tumble harmlessly out of control and crash to the earth.

Our strobe stayed dashed, the warning lights didn’t advance, the sound never went beyond a rattle. In a few minutes, all fell silent again. No missile launch. I relaxed and lit a cigarette. Specialist McCarthy picked up the Coke he’d brought along and took a sip. He breathed deeply and said, “You know we had a crew shot down up here a while back.”

“No, I didn’t. I heard several 131st crews have been lost, but nothing specifically about a Route Pac mission.”

“It was about two years ago. Right off the city of Vinh. Lieutenant Jimmy Brasher and Bobby Pittman. They’d flown the same track as us, but a late-night mission. Waterboy saw several missiles fired in this area. Announced warnings on guard. Called Spud 09, Brasher and Pitman. No reply. Never found the aircraft or the crew. A SAM missile got ’em. Right here.”

He fell silent for a moment, remembering their fate. “We get lit up here a lot. Some crews encounter MIGs. No one else has gone down on a Route Pac mission since then, though. Now we stay mostly below the North Cape in Route Pac I. There’s more SAMs as you get up into Route Pac II, closer to Vinh. We only come up here, anymore, when they really need that intel, when specifically tasked, like our mission today.”

I finished my Marlboro and lit another. We flew down to the South Cape, turned back north, and repeated the track. No SAM warnings on our second lap. Nothing but the humming of the two big Lycoming turbine engines just beside our ears. Time droned on, the Martin-Baker ejection seat felt harder and harder on my butt. As I tuned the Armed Forces Vietnam station on one of the radios, McCarthy looked at me and smiled. “They say these Route Pac missions are hours and hours of boredom, interrupted by moments of stark terror.”

After nearly four hours of flight time, I set up our approach for Phu Bai, TACAN Channel 69.

“Waterboy, this is Spud 20 headed home. Request frequency change to Phu Bai approach.”

“Roger, Spud. Frequency change approved. Have a good one!”

I switched the radio and made the call, requesting a ground-controlled radar approach, a GCA, where a radar operator talks you down a glide path to landing. In bad weather, a good GCA operator can bring you to within a hundred feet of the ground. At that point, you will hopefully have broken below the clouds and be able to complete a landing.

I didn’t need the help. The late morning weather
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