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AUTHOR’S STATEMENT

 


This story is a semi-biographical tale was
written in 1970 during the Vietnam War and was taken from the
journal entries of Ben R. Games, PhD. Like any story that is told
to one person and then to another, time has been compressed. Most
warriors do not have their families with them, but the author’s
assignments were flying for the 1st Cavalry Division
plus working with the Vietnamese people, and his two sons were also
in Vietnam. Ben Jr., 25, US Navy; and Jon, 16, who flew as a US
Army aviator before returning to Culver Military Academy, IN. They
found that living in a free fire war zone is not exciting, rather
it consists of hours of boredom broken up by moments of stark
terror.

Sailors believe in naming their boats and
talking to them on long voyages. Couldn’t the same thing be true
with helicopters and their crew? Those who disbelieve are
encouraged to read the documents and study the photographs in the
Games Clan Historical Biographical Records. If you are still in
doubt, please phone Fideli Publishing (888-343-3542).



 


BALLS OF FIRE FACTS

 


The book is a semi-biography, in that some
things have been changed. The story is about how a Chinook (CH-47)
helicopter of “B” Company 228th,, Aviation Battalion,
1st Cavalry Division, Vietnam, developed a feeling for
its crew. That’s a FACT.

Balls of Fire is also an adventure
story about an Army Aviator who flew Chinook #037 during the
Vietnam War period. These are true adventures that are sometimes
far out and hard to believe. This story doesn’t tell the way most
Army Warrant Officer Aviators lived or flew, but it does tell how
he kept his Guardian Angel busy. This adventure starts when Chinook
#037 assigned to “B” Company became aware that it could hear and
feel. That’s a FACT.

The Aircraft Commander Warrant Officer, Ben
R. Games, is married to a beautiful lady, Helen, who is also a
pilot. During the past sixty-five years he has tried to impress her
with his flying skills but many times she has told him that she
could do it better, and sometimes she could have. During 1969 in
Vietnam they lived on a Thai Firebase called Bear Cat (Bearcat).
One time they traveled through a free fire zone with a convoy
taking supplies to the First Cavalry Division at Phouc Vinh. They
acted as bait for a trap to entice a North Vietnamese Tank
Battalion to come out of hiding. Other times she flew with him in
his Chinook Helicopter named the “City of Elkhart.” That’s a
FACT.

SP4 Joe Kamalick writing for the
1st Cavalry Division newspaper, The Cavalair,
August 1969 from Bear Cat (Bearcat) reported that Chinook #037
“City of Elkhart” flew a record 173 hours, 45 minutes of combat
during 31 days in July 1969. The men of Company “B” claim that it
is a record for all aircraft flying in Vietnam since the war’s
beginning. It may also constitute a world record for keeping an
aircraft flying under combat conditions. That’s a FACT.

Credit for the maintenance of the
record-breaking effort quite literally belongs to every man in
Company “B” — from its commander, Major Donald E. Fine, to every
man connected with flying, including pilots, crews, and mechanics.
The 173+ hours of combat time seems meager compared to the 2000
hours of maintenance required. Staff Sergeant Larry K. Scott, the
Flight Platoon Sergeant, reported that this was the average
maintenance needed for each of the Company’s 43 Chinooks. That’s
a FACT.

Each Chinook had its own Crew Chief. SP5
James I. Pinto of Cornswelle, Penn., was the Crew Chief (Flight
Engineer) assigned to the helicopter “City of Elkhart.” The
assistant crew chief was also the starboard gunner. He and the port
gunner were sometimes rotated and flew on other aircraft. The Army
Chinook Aircraft Commander was a USAF Pilot who had flown with the
Thai Marine Police in Bangkok, Thailand. After leaving Vietnam in
1967, Ben and his wife, Helen, flew Sail Planes in Australia. Later
that year Ben flew H-19 helicopters during the Detroit Riots for
the Michigan Army National Guard. During 1968, Ben was assigned to
Fort Rucker where he learned to fly all the helicopters and
fixed-wing aircraft used by the US Army in Vietnam. That’s a
FACT.

Ben R. Games, PhD, Major, CW-4, TCNA-6 flew
bombers and night fighters during WW-II, jet Fighters during the
Korean period, and helicopters in Vietnam. He is a member of the
North American Mach Busters Club and of the Distinguished Flying
Cross Society. After 35 years he retired from military flying, and
in 1980 became the manager of the Turks and Caicos National
Airlines. He was retired form the US Army in February 1987. During
the past fifty years his flying adventure stories have been read by
people all over the world. That’s a FACT.

The author believes that if a person wants
to see into the future they must study history. Politicians
sometime try to change history by rewriting it. They know that
history is a window looking into the future. The author’s stories
will not change history, they are about his adventures in it and
the planes he flew. Some of the stories may make you wish you were
there and others will make you glad you weren’t. That’s a
FACT.

 


 



PROLOGUE

 


The US Army’s 1st Cavalry
Division had the 228th Assault Support Helicopter
Battalion assigned to support its combat mission in defense of
Saigon, the capital of South Vietnam. The Battalion consisted of
three (3) letter companies (A, B, & C) of Chinook C-47 heavy
lift helicopters. Company “B” was first located at Quan Loi, but it
became impossible to perform maintenance at night due to the
constant rocket attacks by the North Vietnamese Army. The flight
crews even tried sleeping in their helicopters, but this attracted
the attention of Viet Cong suicide squads who would come at night
and throw satchel charges into the cargo holds of the Chinooks. In
1969, “B” Company was moved to the Thai Firebase called Bear Cat
(Bearcat).

There were eight (8) CH-47 helicopters for
the South Vietnamese Army on the same ship that transported the
CH-47 helicopters to the 1st Cavalry Division. The
pilots and flight crews were trained at Ft. Rucker, but there was
one small problem. The Vietnamese maintenance program took almost
thirty (30) hours for each hour of scheduled flight plus spare
parts, and for some reason the spare parts did not arrive with the
helicopters. The results were that two of the eight Chinooks were
being cannibalized for parts.

Just to support the Province Recon Unit’s
(PRU) snatch-and-grab missions would require four (4) Chinooks to
be operational every day, but this proved impossible. On paper the
plan looked good. The South Vietnamese Army would support the
kidnapping of Viet Cong and civilian leaders of the enemy. The CIA
would fund the operation, and their Contact Agents would assists in
the interrogations. This way the different military services would
not be involved in the political arguments between the Vietnamese
people.

The Saigon Special Operations Command was
made up of Vietnamese civilian and military commanders working
under the leadership of an American Army General who was also rated
as an Army Aviator. He soon recognized that the enemy had Viet Cong
embedded in his special operations center, and they were reporting
on all missions that were assigned by his command to the North
Vietnamese Army.

The General personally knew of USAF Major
Ben R. Games who was an aircraft maintenance officer, Senor Pilot,
and had been in Vietnam flying with the Thai Marine Police in 1967.
The idea was to bring him to Vietnam to act as an advisor for the
use of Chinook helicopters in support of PRU Snatch-and-Grab
operations. The General spoke to his friend, Bill Colby, who was
head of CIA operations in Vietnam. Bill located the USAF Major who
was currently in Elkhart, Indiana, investigating criminal charges
against a USAF recruiting Sergeant. The Major was offered a job
flying with Continental Airlines and the CIA, but tuned it down
because it wasn’t part of the military service. Two months later,
he was flying General Ward in an H-19 during the Detroit Riots as a
CW2 for the Michigan Army National Guard.

The Warrant Officer received orders to
become an advisor for the Vietnamese Army Chinook Company. The US
State Department and the South Vietnamese Government issued a Visa
for his wife, Helen, to live and travel in Vietnam. When the new
Warrant Officer arrived in Saigon, he sort of disappeared until he
had investigated and learned firsthand that the maintenance would
not support his mission. He also learned that there was a Chinook
1st Cavalry Division Company located on a Thai Firebase
near Long Bien. He reported to the 1st Cavalry Division
Combat Training School on Tan Son Nhyt with his two Vietnamese
Soldier Guards.

Gentle Ben sent word through the Vietnamese
Minister of Information, Mr. Cat Lee, to the Special Operations
Center that he was in country at the Thai Firebase on Bear Cat.
Once again, the General phoned Mr. Colby and the Commanding General
of the 1st Cavalry Division. They had lunch together and
a decision was made that the 1st Cavalry Division would
assign the Warrant Officer a Chinook and crew, but no one was to
know who or what his true mission was. Special or Hard Missions
would be assigned by Saigon Special Operations, and when he wasn’t
on a mission he could fly supplies.

Arrangements were made with the Korean
Military Attaché by Mr. Colby. They were to provide transportation
for a Korean Intelligent Officer to be available to the Warrant
Officer or his wife if they needed assistance. The Thai General
knew the Warrant Officer from when he was a USAF Major, and he
assigned a Thai company of soldiers to provide security. The South
Vietnamese Minister of Information’s wife set up a gift shop next
to the American PX, and the Korean government paid their electric
bill.

About this time, an angel touched one of the
Chinook’s of Company “B” stationed at Bear Cat, and a miracle
happened.

 


 


 


BALLS OF FIRE

 


I didn’t wake up like Rip Van Winkle who had
been sleeping for a long time, I just became aware of what was
going on around me when the heat radiating from the steel panels
that formed a wall about four feet from my side came to my
attention. Actually there were two walls high enough to cover me
that extend down both of my sides but not high enough to interfere
with my rotors. It took a few minutes before I realized that it was
in a steel box with no top and its ends removed. It was strange to
suddenly have a sense of feeling and sight. I begin to wander if I
could hear, too.

There was no wind, not even a breath of air
moving, and not a cloud in the sky. Not only was the sun beating
down on top of me, but also there were two men inspecting the
transmission bearings on my topside. The sun was so hot that they
had taken off their shirts; just wearing their fatigue pants and
combat boots as they worked. I begin to believe that I could feel
when they dropped a tool or walked on me.

At this time, I didn’t know what I was,
where I was, and I knew I was big. Somehow, I knew the men who were
working on me were US Army Crew Chiefs and Helicopter Engineers. I
found that I could understand them, too. Well, not all the time. I
think that the love they spoke about was; erection and ejection!
What ever that is. I don’t believe that I’ll ever truly understand
soldiers.

One thing I overheard from the men working
on me was a ship that sailed on water had brought me to this land
called Vietnam, and that these men were working to make me flight
worthy. Even as big as I was, they were going to make it possible
for me to fly! They must be Angels. I’m not sure they know what
they are talking about ... but to really fly!

They kept calling me a Chinook or
CH 47 as they worked. I thought that
this was my name until I noticed that there were forty-three of us,
each in our own steel box one next the other, and all were called
Chinooks. I learned that we were on a Thai Firebase named Bear Cat
(Bearcat), and were assigned to the First Cavalry Division, Company
“B,” 228 Aviation Battalion.

It was another hot day in May 1969, and
there was still no wind to cool off the steel walls. Two men called
Army aviators (pilots) came to the revetment (my hot box) where I
was parked, and asked if the Chinook helicopter was ready to fly. I
tried to tell them, “Yes,” but while I knew what was happening and
could understand them; I couldn’t tell them. All I could do was
think, Oh Yes! I was ready.

My Flight Engineer told the aviators, “He’s
Okay. It’s a go.” Then you won’t believe what happen next. Those
pilots started to take all my inspection plates off once again. I
don’t believe that I’m ever going to get to fly! After about two
hours, they finally started my engines, taxied me out and I really
flew. It was great getting to cool off. I was one big
helicopter. Besides getting to fly, today I found out that Chinook
means “Big Wind. It’s true, I really make a big wind when I fly.
It’s really cool to be a big helicopter.

Bright and sunny days must be what make
Vietnam so beautiful. It was always a hot day, unless it was
pouring rain, and then it was wet and hot. On this day, I overheard
one of the engineer Warrant Officers telling my Flight Engineer
that a man from Elkhart was coming to Vietnam. This Engineer
Officer, WO2 Mr. Jim Squires, liked me. I know because he visited
the men taking care of me every day. I’ve overheard him say that I
was the best-maintained Chinook in the Company. This makes me proud
of my assistant crew chief, gunner, and flight engineer. I spend
about six hours in my revetment for every hour I fly, letting them
groom me.

Every time Chief Warrant Officer Mr. Jim
Squires visited, he would tell my crew stories about how he had
lived in a Trailer Park near Fort Rucker, Alabama, with his family.
The trailer just happened to be next to the nan from Elkhart’s
trailer. He would tell stories about his wife Patty, his son Ian,
and his daughter Alycia, also how the Man from Elkhart flew all
types of aircraft for the US Air Force. Also that the man and his
wife, who was from Goshen, Indiana, were both pilots and flew
helicopters.

Ben, the man from Elkhart, was also rated as
a Senior Pilot in the US Air Force and a Senior Aviator in the US
Army. He was instrument rated in both helicopters and fixed wing
aircraft. I’ve flown at night, but never in weather or when I
couldn’t see. I’m not sure about this flying by instruments.
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