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Prologue


It is now more than thirty years since the first edition of Air America was published in the United States. The book received a mixed reception, as might be expected. The airline’s owners—the Central Intelligence Agency—demonstrated institutional lockjaw and said nothing, while Air America itself declared that it had voluntarily wrapped up its operations throughout the world, and half-heartedly maintained the fantasy that it had never really done much of anything clandestine anyway. Hostile critics of the book were divided between outraged, self-described patriots who accused me of being a foreign commie rat in the pay of the KGB, and similarly vociferous anti-war liberals who suggested I was a propagandist for the CIA.


The book had been a challenge. When I began my research I felt like an explorer on the edge of an undiscovered world, without maps or guides. I had limited resources and only a minuscule publisher’s advance to investigate a vast subject largely classified “Top Secret.” Access back then to both Air America personnel and related documents was haphazard and uncertain. The airline’s employees, from pilots to kickers, were torn between the habit of secrecy demanded of them during the long years of war, and a desire to see an accurate account of their activities in print. I also had to deal with the prevarication and deflection of the CIA: “Corporate records of Air America Inc. and associated entities are not considered ‘agency records’ subject to the disclosure requirements of the Freedom of Information Act.” And in that far off time, I was not yet thirty years old.


The book made me some good friends in Air America—and a number of enemies. Ed Dearborn, veteran of secret wars the world over, and chief pilot during the Vietnam War of Continental Air Services, was an early and severe critic of my efforts: “If I ever run into that goddamn Limey writer, I’ll rip his face off.”


‘Cash’ Helseth, commander of China Post One, an eccentric American Legion post made up of secret-war types, warned me that if I ever attended a reunion of the clandestine brotherhood, my security could not be guaranteed.


Tired of avoiding the belligerent Dearborn, whose reputation as a hair-trigger tough guy had been vouchsafed by many, and invited to attend a reunion in Las Vegas by an Air America friend, I decided to take my life in my hands—and showed up.


I received a frosty reception from Cash, who was as protective of his secret warriors as a she-wolf with cubs. “Some of the guys say you’re okay,” he remarked guardedly. “You better be!”


I found Dearborn seated at a rowdy table swapping war stories with old buddies. He certainly looked tough, and clearly had several whiskeys under his belt. Silence fell when I introduced myself as the Limey writer whose face he wanted to rip off. A couple of those around the table cast pitying glances in my direction, as they might have looked upon a lamb about to be slaughtered. At first, Dearborn glared at me, then a twinkle appeared in his eye and he grinned. “Sit down, I’ll buy you a drink.” We talked for hours and have been good friends ever since.


The book also irritated General “Heinie” Aderholt, a legend in the clandestine world, who headed the Air Commando operation out of a secret base in Thailand. I found myself seated next to him one night at a dinner given by a colonel attending the Air War University at Montgomery, Alabama. Unaware of my identity, the general turned to me and asked, “You ever read that damn book Air America by that sumbitch Robbins?”


I nodded. Not only had I read the damn book, I replied, I was the “sumbitch” who wrote it.


The general, a genial and engaging man, looked discomfited. Uneasy silence settled momentarily over the table, and then he let out a roar of laughter. Convinced by the end of the evening that I was neither a commie nor an “anti-war nancy,” the general invited me to his home, saying, “You’ve got to understand, this stuff was so secret that we didn’t talk about it to anyone.”


The general proved to be a reliable source for a later, revised edition of the book, and we also became friends.


I have always been aware that the story told here is only a sketch of a much greater canvas. Many who worked for Air America in difficult conditions are not mentioned, while numerous extraordinary true stories go unrecorded. However, I always took it for granted that other books by other writers would follow over the years, and that some definitive, scholarly tome on Air America would eventually be produced.


Remarkably, that has not happened. Various academics have accumulated mountains of original documents and many hundreds of hours of oral histories, but so far no one has shaped this raw, archival mass into digestible literary form.


In recent years, journalists have shown renewed interest in tracking the activities of what has been described as the “New Air America.” This has mainly focused on Extraordinary Rendition, a CIA euphemism to describe the kidnapping of terrorist suspects in one country, bypassing legal extradition, and transporting them to another. An estimated 3,000 suspects have been abducted in this way. A portion of these disappeared into the CIA’s global network of secret prisons, known as Black Sites, to be interrogated. Others were handed over to the intelligence services of allies, a number of which routinely employ torture. Although Extraordinary Extradition is beyond the scope of this book, it has been proven that planes controlled by the CIA are essential to service this worldwide covert operation.


But however questionable certain areas of Air America’s activities might seem, the bravery of its pilots remains beyond question. Whether navigating “the hump” over the Himalayas into China in primitive cargo planes or flying through enemy gunfire in unarmed aircraft during the Vietnam War, danger was part of the routine. This revised edition of an old book is brought before new readers in the belief that a chronicle of genuine courage never really dates.




Introduction


The day before I first heard about Air America, I dined in the exotic Oriental Hotel in Bangkok with James Bond. The significance of this encounter with the greatest symbol of the fantasy, cloak-and-dagger world of the super-spy, where the highly improbable is routine and the impossible all part of a day’s grind, passed me by at the time. There was nothing clandestine about the dinner where Roger Moore, who was starring in the latest Bond escapade, entertained a group of journalists on the beautiful terrace of the Oriental. An old Asia hand sat down with us and told us very unlikely stories about the real Shanghai Lil. Someone remarked that the night was humid and sticky, perhaps the monsoon was about to break.


Looking back, I find it uncanny how apt this atmosphere was for the real world of intrigue I was about to discover: the scarcely believable activities and super-secret machinations of a spy airline, set against a backdrop of steaming jungles and colorful cities.


The following morning the monsoon did break, and when that happens in the Far East the rain is relentless. I sat trapped in a car as the rain drummed on the roof, waiting for some break to allow me to dash to the entrance of a wooden house situated in an old part of the city where the klongs were still waterways and had not been covered with concrete and turned into roads. I was with a couple I had recently met who were taking me to visit an American pilot and the pet gibbons he kept. “This guy flies for Air America,” the husband said meaningfully. The information meant nothing to me, and it must have showed. “Air America’s the spook airline,” he continued. “CIA.”


He added that the only thing they had in common with the spook pilot was the fact that they too had pet gibbons. At the time I was much more interested in these gibbons than I was in Air America or the CIA, for I had been wandering about the Far East on a story for The Observer in London on animal smuggling. It had taken me from the teeming markets of Calcutta to the depths of the jungle in Thailand and the Malaysian peninsula. In Bangkok, I was anxious to find out how animals, listed and protected as endangered species and whose export was banned, were being taken out of the country.


The rain showed no sign of letting up, so we decided to make a bolt for the front door. It was only about twenty yards, but by the time we reached shelter we were soaked. The rest of the morning was spent sipping drinks while steam rose gently from our jackets, and admiring the pilot’s two gibbons (Lyndon Johnson and Elizabeth Taylor Rosenfield), who came swinging down from the trees, whooping joyously, to play with the guests on the veranda.


There were several Air America pilots present that morning, and one of the first things that struck me about them was that they were men who liked a drink. Our host turned out to be a genial type, and as someone who seemed to have flown into every corner of the country, he gave me some valuable pointers on the animal-smuggling business. He also made it clear that government export restrictions did not worry him; he was going to fly his gibbons out of the country next to him in the cockpit of his plane and have them shipped from neighboring Laos where no such ban existed.


A little later, I was having a drink with an American war correspondent, who was taking a few days’ leave from the rigors of Saigon. “This Air America is a rather unorthodox airline,” I said naïvely. “The pilots seem to use it to smuggle their pets out on.”


The war-hardened, whiskey-soaked non-combatant looked incredulous. He had found it odd to start with that while the war in Vietnam was floundering through its final stages, a reporter in the Far East should be more interested in the passage of parakeets and the fate of monkeys. He put down his drink, leaned toward me, and spoke in a low and measured voice. “Air America have flown opium; they’ve flown guns and bombs and ammo; they’ve dropped spies into China and special units into North Vietnam, flying so low their wheels are in the foliage most of the way. They’ve been involved with every sort of kook and weirdo that a war throws up, goddamn it, and all you’re interested in is that they’re smuggling pet poodles without the right papers.”


My story took me into the jungle of Southern Thailand and across the border into Malaysia, where I flew from Penang to Singapore. Leafing through the airline’s magazine, I started to read an article on a pretty young hostess. It was a straightforward PR piece about how much she enjoyed being with the airline and serving the passengers and so on, but one paragraph caught my attention. The girl was explaining how she had trained as a secretary once upon a time, but had always dreamed of being an air hostess: “Before this, I flew with Air America, but that was different, very different. Once, I went to work and had to fly on a plane full of dead bodies … better not say anything about that.”


At this point the hostess did not add to her cryptic remark on Air America, and the writer, as singlemindedly interested in the airline’s image as I was in animal smuggling, did not press her. My interest in Air America had been aroused but did not go very far. Whatever the airline was up to, they were no great shakes in the animal-smuggling business, and when I eventually wrote my article they warranted only a line: “Some animals have been known to have been smuggled out on Air America, openly talked about in Southeast Asia as the CIA airline.”


What came to intrigue me about Air America was that while everybody seemed to know it was a CIA airline and that it indulged in some nefarious activities, nobody really knew anything about it at all. Journalists described Air America as being “everywhere” throughout Vietnam, and especially Laos, and spoke of its pilots as hard-drinking soldiers of fortune who did their work for both pay and adventure. But what did this mysterious airline do, how many planes did it own, and what were its limits of operation? Everyone was vague.


And with good reason. Firstly, those hard-drinking soldiers of fortune knew that their jobs were on the line if too much booze led to loose talk in a bar in front of journalists. This was unlikely, even without the threat of dismissal, for almost to a man they were temperamentally antipathetic to reporters, whom they saw as only slightly less venomous than their declared enemies. Secondly, the directors of Air America, both in the field and back at HQ in Washington, were more than happy to meet a straightforward question with a straightforward lie. Thirdly, the paymasters and overlords, the CIA, hardly knew the answers themselves, and were not about to say anything to anybody anyway.


Slowly I began to build up my contacts within Air America, and was careful to keep in touch and widen my knowledge of ex-AA personnel. My primary interest was in the men who flew the planes. They might be difficult, reluctant to talk to me, or downright hostile, but they were not liars. First of all, I thought it might make a lengthy but interesting article. Then I saw it as a very long investigative piece, maybe a series, and then … my God, what have we here? I had opened a seething can of worms.


The story behind most airlines would be a predictable and somewhat dreary tale. We can imagine that Pan Am, British Airways, and Lufthansa have had their moments, what with teething problems in the early days and the drama and tragedy of air crashes, but in the main it is a dull business mostly concerned with profit and loss. It would come as a shock to find out that Pan Am once supplied air support for an invasion of Red China, or that British Airways had been the lifeline for Tibetan horsemen parachuted into the Himalayas to fight a guerrilla war; it would be impossible to accept that Varig jets had bombed Guatemala City, or that TWA had supplied a mercenary army of opium farmers 30,000 strong, and carried their dope to market. It would be unthinkable that any of the world’s major commercial airlines would indulge in illegal overflights of Russia and China, support rebel troops against legally constituted governments, manufacture its own napalm out of Tide and petroleum, or drop forged money over a country like confetti.


But Air America did all of the things mentioned above and much, much more. Perhaps equally staggering is the simple, bald fact that, at its zenith, Air America was, in terms of the number of planes it either owned or had at its disposal, the largest airline in the world.


The history of Air America is an adventure story that could have been picked straight out of a boy’s magazine. The company served as a model for Milton Caniff’s shady outfit Air Expendable in the comic strip Terry and the Pirates. The real-life story is more extraordinary. Naturally, the airline did not conduct all of its affairs with its name emblazoned across the fuselage and a movie showing in the central section. Sometimes it was called this and sometimes it was called that, and there were many times when it was not called anything at all. The planes at its disposal ranged from 727 jets to small Cessnas and helicopters. But one way or another, it had the capability to get the job done.


There will be pedants at CIA HQ in Langley, Virginia, and in Washington who will play with words and pretend that Air America as a company did not do this or that, so I had better explain what I mean when I use the name: Air America was a company incorporated in Delaware, but it was also a generic name used to describe all of the CIA air activities whether under the name of Civil Air Transport, Intermountain, Air Asia, or Southern Air Transport. There was a web of dozens of CIA airlines throughout the world which should perhaps have gone under the title CIA AIR. But that is a logo you would not find anywhere.


The CIA air proprietaries came about as a direct result of the creation of the Agency’s Directorate for Plans, or Clandestine Service—dubbed the Department of Dirty Tricks—which pursued programs of covert action. According to its charter, these included: “propaganda; economic warfare; preventive direct action, including sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition, and evacuation measures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to guerrilla and refugee liberation groups; and support of indigenous anti-communist elements in the threatened countries of the free world.”


As the CIA developed its paramilitary capability over the years, it created and maintained large commercial proprietary corporations. These CIA proprietaries were business entities, wholly owned by the Agency, which either actually did business, or appeared to do business as private firms.


The biggest and most important of all the proprietaries were the airlines, and Air America grew with the war in Indochina to be the largest operation of them all. It saw the most action and encountered every sort of problem and situation that such a vast but clandestine outfit might be expected to run into. It made significant profits for the CIA, competing directly with privately owned corporations, and was worth hundreds of millions. Its activities were run under the strictest secrecy, made possible because the DDP was exempt even from many of the CIA’s own internal review procedures on the grounds of national security.


I have concentrated mainly on Air America in this book because it was the largest, its activities were the most wide-ranging, and the period of its growth and the men it attracted to its ranks were the most fascinating.


As an outsider and an individual with limited research and financial resources, it would be impossible to write the definitive story of CIA AIR. That will never be fully revealed. But I have attempted to give the broad picture and to tell a story that has never been told before, and thereby give an idea of how the CIA used airplanes.


Even the Agency itself was never quite sure just how big its air arm had become. It proved impossible to figure out exactly how many planes it had under its control, and personnel figures were similarly imprecise. Richard Helms, one-time director of the CIA, asked one of his staff officers in the mid-sixties what he thought was a simple question: “How many airplanes does the CIA own?”


An officer with extensive Clandestine Service experience was assigned to make a study of air proprietaries’ operations, and after three confusing and frustrating months he put a huge map of the world, dotted with hundreds of colored pins, in a secure Agency room. Then, for an hour, he talked about the dozens of airlines and the hundreds of planes the Agency owned. The map could only be ninety percent accurate at any given time, the officer explained apologetically, as the airlines were constantly leasing planes to one another, changing engine and tail numbers, and cannibalizing planes for parts. So, after a three-month investigation from inside the Agency itself, they still had no clear idea of how many planes they owned, although he could say that one of the Agency’s holding companies, the Pacific Corporation, which included Air America and Air Asia, alone accounted for more than 10,000 people, almost as large as the entire workforce of the parent CIA. The whole of this operation was supervised part time by only a single senior CIA officer who lamented that he did not know “what the hell was going on.” Director Helms sat in stunned silence as his staff officer shuffled colored pins and flags across the map of the world in an attempt to explain what proprietaries were operating with what equipment in what countries. A witness described Helms as being “aghast.”


This is not to suggest that Air America was badly managed or ineffective. It was a superbly run organization that made large profits, had a good record of safety, and did whatever job that was put before it, living up to its company slogan: ANYTHING, ANYWHERE, ANYTIME—PROFESSIONALLY. Its civilian status allowed it to operate without the bureaucracy and red tape that surrounded the military; cross international borders with a minimum of fuss; and break the rules whenever a mission demanded it. And, above all, it was effective because the men hired to do the flying were among the best and most experienced pilots in the world, prepared to risk their lives on a daily basis to fly unarmed and unprotected into places the military, and even the madmen of the Marine Corps, feared to go. Many of the fixed-wing pilots had weathered a number of wars before they joined up—with General Claire Chennault in China; World War II; the Korean War; supplying the French in Indochina—while the helicopter pilots were hand-picked from the thousands trained during the Vietnamese war. And Air America only picked the best.


Once the Vietnam War was over, the CIA’s clandestine air force was considerably reduced, but it did not disappear. Many Air America pilots retired to clip coupons in the USA, or went on to work for well-paying, non-CIA outfits in Iran or Alaska, but a few simply changed wars. Several flew in Angola in the mid-seventies, while a few continued to fly a top-secret airlift of American arms to that country—via Zaire—to the rebel guerrillas of Jonas Savimbi in his struggle against the Cuban-backed Marxist government. Other ex-Air America types were recruited to fly Contra re-supply missions into Nicaragua, operating out of El Salvador, Honduras, and Costa Rica.


(When an ageing C-123 transport plane—serviced in Miami by Southern Air Transport, once owned by the CIA—was shot down in Nicaragua at the end of 1986, it was revealed that the pilot, William Cooper, the co-pilot, Wallace “Buzz” Sawyer, and the cargo kicker, Eugene Hasenfus, had all been old Air America hands during the CIA’s decade-long secret war in Laos during the sixties. Cooper and Sawyer were killed, while Hasenfus became the most recent of a line of men involved with CIA air operations to fall into enemy hands: CIA agents John T. Downey and Richard G. Fecteau were shot down in an Agency airplane on an illegal flight over communist China in November, 1952, and were abandoned to rot in Chinese jails for the next twenty years; then in May 1958, Allen Pope was shot down on a covert CIA bombing mission to supply Indonesian rebels in Sumatra, where he was jailed for four years until he was released to return to the US and a new job flying for none other than Southern Air Transport.)


Meanwhile, the logistics and training end of the Contra supply mission also involved people with close ties to the CIA’s air proprietaries. Retired Air Force general, Richard Secord, named as one of the principal “civilian” suppliers of arms and equipment, had previously served as the officer at Udorn air force base in Thailand, who used Air America to ferry arms and supplies to the war in Laos. Ed Dearborn, one-time chief pilot of Continental Air Services in Laos, and the head of the CIA’s Cuban mercenary air force in the Congo before that, trained pilots for the Contras.


It’s a small covert world. It is not always easy to differentiate, in this world of “smoke and mirrors,” which of these men are under contract to the CIA, work for “cut-out” corporations (private front companies at least once removed from the Agency), or are merely “freelancers for democracy”—mercenary soldiers of fortune with a taste for adventure.


A few Air America pilots have crossed the line, and been convicted of flying drugs for criminal consortiums, while a tiny percentage have actually flown under the flags of countries hostile to the US. Ed Wilson, the CIA agent who turned terrorist, hired Air America pilots to fly in Libyan dictator Muamar Qaddafi’s war with Chad, while in the summer of 1987, Air America veteran Billy Pearson was killed while flying a helicopter gunship for the leftist government of Surinam.


Once the Vietnam War was over, the CIA’s operational need for covert air support was greatly reduced, and the Agency’s air assets reorganized. Numerous disclosures in the press had made many CIA proprietaries, owned outright by the Agency, a liability. These were sold off, while other new fronts were created.


But the type of man who flew the planes never really changed. This group of “tin jockeys” has been dubbed flying legionaires, aerial cowboys, airborne buccaneers, Yankee air pirates, and the CIA’s high-fliers, but under any name they formed “the finest bunch of airplane drivers that has ever been got together anywhere.” This is a story of that unique breed of men and the extraordinary airline they flew for.




1. Joining the Legion


“Every time there’s a war, the same damned people always show up,” an old Air America hand, veteran of a number of wars, observed. “The funny thing is, you never see them in between.” To many old aviators who had last seen each other in the Korean or Second World wars, Air America seemed to be a select club for aeronautical survivors. Too old by Forces’ standards for active service, but too young to spend the rest of their lives fishing, they had answered advertisements in their local papers for an airline in Southeast Asia which needed pilots, and found themselves together with old friends.


Originally, in its early days, Air America quietly approached Air Force pilots to take on its clandestine missions. These men would then disappear from the military in a complex process known as “sheep-dipping” after seeming to go through all the legal and official motions of resigning from the service. The pilot’s records would be pulled from the Air Force personnel files and transferred to a special AF intelligence file. Friends and relations would be told a cover story about the resignation, and the man would become, to all outward appearances, a civilian. At the same time, his ghostly paper existence within the intelligence file would continue to pursue his Air Force career: when his contemporaries were promoted, he would be promoted, and so on. Sheep-dipping became extremely complicated when a pilot was killed or captured. There would be all sorts of pension and insurance problems, which was one of the reasons the CIA found it necessary to create its own insurance proprietary complex.


But as the burgeoning air proprietaries soon became too large to rely on sheep-dipped Air Force pilots alone, they had to recruit personnel like any other airline. Air America reached its peak during the Indochina War, and conducted a number of recruitment drives across the country. There were times when the procedure was standard: a potential employee would fill in the appropriate forms and then go for an interview at the company’s HQ in Washington, D.C. And then there were times when recruiting was eccentric.


“The hiring process was kind of funny,” said Neil Hansen, who was to become an Air America legend. Hansen was flying for the Teamsters’ Union as Jimmy Hoffa’s aerial chauffeur, and was under constant FBI surveillance, when he first heard of Air America. The money seemed good, it was an overseas posting, and he was eager for a change; so he applied in writing. When there was no reply after a couple of weeks, he called up the office to be told gruffly that the company was not hiring at that time.


The very next day, Hansen had to fly to Chicago. He received an urgent call from his wife telling him that an H. H. Dawson in Washington wanted him to phone collect as soon as possible. It struck Hansen as strange, as this was “Red” Dawson, Air America’s boisterous personnel manager, who had spoken to him only on the previous day. But he made the call.


“Are you still interested?” Dawson wanted to know.


“Hell, I called you yesterday,” Hansen replied. “Sure I’m still interested.”


“When can you leave?”


“I have to give two weeks’ notice,” Hansen said, a little startled by such an abrupt approach.


“So two weeks from tomorrow?”


“Well, yeah, I suppose so.”


“Good. I’ve a couple of questions,” Dawson said. “Can you fly good?” At this stage Hansen began to wonder if he was the victim of some sort of practical joke, but he went along with it anyway. “I was in Washington yesterday and I’m in Chicago today, and I flew all the way.”


“Yeah okay,” Dawson said. “Do you drink a lot?”


“Well I’m sober now and I’ve got to fly back,” Hansen replied, shaking his head in disbelief.


“Okay. We’ll send you the tickets and some money.”


The conversation was so vague that Hansen felt he should fill in the gaps himself, and offered to fly to Washington for a proper interview. “I thought they might like to talk to me or at least see what I looked like. It seemed reasonable. Most employers do want to know what you look like or talk to you anyway.”


The Air America personnel manager seemed irritated by the suggestion. It would not be necessary, he said, and rang off. Hansen was hired. “I thought, Jesus, I don’t know if I really want to work for an outfit like that.”


Within weeks, he was on his way to Taiwan. His experience, as he had clearly stated in his original application, was bush flying in Canada, and in small executive aircraft. He found himself posted to Japan to fly a DC-6, a plane he had never flown in his life, on the “book run,” carrying the Stars and Stripes newspaper to US Forces stationed in Korea.


It was part of the deal that an Air America pilot had to be prepared to fly anything. If a pilot whose experience was in military transports found himself assigned to a single-engine STOL (Short Take-Off and Landing) aircraft and objected, it was pointed out to him bluntly that he had been hired as a professional and was therefore supposed to be able to fly what he was given. And if he could not, he was free to pack his bags and go home.


There were those who did just that. One recruit was out at the airport in Saigon at the end of a working day and watched the station manager, Les Strouse, disposing the airplanes. “What are you moving them around for?” the rookie asked.


He was told that the base was expecting a rocket attack and they did not want all the same type of aircraft destroyed if they took a hit. “That was the last we saw of him,” Strouse said. “Had he stayed until morning he would have found out that we did take a hit that night, right in the middle of the ramp.”


New arrivals could find their orientation flights impressive. “After a short indoctrination period in Taipei, I went up to Saigon where we were told about the hazardous conditions, the lack of navigational facilities, the inadequate weather reporting stations, and so on,” Art Kenyon, a fixed-wing pilot who was to fly a C-46, recalled. “Then I went through an area orientation program sitting in the right-hand seat as co-pilot.


“We flew about thirty miles south of Saigon, down in the Delta, where there was a laterite strip of a reddish mud and clay composition. I was asked to make some landings, and on about my third or fourth, an Army Caribou cut me out a little bit. I had to extend my downwing leg in order to let the Caribou land, and had just begun to go down when I was hit by small arms fire. A single shot came through the left wing of the airplane, fragmented, and then entered the fuselage. I was in a slight bank at the time, and as soon as I heard the impact I put the power to it and started to pull up, raised the landing gear, and tried to get some altitude between me and whoever was shooting at me. I turned to my left and said the training was too goddamn realistic. We didn’t have to get cut by another plane and shot at to prove that flying in Vietnam was hazardous.”


Laos offered the same baptism by fire. “I got fired at on my first trip with a heavy Chinese machine-gun,” Tom Grady, a helicopter pilot, said. “At ground school you heard all the stories, but the big stuff really shakes you. It took ten years off my life.”


An exotic airline hiring mercenary pilots attracted some interest in the press. There were stories of men being offered “$1,000 a week and a box to come home in,” and one would-be tough guy who wanted to join, having heard “they have some divisions that get a little rough once in a while,” dejectedly told the New York Times that he had been rejected because he wore glasses. Reporters wrote about rugged-looking young men with briefcases moving swiftly in and out of Air America’s Washington office, remarked on the luxurious wall-to-wall gold-colored carpet, and noted that the men talked in whispers and closed doors behind them. It was all good cloak-and-dagger stuff, but no mention was made of the CIA.


The men who were being hired, although told that if they were not prepared to be shot at they might as well stay at home, were certainly given no inkling that the airline was owned lock, stock, and barrel by the CIA. Often, men who had gone along for an interview with Air America found themselves hired by Air Asia and were given their tickets by Civil Air Transport. “It was a little confusing, all those names,” one pilot said. “My wife was sort of suspicious about it and asked who I really worked for. ‘Hell, I don’t know,’ I told her ‘Who cares?’”


Many would fly for Air America for years and only find out about the Agency connection through an article in Newsweek, and even today many are unsure exactly how it fitted into the scheme of things. Others, about 15 percent of the pilots, would be assigned to clandestine missions almost immediately. A vocabulary of euphemism and understatement evolved as a result of the men’s uncertain status. The CIA became known as “the Customer,” ammunition became “hard rice,” and any covert mission was called “black.” Spies dropped behind enemy lines were “infils” when they were taken in, and “exfils” when they were brought out; the troops of the mercenary army were the “friendlies” while the enemy became the “bad guys.” Flights under heavy enemy fire were referred to as “sporty,” while an experience that took a pilot close to death would be described as “fascinating.” It was a way of easing the tension and keeping one’s nerve.


In the very early days, up until the end of the Korean War, Air America tended to recruit active-duty people from the surplus of pilots created by the war. A man could make two or three times as much as he could in the Forces, so it was attractive to make the move. Later, civilians would be approached through a grapevine of the like-minded. But when the company began to mushroom in the mid-sixties it was necessary to advertise and solicit young chopper pilots who had done their tour of duty with the Marines or the military and were already trained and battle hardened. The sort of flying that Air America went in for would turn the average jumbo pilot’s hair white in a single flight.


Pilots are well known to be a breed unto themselves; of those in Air America, some were heroes and a few were crooks, but together they formed a truly unique mix. Individualistic and not overfond of authority, with a taste for adventure and cold cash, they somehow combined courage with an edge of craziness that pulled them through the toughest situations. Flying airplanes has been described as hour upon hour of boredom interrupted by moments of sheer terror, and perversely it seemed to be the moments of terror that kept them in the job.


An idea of an AA pilot’s character can best be given by describing one or two of the company’s more colorful personalities. If any one pilot of Air America deserves the reputation as the airline’s living legend, it is Art Wilson, known throughout the Orient as “Shower Shoes.” Wilson had flown “the hump” over the Himalayas into China with the Flying Tigers in the early forties, had dropped supplies to the besieged French troops during the battle of Dien Bien Phu, and was still with AA at the very end of the last day of the Vietnam War when Saigon fell. And he flew through it all in the simple rubber sandals the men called shower shoes.


His particular war horses were the old faithful C-46s and Gooney Bird transport planes, and he had amassed a staggering amount of hours in them. It takes years in commercial aviation to clock up 1,000 hours, and younger pilots would quiz him in awed tones on his record. “Shower Shoes, how much time have you in that aircraft out there?” one pilot asked him in the Operations room in Vientiane.


“Oh, about 4,000 hours.”


The young pilot looked disappointed. “I would have thought after 15 years you would have more time in C-47s,” he said.


Wilson nodded toward the Gooney Bird on the tarmac. “Four thousand hours in that C-47 there.”


It was said there was a C-46 that he had 15,000 hours in, and that the old pilot’s grand total was 30,000 hours.


Wilson had grown up in China, speaking the language like a native, and able to write more characters than most Chinese. He liked to give the impression of a country hick, but behind his scruffy, somewhat absent-minded image was a highly intelligent and well-read man. He was the aeronautical version of the sailor with a girl in every port, and knew the Far East like his own backyard. He lived like a native, and among his more disturbing Eastern habits was his taste for “bloots”—unhatched baby chickens which are eaten raw, feathers and all.


In 1966, with six logbooks with 25,000 hours on them to his credit, the company discovered he did not have a pilot’s license. He had to return to the States and attend a flying school in Louisiana to get his FAA license to complement the Chinese license he flew with. Never a snappy dresser, Wilson shuffled into the flying school and told them he wanted a commercial license. The young instructor told him it was usual to start on a Cessna and work up.


“I want to get in that thing out there,” Shower Shoes said, indicating a DC-3.


“You’ve got to start on something small,” the young instructor said patronizingly.


“Son,” Wilson said, dumping his pile of logbooks on the table, “I’ve probably spent more hours in one of those than you have breathing.”


The shower shoes were frowned upon officially, and there were endless attempts made to persuade him to wear other more acceptable and professional footgear. An instructor who visited Vientiane to give the pilots classes on jungle survival techniques was appalled to see Wilson sitting before him, fresh from a flight, with only shower shoes on his feet.


“Now, how long do you think it would take you to walk out of the jungle in those?” he asked.


Wilson scratched his head thoughtfully. “Well, let me see… . The last time, it took two weeks. Time before that, it was around six.” On one occasion when Wilson was shot down, he hid the aircraft so well that a rescue team failed to locate him. But Wilson employed his own techniques for survival; bad co-pilots were made to sit on their hands and were not allowed to touch any instruments throughout the flight. And he never flew without his carefully packed survival kit—a plastic case with a plastic zipper containing a sandwich, a can of beer, and a spare pair of shower shoes.


When the company finally insisted that he wear proper footwear, he would hobble across the tarmac in GI boots, then kick them off in the cockpit for the comfort of the beloved shower shoes.


He never flew on a Sunday. When a Chinese scheduler once approached him at the airport and told him his plane was ready, he shook his head. “I don’t fly on Sundays, son. They know that up in scheduling.” It was an old pilot’s superstition, but a well-founded one. “I’ve had too many friends killed on a Sunday,” he explained to a colleague.


A pilot of a different generation who extended Wilson’s tradition for idiosyncrasy and eccentricity was Neil Hansen. Tall, lean, and laconic, he was the sort of character who can be imagined hitching his horse to a post and kicking open the swing doors of a saloon in some dusty cowboy town. He became known in AA as “Weird Neil” and the nickname seemed to attach itself to him naturally. “He was just weird,” a colleague said by way of explanation. “You never knew what he was going to do.” Among his experiences with AA was a hectic day when he was shot down once, crash-landed once, and then was in a chopper that had to make an emergency landing. He temporarily became a Buddhist monk in a village outside of Vientiane, Laos, where he lived like a native. “Working with the people as a monk, you’re the father confessor, the doctor, everything. It was a lot of fun working with them, I really enjoyed it,” Hansen said. “Buddhism is an interesting philosophy, and like all religions it’s a power philosophy. I was always interested in how they could get a guy to sit down and pour a can of gas over himself, and I saw how it was done. Give me your mind and I’ll have your ass.”


New co-pilots who flew with him were subjected to unnerving practical jokes. They would climb aboard, eager to make a good impression on the captain, and Hansen would hand over the controls of the airplane and tell them the direction to hold. Then he would slip out a coloring book and a box of colored pencils and begin to crayon.


“Hell, I’m missing a red,” he would complain to his kicker (air freight specialist), Beetle Bailey. “I’ll trade you a green and an orange for a red.”


“Uh-huh—I want a green and blue as well,” Bailey would say, driving a hard bargain.


The rookie co-pilot would usually pretend that he found nothing unusual about the captain and his kicker as they continued to color away like kids in a kindergarten.


“Hey, Neil, can I do the barn?” Bailey would ask.


“All right, but mind you stay in between the lines now. You spoilt the farmyard scene when I let you do the cow. Blue indeed!”


In bad weather, or under fire, such conversations had an unsettling effect on the uninitiated.


After a long career with AA, and a hair-raising stint in Cambodia, Hansen found himself back in Laos after the company had pulled out, flying for the enemy.


“I went back there to fly for the Fairy Prince, who was queer and really dug pilots. He’d buy you drinks and everything, a sweet devil. I was flying this C-46, dropping rice to the Pathet Lao. Just rice. They didn’t expect me to drop ammo, which was really quite fair, considering. Everybody else had left the country, but AA had given two C-46s to Royal Air Laos, which were rice-drop airplanes. There was another pilot, a Lao, but he couldn’t drop rice to save his ass. He dropped it in rivers, in the jungle—it went all over the goddamn place.


“The Russians were there supporting the Pathet Lao, as well. I used to think that our military and organizational set-ups were bad, but theirs were hard to believe. They had this massive bureaucracy and hierarchy for a two-airplane operation.”


Hansen made himself so useful that when he wanted to leave, he found that he was denied an exit visa and had to be smuggled out of the country.


“Weird” Neil Hansen and Art Wilson epitomized the individualistic nature of the men who flew for AA. And yet it was hard to miss a member of the airline, for they wore a distinctive uniform. They looked like soldiers of fortune. The company provided them with a two-tone gray outfit, a light shirt matched by trousers of a darker shade, and a peaked hat with the AA insignia on it. The men usually abandoned the hat for a baseball cap, and some even wore stetsons. All wore the inevitable sunglasses. But most distinctive of all was what became known as AA jewelry. Some wore gold necklaces and rings, but almost without fail they sported a solid gold Rolex on one arm and a solid gold bracelet hand-engraved with their initials, sometimes in diamonds, and the Chinese four seasons design, on the other. One pilot commissioned a goldsmith to do elaborate work on a bracelet, but the craftsman was caught stealing gold from his employer and the job had to be completed in jail. The bracelets were big and gaudy, and the biggest weighed half a kilo.


The pilots claimed that the AA bracelets originated as something to barter their lives with if they were ever shot down and captured by the enemy. As the enemy would have cut off their arms to get the gold, it is more likely that the pilots’ naïve theory was created to allow them to indulge themselves in a little ostentation.


Spend enough time with pilots, and their divisions and hierarchies become apparent. The fighter pilot needs a different sort of courage and ability to maneuver his way through a cut-and-thrust dogfight than the bomber pilot who must plough relentlessly through exploding clouds of anti-aircraft fire. In Air America, those differences manifested themselves between the men who flew the STOL aircraft and landed on uphill strips less than 600 feet long, and the men who flew the C-46s and C-47s and dropped rice and ammo in all weather. There was an even wider division between the fixed-wing people and those who flew the helicopters, which was not just a question of differing temperaments and skills, but boiled down to a generation gap.


Most of the older men had spent a lifetime in the services, and had been through very different kinds of wars from the one the helicopter pilots had fought in the Marine Corps. They rarely mixed socially, and the younger men often saw their seniors as throwbacks who looked out on the world through the blinkered and one-directional spectacles that seem to be handed out to all military men along with their long-service medals, although tunnel vision in Air America was not always confined to the older generation.


The chopper pilots held, and deserved, a reputation for being larger-than-life hellraisers, spoiling for action, whereas the older military types had most of their drinking, whoring, and brawling days behind them; but not all.


Helicopter pilots were quite simply a different breed of cat. “They were younger than we were,” a fixed-wing pilot explained, “and they had the wildest parties and were the biggest boozers and the real Hotshot-Charlie aviators. We were altogether an older and more staid bunch. The rotor heads were a clique and didn’t mix much.”


Young men not only had the chance to prolong the adventure of active duty, but also had the opportunity of early command. “I was 27 years old when I finished flying with the Marines,” one said, “and I could have got a job with the scheduled airlines and maybe gone on a waiting list for twenty years before I had command of my own plane. With Air America, I had command right there and then, and I liked it.”


It was said of the “rotor heads” that life beneath the swinging propellers of their machines had scrambled their brains; also scrambled were the beliefs and illusions of an older generation. Where the older men respected authority, the younger ones held it in contempt; while the older pilots swelled to the flutter of the flag, the younger ones tended to look carefully at whoever might be waving it. And if it was a young gung-ho CIA case officer with scant regard for their safety, the younger pilots were not beyond taking a swing at him.


Helicopters had been used in combat in Korea for the first time, and at the start the people who flew them tended to be terrible pilots. The aviation world looked down on the helicopter and the man who flew it, and the idea took root in pilots’ minds. When the chopper finally came into its own in Vietnam, and became of prime strategic importance, things were made even worse because of the jealousy and ill-feeling formed between the Air Force and the military’s helicopter jocks. This feeling was carried over into Air America, where a chopper pilot was able to fly more hours and make more landings than the fixed-wing people. And, as many special projects were paid for by the number of landings, the chopper pilots were committing the cardinal sin of making more money than the senior men.


The young men sensed the resentment and reacted against it. “They didn’t like us because fixed-wing pilots lost jobs through helicopters,” Ron Zappardino said. “We were all new people who would not accept any of the old ideas. We had flown in a war as recently as six months before, probably some of the toughest flying ever, where enemy contact was made every day. And then along came these fucking old farts who have been flying for thirty years, and haven’t seen action since the Second World War, and started to tell us how to fly in combat. They were very protective of their own positions and didn’t like our attitude, and we didn’t like theirs. It created a great division. They had a limited mentality and no vision and thought the war was going on forever. We all knew—get your money and get out, it ain’t gonna last.”


The younger men tended to see Air America as a place to pick up some quick cash and a chance to get ahead; the older men believed it would be the Indochinese airline when the war was over. The young had seen the war in Vietnam up close, and had been confused and hardened by it. “All the time I was in Vietnam I was trying to figure out why we were there, and justify myself being there,” said Mike Barksdale. “At first I thought I was there for some higher reason, but I didn’t really feel that way by the time I got to Air America. By then it was just a business. I wasn’t there to save anybody from the Red horde anymore. I stayed on to make a few bucks and enjoy a job I liked doing.”


He saw the older pilots as stuck in a rut. “They gave you the impression they didn’t have anyplace else to go. And they sure didn’t have anywhere else where they could make that much money. I heard a colonel say to some of the guys over there, ‘Just make sure you don’t become Southeast Asia bums,’ and at the time I didn’t know what he was talking about. But I figured it out after I was there for a while.”


There were few among the chopper pilots who ever contemplated a career in the military, and this too led to a division. “All I’ve got to say is, if somebody is retired military, it’s two stripes against him,” said Wayne Lannin. “To be in the military for twenty years means that you’ve had to kiss ass not to upset anybody. Now the guys who had fought in the Second World War or Korea were the ones you could usually relate to, sit down and talk. But there were a lot who had never been to war but would pull rank because they’d been with the company for years and had seniority.”


The proportion of ex-Marine pilots in Air America to Air Force or civilians was surprisingly high. It is significant because there were not that many Marine aviators. “Most of the helicopter pilots were ex-Marines, which figured, because to be a Marine you’ve got to be fucking mad,” Ron Zappardino said. “We were all slightly unbalanced, otherwise what the fuck were we doing in the Marine Corps, where somebody was going to beat you, punch you, shove you and push you, and make you die? You’re trying to prove something to yourself. So you’re talking about a bunch of unbalanced idiots who loved what they were doing.


“There were no restrictions. I could do things nobody would normally be allowed to do with an airplane. You could physically take the aircraft and push it right to its limit, test your ability as a pilot, go into the worst possible areas of the world and successfully complete a mission. And the country was backing it.


“I wouldn’t have flown for the North Vietnamese Army for 10,000 dollars a month. There was a semblance with Air America that what you were doing was right. I was there for my country, the money, and the fun, and I didn’t give a shit who was right or wrong. Most guys believed they were saving the world. But they wouldn’t have done it for a thousand a month—it’s a lot easier to save the world for four.”


Air America’s pilots have been called mercenaries, but there was a great difference between them and the rest of the world’s soldiers of fortune or professional adventurers. The true mercenary will bear arms under any flag, and his master is whoever holds the purse strings. Most of Air America believed they were in it for Uncle Sam, struggling against the evils of communism, and would not have been there otherwise.


Many of them lost this simplistic ideology as the war dragged on, became disillusioned by the bureaucratic bungling and waste, and became bitter as the death toll of their colleagues grew while little was achieved. But few of them would have stayed as long as they did or taken the same risks if their paymaster had been South Africa, say, or the Angolans.


But the money was good. A pilot could earn up to $5,000 a month if the going was tough enough, and there were tax advantages and travel facilities on top of that. And life was cheap and easy in the Far East, where it was usual for every family to have at least a couple of servants.


The high rates of pay led to jealousy among the services, but the boys in Air America were liable to rub it in rather than apologize. It was necessary for the Air Force to pick their argument at the right time in case they ever needed an Air America chopper to haul them out of a tight spot.


At the height of the war in Laos, when an upcountry relay station had been knocked out by enemy action, the only way for radio contact to be maintained was to transmit messages to an airplane circling high above the mountains, which would then relay them on. This was dull work, but one of the many jobs Air America undertook.


An Air Force captain in trouble called in, trying to get word back to his base that he might have to declare an emergency. He wasn’t quite sure, he said, but he wanted them to be ready. It was his misfortune that he happened to pick a Texan and retired F-102 pilot, to tell his troubles to. “Negative on that emergency,” the Texan drawled indifferently. “We can’t take care of that now, we’re busy.”


“What do you mean you’re busy?” the perplexed Air Force captain demanded. “What the hell are you doing?”


“What do you think?” came the drawn-out, abstracted response. “We’re up here counting our money.”


They liked the money, but it only explains a part of the motivation. There are a lot of places in the world where an experienced pilot can fly airplanes in less hazardous conditions, and given the ability of many of them, it’s clear they could have done as well with an orthodox airline. But for old combat fighters there is no psychic income whatsoever in sitting at the controls of a modern jet.


Art Kenyon, who flew fixed-wing in Vietnam, describes the difference well. One day he was flying an Air Force captain he shared an apartment with in Saigon up to Han Quan when they ran into bad weather. There were no navigational aids in the plane, so Kenyon was flying time and distance and let down below the clouds at around 1,200 feet. Spotting a river he recognized, he headed for an isolated field, checked it over for obstructive goats, dogs, or parked bicycles, and then made his approach.


“Jesus, you’re not going to land there?” the Air Force captain exclaimed.


“Just watch.”


They went in dragging the plane over trees and housetops, made it onto the rough strip, and came to a halt three quarters of the way down the runway. Kenyon said that his Air Force friend was “absolutely fascinated,” a charitable euphemism meaning he was frightened to death.


“I can remember as a very small child, my father would hide behind a corner and jump out at and startle me,” Kenyon explained. “I was scared but thrilled. And I think that has been a prevailing factor in everything I’ve done. In the war, I used to go out on operations and encounter no flak and no fighters—a milk run. I’d drop my bombs and go back and feel cheated a little bit.


“I often said to my friends that Air America could have had me for a lot less. They could have had me for nothing. I enjoyed the flying, I enjoyed the risk, and I enjoyed the satisfaction of the skill which I had developed. I sure as hell can’t complain. It was the most interesting and enjoyable decade of my life.”


In an attempt not to attract only those interested in money, Air America in Washington didn’t make the pay sound especially good during the interview. Applicants were told that their base pay would be $650 a month, and this put some people off. The real money was earned through overtime and hazard pay. On top of that, “black” projects were paid well and in cash, with no records kept. “The money was paid into our joint account in the Bank of Miami,” an Air America wife said. “I was expecting something around 650 dollars, yet the very first check was for 1,900. When I saw it, I was still in the States and didn’t know what my husband was up to. I said, ‘You better get out of that job, you must be doing something wrong.’”


Although it was quite possible to earn $5,000 a month, while chopper pilots occasionally picked up checks for $8,000, the company was not giving the money away. The feeling among the pilots, returning to base with the fuselage of their planes peppered with bullet holes, was they had earned every cent. “Nobody got wealthy on the kind of money we made,” Bob Dawson said. “I don’t think the salaries of the pilots began to cover the risk involved, and certainly there are dozens of dead over there who confirm that. If they thought they were going to lose their lives, they wouldn’t have sold them for anywhere near what they got.”


The conflict in Southeast Asia may not have been the best of wars, the Air America pilots said, but it was the only war they had. It was the sort of war where a man could leave home in the morning, risk his neck numerous times during the day, and return to the comfort of his house in the evening, enjoy a dry martini with his wife, and be served a good dinner by his servants. The company became a home for old fighter pilots where they could mix with their own kind and feel vital. “Take this war away and what would we have?” one pilot told a reporter at the time. “Most of us would go back to the States and become dirty old men.”


There was no equivalent to Air America anywhere else in the world, so for those with combat flying in their blood, there was nowhere else to go. “Those guys got together and had a world,” Charlotte Wierdt, a pilot’s wife said. “Back home, people were in their own world and nobody wanted to listen to their war stories. Air America was a place were they would re-live their wars, shoot them down again. It was high adventure, and if you didn’t like adventure you didn’t last long.” Her own husband, Leonard, paid the highest price of all for the adventure when, cruising low in Laos in a Pilatus Porter, searching for a colleague who had crashed, his own plane slipped and careered into a tree.


People in aviation say that there is not much fun in flying jets. Avionics has turned pilots into electronic engineers, and the touch of the Red Baron has gone. Air America fliers had the opportunity to fly planes which real pilots had flown back in the days when aviation was aviation. Finally, they were neither mercenaries nor soldiers of fortune, but true romantics. “It was a haven for pilots from all over the world,” said Fletcher Prouty, a retired USAF colonel who acted as liaison between the CIA and the Air Force for nine years. “I’ve met every sort there. The company paid a good salary, kept the guys busy, and were not too restrictive on their extracurricular activities. They had a darned good air force—they could do anything.”


Among the older men, there was sometimes a desperate side to their involvement with the company, an attempt to make up for past failures and recapture lost youth. Many saw themselves in the mold of Lord Jim, escaping from something at home into the exotic Orient in the hope they would find a more meaningful life and a better self. Some of them were turning their backs on the human disaster of their past lives, or merely escaping the terrible prison of a loving wife, two kids, a dog, and a mortgage in smalltown America. All of them had once experienced a period of great adventure, and then found themselves working as salesmen. Out there in the Orient, with their lives on the line, it was possible to prolong the moment of high adventure. The danger meant that friendships were more truly felt; there was an edge to life and the beer tasted better. There was never a shortage of people eager to join.


There were those who reveled in the disclosures that the company they worked for was owned and run by the CIA. Exactly the right touch of intrigue had been added to the derring-do of their everyday lives.


“Some people played the super-spook image of the airline up to the hilt,” Les Strouse, one-time assistant manager of the STOL program in Saigon, said. “They would slide around always looking over their shoulder, and had just about everything except the slouch hat and the raincoat. And they would usually be the characters who had the run-of-the-mill clearances and weren’t involved in the clandestine part of the operation.”


“Not too many people worried in Air America whether they were working for the CIA or the Defense Department or whoever,” said Mel Cooper, another chopper pilot. “A high percentage had just converted their gung-ho military or Air Force enthusiasm and were still fighting for the US flag, glory, and apple pie. And they were the people I had problems with.


“Get right down to it and we were mercenaries; whatever other motivation there was, money was a big part of it, and we knew we were making more than the Marines or the Army. Once you decide to do something for money, you should make sure you always do your best to live to spend it. But a lot of the guys acted as if they wanted to give theirs to their wives or heirs.


“About a third of the guys felt like I did. Even when I flew in the Marine Corps there was an awful lot of anti-medal sentiment among the younger people. They had seen these young majors get down on their hands and knees after they’d flown a decent mission and been shot at, and beg to be written up for heroism. Because of the system, where you needed reports from two or three individuals, they’d solicit. Some of them were unbelievable. They’d write their own reports and say, ‘You don’t even have to write it up. Just sign this here.’ Most of the people who got the hero medals got them because they fucked-up and lived. They had made a poor decision and got shot up. If they had waited five minutes they would have had the air support or the artillery and wouldn’t have got shot up at all.


“There was definitely a group of people in Air America who wanted this hero reputation. They wanted to be known for going in under fire, and they were still going after the medals as they had done in the services, but there were no medals and they weren’t getting paid any extra to be heroes and wanted to live.”


(In the services, air medals were awarded on the basis of the number of sorties flown by a pilot, and it is interesting to speculate just how many medals Air America would have accumulated. “We were flying half as much again in hours than a military pilot,” Bob Murray said. “I flew with AA for ten years, the equivalent to 15 years of military service. That would be 120 air medals for that period alone. Not counting the DFC.”)


Whatever the jealousies and differences between the groups, the fixed-wing pilots developed a great admiration for the cadet branch of the company when they were in trouble. It was the chopper pilots who flew in under any conditions to lift them out of the jungle when they were shot down, and no risk was too great to save a downed airman. “When an Air America bird went down, it was official company policy, but also a pilot to pilot policy, that you busted your ass and risked being shot down yourself to pick up the pilot,” Mel Cooper said. “We had an extremely good record on that, much better than the Air Force’s Jolly Green Giants. They had a good reputation, but what we saw them do was very poor in comparison. Every now and again we would be told to stay out of it and let the Jolly Green Giants go in, but their approach was extremely nervous. When they crossed over into Laos, they knew they shouldn’t be there technically, and that they would be killed if they were taken by the enemy, and they were also unfamiliar with the area. They would fly over a village that we had lived in, partied in, and acted like they were going to get shot down. It made them cautious.”


A helicopter pilot could never buy a drink at the bar of their base in Udorn, Thailand, if a fixed-wing man was around, for a great many of them owed their lives to the rotor heads. Whatever the divisions within the company, they were still a tight group and displayed a united front to the outside world, which they tended to grow remote from. “In the end you got tunnel vision,” Wayne Lannin said. “Things soon went stale when you were on leave, and people seemed artificial. Everybody who didn’t do what you did was less than you, and when we were among people who couldn’t talk about Vietnam or Laos we thought they were weird.”


In a jam, any pilot was a fellow aviator, irrespective of the craft they flew, but the young CIA case officers were rarely accepted as colleagues. “I wasn’t very impressed by the Agency people,” Mike Barksdale said. “They had some people over there who really acted the super spook, and this is the way they came across. They made a little more of it than it was, and it got a little old after a while. I often wondered about their recruiting program.


“They struck me as a lot of people who didn’t fit anyplace else. If they wanted a job done and it meant hanging your neck out to get in there, a lot of them wouldn’t hesitate to put your life in jeopardy. We looked at it a little different.”


There was a feeling that the CIA men tended to play fast and loose with other men’s courage in the interest of their own promotion. “They thought that if they told the older guys the truth, they wouldn’t take the chances to carry out a mission,” Mel Cooper said. “What they didn’t realize was that most of the pilots they considered too old to take chances had been taking a hell of a lot more chances than they had for a long time. They weren’t there on one- or two-year contracts, most of them had been there ten years or more.”


Occasionally there were head-on collisions between pilots and case officers. On one mission in Laos, tempers became really frayed. “Why don’t you admit it’s a failure,” Cooper shouted. “You’re going to get a lot of people killed.”


“You don’t understand the big picture,” was the CIA officer’s pompous reply.


“Sure I understand the big picture. You’re trying to get up the ladder in the organization and be another William Colby, but you’re trying to get me killed so you can get there.”


There were times when pilots refused to go on missions, which was their right, although the CIA did not always understand that.


“I lost all respect for the majority of case officers,” Cooper continued. “There were a few who were tactful enough to make you feel like they had taken your risk into consideration, and who I considered as friends. But sooner or later almost all of them would show their true colors, and very few really gave a shit about us.”


The CIA displayed remarkably little understanding of the psychology of the men who flew their planes. In a report, the inspector general of the CIA stated that a “number of them do like their wine and their women, but on the job they are all business and very much like the average American.” This is an interesting, if meaningless, statement. Although it sheds little light on the character of Air America personnel, it does give us a glimpse of the curious mental landscape inhabited by the CIA hierarchy, where the extraordinary can be described as average.




2. Flying Tigers


The CIA’s secret fliers have a colorful heritage directly linked to the legendary Flying Tigers, who flew and fought in China under Claire Lee Chennault. In 1937, Chennault was invited by Madame Chiang Kai-shek, the American-educated wife of the generalissimo and national secretary of aviation for China, to take on the job of training and organizing the Chinese Air Force on a three-month contract at $1,000 a month.


To the military establishment Chennault seemed an odd, even a desperate choice. He was a retired US Army Corps captain, 47 years old, physically disqualified from flying duty, and partially deaf, a common affliction among early aviators who had been subjected to open cockpits and roaring engines. Worst of all, this seemingly washed-up pilot had always been a military rebel and a maverick.


The air force he was to train in China was a mess. The flying school and fighter-assembly plant were in the hands of Italians under Mussolini, and despite the style and dash of his fascist generals (one, named Saroni, weighed down by a uniform dripping with medals and gold braid, roared through the streets of Nanking in a black Alfa Romeo limousine), they only contributed to the chaos. The flying school graduated anyone lucky enough to survive the course as a full-fledged pilot, regardless of ability. The assembly plant turned out large numbers of Fiat fighters, which proved to be firetraps, far greater hazards to those flying them than to those flown against.


The pilots of the International Squadron were a collection of bums and drunks from all over the world, much given to bar flying when they sat in low dives bragging about past exploits. Chennault glumly watched them destroy plane after plane in landing practice, and scramble about in confusion on air-raid interceptions when they lost planes without a shot being fired by the enemy. He remarked bleakly that bad as the International Squadron was in the air, it was worse on the ground, where the pilots inhabited “Dump Street” in Hankow, the domain of drunkards, whores, and opium peddlers.


By 1938, the Japanese controlled most of China, and had sealed off the Yangtze and Yellow rivers—and the rice bowl of China with them. They also had possession of the major seaports and had taken over 95 percent of China’s industry. There was little Chennault could do with his band of flying drunks in their junk aircraft except collect intelligence on Japanese air tactics, and store huge quantities of gasoline, bombs, and ammunition in the hope of some future offensive. There were no planes to oppose the might of the Imperial Japanese Air Force because they had all been pranged. The Japanese were free to strafe and bomb where they would, and their pilots flew lower and lower and even put on shows of acrobatics in between bursts of machine-gun fire.


It was not until the beginning of 1941 that the US realized the vital importance of keeping China in the war. Chennault saw his chance to form a real air force, using American fighter planes and pilots. He was allotted 100 P-40s, already rejected by the British as too obsolete for the war in Europe, and had his plan approved to form an American Volunteer Group to fly them. He was allowed to visit various air bases of the Army Air Corps, the Navy, and the Marine Corps to recruit pilots and ground crew.


His sales pitch was effective. The men were told that the American Volunteer Group was to be run on parallel lines to a military organization, but with less discipline and more money. Pilots were to be paid $600 a month, $675 for flight leaders and $750 for squadron commanders, and “unofficial” bonuses not in the contract. There was also to be a $500 bonus for every Japanese plane shot down.


And then there was the secrecy, the intrigue, and the cloak-and-dagger ambience, because under the rules of the Geneva Convention, US military personnel were not supposed to be fighting in China. “You’ll be agents for the Chinese government,” prospective pilots were told. “In other words, we don’t want to have it known, or at any rate advertised, that you’re going over there to fight against the Japanese or, for that matter, that you were in the Forces. In no way must it be known that you’re even in China with the official knowledge of the US government.” They were assured that releases could be obtained for them from the Forces, and that when their contracts expired they could be slotted right back into the Navy or Air Force without losing seniority, and that Uncle Sam was smiling upon the whole project. Before long, Chennault had his 100 pilots and an additional 150 mechanics.


They began to assemble in San Francisco in secret in the summer of 1941, from all over the States. Special passports were arranged by the State Department, and the pilots boarded the Dutch liner Jaegersfontaine as salesmen, teachers, actors, and every other profession, including an undertaker and an inordinate number of missionaries. This proved unfortunate, as there was a group of 25 real missionaries on board who were soon convinced the devil had entered their drunken and rowdy colleagues.


The missionaries were not the only ones who saw through the pilots’ cover. The Japanese had found out too, and announced over the radio that they would sink the Jaegersfontaine for carrying a group of mercenary American bandits bound for China to fight the emperor. Two US Navy warships escorted them from off Hawaii until, after passing from escort to escort, they arrived in Singapore by way of Manila and Java. There they took a Norwegian ship to Rangoon.


At first, Chennault might have thought his 100 pilots showed much the same style as the International Squadron, for they were a raw gang. In Rangoon they got drunk and ripped the sarongs off the Burmese women in the street, and were arrested for wearing their high Texas boots into the pagoda there.


It was Chennault’s task to turn these wild Americans into an effective weapon in the air. His tactics were revolutionary and far different from any they had ever been taught in the Army or the Navy. The men were irregulars pitted against larger forces than they could ever master, and Chennault drilled them in the aerial tactics he had advocated to the Army Corps but which had never been accepted. His emphasis was on teamwork, the idea being that two planes working together were more effective than three or four breaking away and fighting as individuals. Each morning after breakfast at dawn, the pilots took to the air for mock battles. The theory was simple: the lead ship went in for the kill while the wingman protected his tail.


The Chinese began to talk of Chennault’s men as tigers, the name stuck, and the First American Volunteer Group became known as the “Flying Tigers.” A couple of the pilots had seen an RAF squadron of Tomahawks decorated with shark’s teeth along the noses of the planes, and similarly painted their P-40s. A tongue was added and a single eye of red and white. It was a fitting and symbolic mixture, for the Japanese traditionally feared the shark as a symbol of evil, while the Chinese looked upon the saber-tooth tiger of Fukien as their national symbol.


In six months, the Tigers were officially credited with the destruction of 299 Japanese aircraft, a conservative figure confirmed by outside sources. Unofficially it was estimated that a possible 300 other Japanese planes had fallen prey to the Tigers, along with 1,500 airmen—pilots, navigators, gunners, and bombardiers.


And yet at any one time, Chennault had no more than 49 combat planes capable of operation, and seventy pilots trained to fly them. The men were thinly spread between three bases and had been taught to defy all the rules and regulations of textbook flying and go against all the percentages and statistics. The Tigers’ own casualties added up to eight pilots killed in action, two pilots and one crew chief lost on the ground in bombings, and a further four pilots missing in action. Nine other Flying Tigers were killed in accidents while in training or gunnery practice, or while ferrying planes from Africa to China.


Despite this record, an Army general pronounced them, “The most undisciplined outfit I’ve ever seen.” And on the ground that is exactly what they seemed to be. They drove their jeeps into the sidewalk shops of Kunming, which was their HQ, and ran over pushcarts and rickshaws; while their idea of a joke was to upturn some Chinese laden down with produce carried in buckets balanced on gin poles.


When America officially entered the fight in China on July 3, 1942, it was decided by the US War Department in Washington, that the Flying Tigers should lose their identity as an aerial guerrilla force and be inducted into the US Army Air Force. Chennault was offered a general’s star, and his pilots commissions as captains and majors, to stay on and form a nucleus about which to train the new men who were to be sent over. But it was one thing to convert the Flying Tigers into the US Armed Forces with a stroke of the pen, and another to convince its unruly personnel to go with it.


Things were not helped when Colonel Clayton Bissell arrived from Washington to arrange for the induction of the Flying Tigers. His speech was an arrogant, military one, and the men saw only too clearly that they were not being asked to join, but were being told. It was precisely this official and removed manner, threatening all the inconveniences of regimentation and discipline, that they had joined the Flying Tigers to get away from. Even Chennault could not convince them. The men were tired and battle-weary and not about to sign up. Bissell made the fatal mistake of threatening them: “If you don’t sign up you’ll be inducted anyway, as privates if need be, as soon as you get off the boat in San Francisco. And I do mean as soon as you get off the boat.”


On June 28, 1942, it was announced that Chennault would command the China Air Task Force. Only five of the original Flying Tigers stayed on, but Chennault managed to keep the original spirit alive. The accomplishments of this ill-equipped force, constantly starved of fuel, bombs, spare parts, and replacements, and often directly blocked by disapproving Army superiors, have become one of the legends of World War II.


Under Chennault, the air force in China remained nonconformist, and an Army inspector reported that its pilots and mechanics were unshaven, wore muddy shoes and unpresentable uniforms, and lounged about playing poker in between air raids and alerts. It was the sort of official report Chennault was used to, but throughout the war he never told his men to shine their shoes.


The pilots had other things to do. There were no extra crewmen to load bombs and gasoline, and they often had to spend hours working with their mechanics and armorers preparing their planes to fight. After going to bed after one o’clock in the morning, the crews would often be woken up at three, told to load their bombs and machine-guns, and take off on the first of perhaps five combat missions that day.


The nationalist Chinese saw Chennault as a savior, while the war turned him into a figure with an international reputation. Personally cold and forbidding, he was a powerfully built man with a hawk nose, a face criss-crossed with wrinkles, and a chin set in awesome determination. He was known to swallow scorching chillies, pequeños, and jalapenos like candy, and had a penchant for Indian wrestling with his men; he never lost. When Winston Churchill first clapped eyes on him at a conference in Washington, he remarked, “I’m glad that man is on our side.”


After the war, Chennault returned briefly to the United States, intending to retire to his native Louisiana and a quiet life; he soon found that China was in his blood, and that a peaceful old age was not. Eight years of war had turned China from a sleeping giant into a crippled one, and had left the nation’s land, water, and air transport shattered. Chennault returned to China to found an airline in which he undertook to move the desperately needed relief supplies that had been sent out by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration—UNRRA—but which were accumulating on docksides and in warehouses along the coast instead of being delivered to the interior. In return for flying supplies into the country, the airline was given permission to fly commercial goods out.
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