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Foreword


This is a remarkable book, and long, long overdue. It is modest, poignant, and compelling. Thirty-one years after a South Vietnamese military helicopter was shot down over Laos, taking the lives of four combat photographers and seven Vietnamese, two of our most distinguished—and dogged—journalists, Richard Pyle and Horst Faas, have told not merely the story of what happened that day and the days leading up to it, but also the story of their own journey to discover the remains of their four comrades in the mountains of Laos. In the process, Pyle and Faas have produced a book whose truths are much larger than they seem at first—an eloquent and thoughtful rumination about why men and women in the press corps risk so much in a combat zone for marginal glory, and even more surely, marginal salaries.


Two of the four photojournalists who died that day, Larry Burrows and Henri Huet, were quite well known in the profession; two of them, Kent Potter and Keisaburo Shimamoto, were not so famous. Burrows, who was shooting for Life magazine, was the most celebrated photographer of the war, a man considered an artist by both his colleagues and his employers. In the earlier part of the war, before television news became an increasingly important instrument of coverage—the “living room war” in Michael Arlens’s phrase—it was Burrows’s brilliant, haunting, and strangely artistic photos in Life that provided the most important and defining images of the war to millions of Americans. If he had any peer, it was Huet, who was equally well loved by his colleagues, and who was working for the Associated Press. The other two were not as famous: Kent Potter was a young man from Quaker background in Philadelphia who was escaping a difficult situation at home and had followed his star to Vietnam where he was shooting for UPI, and Keisaburo Shimamoto was a Japanese shooting as a freelancer for Newsweek.


They died late in the war, in February 1971. It was three years after the Tet offensive, long after interest in America had begun to decline. The assignment that day was an ARVN (or South Vietnamese Army) strike against the NVA in Laos—part of Nixon’s Vietnamization, it was an ill-advised use of Vietnamese forces that somewhat predictably ended badly. All four photographers were there voluntarily; in the case of Burrows, having heard of the forthcoming assault in Laos, he had rushed back from the Indian subcontinent to cover it, and had used his seniority to make sure he got a seat on the chopper. He was the senior man among photographers in the journalistic pecking order, the great photographer-as-artist for a still powerful photo magazine that could do long multiphotograph stories that tracked beneath the surface of normal daily photojournalism. This was very much his war; his signature had been on it since 1962, and he had decided much earlier that he was going to see it through.
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The two men who not only wrote this book, but who visited Laos in 1998 in search of the remains of their friends and made sure the book was published, deserve the approbation of their colleagues. It was not an easy course: They went against the grain to do it, in a book market not exactly hospitable to stories about events which took place so long ago, and about men who are largely remembered only by their families and their colleagues. Taking on this project, making sure somehow that the book happened, following the trail of the crash to Laos, and looking for any traces of the men twenty-seven years after it all happened is an act of rare integrity and conscience—and finally love—on the part of Pyle and Faas. It reflects a belief that their four colleagues should be remembered not just for what they did, but why they did it. Knowing Pyle and Faas, I am not surprised by what they have accomplished.


Of the two authors, Horst Faas is the better known, and the word legendary is now often attached to his name, quite appropriately. Perhaps no one is more respected and revered by his Vietnam colleagues. Over the thirteen years from the time he first arrived in Saigon in 1962 to the fall of that city in 1975, I don’t think anyone stayed longer, took more risks, or showed greater devotion to his work and his colleagues. He has been my friend for forty-one years, and I think of him as nothing less than a genius. Again it was entirely in keeping with Faas’s uncommon commitment to his job and his colleagues that he was one of the two driving forces behind Requiem, one of the most beautiful and moving books ever published on the Vietnam War, a book which is devoted to the work of the many photographers who were killed in that war, on both sides.


Richard Pyle is not as recognized, but perhaps he should be, because he reflects what is at the heart of this profession: the willingness to do something extremely difficult under exhausting and dangerous conditions, for reasons that you yourself do not always understand at the time, but which seem to leave you at certain junctures in your life with no alternative—in effect, a choice without a choice. He spent five years in Vietnam, arriving there in 1968 just after the Tet offensive when he was thirty-three. At first he thought he had gotten there a little late, but a shrewd colleague named John Wheeler told him—quite prophetically—not to worry, there would be plenty of war left for him to cover. Three of those years were spent as bureau chief, and all of them were dangerous—in Vietnam every mission you went on was dangerous. What he won, if not fame and glamour, was the respect of his colleagues, which in Vietnam was what mattered most. He was the AP bureau chief on the day that members of the press corps learned about the crash of the helicopter, and it was his melancholy duty to write the first news story that told of the deaths of his four colleagues. He has been drawn to that story and that moment ever since.
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The book is really something of a search, first a search both physical and metaphysical to find out what happened and why it happened that day, and then a second search decades later to join the extraordinary people from the American military whose difficult duty it has been to look for crash sites in so vast, difficult, and unforgiving a landscape. But there is also an additional search, and that is to try and understand a little better not just why the four men were there that day, but why we were all there and why we did what we did. That part—the contemplation on why journalists and photographers do what they do in combat zones—is very low key, forming something of an undertow to the book. Pyle, who did the writing, is listening to many voices here—the voices of the four men he knew, the voices of his colleagues, and perhaps the most important one, his own—in trying to answer that most difficult question.


I suppose in some way what drives Lost over Laos, or perhaps more accurately, what compelled the authors to write it, is the age-old question asked by someone who survives a terrifying experience: Why did I survive when people I knew and loved, and who may even have been nobler in spirit and braver in performance of duty, did not? Added to that is the additional question about Vietnam that none of us ever answers satisfactorily: Why was I there voluntarily, what pulled me there, and what made it so important, so central, indeed so defining a part of my life? I think Pyle and Faas have answered the eternal question far better than most, in trying to get at the strange, unrelenting pull that Vietnam had on so many journalists of my generation. None of the four that died, Pyle writes, “would have proclaimed any grand motive for what they did with their lives, yet all were men imbued with purpose larger than themselves. In purest form, this was the reporter’s creed—the telling of a story so that others might know it. In their case, it was to invite, even compel, the world to see Vietnam as they saw it, through a camera lens that illuminated, explained, told truths of what the war looked like and how it felt to be there.”


With those sentences, I think he has found the answer to the question—the fact that a story of this nature alters and enhances those who struggle to tell it, that what we do (and thus who we are) truly matters. The rewards are thus internal ones. It really is about doing something, for all of the veneer of ego, that is larger than self. Men—and now more and more women as well—who probably thought of themselves as weak and fragile and unsure of themselves when they were young, are surprised to find that covering something so important gives them not merely purpose and focus, but courage as well.


We who survived think after a time that we have become immune to the pulls and emotions of the past—jaded now and filled with newer memories, we feel sufficiently distanced from the bad days to deal effectively with the rest of our lives. And to some degree that is true, we do get on with our lives, and we do have our second acts. And then a book like this comes along, and we are brought back to that other time. We remember, first, where we were when we heard the news of the deaths of the four colleagues, and then a quick flash of memories of some of the four men: an early morning Army breakfast with Burrows at a helicopter base in Soc Trang in 1962, the memory oddly focused on a sense of how weak the Army coffee was—I wanted it stronger—and then seeing the stunning cool of Larry, and realizing how much better a job he had done in immunizing himself from his fears. Then another moment later in the war at the AP office, seeing a strikingly handsome Eurasian man who was uncommonly quiet but who seemed to inspire considerable respect from his friends, and being told that it was Henri Huet and how good he really was.


All of this happened a long time ago, thirty-two years ago as I write now, and men who were young then would be, if they had lived and had dodged the normal obstacles on their actuarial tables, much older in a culture designed increasingly for the young. Larry Burrows would be seventy-six, Henri Huet, who seemed destined to be ageless, would be seventy-five. Kent Potter, so young that his colleagues thought of him—eternally—as being a kid, would be fifty-five, and Keisaburo Shimamoto sixty-five. Yet because of their work during those years, because so many of their photos still mean so much, and because of books like this, what they did—and who they were and why they did it—still has meaning.




David Halberstam  
December 2002

























Preface


Among all wars in U.S. history, the second Indochina War—known to a generation of Americans as the Vietnam War—was the longest, the least popular, and the most intensively reported. For those in the news profession, it was also the most accessible. In no previous war, and in none since, have reporters, photographers, and camera crews had such ready access to the battlefield as they did in Vietnam. There was no censorship; journalists based in Saigon operated under self-policing rules that posed no serious impediment to coverage and, except in the most egregious cases, carried minimal penalties for violations.


This relatively loose arrangement had a flip side, however. The same freedom afforded journalists to cover and report the war left them open to charges that they were undermining U.S. and/or South Vietnamese policy or effectively helping the enemy—a perception that, though groundless, has endured for decades in some military and official circles. It also exposed the press to dangers on an unprecedented scale; during the fifteen years of the so-called American War (1960–1975), more than seventy accredited journalists were killed.


This book tells one story of the Vietnam War primarily in that journalistic context, in which reporters, photographers, and camera crews strove to tell the story honestly and diligently, sometimes paying the ultimate price. The narrative centers on 1969–1971, a period that involved some of the bloodiest fighting and most significant military decisions—including U.S.-supported offensives into Cambodia and Laos—yet has received less attention in postwar writings than other phases of the war. 


At home, Americans were losing interest and confidence in U.S. policy in Southeast Asia; the military was showing signs of corrosion in morale and motivation; and politicians were urging a U.S. withdrawal at whatever cost. After years in which top Vietnam policy makers in Washington had put domestic political expediency ahead of military practicality, President Richard Nixon’s administration was seeking ways to extricate U.S. forces from Indochina without simply abandoning South Vietnam to face a determined, politically unrestrained enemy alone.


Perhaps the one constant in all this was that the Saigon-based press was still covering the story as it always had. This did not mean that journalists were swarming over the battlefields of Indochina like the fire ants that dropped from the trees. Of more than 5,000 correspondents accredited by U.S. and South Vietnamese officials during the entire conflict, only 200–400 were usually in Vietnam at a given time—the peak was around 600 in early 1968, during and after the Tet Offensive—and only about a third of those actually went into the field. The rest were managers, spouses, technicians, and others with marginal connections to the actual reporting of the war.


For those who did venture afield, getting there was itself a risky undertaking. It was possible to drive Vietnam’s roads, although it was important to observe special rules of safety and discretion, such as not going down a deserted highway. Remote areas could be reached only by helicopter, a machine that revolutionized warfare in Vietnam yet was relatively slow and highly vulnerable to ground fire.
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When Saigon fell to the North Vietnamese Army (NVA) in 1975, the roster of foreign and local journalists killed or unaccounted for was more than seventy. An unknown number of Cambodians, who had worked for the Western press and would vanish in the Killing Fields, were eventually added to an uncertain final toll.


Reporters and photographers could not know how often death merely came close—the helicopter that was not taken, the bullet that did not whine past the ear. “Today I know that death was often much closer than I was willing to admit to myself in those years,” says this book’s coauthor Horst Faas, whose respect for the power of luck was assured in 1967, when he was severely wounded in an ambush. He might have bled to death but for the nineteen-year-old U.S. Army medic who pinched off the gushing artery in his upper left leg and would tell him years later, when they met by chance, “You were so gray, I thought you were a goner.”


As the longtime chief of Saigon photos for the Associated Press, Horst met most of the photographers who passed through Vietnam. “I never encountered anyone with a ‘death wish,’ but there were young and inexperienced ones, who tended to be more daring. Some had a tendency to brag and belittle the fears of more cautious colleagues, and some were fooled by the bucolic and peaceful countryside and the seemingly peaceful inhabitants.”


A decade earlier, Robert Capa of Life magazine had defined the combat photographer’s creed by saying, “If your pictures aren’t good enough, you’re not close enough.” As if to underscore the point, Capa had stepped on a landmine while accompanying French troops in 1954. He was the first photojournalist killed in Vietnam, the patron saint of all who came after.


History, in repeating itself, had a way of choosing the exceptional. In 1965, a Viet Cong booby trap killed American reporter Dickey Chapelle, the first woman journalist to die in Indochina. AP’s Henri Huet took a memorable photo of a Marine chaplain giving her last rites. In 1967, Bernard Fall, the French-born author of such seminal books on France’s war in Vietnam as Hell in a Very Small Place, an account of Dien Bien Phu, and Street Without Joy, was killed by a mine—on the same coastal road that French Legionnaires had dubbed La Rue  Sans Joie.


Journalists died in various ways. In the space of two weeks in 1965, AP photographer Bernard Kolenberg perished in a midair collision of two South Vietnamese fighter-bombers, and AP lost its top Vietnamese staff photographer, Huynh Thanh My, in a Mekong Delta firefight between government troops and the Viet Cong. Sam Castan of Look magazine, freelancers Charles Chellappah and Ronald Gallagher, and Agence France Presse reporter Alain St. Paul also died covering ground combat. In May 1968, four Australian reporters were murdered in their jeep at a Viet Cong roadblock in Saigon, the first multiple deaths involving the press.


In 1955, the little-known but brilliant American photographer Everette “Dixie” Reese was shot down in a French observation plane over Saigon, the first journalist killed in an air incident. Ten years later, U.S. freelancer Jerry Rose died in a crash in the Central Highlands. During the 1968 siege of Khe Sanh, a crash killed freelancer Robert Ellison, known for his photo coverage of the civil rights revolution in the American South. In 1971, French-born Newsweek reporter Francois Sully, who had covered Vietnam for a decade, died along with Lieutenant General Do Cao Tri, a flashy officer who was widely considered Saigon’s best combat leader, in a helicopter crash near the Cambodian border. Sully was the magazine’s second combat loss in less than a month.


On August 19, 1969, AP photographer Oliver Noonan and I slipped out of the Danang Press Center before dawn to cover an as yet unreported battle that was taking shape near Hiep Duc, in the Son Chang River valley southwest of Danang. We agreed that to maximize our coverage we would split up and then rendezvous at the Americal Division headquarters at Chu Lai later in the day.


While waiting for the division helicopter to pick us up, I asked Ollie why he was carrying a large metal camera case, cumbersome gear for the field. “It’s for protection,” he joked. “If they shoot at the helicopter I’ll hide behind it.”


Predawn fog lay thick as shaving cream across the jungled ridges as our Huey corkscrewed down to Firebase Center, a hilltop poking above the mist, where Noonan jumped off, waved, and headed for the command bunker. I flew on to Firebase West, overlooking the valley where artillery, mortars, air strikes, and diving Cobra gunships were blasting communist positions.


In late afternoon, I caught a ride out on an ammo resupply chopper. An hour or so later and three miles away, Noonan climbed aboard the helicopter of a battalion commander who had landed to check his troops’ tactical situation. As it lifted off, the Huey was hit by .51-caliber antiaircraft fire, spun out of control, and crashed. All aboard were killed, including the commander of the 3rd Battalion, 21st Infantry, his sergeant-major, four crewmen, another GI, and Oliver Noonan.


In one letter home Ollie had written, “Nothing comes easy here. Everything is earned.” He had been earning it only a few months when he became the third AP staffer to die in Vietnam combat.


Journalists who flocked to Cambodia after the fighting spread there in 1970 found different rules for coverage and survival. The press fanned out in Mercedes-Benz taxis, which for a time proved more dangerous than helicopters. No-man’s-land began at the city limits. Traveling in groups did not guarantee safety; going alone was akin to suicide. During the intense month of April, twelve journalists—Germans, Japanese, Swiss, French, Austrian, and American—disappeared in eastern Cambodia, having naively assumed the Viet Cong, the Khmer Rouge, and local bandits would respect noncombatants.


Dana Stone and Sean Flynn, son of the swashbuckling film actor Errol Flynn, who were freelancing with cameras for CBS News and Time, respectively, left Phnom Penh on motorcycles one morning, headed down Highway 1 toward the Vietnam border, and vanished. A last shot of the pair was taken by Terry Khoo, an ABC cameraman who would himself be killed in Vietnam in 1972.


Stone and Flynn became part of the war’s mythology; friends speculated that Flynn would one day turn up in style befitting his father—riding the lead tank into Phnom Penh. Years later, their friend Tim Page established with near certainty that they had been captured by Viet Cong, turned over to Khmer Rouge guerrillas, and ultimately executed—perhaps bludgeoned to death with a garden hoe, the agrarian reformers’ weapon of choice.


As Highway 1 was a death trap, so were other roads. United Press International photographer Kyoichi Sawada and reporter Frank Frosch were found shot, execution-style, beside Highway 2 south of Phnom Penh. Nine television news crew members were killed in a single episode, among them NBC’s well-known Hong Kong–based correspondent, Welles Hangen, CBS producer Gerald Miller, and CBS correspondent George Syvertsen. Ramnik Lekhi and Tomoharu Ishii, of CBS, and Roger Colne of NBC were the first TV cameramen killed in Indochina, a remarkable fact considering the high risk of physical exposure required of them in combat situations.


In all, twenty-five foreign reporters and photographers had been killed or were missing in Cambodia by the end of 1970. As the new year began, only Laos, among the three embattled states of Indochina, had not witnessed the deaths of journalists.




Richard Pyle 
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For many years after it happened, the 1971 helicopter crash that killed photojournalists Larry Burrows, Henri Huet, Kent Potter, and Keisaburo Shimamoto was a story without an ending. As friends and fellow journalists, we felt fervently that it needed one. That is why we went back to Laos twenty-seven years later, and that is the reason for this book.


To assemble the fragments of this story into a coherent whole, the authors have drawn heavily on their own memories, those of former Vietnam-era colleagues, and those of people who knew the four principal subjects of this story in places other than Indochina. We have benefited greatly from a body of writing by some of these former colleagues, providing details that we did not know and clarifying or firming up memories clouded by time.


Memories do play tricks, and there is no question that pitfalls are inherent in any narrative that depends heavily on personal recollections, especially those three decades old. But Vietnam truly was, for many people, the indelible experience and has remained whole, or nearly so, in their minds. Not only do former Saigon-based journalists remember with remarkable clarity events that occurred that long ago; shared memories of specific events coincide to an amazing degree. One might suppose that some of them had told their tales of that time and place more than a few times over the years. As for the reliability of those once-spoken words, direct quotes have been checked, wherever possible, with secondary or multiple sources and are as close to being accurate as we can make them.


So many people are entitled to special mention in this project that the term loses its meaning, yet there are several individuals without whom the book could not have been produced. Any such list must logically begin with Sergio Ortiz, who as a U.S. Marine Corps photographer in 1971 took the last known pictures of the four and was the last person known to have spoken with them at the helicopter pad before they departed on the fateful mission. Three other people had circular, interlocking roles that were crucial to relocating the crash site in Laos a quarter-century later—researcher William Forsyth, former Army helicopter commander James T. Newman, and journalist Michael Putzel.


Forsyth, a civilian investigator for the Hawaii-based Joint Task Force–Full Accounting (JTF-FA), the Pentagon agency that seeks Americans missing in action (MIA) on foreign battlefields, first heard of the Laos shootdown in 1993 while interviewing Newman on an unrelated case. Newman had witnessed the incident on February 10, 1971, and the next day had flown Putzel, then an AP correspondent, near enough to the crash site to take photographs. It was from Forsyth’s calls in 1994, seeking clues to the site location, that we learned the case was being investigated. It was Putzel’s photograph, rediscovered twenty-five years after the fact, that enabled Forsyth to finally pinpoint the location. And it was Jim Newman, again, who helped reconstruct details of the shootdown as far as they can be known.


We are especially indebted to Larry Burrows’s son Russell and his wife, Bobbi, for details on the early years of the Life photographer whose name became synonymous with Vietnam; to Inger-Johanne Holmboe, Henri Huet’s fiancée, who provided priceless letters, pictures, and recollections of that mysterious and complex man; to Ann Bathgate Walker, Kent Potter’s last high-school sweetheart, who shared intimate, sometimes painful memories of a man she had loved in spite of herself; and to Kenro Shimamoto, who patiently answered questions through intermediaries in Japan about his younger brother Keisaburo.


Henri Huet’s brothers, Paul and Yves, and sister, Jeanne Marie, recalled their childhood in Brittany and their prodigal’s return to Indochina. Several friends of Kent Potter offered memories of Quaker school days in Philadelphia, most notably Tom Martin, who also described his timely reunion with Kent years later in Southeast Asia, Alice Maxfield, Robert Metz, David Thanhauser, and William Thode.


Janie Ellithorpe Trinkaus spoke about her late husband, Harold Ellithorpe, repeating his oft-told account of having been bumped from the fatal flight. Tsutomu “Tom” Kono’s impeccable translation went well beyond literal Japanese to a deeper, more illuminating interpretation of writings by and about Keisaburo Shimamoto.


Officials of the two agencies concerned with MIAs kept us posted on search developments and facilitated our visit to Site 2062: Lieutenant Colonels Barbara Claypool, Roger King, and Franklin Childress; Major Joe Davis and Navy Journalist Second Class Jeff McDowell  at JTF-FA; Colonel David Pagano and Johnie E. Webb Jr., the commander and deputy commander, respectively, and investigator Robert C. Maves, of the U.S. Army Central Identification Laboratory in Hawaii (CILHI); Lieutenant Colonel James Ransick and members of JTF Detachment 3 in Laos and, especially, the Site 2062 excavation team who accommodated our presence and needs: Army Captain (now Major) Jeffrey Price, the team leader; civilian anthropologist and site director Lisa Hoshower Leppo; Master Sergeant Ralf Hawkins and Tech Sergeant Aaron Carpenter, U.S. Air Force; Sergeant Carl Holden, U.S. Marine Corps; Staff Sergeant Michael Swam, Sergeant Bill Adams, Sergeant Don Anongdeth, and Specialist Michael Harsch, all U.S. Army.


Further credit belongs to freelance writer Brenda Smiley, the wife of coauthor Richard Pyle. On her first visit to Vietnam in 1995, Brenda talked her way into accompanying a JTF team into the field for an article in Archaeology magazine, establishing contacts that proved valuable for this book. Archaeologist-anthropologist Peter Miller offered expertise and guidance regarding the dedicated work of CILHI/JTF-FA teams in Indochina.


Dusadee Haymond of the U.S. embassy’s public diplomacy office in Vientiane cut brilliantly through bureaucratic obstacles in Laos. Wendy J. Chamberlin, then U.S. ambassador to Laos (and later to Pakistan), explained today’s U.S. diplomatic posture in Laos. Our government “minder,” Mr. Soukhasavan Sanapay, was helpful and unobtrusive.


Retired Lieutenant General Hoang Xuan Lam and Colonel Tran Ngoc Chau recalled details of OPERATION LAM SON 719 (the U.S.-supported South Vietnamese invasion of Laos) and General Lam’s abbreviated helicopter tour of the Laos battlefront. For several years we were thwarted in trying to track down any records or family contacts for any of the South Vietnamese helicopter crewmen who also died in the shootdown. Only in recent months did we finally locate informants familiar with the Vietnam Air Force’s 213th Helicopter Squadron and learned the names of those lost. This is covered in the Afterword.


Information, advice, and/or encouragement came from many old Vietnam hands, notably Colonel Robert Burke, U.S. Army (ret.); Douglas Pike, an eminent authority on Vietnam’s communist insurgency; Gerald Hickey, unquestionably the top scholar on Montagnard peoples of Indochina, and Jerome H. Doolittle. Robert Destatte, of the Department of Defense Prisoner of War and Missing Personnel Affairs Office, shared an amazing knowledge of North Vietnam’s order of battle, including defenses arrayed on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in 1971.


William Hammond, an authority on Vietnam War press coverage, and Vietnam expert Dale Andrade, both of the U.S. Army Center of Military History, offered useful insights. Data on Kent Potter’s Marine Corps reserve career came from USMC public affairs officers Lieutenant Colonel Scott Campbell, Captain Rob Winchester, and Captain Mike Newman. Doug Roesemann, former public affairs officer of 1st Brigade, 5th Infantry Division (Mechanized), dug out old maps to help reconstruct events at Camp Red Devil (Dong Ha), Khe Sanh, and along Route 9. Former scout pilot Bruce Osborne told how he spotted clues that led to Hamburger Hill. Richard Lennon recalled Henri Huet’s visit to his Marine unit near the Demilitarized Zone (DMZ).


Helping to fill out the background of LAM SON 719, former pilots harkened back to their own ordeal of courage during the operation. Lieutenant Colonel Robert Clewell, U.S. Army (ret.), a/k/a Comanchero Six, was a fount of technical and historical knowledge, command wisdom, and human understanding.


In patiently drawing on his memory to help us reconstruct the VNAF shootdown, Jim Newman, a/k/a Condor Six, missed no opportunity to extol the fighting virtues of his beloved C Troop, 2nd Squadron, 17th Air Cavalry. Among former Condors who spoke in turn of Newman’s courageous leadership and unstinting commitment to rescuing downed aviators were pilot/operations officer and unit historian Malcolm “Mac” Jones; Cobra platoon leader Charles Vehlow; Cobra pilots John Vasko, Mike Dempsey, and Jim Kane; Newman’s crew chief, Charles Davis; crew chief Richard Frazee, aero rifle platoon commander Ed Kersey, pilot John Oldham, Newman’s left-seater; pilots Cleveland “Slim” Pickens, Ross Eliason, Steve Karschner, Rick “the Mayor” Daly, and the late James Jones. Lieutenant Colonel Mike Sloniker (ret.) of the Vietnam Helicopter Pilots Association (VHPA) provided vital material on aircraft losses and casualties, as did VHPA member Bob Hamilton on other aeronautical questions. Former U.S. Ranger Randy White described heroic actions near the A Shau Valley.


The list of former and current news colleagues who encouraged and aided this project is long and their contributions immeasurable.


David Halberstam, who knows well the terrain, both in Vietnam and the publishing industry, gave this project a boost with his early and enthusiastic advocacy. Other ardent supporters from the outset were Peter Arnett and Bill and Rosemarie Tuohy. Likewise Tim Page, who was Horst’s coeditor on the book Requiem and feels the seductive gravitational pull of Vietnam in ways that others may be pardoned not to understand.


Former and present AP staffers who provided help, ranging from wartime recollections and archival guidance to advice and encouragement: Eddie Adams, Vin Alabiso, Terry Anderson, Tad Bartimus, Ann Bertini, Sam Boyle, Harold Buell, Max Desfor, Linda Deutsch, George Esper, Les Glenister, Norman Goldstein, Denis Gray, Charles Hanley, Larry Heinzerling, Rikio Imajo, Susan James, Holger Jensen, Willis Johnson, Tom Jory, Jurate Kazickas, Rusty Kennedy, Guy Kopelowicz, Harry Koundakjian, Edith Lederer, David Longstreath, George McArthur, Hugh Mulligan, John Nance, Max Nash, Dang Van Phuoc, Robert Poos, Carl and Kim Dung Robinson, Mort Rosenblum, Rhonda Shafner, Steve Stibbens, Jack Stokes, Kelly Smith Tunney, Neal Ulevich, Huynh Cong “Nick” Ut, Hugh Van Es, Edwin Q. White, Terry Wolker-storfer, Ronen Zilberman, and Charles Zoeller.


UPI veterans whose memories of Vietnam were important, and in some cases essential, to the story: Leon Daniel, Joe Galloway, Nat and Helen Gibson, Dirck Halstead, Frank Johnston, David Lamb, Roger Norum, Bill Reilly, Bill Snead, Robert Sullivan, Kate Webb, and Nik Wheeler.


Other journalists, with past or current affiliations, who contributed: Steve Bell, ABC News; Kevin Buckley, Newsweek; David Bur-nett, Time; Ben Chapnick; Sal DiMarco, Jr.; Jed Duvall, Kurt Volkert, Jeff Williams, all CBS News; Marc Duvoisin, Philadelphia Inquirer; Dorothy Fall; Denby Fawcett; David Friend, Vanity Fair; Tony Hi-rashiki, ABC News; Chris Jensen, Cleveland Plain Dealer; Bob Jones, George Lewis, Arthur Lord, all NBC News; Catherine Leroy; Roger Mattingly; Don North, ABC News; Len Santorelli, Reuters; Co Rent-meester, John Saar, Dick Swanson, all Life; Wallace Terry, Time; and James Caccavo, Newsweek. Pham Xuan An spent part of an afternoon at his home in Ho Chi Minh City, recalling his double life as journalist and Viet Cong spy.


Our wives, Brenda Smiley and Ursula Faas, understood, supported, and shared our emotional and professional commitment to this long and, at times, exasperating project. Our agent, Tom Wallace, saw the book through eyes more experienced than ours, believed in it, and offered many excellent recommendations and suggestions.


We offer the work in memory, not just of the four whose lives and deaths it describes, but of all journalists who ever went in search of a story in Indochina.


A special thanks to all who have said, “I’m really glad you are doing this.”




Richard Pyle 
Horst Faas
 New York, July 2002
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Lost over Laos












1 : The Flight


What it was really like in the helicopter’s final moments, we of course can never know. From what is known of the people, it is reasonable to believe that some of those aboard the olive-green UH-1 Huey may have sensed impending disaster as it skimmed above the dark peaks and valleys of the Annamite Mountains of southern Laos, three other helicopters trailing behind.


Among the four civilian photographers riding in the cargo bay, Larry Burrows, a photographer for Life magazine, or Henri Huet, of the Associated Press, might have been first to feel a growing unease. Both men, in their early forties, had spent a decade covering combat in Indochina. Countless flights like this one had sharpened their instincts for danger, for knowing in the gut when things were not quite right.


Though half their age, Kent Potter of United Press International was a three-year veteran of covering the war and no less attuned to its special hazards. The same could be said of Keisaburo Shimamoto, a freelancer on assignment for Newsweek, who had been in and out of Vietnam since 1965.


Savvy born of experience might have caused any of the four to question why the flight from Firebase Hotel to Landing Zone (LZ) Ranger South, the second leg of this aerial tour of the battlefront, seemed to be taking so long. On the map, the distance between the two outposts was fourteen miles, a ten-minute flight in a Huey at maximum weight and speed. They should have been on the ground by now. The next logical thought would also have been the least comforting—that their two South Vietnamese pilots had missed LZ Ranger South entirely and were now lost over territory that was both unfamiliar and hostile.


Seated on the inside, facing each other, Burrows and Shimamoto felt—perhaps with some relief—the Huey’s sudden tilt to the right, the beginning of a turn in that direction. It could be that the pilots had realized their mistake and were now circling back.


As the aircraft banked more sharply, Huet and Potter, riding in the open door on the right side, could look straight down, past their boots, to the steeply falling-away mountainsides and the gray-trunked hardwoods spiking upward from the jungle. Cameras at hand, eyes roving, they would have been watching for any sign of activity, any clue to the human presence, that they knew was down below.


They might also have noticed, off to the right in the middle distance, the raw slash of earth on a dark mountain, the intended destination that their pilots had overshot. Voices snatched instantly away by the rush of wind and engine clatter, they would have resorted to pantomiming the discovery with nods and thumbs-up gestures. “Over there, guys. LZ Ranger South . . . everything’s cool.”


A last snapshot, had it been taken, would have captured the four photographers adjusting their gear, checking their Leicas and Nikon Fs, getting ready to go instantly to work on landing. Based on what they’d heard before leaving Firebase Hotel, Ranger South might be a hot LZ.


Sergeant Tu Vu, the young South Vietnamese Army photographer traveling with them, would be fiddling with his gear as well, and the other two passengers, Vietnamese Army staff colonels who had boarded at the last minute at Ham Nghi, would be sitting impassively, one clutching a briefcase, anticipating a quick return to solid ground.


The last snapshot might even have frozen the instant when someone looking down saw smoke under the dark trees and orange bolts of fire racing upward, curving toward them . . .






















2 : The Mission


Nearly three decades later, lifting off from the grassy field at Ban Alang base camp, our pilot, a New Zealander too young to remember the Vietnam War, circled the cluster of blue nylon tents we had just left and turned north, skimming above treeless brown hills dotted with old craters and crude forts whose revetments had collapsed over time into lumpy hillocks. The little red-and-white, French-built Squirrel helicopter flirted audaciously with each ridge-line as it rose to meet us before falling sharply away into yet another jungle-choked valley. 


From Ban Alang to our destination was only seven minutes by air. On foot, someone had said, it could take three days of climbing and hacking through rainforest. How close, yet how far, was the nameless mountain where we were about to have a rendezvous with the past.


We were crammed five abreast on the narrow bench seat behind the pilot. On my left, my colleague Horst Faas was leaning out the open door, his hat brim flapping madly in the slipstream as he scanned the terrain below in search of targets for the 35mm cameras slung around his neck.


Up ahead, the serried peaks of the Annamite Range marched off into the smoky haze, a gray-green Chinese watercolor. It was the end of the dry season, and pocket-sized forest fires were burning in every direction, blackening hillsides to a smoldering checkerboard. I now knew what our escort officer, Lieutenant Colonel Roger King, had meant when he remarked, the day before, that “half of southern Laos is on fire.”


Neither Horst nor I had ever seen these mountains so close at hand, yet they were as familiar as if we had been here many times. We had a true sense of the place. Thirty years before, as journalists for The Associated Press based in Saigon, we had flown frequently into wild country—a green sea of undulating elephant grass, or a sandbagged military outpost clinging to a narrow hogback ridge. But that had always been on the Vietnam side of the border.


These rugged mountains, the cordillera of Indochina running north to south through the panhandle of Laos, had been in those days the scene of history’s most sustained aerial bombardment, as U.S. bombers hammered the Ho Chi Minh Trail around the clock, around the calendar. Our task had included reporting, as best we could, on this important part of the war, something not made easier by our inability to see it for ourselves. Southern Laos was off-limits, terra incognita to everyone but the warring parties. The only view of the Trail that outsiders might hope for was a fleeting glimpse from a commercial jetliner flying at 30,000 feet—an encapsulated world apart, from which, on a rare day when the haze lying over the jungle was not too thick, the eye might briefly discern the physical details of dark, mountainous outcroppings, a coiled stream revealing itself in a brief sun-flash, the vaguest trace here or there of a man-made track, perhaps even a plume of smoke that hinted at a war, distant and unseen.


Now, Horst and I found ourselves racing low over the mysterious mountains, accompanying a team of U.S. military search specialists to the very hillside where, it was believed, the helicopter carrying the four photographers and seven South Vietnamese soldiers had crashed and burned twenty-seven years and one month earlier.


Except for the old bomb craters, still unmistakable despite years of overgrowth, there was little to suggest the tempest that once ravaged this landscape. Over time, the jungle had blotted out most vestiges of the Trail, and except for a few dirt paths here and there, the tangled valleys and sun-scorched hillsides offered no clues to human habitation, old or new.


In recent years, and partly through our efforts, the site of the 1971 crash had been located, all but positively identified, and marked down on a list of sites to be excavated. After two bureaucratic delays, that effort was finally taking place. A nine-member team from the Joint Task Force–Full Accounting, a special Pentagon unit created in 1992 to trace the more than 2,000 Americans then still missing from the Vietnam War, hoped to verify the location beyond any doubt and to recover any human remains that might still be found after so many years. With luck, the team—made up of young U.S. military personnel and a civilian anthropologist—could resolve unanswered questions for loved ones of the four civilian photographers, just as they regularly did for the families of downed pilots and other military MIAs.


As the team had its mission, Horst and I had ours. It was a different one, and a dual quest. In the role of journalists, we hoped to determine the facts of what actually had occurred, beyond what was known from the eyewitness accounts. As friends and former comrades of the four photographers, we were making a pilgrimage of the heart, one that had been a long time coming.


That morning, at the government guesthouse in Sepone, I was awakened by a dream. It was one of those quick flashes that seem to occur just before the mind rising from sleep breaks the surface. In the dream, I was riding in the rear seat of a helicopter and saw the window below the pilots’ feet suddenly disintegrate, shards of clear plastic floating away in slow motion.


Awake, I tried to mentally capture the dream before it dissolved. The light of a pale full moon filtered through a grimy window and the mosquito net draped over my bunk, casting odd shadows across the room, where Horst and Mr. Soukhasavan Sanapay, the official “minder” assigned to us by the Laos Foreign Ministry’s information bureau, still slept. Outside, cowbells tinkled in the predawn, a reminder that this wooden house on stilts was part of a state agricultural test farm.


What did this dream mean? What does any dream mean? Not being given to belief in the occult, I could not see it, as some might, as a premonition of disaster, a warning against boarding the helicopter that in a few hours would take us on our first trip to the crash site. If anything, I figured, it could be just a venting of the subconscious, a way of releasing some of the long pent-up anticipation of this day, this place.


Lying awake, I retraced again the trail of events that had brought Horst and me back to Laos for the first time in a quarter of a century.


Both of us had last been here in March 1973, when Vientiane was the departure point for a group of journalists flying to Hanoi by chartered plane to cover the third and last release of U.S. prisoners of war—the final act in the United States’ military withdrawal from Vietnam.


The Nixon White House was said to have issued an order that U.S. and foreign news media would have no access to the returning POWs until they were back in American hands. Whether the North Vietnamese were responding to the reported edict, or even knew of it, was unclear. But they gave our group of about thirty journalists what amounted to red-carpet treatment, a bus tour of Hanoi that included a stop at the prison compound known as the “Zoo,” where we saw and talked to some of the last sixty-seven American prisoners in custody, then followed them in the bus caravan to the Gia Lam airport, where they were formally delivered back into friendly hands for the flight to Clark Air Force Base in the Philippines, the first leg on the long trip home.


That one-day trip to Hanoi had been a fitting capstone to my nearly five years in Indochina. A couple of months later, I left Saigon for good. It would be twenty-two years before I returned. In the meantime, I was to discover gradually, as many others did, what I had left behind in Southeast Asia. It was a large piece of myself.


From the day, almost from the moment, that the first word of the missing helicopter had reached us in a phone call to the AP Saigon bureau on February 10, 1971, I had taken a kind of proprietary interest in the event. At the basic level, this was predicated on having known three of the four photographers as friends. But it only began with that; those same friendships, after all, were shared by many people in Vietnam and elsewhere.


As chief of the Saigon bureau, an operation that involved some thirty news, photo, and technical people at any given time, I also felt a strong sense of responsibility. Not only had we lost one of our own; we had lost someone truly extraordinary.


Henri Huet, whom one colleague would sum up years later as “the kindest, bravest and most honorable man I ever knew,”1 had occupied a unique place in his profession and in our immediate circle. His death was a shattering event. Yet there was no question of someone to blame, or what might have been done differently.


In his intrinsically dangerous profession, none knew better than Henri Huet how to calculate the risks, maximize the odds in his favor, to the extent that this could be done. And there was no way that a bureau chief, or anyone else, could have kept Henri from getting aboard that helicopter, any more than he would have chosen not to do so. For that to happen would have required the impossible—the certain foreknowledge that the aircraft was going to fall from the sky.


Within a day after the crash it was obvious that talk of survivors, of rescue, was meaningless. Given the location, any ground search of the area by friendly forces was clearly out of the question. There were reasons to believe that North Vietnamese soldiers might have visited the crash site, but nothing ever came of that, either.


From the jungle itself, there was only silence. We could not know that the war would continue for another four years, or that it would be more than two decades before anyone from the outside tried to find the hillside.


The world moved on, and most of us moved with it, to other lives, other stories, other wars. True, there were some among the old Vietnam hands who could not put the war’s experience behind them—and never would. They were prisoners of an escape-proof past. Those of us who did not carry that burden could nod knowingly and say that we understood. We could imagine it happening to us and be glad that it had not.


Yet for anyone who had lived and worked as a journalist there in those years, Indochina was not easily erased, and there was no reason that it should be. The Vietnam War, we knew at the time and afterward, could well be the most important thing that ever happened in most of our lives. At least it would be always be there, a coal glowing, however faintly, in the banked fires of memory.


The lost helicopter of Laos hovered forever in that corner of my mind reserved for Vietnam. In its essence, the question was a journalist’s question: What really had happened out there in the Annamitesthat day, and why? Over time, the question reshaped itself into something larger and deeper. It became a mystery with a message—something from the past, not to be forgotten; something for the future, a story waiting to be finished.


Four photojournalists, reporting on a war, had gone to their deaths in a sudden, tumbling torrent of fire. It could be argued that such deaths as that served no valid purpose, that no photograph could possibly be worth that. Others would say it was worth it—that everybody dies, and what truly mattered was the record that these four had left, a marker far more enduring than any tombstone, a legacy that perpetuated mortality in ways that are denied to most people.


But those were not final answers; I looked for better ones.


None of the four—Larry Burrows, Henri Huet, Kent Potter, and Keisaburo Shimamoto—would have proclaimed any grand motive for what they did with their lives, yet all were men imbued with a purpose larger than themselves. In purest form, this was the reporter’s creed—the telling of a story so that others might know it. In their case, it was to invite, even compel, the world to see Vietnam as they saw it, through a camera lens that illuminated, explained, told truths of what the war looked like and how it felt to be there.


It was therefore not right that they should be denied their own final truth, that the only monument to their commitment, their skill, and their courage should be a few bone shards and bits of metal, left out in the rain on a nameless, forgotten hillside.


That could be reconciled, I came to believe, only if someone were to go to that place, walk on that mountain, taste the thick jungle heat. Someone to go there, address any spirits that might exist, and say to them, “I am here. We are here. We have come to tell you that you are remembered, and well.” And hope that an answer would come back in some form that we, the living, could understand.


Whatever the result of such a pilgrimage, it would be transcended by the very act of making it. Without that, at the very least, those four photographers—and, along with them, all the others who had died doing the same thing, even those of us who had done some of the same things and had not died—would be, forever, lost over Laos. Horst Faas and I, partners on this mission, had come to it by paths that began at the far ends of a world convulsed by World War II and gradually converged in the tropical latitudes of an Indochina at war with itself. Born in the same year, we had reached the age of awareness about the same time, but our boyhoods had been anything but mirror images.


Mine was spent in Detroit, which during the war had shelved its Motor City nickname in favor of another: the Arsenal of Democracy. At the nexus of the nation’s manufacturing powerhouse, everything and everyone was in some way connected to the production of war materiel—tanks, trucks, jeeps, guns; everything that moved on wheels, and almost everything that caused the wheels to turn, flowed out of Detroit’s converted automobile factories. It was claimed, with pride, that the last 1942 Dodge had been nudged off the end of the assembly line by the first tank.


Although geography made the chance of enemy attack on the American heartland remote, the city of Detroit took perverse pride in being the theoretical primary target. In a setting permeated by patriotic fervor to win the war on the assembly line, a boy’s life was saving war bonds, scrap and paper drives, and Saturdays at the movies, where a dime provided transport to the jungles of Bataan, the desolation of Sahara, and the Sands of Iwo Jima.


Reality was ration cards, a sixth-grade teacher who also drove new army trucks from the factory to the railside loading dock, and the little white flags that seemed to hang in every window, with blue stars that sometimes turned to gold.


Horst’s world was a world apart from mine. As a schoolboy living in the leafy Berlin suburb of Dahlem, he witnessed the first Allied air raids on the city, and “the fascinating spectacle of anti-aircraft action in the sky and the interruptions of school were not totally unwelcome.” But things grew worse; after the family moved from Berlin to Kattowitz, in eastern Silesia, “the inevitable results were dramatically brought home to me each time the class had to stand at attention to listen to an announcement that the father or older brother of a classmate had died for Fuehrer and Fatherland.”


As the end neared in early 1945, Horst’s family spent six weeks in desperate flight from the advancing Russian forces, landing temporarily in—of all places—Berlin. By then, the air raids came three times a day, but “surprisingly, school continued to function until three weeks before the war ended.” Amid the Soviet seizure and rape of Berlin, the family fled again, this time to northern Germany, remaining there for more than two years before finally escaping to Munich in the West, just before the Iron Curtain clanged down.
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As the red-and-white Squirrel droned above the Laotian peaks, Horst was thinking back—not to those precarious times in Germany, but to a humid dawn in June 1962 when he pulled himself and his bulky gear aboard a noisy, vibrating U.S. Army H-21 helicopter, loaded with South Vietnamese soldiers, near Soc Trang, deep in Vietnam’s Mekong Delta.
 

It was his first-ever helicopter ride, the first of hundreds of such flights he would make over the next decade. Yet this one was indelibly fixed:




Once loaded, the clumsy, banana-shaped helicopters swept upward in a narrow steep circle until the world at the tip of my lens became an endless lake of flooded field, criss-crossed by dikes and narrow straight roads. Being the last man aboard, I did as the last Vietnamese who climbed into the helicopter was doing. I sat in the open door, my feet dangling out. I soon lost my courage, closed my eyes and held on to the fixed machine gun beside me, its barrel pointing downward.




The American gunner, crouching behind the gun and looking like a man from Mars in his flight helmet, seemed to understand. His right hand’s index finger on the trigger, he used his left hand to grab my shirt and make me lean back, my eyes now staring at the ceiling of the helicopter.




As the formation of twelve H-21s descended to the landing zone, all hell broke loose. Every helicopter gunner started firing, shell casings showering me, and I saw the bullets splashing into the water and the treeline beyond. My helicopter never landed, but hovered two or three feet above water and I realized there was no way back. The soldiers behind me pushed forward. I let go, jumped into the water holding my two cameras high over my head. The water was surprisingly cool at that early hour, the gooey mud lukewarm and rather pleasant.




The soldiers ran forward firing, a steady crackling sound, with intermittent thumping of exploding grenades, added to the machine guns of the helicopters that ended only when they were out of sight. I found it all frightening, confusing, exciting—and exhilarating. Since there was no place to hide, I remembered that I had come here to take pictures, and within seconds I had some excellent photographs of troops attacking from helicopters and racing across the open paddies toward the bank of a canal. Scenes that would become standard fare of mine and other photographers’ war coverage.


Minutes later it was all over. As the soldiers reached the treeline and some small huts, they had ceased fire and nobody was shooting at us. Reaching the firm ground of the canal bank, I saw my first victims of the war, a few old people, a hideously wounded young woman holding up her child. An American captain and his radio operator tried to organize help for them.
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Cresting yet another ridge, we suddenly found ourselves above the crash site. On a barren mountain ridge we could see a parked helicopter, a twin to ours. There was also a blue tent, like those back at Ban Alang. People were standing on the ridge, looking up at us, shielding their eyes from the bright morning sun.


Our pilot circled out away from the hillside and hovered, giving Horst a chance to make some unobstructed aerial shots of the scene. Although the location of the crash site still was officially tentative, my eyes told my heart that this was it. No question. The steep slope, the clearing surrounded by thick vegetation—they looked almost exactly as I had imagined it a hundred times. The only surprise was a trace of an old roadway that emerged from the trees, curled the length of the open ridge, and disappeared into the foliage at the other end.


A newly carved foot trail led down to the area being excavated, already marked off with tape in the crosshatch pattern of an archaeological dig. The digging, in fact, had begun the previous day. Officially, it was known already as Site 2062, the number having been assigned in more or less chronological order to the list of MIA cases in Indochina.


There had been some 2,200 Americans still unaccounted for in 1992, when diplomatic agreements with the three communist governments—Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia—opened the way to full-scale exploration of the wartime crash sites and the cumbersomely named Joint Task Force–Full Accounting was signed into existence by then–Defense Secretary Richard Cheney.2


Since the JTF’s inception, its Hawaii-based search teams had located, explored, and excavated scores of crash sites in the three countries of Indochina. The overall results did not seem particularly impressive—in six years, only about 100 sets of remains recovered in Indochina had been identified as American. Yet the searchers, as we would soon discover, approached the task with an unflagging energy and enthusiasm, like prospectors forever driven by the hope of gold nuggets in the next pan of pebbles.


Whatever the team found at Site 2062 would follow the usual procedure: It would be shipped back to the U.S. Army’s Central Identification Laboratory–Hawaii, where teams of forensic experts would employ a variety of scientific techniques toward identification. CILHI was itself a legacy of Vietnam, a spin-off of the wartime U.S. Army mortuary at Saigon, which had received and processed the American dead for return to the United States.3


But that part of the story lay well ahead. The first order of business now was to establish unequivocally that this place was where the South Vietnamese helicopter had gone down on February 10, 1971, and then to find whatever physical fragments of the eleven people it had carried might still rest amid the soil and stones.


Our New Zealander eased the Squirrel to a gentle landing next to its parked twin. Horst and I unbuckled our safety belts and scrambled out the left-side door. We felt a rush of excitement and a hundred other emotions as we stepped, for the first time in our lives, onto the rocky, hard-packed remnant of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.






1 Letter from Robert Poos to the author.


2 “Joint” refers to forces of different services combined for a common mission. MIA search teams are drawn from the U.S. Army, U.S. Air Force, and U.S. Marine Corps. The host country provides official assistance and recruits local villagers to help with the work.


3 Some MIA remains have been identified through a single tooth—Vietnam was the first war in which the U.S. government had dental records for every participant—and in recent years through DNA matches with family members. But some 900 sets of remains are stored at the CILHI lab in Hawaii. Officials conceded that most will never be identified and, ultimately, may be interred in a common grave.






















3 : The Mountain


For nearly three decades the Huey lay in scorched and twisted fragments on the slope, sun-blistered in the dry seasons, washed by driving monsoon rains, slowly buried by time. For four more years after it fell, the bo doi, the ant-army of North Vietnam, continued marching past—soldiers, supplies, and munitions moving to the battlefields in the south.


In a relentless campaign to stop the ant-army, U.S. Air Force and Marine Corps F-4 Phantom fighter-bombers flying from Danang and Thailand, and A-6 Intruders and A-4 Skyhawks catapulted from U.S. Navy carriers in the South China Sea, shrieked over the mountainside, unleashing steel canisters that burst in midair, spewing hundreds of baseball-sized bomblets into the forests, where they waited in silent ambush for an errant human step.


When the shooting ended in 1975, the People’s Army of Vietnam simply vanished, victors in the twentieth century’s longest and third-bloodiest war. With them went the antiaircraft guns—perhaps some of the same ones that had tracked our colleagues’ helicopter and shot it out of the sky.


As the mountains fell silent and the tropical forest began to reclaim what was rightfully its own, the human inhabitants, members of the Bru tribe of Montagnard, who had fled the indentured servitude of the bo doi and the howling of the bombers, drifted back to resume their lives as slash-and-burn farmers. Hardy, sinewy people with coffee-colored skin, they had found the scattered wreckage of the helicopter. Some, believing strongly that spirits were present, kept their distance from the hillside. Others, more practical, scavenged the largest pieces of metal for use in rebuilding huts or to sell at the scrap market that had sprung up in one village for that purpose.
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