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  FOREWORD




  Lt. William Diebold, who served in the Army’s Air Transport Command (ATC) in the China-Burma-India (CBI) theater during World War II, never fired a weapon in battle. Like many of the men in the ATC, soldiers and airmen who flew supplies over the Hump, he never saw combat—at least not the kind where men shoot at each other with the intent to kill or destroy. But Diebold fought the Japanese in Burma and China as effectively as any infantryman or fighter pilot. He did it by saving lives.




  What follows is an extraordinary, largely untold story. Books have been written about the Hump, certainly, but most of those accounts focus on the flyers, the men who crossed the highest mountains of the world through some of the world’s worst weather almost daily to keep the Allied armies in China supplied with fuel, food, and weapons against imperial Japan. Some of those pilots and crewmen went down over the jungles of northern Burma and Tibet, dying as their planes, flying in zero visibility, slammed into the sides of mountains. Heavy icing caused engines to fail, and Japanese Zeros attacked often as well. Some bailed out, but even then many perished in the impenetrable and unforgiving country they parachuted into.




  Of the nearly three thousand men who went down over the Hump between 1943 and 1945, some twelve hundred made it back to safety. Some of them made it back because of Diebold.




  Pilot Don Downie survived eighty-two missions flying over the Himalayas into China. The author of Flying the Hump, he had this to say about Lieutenant Diebold:




  

    Bill had more guts than any man I’ve ever met. When sober, he bails out of Army planes into the green hell of the Burma jungle in search of lost pilots and other flight crews. When on a binge, he revels in chopping the legs off beds, decapitating mosquito nets with a machete, shooting out lights with a carbine, and firing signal flares through the length of our grass-topped basha. [But] aside from my parachute, I felt he was the best life insurance I had when I flew the Burma Hump.


  




  If that sounds a little like the antics of a devil-may-care adventurer—reminiscent, perhaps, of “Pappy” Boyington and his Black Sheep squadron or the volunteers who flew with the Flying Tigers in China—it nevertheless expresses praise for a brave man from a fellow airman who amply demonstrated his own courage. Indeed, there was a wildness about Diebold. He volunteered to parachute into the jungle within hours of reporting for duty with the 1352nd Search and Rescue Unit in India’s Assam Valley. But there is gentleness, too—in the story he tells of nursing a starving native baby—or the sadness of burying a young airman he was too late to save.




  Though Diebold died in 1965—his two broken marriages and early death partly the result of his experiences in Burma—he completed the typescript for this book before his life ended. An excerpt had appeared in Cosmopolitan magazine shortly after the war and was reprinted in an Army military journal. He wanted to have the account of his rescue operations published as a book, but that never happened. Instead, the typescript languished in the family attic, where for years it was forgotten, gathering dust, until one of his daughters handed it to me.




  While not a practiced writer, Diebold does tell a gripping story, all the more immediate because he wrote it shortly after the events he recounts. The book crackles with the language of the time: war slang, wisecracks, and old-fashioned turns of phrase. All work to give it a compelling authenticity. It’s also honest. As he might have put it himself, he doesn’t pull punches. But it’s funny, too, both because he meant it to be and because of occasional tumbles into what he describes as “pure corn.”




  But more than that, Hell Is So Green is an exciting tale. Diebold knew how to tell a story, and that story takes place against a sweeping backdrop of history: the biggest air-supply in history, not surpassed until the Berlin airlift of 1949. In fact, the ATC’s supply operation over the Hump made the Berlin airlift possible. It also engaged more than a million Japanese soldiers in China, soldiers who otherwise might have deployed in the Philippines or on Okinawa. His experiences jumping into the jungle also became one of the earliest instances of organized combat search and rescue, a military operation commonplace today.




  For some, the CBI theater was a sideshow of the war, a distant third to Europe and the Pacific. But for those who flew the Hump, for those who kept the Dougs flying—Douglas C-46s and C-47s—and for the pilots and crew who had to bail out over terrain as inhospitable as anywhere on the planet, service in the CBI was the greatest challenge of their lives. As it was for Diebold. The heroism that emerges from these pages does so quietly. The story is modestly and self-deprecatingly told. It is only as you read of the heat and stink of the jungle, of the vermin, lice, and leeches, of the towering mountains and roaring rivers, that you begin to realize just what kind of story this is.




  Diebold’s typescript required some editing, and in the process I found myself expanding his story in minor ways. He was often vague about dates and places; from time to time, he was imprecise or unclear about details or names. Occasionally I had to guess about something he treated unclearly or left unsaid, and I clarified where I could. Such occasions in the book are few and always supported by his family or by documents relating to his war experiences.




  Fortunately, Diebold left behind some vivid impressions; several people wrote about him—both during and after the war—and often corroborated or enlarged upon one or another of the stories he tells. I was able to track down details of the air crash that took Diebold out of the war and which brings his tale of jungle rescues to an end. That story, told by an Army reporter writing for the Hump Express in May 1945, appears here in the afterword, both to satisfy the curious and to bring Diebold’s story to a close.




  What follows is almost entirely Diebold’s. In the few cases where the manuscript was adjusted, it was to sharpen a point, expand a fact, or to explain a confusing episode. Little has been added because little else was needed, and almost nothing has been removed.




  And so, here, out of the shadows and dust of the attic, comes a story of courage in the wild written nearly sixty years ago, but as full of life and high adventure as it was when Diebold first put words to paper.




  —Richard Matthews




  1




  A group of excited young pilots crowded around the desk. I tapped one on the arm and asked what all the fuss was about.




  “Here!” he said and handed me a sheet of worn, dirty paper. Laboriously written in a scrawling, unsteady hand were words beginning “Somewhere in Hell . . .”




  With difficulty I read the remainder of the note: “I am the pilot who crashed. I need a pair of G.I. shoes, quinine, socks, sulfa for boils and infections rotting my limbs off. I would like to borrow a blanket if you could spare one. Cold. Cigarettes would be nice. I’m ashamed for asking for so much. Thanks for whatever you can do.”




  The note was signed “Lt. G. M. Collins.”




  I could see why everyone was so excited; the note packed more wallop than anything I’d ever seen. “That was brought into an airstrip in Burma two days ago by a native,” a lieutenant explained. “The native said the pilot is in the Naga Hills, in a village we think is called Geda Ga.”




  It was the mission, I knew vaguely, of the 1352nd Search and Rescue Squadron to which I’d been temporarily assigned to find downed airmen along the Hump route and rescue them. That’s all I did know, though, for I was just this morning reporting for duty. Having arrived the night before at this jumping-off place for China supplies, I was supposed to report immediately to the commanding officer, but given the lateness a sergeant at the airfield had directed me to a hut he called a basha and quartered me with fifty other men.




  A basha is an American hay mound with doors. The army had gone native: straw roof over a bamboo frame with woven bamboo sides and windows with nothing in them. No glass, no frame, no nothing. They could better be called square holes for ventilation. The one modern touch, cement floors, added little to their attraction. Following a long flight across half of India, I slept well enough that night, though, if I’d known what was in the books for me this morning, there’d have been little sleep.




  The inevitable began to kick in when I reported to Major Roland Hedrick, in civilian life a Salt Lake City lawyer.




  The major was surrounded by pilots, all talking at once. He was the boss and brains of the outfit, and the pilots were discussing with him—“arguing about” would be more accurate—the note I’d just read. To say I received little attention when I walked into this melee of men puts it mildly; penetrating that circle of gesticulating arms would have been worth a black eye at least.




  A pilot near the major made a mountain with one hand, while with the other he imitated an airplane in flight. He was trying to explain how difficult it was to fly around that mountain with the objective of coming low over a native village situated on the mountain’s side, near the top. He’d had to come in low over the village, I gathered, to attract the attention of any airman that might be in it. Was the writer of the note in that particular village? Nobody seemed sure.




  The major listened patiently enough, but eventually he started chasing off the crowd of officers, moving them gradually toward the door and out into the growing light. One by one they left, each being assured something would be done and that he’d let them know as soon as he knew himself. Figuring he was pretty busy, I turned to leave with them, but, catching my eye, the major indicated I should stay.




  “You’re Diebold, right?” He stuck out his hand. “Welcome to chaos,” he said. “It’s not always like this, but we’ve got a bit of a problem.”




  Perhaps being a lawyer made the major patient. I don’t know what gave him that trait, but now when I think back to that first day I’m happy he had it. I had arrived in India just a few days ago, I didn’t know a soul, and frankly I was curious to know what was going on.




  We talked about my arrival, I handed him my papers, and he asked me if I’d been able to find a place to sleep. But it was clear I was occupying just a small piece of his mind because he soon drifted into thought, almost as if I wasn’t there. Still, he hadn’t asked me to leave so I waited. And maybe it was because he needed someone to explain it to one more time that he began telling me what all the pilots had been discussing.




  He was confronted with a tough one, he said, a problem that might mean life or death to a pilot. The problem demanded action, but no one seemed to agree what that action should be. I began to realize that his shaking my hand instead of cutting it off showed more patience than I probably deserved.




  “Lieutenant, our maps of this wild area show the Naga village of Geda Ga to be here.” He pointed to a spot in the mountains of northern Burma. “The boys flew over that village yesterday with two doctors aboard who were ready to parachute out. They weren’t able to get down close to the village until late in the afternoon due to the weather. There was a cloud sitting smack on top of that mountain almost all day, and when the cloud finally did move away the boys found two peaks where there should be only one, and damned if there wasn’t a village on both peaks.”




  The major sat back, relit the stub of his old cigar, and pondered for a minute, puffing out evil-smelling smoke which later became, to me, as much a part of him and the outfit as the smell of cooking bacon was part of home.




  “The search plane buzzed both spots, dropping notes requesting some kind of signal if the pilot was in that village. Neither village did a thing. Now, we aren’t sure which village he’s in or even if he’s in either. There’s a lot of country out there, and we could be mistaken, but I don’t think so. I believe the kid, Lieutenant Collins, is too damn sick to get out of the hut and make the signal himself, and he can’t make the natives understand what he wants them to do. We’ve checked on Collins and his P-51 went down more than a month ago. If he’s out there, he’s probably in a bad way.”




  The major and I sat in silence, thinking. I had heard a little of the major’s reputation before I arrived, and it was all good. A military intelligence officer, he’d been at this sort of work for a long while, and, if he thought the pilot was there, I was inclined to agree with him—but what help could I be?




  My eyes drifted to the huge wall map covering one entire side of the room. Different-colored flags were stuck into it, each flag symbolizing a plane on the ground, a crashed plane . . . and there were lots of flags. Later, when the different charts and maps were explained to me, their use became a part of my life, but at that moment they seemed little more than a confusing collection of colors.




  “Major,” I said, “why couldn’t you parachute a man into the village you think most likely to be the right one? If the flyer isn’t there, he’s bound to be in the other. A process of elimination, as it were.”




  The major looked at me as if he were seeing me for the first time. “Diebold, that village is hundreds of miles from any semblance of civilization in the toughest kind of jungle. A lot of it’s trackless. Hell, a white man goes in there once in twenty years. How would the parachutist get out?”




  That stopped me until I happened to think: The downed flyer, a fighter pilot apparently, would have to be brought out and, prior to my question, the major said he’d planned to send in two doctors. He must have had a plan to bring them out.




  I said that to him, and we talked about it for a while. He asked me, for instance, what I thought someone jumping into the village might need, whether I thought a person could do it alone, and a few other questions. As he talked, he glanced through my papers. Finally, as if he’d just reached a decision, he agreed what I’d said had merit.




  “Except,” said the major, “if we’re going to give that plan a try, we need someone who will volunteer to jump. And right now we’re pretty short-handed.”




  To this day I’m not entirely sure what Major Hedrick was doing. Mainly he seemed to be trying to convince me how difficult and dangerous such a jump was. But I think he was also sizing me up, trying to get a sense of who I was and what I was willing to do. If that’s the case, he was playing it smarter than I was. I was rambling on about parachute jumping and re-supply like I had some idea what I was talking about, but when he said he needed a volunteer to jump I heard my voice say, “Hell, Major, I’ll jump.”




  The statement certainly surprised me and seemed to surprise him as well. For a moment we just looked at each other, and I almost turned around in my chair to see who had just said he’d jump. The silence became uncomfortable as the skipper eyed me long and hard, trying to see, I guess, if I meant what I’d just said.




  “Diebold,” he said, “you’re on temporary duty here, is that right?” I nodded. “You don’t come under higher headquarters where I’d normally have to get the O.K. to let you do this, do you?”




  “No, sir,” I answered. He looked at me again for a minute and then asked, “Would you like to change your mind?”




  Everything inside me urged, Yes, for God’s sake, yes, but I answered, “No.”




  “All right, boy, go get dressed for a parachute jump and a long trek in the jungle. Be back here in an hour, and I’ll get you some gear and fill you in with what you need to know.” He paused. “And by the way, welcome to your new home.”




  I rose from the chair, knees weak, and weaved out of the room I’d so casually walked into less than an hour before and headed for my basha. As I slouched through the mud, my mind was a whirl. The conversation came back to me, like an old jukebox tune I couldn’t stop repeating.




  What did you wear on a parachute jump, I wondered, or in the jungles and mountains of Burma for that matter? That boy out there needed help from someone, there was no denying that. But why did I volunteer?




  Well, it might as well be me as anyone else that helps him. And after all, I’m not the first person to try a parachute jump.




  But I got little comfort from that. Every third step I kicked myself for being such a fool, even if it might be a lot of fun. What in the hell made me say it? I kept thinking. I took a quick look at my life to see if anything there might answer my question.




  Four years at Valley Forge Military Academy in Pennsylvania had given me a reserve commission in the cavalry. After that came a series of jobs before I found the right one, and a series of girls before I found a bride. Both the job and the girl I married in Pittsburgh settled the score for me: From there on I was a solid American citizen with a settled future—and a father with a new baby girl. That is, until February 1942, when a letter I received from Uncle Samuel made me a soldier. After that came tours of duty at Fort Riley, Kansas, and other cavalry posts until some general decided we needed gliders to drop soldiers on top of the Germans. Because I’d learned to fly small planes in 1937, I found myself assigned to training that would make me a glider pilot.




  Lt. Gene Patterson of Chattanooga, Tennessee, once remarked about that course, and I think he summed it up well: “At night, when you’re sitting in that glider at five thousand feet with light rain and winds, and you know in a couple of minutes you’re going to reach up and pull the lever that releases your tow line, which leaves nothing between you and that dimly lit field except a pair of wings, good judgment, and a lot of luck—well, a guy must either be crazy or love this goddamn country of ours a hell of a lot to do it.”




  After glider training, I found myself in the Army Air Corps School of Intelligence. From there, I was stationed in Washington. It was a good tour of duty, and it took me almost a year to catch up on the sleep I lost in that town. What a place!




  Then, with typical army logic, after preparing me to drop a plywood glider into Europe, they sent me to jungle school in Panama—rather quick and rudimentary it seemed to me now—and then to the Air Transport Command in India.




  Now, in September 1944, at age 27, I was part of the China-Burma-India theater (the CBI in army lingo) and a member of an outfit whose job it was to rescue pilots who had to abandon their ships while flying supplies into China over some of the highest mountains in the world.




  No matter how I looked at it as I walked back to my basha, I couldn’t find a thing to make me believe I was a young Tarzan. As a matter of fact, I felt like the undertaker could count on me for some quick business—especially in the next few days.




  2




  My first night in the basha I’d had no opportunity to meet the fellows who lived there, so after my talk with Major Hedrick, I met, for the first time, one of the men.




  He slept in the bed next to me, if you want to call them beds. They’re what the Indians like, I guess, and have used for centuries. They consist of eight boards, four uprights, and a square. Woven bamboo covers the place that ordinarily would be covered by springs. Sleeping on a wash-board would be akin to sleeping on an Indian bed, and the corrugations would be a hell of a lot less numerous. I thought perhaps I might eventually become accustomed to sleeping on them, and it was only the newcomers who felt stiff in the morning. That notion was dissipated now, though, when I watched my next-door bedmate get up. He creaked!




  Calisthenics aren’t something most of the Army does in their spare time, but with those beds calisthenics are a necessity. That’s what my next-door neighbor began doing when I came in; he had to in order to be able to walk. As he unbent from trying to get his muscles back in place, he opened a weary eye and said, “Who the hell are you?”




  At the moment I wasn’t in the mood for the niceties of social life either, but I stuck out my hand anyway. Fine reception from the guy you’re going to live with, I thought and said, “My name’s Diebold. And who the hell are you?”




  He was Lt. Charles King from Scarsdale, New York. Charlie had been flying the Hump most of the night and looked it. With one hand on his hip, as if to keep that bone attached to the rest of his body, he used the other to point in the direction of a bamboo table and two chairs. “Would you care to invest in some furniture?” he asked. “Half of it belonged to the guy who had your bed. I bought it off him when he left.”




  “O.K., neighbor,” I said. “I’ll invest when I come back from this trip, if I come back.”




  “Where are you bound?”




  “Well, I’m going to try a parachute jump . . . into Burma.”




  “Oh,” he said, started to tie a shoelace, stopped, looked up, and raised a quizzical eyebrow. “I must be getting old. I thought I heard you say you were going to jump into Burma.”




  “It looks like that’s it.”




  “That’s what I thought I heard. And why are you doing that?”




  Explaining my meeting with the major, I told him about the downed pilot and confessed that I’d actually volunteered to jump. Charlie sat there for a moment, looking at me, his elbows on his knees, and said, “Christ, whatta way to make a living.”




  We didn’t say much more to each other as I filled my musette bag with things I figured I’d need. I was grateful he didn’t bother me with introductions to the rest of the men who lived in the basha as they passed back and forth down the long aisle separating the two rows of beds. Just before I left, though, he gripped my hand hard and said a simple, “Good luck, champ.” That felt good. If there ever entered my mind the thought of backing out at the last minute, that thought disappeared then and there.




  I spent the next hour with Major Hedrick getting a quick briefing on where I was going and what I needed to know. We looked at the wall map—still largely a puzzle to me—and talked about what supplies I’d need and the support I could expect from the squadron. I was especially glad when he told me that a plane would return to the site after I got on the ground and I could communicate with the crew by radio. I hadn’t thought of that, so it came as good news.




  Finally he sent me down to squadron operations where a business-like supply sergeant took me under his wing and got me some infantry combat boots to replace the dress shoes I’d arrived in . . . my God, was it just the night before? The boots were more than ankle high and offered support to that most vulnerable part of the body in a jump. He also walked me through the supply depot and helped me select some of the things I’d jump with, explaining that the pilot of the rescue ship would drop more supplies to me as soon as my feet touched the ground. The supply people also gave me a .45 pistol and some silver rupees to pay for anything I might want from the natives—and we were off.




  We flew in a Douglas C-47, a version of the DC-3, the same ship used as a passenger liner in the States, only this one had the rear door off and was loaded with para-packs containing food, clothing, and medical supplies. One of the packs, I’d been told, contained a small radio. As the ship took off, I sat on the floor by the open door and watched the ground pull steeply away. The thought struck me that the next time I’d see the ground this close again I would either hit it “splash” or harder than I wanted to hit it. Either way left me little room for comforting thoughts.




  We flew for a few hours, and I had a chance to see the country. I wish they had blindfolded me; I would have been happier.




  The mountains, of which there were very many, seemed to go straight up and down; if these were the Naga “Hills” they sure had a funny notion of hills in this part of the world. The country was also incredibly green. It wasn’t often I could see the ground; the foliage was too thick for that. A solid canopy of jungle stretched in every direction. In my mind’s eye I could almost see the snakes sticking their heads out of trees, licking their chops, smacking their lips, if snakes have such things. What did they have in the jungle here? Cobras? I could also hear the tigers telling their cubs to be quiet, that the Army Air Corps was providing them with their supper that night. I was not in a happy frame of mind.




  Eventually the pilot called me forward. “Diebold, you’ve used a parachute before, haven’t you?”




  What a laugh! The only thing I’d ever used a parachute for was a cushion to sit on in a glider. But I answered, “Not this paratrooper chute you’ve rigged up for me.” Which was true, in a sense.




  “Well,” he said, “glad to know you. My name’s Anderson, Andy to you. From Texas.”




  “Pleasure,” I murmured, not meaning it in the least.




  “I’ve never used one of those either,” he said, “but one thing I do know is that you’d better be sure your static line is attached to that cable running along the top of the fuse-lage back there. I saw a newsreel once of some paratroopers jumping, and that’s the way they did it.”




  Simple, I thought, now I just have to find out what a static line is. And as for the pilot’s experience in pushing people out of airplanes, the fact that all he knew about it was from watching the movies didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.




  Eventually we came to the section of the country where our downed pilot was supposed to be. What a country! If a glacier made these mountains it must have been mad as hell at something. They were the biggest, highest hunks of earth I have ever seen piled in one place. When I thought of climbing around in them, they grew even larger and more formidable.




  Anderson found the villages, then flew me from them to the Ledo Road, showing me the way out. It looked simple. There couldn’t be more than two mountain ranges towering some two miles up apiece, or more than a hundred miles of solid jungle. Nothing to it! We buzzed the villages a couple of times, and it was some of the best flying I’ve ever seen done, thank God! First we dived down the side of one mountain, gaining excess air speed, and then shot up the side of an adjacent mountain. It would have been lots of fun if I didn’t have to jump out of the ship on one of those shoots up the mountainside.




  When I’d talked with the major, he said he hoped this second fly-over would give us an idea of which village the pilot was in, but no matter how close we came to the roofs of the houses—and the pilot came damned close—the only thing we saw were wildly waving natives. No parachute, no panel, no signal of any sort. I began to doubt if our pilot was in either of them, but the only way to find out was still the same as it was before: jump in and look.




  Finally, as I knew it must, the time came to go. Pretty much at random we picked one of the villages, and Anderson described how the jump would work. He told me to stand at the rear door, and when the bell rang that was my signal to jump. The walk from the pilot’s compartment to the rear of that ship was the longest I’ve ever made.




  Sgt. Stanley Bloom from Boston, Massachusetts, helped me into my chute, showed me how to hook up to my static line, and I took my stand at the door. I could feel my heart thudding against my chest as I looked out. It was so far down to the rushing ground, and it was thick and rough. The village sat in a small clearing—very small from the airplane—but all around it was jungle. I could picture my chute being collapsed by one of the top branches of a tall tree, letting me freefall a hundred feet or so.




  It seemed I stood there forever, scared to death! I was afraid even to think about it. I did think of my civilian insurance company and its directors, though. Wouldn’t they be the happy lot if they could see me now? Once, back when I was a happy civilian, they insisted I stop flying because it was too great a risk for my insurance. Good God, how would they feel about this? Then the bell rang!




  I had been waiting unconsciously for that sound, so it took no planned action on my part to get me out that door. I’d conquered my mind when I stepped up to it, and from then on leaping out was reaction to a sound. I’m sure of this, for I can’t remember jumping. The bell rang, and the next thing I knew was the roaring of the slip-stream in my ears, the tumbling of the horizon, the tail of the ship passing overhead . . . and then the almighty jerk.




  I’d learned to jump the hard way. Body position in the air was an unknown to me, so mine almost certainly was wrong. Also, my chute harness had been cinched too loose, so I got a terrific jerk. I blacked out for an instant, I guess, for the next thing I knew I was alone in the air, all was quiet and serene, and the airplane was gone.




  The feeling of elation and exhilaration that came over me when I looked up and saw that big white canopy is indescribable. The chute had opened. Oh, happy day! I kicked my legs, waved my arms, and wiggled my body to make sure nothing had been broken. Nothing had.




  I was uncomfortable, though. I’d been jerked down in the too-loose harness, and my entire weight was being carried in the crotch of my legs. It was then, for the first time, that I thought of the ground. Good lord, how it seemed to be rushing up at me. Around the village the natives had cleared the trees from a spot of ground that looked to be about the size of a quarter from the air. It looked larger now, and I could see the clearing was covered with jagged-edged stumps. I wanted to slow my rate of fall but was helpless; all I could do was sit in the harness and wait. I wondered what it felt like to hit the ground as hard as I was obviously going to hit it. A broken leg out here would really be something to worry about. Also, what good would I be able to do anybody if I couldn’t walk?




  I didn’t have to worry long at the rate the ground was coming up to meet me, for that’s exactly the way it looks. You have no sensation of falling; it just seems like the ground is being jacked up to your height by some gigantic force that is doing it all too swiftly.




  Anderson had done a swell job. As he had planned it, I was going to land in the clearing; the least I could do was miss the stumps. I pulled a handful of shroud lines on my right to see which way it made me go, but it didn’t seem to change a thing except to make the ground come up even faster. That was all the argument I needed. Let fate take its course, I wasn’t fooling around with those lines any more.




  Fate took its course, and I landed bang on top of a stump. It was lucky I did, though, because my knees collapsed, and I bounced, fairly gently, to the ground. The stump broke my fall, and I was relaxed when I hit the earth. Since trees surrounded the clearing, there was no wind, and the chute collapsed without dragging me.




  And I was down! For a moment I just sat there saying over and over, aloud, “Goddamn it, I made it.” Then I started to laugh at myself, a giddy laugh of relief. I laughed till the tears rolled down my face, I was just too damn happy to be alive.




  Then Andy woke me up. (I was willing to think of him as Andy now that I was safe on the ground. In the airplane he’d been a guy named Anderson who wanted to shove me out the door; now he was my link with civilization.) He brought that ship right down in the clearing with me, rolling it over on its side so he could see me. I managed a pretty feeble wave of the arm, and he must have seen it since he went back upstairs and circled, waiting for me to get oriented.




  I got up, climbed out of the harness, reached in my pocket, and got a cigarette. My hands were shaking as I lit it. No cigarette ever tasted better.




  I was gathering up my chute when I heard them. I couldn’t see them, but I could hear them. They were shouting “O.K.—O.K.” I stopped, turned in wonderment. “Well I’ll be damned,” I said aloud, “These people speak English.”




  Out of the brush they came, three natives. To me they looked pretty fierce; to them I must have looked about the same, for they stopped dead. With one hand on my .45 just for the comfort it brought me (not that I could hit anything with it) I looked them over, two men and a boy. Dressed in loincloths with long knives in their hands, they were brown and small and wiry.




  We might have stood there for hours looking one another over, but with that plane overhead I needed to get moving. Looking braver than I felt, I walked over to them. Since they had said “O.K.” coming up the trail, I figured they could speak my language well enough for conversation, so I said, “Well, how the hell are you?”




  Their answer was little better than silence: It was “Umm.”




  I tried again. “Would you like a cigarette?” On that one I did better; they said, “Umm, umm.” But when I held out the pack, they took not one cigarette, but the whole damn pack. At least it was action. I tried a little Hindustani I had learned. I put the emphasis on “little,” because I knew one word. I asked, “Mullen English?” They said, “O.K.”




  This could go on all day, I thought. Then I said to them, “Everything’s O.K. with me, too.”




  What I said must have meant something to them (maybe it was the “O.K.” part) or else they were tired of our little game. They took my parachute out of my arms and, as if I were a little child, led me by the hand down the trail. The only thing that reassured me they weren’t leading me to the slaughter was the big smile I got from the little boy when he lit his cigarette.




  Andy had begun buzzing the village when I arrived there. It felt good, actually, to have him overhead, flying around and making noise. It seemed to lend importance to who I was. The village consisted of just two houses, and everybody turned out to see me come in. I took out a white cloth and waved it to the plane to let them know I was in the pink. I guess they misunderstood me, though, because on the next trip around, before I had time to see if the pilot was in either of the houses, they started dropping supplies.




  When that outfit drops supplies, they really do it! In less time than it takes to tell, the sky filled with billowing parachutes, and the natives and I ran for cover. Stanley Bloom up in that aircraft was pushing them out three at a time. Each pack weighed about a hundred pounds and wasn’t exactly the thing to be hit with, and they were dropping everywhere. When our aerial pounding ended, I wondered what I’d done to make Andy want to kill me. Luckily none of the natives had been hit, or their houses.




  On one pack, painted in large letters, was RADIO. I opened it, took out the handie-talkie, and pulled out the aerial. Immediately Andy’s voice came over the air in the midst of a conversation that went something like this: “. . . Diebold will probably be barbecued tonight.” It made me feel swell. The story back at the squadron held that these people had been headhunters in the past, but this was now, and things like that don’t happen any more (it says here in small print).




  “Andy,” I said into the mike, “one more crack like that and I will name my next six Naga children after you.” All I heard from the other end of my radio was a squawk, then in a clearer voice, “Is he there, Bill?”




  “How the hell should I know? I just got here myself. Take it easy, my boy, take it easy, and I’ll find out. Old cutthroat here should know.”




  I turned to the native who was looking at me as if I were crazy, standing there talking into a box. I pointed to myself and said, “American,” then pointed to the two houses and asked, “American?” He shook his head in the negative, a surprise since I had expected little from my first try. Then the native babbled excitedly to his kinfolk who by this time were standing around in a close circle, staring. They babbled back at him, and then he turned to me. He pointed to the opposite mountain where the other village sat and said something like, “Amoodicaun,” over and over.
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Burma Hump!" —~Don Downie, coauthor of Flying the Hump
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“Bill had more guts than any man I've ever met. . . . Aside from my
parachute, | felt he was the best life insurance | had when | flew the
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