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The bulk of my effort went toward maintaining the material flow on support of the South Vietnamese armed forces.  When the protocols were signed in Paris, the U.S. agreed to continue to support the South Vietnamese in their fight for full liberty of their country against the Vietcong.  And that’s what my job was.


I was out at the old Mac V headquarters at Tan Son Nhut.  As early as January 1975, when the North Vietnamese attacked Phuoc Long Province and took it, the United States did not respond.  And from then on, everything went downhill. It was inevitable.  I used to be the Commander up in Danang during ’69 and ’70.  When the first region began to crumble, why, from then on, it was just a roll-up.


We had a situation where people were fighting, but at the same time their families were probably uppermost in their minds, and sometimes when push came to shove the Vietnamese went for their families to help them out.  I knew that was happening.  But also I asked myself, if the same circumstances had occurred in Germany, as a result of the Russians, during that period of time, with all the defendants we had over there, although we had plans to get them out and all that sort of stuff, I asked myself, would it have been repeated to a certain extent?  I mean, South Vietnamese are humans.  And, it was unfortunate as it was, but not surprising.  The First Infantry Division of the South Vietnamese army was probably their best division, and they were up there and it happened.  Disaster.  It was a disaster.  Some people came out by helicopter, some came out by fixed wing earlier, and some came out by Vietnamese navy ships.  


On April 2, 1975, Ed Daley, the owner of World Airways, a small airline with a few big jets, decided to evacuate fifty-eight Vietnamese-American orphans, potentially forgotten when Saigon finally fell.  Various agencies in the United States waited for the orphans to arrive.  Without the fall of Saigon looming, their departure would have been orderly and not rushed.  A great deal of publicity surrounded the flight.  In reaction to Daley, the White House ordered the evacuation of as many orphans as possible.  The first flight would carry 226 orphans and 70 civilians.


The fourth day of April, 1975.  I’ll never forget it.  It was probably the longest day of my life.  


I received a message that morning from the Department of Defense asking me, or suggesting, or ordering me, to evacuate a significant number of American-Vietnamese orphans that were there in Saigon, and gave me the authority to take the first aircraft I wanted.  Well, the first aircraft was a C-5. The C-5 has seventy-five passenger seats on the second deck.  The cargo area is the biggest area.  The decision was made that we would deck load orphans as well as load them on the C-5, and that meant you had to have adults.  So I directed my division chiefs to identify X number of women employees who could go on the first flight.  I was in reduction of force posture so I could do that.  So people came to work that day, didn’t know they were leaving that day.  It was just like that.  So we had about forty, and then there were some other members of the staff or another couple of smaller staffs that were elected to go.  Some of them had dependants.  They took their dependants out.  The air force had sent some medics, nurses, because of the number of children.  The plane took off loaded to the gunnels.


Got out over the South China Sea, about twenty thousand feet, and the rear ramp blew off.  When it did, it damaged the control surfaces on the tail.  It also sucked, I don’t know how many but a few masters out.  The young captain who was flying it, turned it around, brought it back to land, and he lost… lost it short of the runway, short of the Saigon River.  Jumped the river, crashed, and that was it.  I recall my exec telling me, coming in and saying, “Boss we have a disaster.  The C-5 just crashed out toward the air base.”  And you could look out and you could see the smoke coming.  We had a group of people there who were the ones that were searching for remains from the war.  So we sent them out to work the situation.  We set up a morgue over at the Seventh Day Adventist Hospital and brought bodies over there.  We had a few survivors.  They were taken to the hospital.  But it was a shattering, shattering experience.


One hundred thirty-eight orphans, thirty-nine civilians and eleven crew members died in the crash.  Despite the tragedy, the flights continued and military airplanes carried thousands more orphans to the United States before Saigon fell.  By the middle of April, General Smith and his staff are already handling the evacuation of American and Vietnamese civilians.


Most of the evacuation plans were done by my staff.  We were the ones that were interfacing with the marines and the navy.  In fact, the Ambassador was not overly enthused about an evacuation.  He had a great, great respect for the Vietnamese people, and he just did not want to abruptly pull everybody out.  He delayed the evacuation of the people in the embassy almost up to the last minute.


We just started moving people out.  We had a lot of aircraft.  We had some aircraft bringing in material and weapons form Taiwan that belonged to the South Vietnamese.  The biggest problem we had with getting people out of Vietnam was paperwork.  The United States required a passport and a visa for every Vietnamese civilian.  The Vietnamese were very slow about issuing passports.  We started out evacuating as few as two hundred a day and built up to seventy-five hundred the day before the 29th by fixed-wing aircraft.  The Vietnamese authorities were down in Saigon.  Our people were at Tan Son Nhut.  We finally got the Vietnamese to move out to our place.  Then we had fewer long lines and not the time differential.  Plus we had Americans who had Vietnamese dependants.  There were instances where the male and female were not married, so we married them on the spot.  The thing that really helped us was an agreement with the Ambassador that the United States would accept a single paper where an American citizen signs that, “I will guarantee that these people will be taken care of in the United States.”  Once we got that, we began to move people.


There was no television.  You were down to radios.  There were no newspapers, so the only words they got were through the grapevine.  I think they were principally concerned about continuing to live.  Saigon just ballooned with people.  The Vietnamese never panicked under those circumstances.  They had to wait three or four days before we could get them.  They weren’t allowed to take out very much with them.  There were no complaints.  It went smoothly.  Maybe there were tears.  But I saw none.   


The flights went to the Philippines and then the Philippine government got upset.  So we started evacuating to Guam, which increased our flight time and therefore narrowed the number of aircraft.  We had an evacuation control center set up running twenty-four hours a day.  We were bringing refugees in by busloads, and we had facilities to put them up in our gymnasium.  We had food to feed them.  Based on what our population was we would order in so many aircraft so it just became a sort of routine thing.  We had built up to five thousand a day and we expected to take ten thousand out the day of the “evacuation.”   That’s what the Ambassador wanted.  That’s what we were going to meet.


On April 29 the North Vietnamese sent rockets onto Tan Son Nhut.  Well, one of those rockets blew my wife and me out of bed.  It got our attention.  I’ll put it that way.  I heard them coming in.  I woke.  It shook us up.  We were not hurt.  We got up, we got dressed, and we went to our operation center.  My wife and another lady who worked there began shredding documents.  They spent the whole morning from about three o’clock on until I finally sent them to the fleet at about 10:30 in the morning in an Air America helicopter.  The unfortunate thing was we lost two Marine guards who were killed by the rocket that landed just before the one that hit us.  Fortunately I was living in the quarters that General Abrams had had when he was there.  It was a prefabricated hospital wing that had been reworked.  There was a bombproof wall about a foot thick right in front of the bedroom window, and the rocket hit right at the base of that.  So we were lucky it wasn’t our time.  Behind me in another part of the building, a rocket went in there and it blew an Air Force colonel out of his bed.  He wasn’t hurt, but it also blew his air conditioner.


After the rockets there was no way we could continue the fixed-wing evacuation.  We had a build-up of people.  I called the Ambassador and said, “I don’t think we’re going to be able to go out there by fixed wing.”   He insisted on coming out and seeing for himself.  After he departed, nine, ten o’clock, time was running out.  I called the Ambassador and I said, “Mr. Ambassador, there’s no way we can get out of here except by rotary-wing aircraft,” and he said, “OK, that’s your judgment.”  I said, “It is.  I’ll stake my reputation on it.”  He agreed that we would go out by rotary wing. 


The first elements of the evacuation force landed in Huey’s at 1:30 in the afternoon.  It wasn’t until 3, 3:30 that the first marine security force landed and then we started.  In five hours, by 8:30 that evening, we had moved five thousand people out by rotary-wing aircraft and we didn’t have any more to move.  There was no evidence of any overt nervousness.  I think the people completely counted on us to do what had to be done.  We had no problems whatsoever out of Tan Son Nhut.  No crying mothers.  No screaming grandmothers.  We had a little bit of consternation that morning because two more rockets laded and wounded a couple of people.  We had a birth during that period of time.  These people had one little bag with everything that they could carry out in it.  They just were good strong people that trusted us to do what we said we would. 


We didn’t have the capability or the capacity to go out and knock on Americans’ doors and say, “Hey, by the way you’re supposed to be leaving.”  We didn’t know where people were.  I knew where my employees lived.  I didn’t have problems with them.  One individual showed up the morning of the evacuation—no shirt.  I suspect that he was probably a deserter.  I made arrangements for the military police to meet him when he got to Guam.  I don’t know what happened there.  But there were just people crawling out of the woodwork there in the last day.  We got out, as far as I know, all the Americans.  We did not get out every Vietnamese and others that wanted to get out, but all in all it worked far better than I think anybody ever expected. 


I’ve been told that the bets were down, that it would be a disaster.  The fact that it wasn’t a disaster was a wonderful thing.  We didn’t need a disaster.  We already had a series of disasters.  But I will tell you that I was just totally surprised that it went off as well at it did.  Time passed fast and everything clicked.


That’s when I left with the remnant of my staff.  When I got on the helicopter that night, and we were flying out, my operations officer was sitting across from me crying.  And I said to myself, I still feel that way, this is the saddest day of my life.                

