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The remarkable thing that morning was the number of ships that had joined our task force.  It was incredible.  We were there by ourselves.  Four ships.  Then all of a sudden, it was just like there was ships everywhere.  Then once we launched, the sky filled with helicopters and most of them weren’t ours.  They were Vietnamese flying every conceivable helicopter that they could get their hands on.  So there was a lot of drama going on. They sky was like black with helicopters.  Needless to say, tensions were kind of high because those helicopters were trying to land on our ship, the primary ship for taking refugees off and going back in.  The evacuation was supposed to end in daylight.  Of course, they just kept going and going.  A lot of children.  A lot of women came aboard the Okinawa.  



I had come back with a load of evacuees.  As I was getting ready to go back on another helicopter to go back in, this helicopter landed and all these people came off.  They were going to push the helicopter over the side because we had just maxed out deck space, and one woman went berserk.  We had Vietnamese interpreters with us.  We got one of them to find out why she had gone hysterical because they were pushing the helicopter over the side.  And she finally got it known.  She went over and pulled a baby out from underneath the seat.  It was a moment of immense emotions.  That said a lot to us.  There was a lot of desperation at the moment.  A lot of confusion about what would happen if you stayed behind.  It was-we’re going to get everybody we can out.  It was supposed to be a quick, daylight-type thing.  It turned into-we’re going to do it until we can’t do it anymore.



Most of the people were somewhat in shock.  A lot of fear.  A lot of tears.  A lot of confusion.  Most did not get out with entire families.  Once they were brought abroad the ship, they were brought down below into the hangar deck and processed.  Rather rapidly.  Medical checks were done.  We had babies born aboard the Okinawa.  A lot of trauma, but more than anything they were just in shock.  A lot of relief.  Some were very, very happy to get out.  Some of them worked with the Americans for so long that they were very grateful that they did not stay behind because they felt that they would be subject to some fairly significant punishments.


We were supposed to be out before dark.  At the DAO compound (Defense Attaché Office) at Tan Son Nhut there was increased artillery in the distance.  Explosions fairly close.  Continuous small-arms fire from the South Vietnamese soldiers who were trying to intimidate us and let them come into the compound.  We were receiving truckloads of refugees being brought in from other points.  There’s a lot of tension at Tan Son Nhut because a lot of these families were huddled together.  Some of them would lock their arms because they were afraid that when we got them to the helicopter we would separate them.  Or that we would only take the kids and women and force the men to stay behind.  So they would lock their arms together.  Some are old women and older men.  At one point a truck came up and a Vietnamese officer got off.  He sent his family in and he stayed behind.  They wouldn’t leave the fence line.  They were all locked-their hands through the fence.



Some of these people didn’t want to leave anything because it was all they had in their lives.  There was a lot of valuables.  Money.  Things they felt they needed to take with them.  They were given options.  You don’t want to leave your bags? You don’t go.  There was a point where you got to get tough.  It eventually got down to whatever you could carry in your hands without it being too big or something you could set on your lap.  So a lot of these people were separated from their life belongings.  Usually it was jewelry or gold or something that they felt they could at least get a start when they come to the United States.  A lot of people just left large stacks of stuff, entire bags.


Got very, very tense as dark came on because just like in any combat situation, the nighttime is the most tense.  The city was still lit up, which was almost an irony.  The city looked like a city.  All the lights were on.  It was just like business as normal.  Yet this enormous thing was happening.  I don’t think really the fact that the war was like over was really the feeling at the moment.  It was, are we going to be able to finish this and when are we going to finish this?  The frustration was, there were still thousands of people that needed to be evacuated.  Plus helicopters were getting well used.  Pilots had to be rotated because of the number of hours that they had in the air.  Some of these pilots were way over the safety mark, yet they continued to make those runs.  And there were a number of bad boys, bad guys, cowboys, trying to assert their authority and try to run their gang that they had run in the streets of Saigon aboard ship.  That was shut down quick.  As soon as these people come off they were met with Marine security guards and naval boarding guards with rifles making sure that those people understood that you’re now on a U.S. ship and you might as well forget about playing any games.  Finally at a point we started shutting down LZs.



The fact that the Marines kept their heads, I think, is a real tribute to them.  Never fired one shot.  The fact that they flew the number of hours.  That we lost just one bird.  It went in the water.  There were no crashes.  There was no disasters, air to air.  We didn’t lose any Vietnamese in the evacuation.  We didn’t kill anybody coming out of there.  There was not a guy that we had ever served with, not a guy that died, that I saw die or that I fought alongside of or that I knew died there whose names is on the Wall that I didn’t think about on that day.  It was a very emotional time.  It was like we did the right thing.  We did one hell of a job.  We did what we were supposed to do, the largest helicopter evacuation in the world.  And we pushed it.  We pushed the envelope.  The day afterward there was a group of Vietnamese huddled around a small radio trying to catch a broadcast from Saigon to find out what was going on.  Of course, the city fell that morning, and it was no longer Saigon.  It was just very much of a depressed time, especially in the days following the evacuation.  It was very quiet aboard the ship.


The fall of Saigon for those of us who had been in Vietnam before was very emotional.  It didn’t really hit at that moment.  The evacuation is going on.  You’ve got responsibilities.  You’re helping out where you can.  It was the days afterward when it got very quiet.  Most Marines amongst Marines are very talkative, very active.  It was very quiet.  Especially officers and staff NCO’s.  Very moody.  We went through the motions of getting the job done.  But not a whole lot of getting together and chatting.  We had made significant investments of our lives in Vietnam.  Everybody just kind of pulled back for themselves, and it was absolutely the saddest day that none of us wanted to come to.
