
The first combat rescue made by a helicopter, was undertaken after an L-1B, carrying three 
British soldiers, had come down some 100 miles behind enemy lines in Burma after being hit by 
groundflre on April 21, 1944. As the closest Allied base was the Aberdeen glider airstrip and with 
dense jungle and Japanese troops nearby, a ground rescue attempt or the use of fixed-wing 
rescue aircraft was considered impractical. It was therefore decided to use one of the untried 
YR-4Bs. To conduct the attempt, the two-seat helicopter was ferried from its base at Lalaghat to 
a forward base at Taro and on to Aberdeen along a circuitous 500-mile route, most of which was 
over Japanese occupied territory. Refuelling stops were made every 100 miles or so at locations 
controlled by Wingates raiders. Finally, on April 25, 1944 three days after the L-IB had been 
forced down, Lt Harman flew his YR-4B from Aberdeen to a clearing near the crash site, a 
distance of approximately 60 miles and picked up the first of the British wounded.  
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With his YR-4B struggling in the heat to get airborne with the added weight, Harman made it to 
an emergency strip prepared by British commandos on a sandbar ten miles away. There the 
wounded soldier was transferred to a Stinson L-5B which had brought fuel for the helicopter. 
Harman then returned to the clearing and brought back another wounded soldier. However, an 
overheating engine forced him to remain overnight on the sandbar. The next morning, he went 
back for the third British soldier and later in the morning had what appeared to be a narrow 
escape as he picked up the pilot. However, the “threatening troops” seen by Lt Harman turned 
out to be members of a Chindit rescue party which had made its way overland to come to the 
rescue of the downed flyers. Before succumbing to lack of spare parts and harsh weather in the 
Burmese jungle, the last two YR-4Bs of the 1st Air Commando Group were credited with a total 
of 15 successful evacuations.  

Igor Sikorsky's R-4 Helicopter  

 
The R-4 was the first helicopter to reach 
operational status in US military service, to 
make a combat rescue, to be used in saving a 
civilian life, and to operate from ship's decks. 
Yet, among the more than 299,000 American 
aircraft built during World War Two for US and 
Allied Forces, the 133 R-4s built between 1942 
and 1945 deserve a special place in the annals 
of aviation.  
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Hannan: A helo hero 
In World War II, second lieutenant made 
history with first helicopter combat rescue 

By Bribed F. Dow 
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cue in thirniu in 1944, he 
was u 25.yearuld pilot at 
thu Cala NIS Ora new kiial 
of flying machine. 

"Must people find never 
wen a helicopter before," 
said Barnum during inter-
views {a 2002 ad 2003. 
'Once ill a while, noniebudy 
would walk up to it and 
usk, 'What Ia it?'" 

The Air Fume Ilistury Of 
flee and Ilelicupter Pounda-
l...on International recuipiim 
1141mi:411 fore pletnig the 
Cunt helicupter conduit 
etal. 

Germany and the United 
Statue uperated al111111 atial• 
hero uf lailicupturs during 
%Wahl War It. 'rho Normans 
used theirs primarily fir 
sicantiMU reconnaissance. 

The Amerwrin craft wan 
thu Sikorsky 14411, a box. 
sluices' machine with a 
180 inirnepower engine mei 
a 381.4 main rotor 

want looking It 4 was Mu. 
neer among helier," Air 
Forrc Times, Aug. id/. 

Hum in Brooklyn, N.Y.. in 
19I8h Harman grew up in 
New Jerney. lie wan briefly 
a music journalist fur the 
New York Tunes mid la ant-

tient civilian pilot llama 
the wur. 

Ile entered pilot training 
in March 1943 in Flying 
Class 43-C. 

had nu particular opin-
ion about helicopters: llar-
Inlin Wahl 

le tthlk an assignment at 
the Sikorsky plant in 
With:entail, Omni , because 
it woo chose to kilo Mime 
In 1943, Ilaraion woo 

i•otwitssi tw Ilmuant■ maw V 

Cotes Hayman as a woad 
liruiandat. circa 1944. 

among u down piluts arid 
maintainers to receive 14411 
Is aining hum the snanufilc. 
tures. 

The journey tram Bridge-
port to Burma Implicated 
because of the clout wielded 
by the 1St Air Cummendo 
Croup, winnurralul by Cul. 
PI iilip "Flip" Cochran. A 
special.opera(iuns unit in 
tisluy's juirbince, the cum-
nuisidus operated iii India 
and durma under an order 
Iniaji Preaulent Franklin I), 
Itausevelt (hut assured ful-
fillment of alruust any re. 
queut fur ecluipment. 

In 1944, arrangements 
were made to send four 
11.-411s to Burnie to assist in 
rescue efforts. Tim heli-
copters Were la augment 
1.-1 Vigilant and 1.-5 Sen. 
had light Planes that lie. 
'meetly I knl behind the 
linen te 1MM:ea troops ogles-
ruted from their mean.- 

Fernier StallSgt. Jim 
Phelan was a nunither of 
time Iliidgepurt group arid 
Ifirrinim's crew chief 

'We dismantled the 14411s 
and flew diem halfway 
annuld the woad us craw) 
in C-40 transports." Phelan 
said. "thie lielicupter was 
ksit in an accident during 
die trip. Anuther crashed en 
Ito first Bight in Lalagluit, 
India By the tune we be-
came operational, we bad 
just one 14411 telt" 

4441 April 21, 1944, an LI 
rescued three British sol-
diers behind Japanese lines 
but crashed. still behind 
the hues. Pilot Sgt. Ed 
I Ilialuvcrik and the tlirco 
soldiers sought cover in a 
rice paddy. 

An 1..5 fuund them but 
could nut luent in vegetated 
terrain crisscrossed by 
inutily fields. and surround-
ed by slopes. Thu 1. -5 made 
a Lew-level puss and 
drupped41 lumilwritten 
message to I Iludoveak. 
'WWII up muumuu', Japan-
urea 	" 

Rteunwhile, a radii, call 
went out fur /1:111ifr4n 
tom lickicullteC. 'flue loughest 
part of the rescue Curlier- • 
man was the 600-111ile sale 
trip from Lalughat to Ali-
link:nal, a temporary airstrip 
iii Burnet ilia+ inside 
Japanese terntory Part or 
the journey involved truss-
ing over high mountain 
peaks, a challenge fur the 
underpowered helicopter 

yR..iii liwi II range of 
only about- 15t1 iiiilen, an 

I lannutt had blew ry a sup-
ply of gas iii jerry cans and 
stop several finals to refuel. 
Once at Aberdeen, 1 Juneau 
was guided to I Ilaileveak by 
Ott L-5. 

On April 24, durinen 
readied the downed gear- 
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tat and began hauling the men to 
safety. Since the R-4B could carry 
only its pilot and one other per-
son, it Look !fermium must of a clay 
to haul the three liritoris to safe-
ty. 

"The final part of the rescue 
was aimed at Illadovcak,"Ifar-
man said. "Ile was signaling, try-
ing to tell me something. I didn't 
understand the signal, but 
learned later that he was shout-
ing about Japanese troops bear-
ing down on hint As I approached 
him, soldiers broke out of the tree 
line about 1,000 feet from him, 
some with their rifles held in the 
air." 

Harman did not see the ap-
proaching troops. Ile landed, 
picked up Hladovcak and took off 
quickly. 

Years later, Harman learned 
that the approaching troops were 
not Japanese but instead meni-
bers of a British long-range raid-
ing party known as Chindits. The 
Chindits subsequently engaged 
Japanese troops only a mile from 
the rescue site. 

I larrnan left the military as a 
captain at war's end in Septem-
ber 1945. He pursued various 
postwar careers. 

Harman is aware of the risk of 
being recogniud as "first at any-
thing. 'There's another helicopter 
rescue that sometimes is cited as 
the first," said Harman, referring 
to a Jan. 26, 1945, rescue in 
Burma. 

On that date, Harman said, 
Capt. Frank Peterson and his co-
pilot 1st Lt. Irvin Steiner res-
cued Pvt. Howard Ross from a 
4,700-foot mountain ridge in an 
R-4. 

That successful mission came 
eight months after Harman flew 
the first such mission. 

Robert F Dort an Air Force veteran. lives III 
°talon. Va. He is the author ol numerous 
beaks on Au force topics. including 'Air 
Force One' His e-mail address is 
oberetorretaol tom. 





Later versions of the R-4 included the first rescue hoist system


