SUBJICT: lidission Harrative, 5 liovember 1967

T0: 34RRGp (C)

1. (u) Th&pﬁ; is"Gubmitted in accordarce with ARRSH 55-2/3ARRGp
Sup 1, dated 15 June 67. Tt i

2. (8S)(GP-4) Jolly Green 56 (Low) and 37 (Figh) were scrambled from
L3-36 at 0840Z and told to rendezvous with Sendys 5 and 6 over North
Station. At the time of launch a position fcr the downed survivor
(Marlin Lead) had not been given to either of the crews. Shortly
after t.akaoff Crown 2 gave a location of 047,89 from Channel 97
(21923'N, 104%46'E) and directed all aircraft to the North Vietnamese
border imadiately. We flew near a 7500' (1<L) scattered cloud layer
to avoid ground fire and offer protective cover from hostile aircraft.
Visibility throughout the mission was excellent. Approximately 35
minutes later while enroute to the scene, Corpress directed JG 37 to
nake the recovery since JG 56 was not aerial refueling equipped. At
this point the altitude of the downed airman was unknown and a good
possibility existed that without the use of i/R enough internal fuel
would not be available to make recovery and Jand at a suitable base
during the hours of darkness. Arriving on scene at 0950Z JG 37 im-
mediately sighted a rising cloud of white amcke and, upon direction of
Sendy lead, started toward it. Approaching the smoke JG 37 was advised
that it was the wrong marker and that another smoke bomb had been
dropped closer to the survivor's position. /it this polnt radio com-
munication between JG 37 and the Sandys disirtegrated. JG 37 could
not talk to the Sandy, whose transmissions tc¢ the JG were, in turn,
broken. JG 56, now in high orbit over a mourtain of nearby karst
began relaying the Sandy's direction. Although two different compass
headings were initially given, by picking an average we crossed a
nearby ridge and sighted the second smoke signal. Flying directly
toward it the survivor fired a flare (we later learned) which ignited
Jjust after we had passed his position, making it impossible to see.
Taking relayed instructions from JG 56, JG 37 turned around. Still
there was no sign of the survivor. At this point someone called "up
the hill" and the crew sighted remants of smcke. Instantaneously

two pen flares shot up through the trees. MigCap called "bogies" in
the area. Almost immediately they were reported low and away. JG 37
entered a hover over the downed airman and, in spite of thick foliage,
a steep slope and several high trees, no grest difficulty was en-
countered in making the pickupe Just after we had dropped our tip
tanks for the hover JG 56 called and advised that Compress had
changed the original decision and told him t¢ make the recovery. In
view of the advanced stage of the effort, hovever, we were allowed to
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continue., Shortly after beginning our departure, Sandy 6, who had pro-
ceeded to escort JG 56 out of the area callec lMigs and reported that he
was being fired upon. INeither JG crew sighted the enemy aircraft. The
only other hostile activity observed was small arms and/or automatic
weapons fire across the Black River and each time we crossed a valley.
OQur altitude was such that no battle damage vas sustained. Enroute to
Channel 89 JG 37 conducted A/R with Crown 2 e¢nd landed at 1300Z. JG
56 landed at Channel 86 at 1240Z with insufficient fuel to retura to

Channel 89.
3. (U) The name of the survivor was Capt Billy (il{I) Sparks, USAF.

4e (U) Crews of Jolly Green 37 and 57 were:

Jolly Green 37 Jolly Greg_

Harry W. Walker, Capt, RCC James H, Platt, 1lst Lt, RCC
Gerald 3, Lowe, Lt Col, RCCP Richard Z. Wagner, Maj, RCCP
Russell L. Oneal, Sgt, FE Hairl D. Thacker, SSgt, fE

Clarance R. Boles, MSgt, PJ Joseph M. Duffy, Sgt, PJ
Charley D. Smith, TSgt, PJ

HARRY W. WALKER, Captain, USAF
fescue Crew Commander
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FROM: RCC CAPT. BAINES| )=/ 4 _ 6 November 1S 7
SUBJECT: Mission Narrative 2-3-89

TO: Commander
39 ARRS

Marlin Lead (F105) downed at 21-25N 104-43E. Reported by Marlin 111
on strike freq at 0835Z. Jolly Green's 56 and 37 were launched at 0&.92Z.
Border clearance for SAR Forces from Compress at 0858Z. Sandy's 1,2,  and
6 escorted the Jolly's in. Rescap was provided by Scotch Hornmet and - zark
flights. Migcap by Olds and Honda. The survivor was recovered at 1C 32 by
JG 37. At this time Sandy 6 reported that he was jumped by a Mig. [ took
no hits that he could tell. He punched off all external stores excer'
center line tank and mini gun., There were no Mig calls for 5 minutes wsither
silde of 1009Z. The calls after that time were North and East. Crowr 11
decended to 8,500 to refuel JG 37 vicinity Ch 97. Then escorted all  orces
across the fence and JG 37 to Ch 89,

Y
PR vl o D )/
THOMAS B. BAINES, CAPT, USAF
Rescue Crew Commander

Flight time on mission;
Scotch 1+30 Olds 2+00
Hornet 1+30 Honda 1+30
Ozark 1+30

Crown 2 1+50

Sandy's 1+5Q
JG's 1+45

mp -25%




SUMMARY TABELE OF RESCUES
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JOLLY
DATE RESCUE NO.  SURVIVCR CREW ACFT  SERVICE . LOCATION GREEN CREW
1 2 Oct 203 caj Miller| RFAC USAF Laos Maj Haynes
Lt Barton
2 Oct 204 ;= J Brown RFLC USAF Laos SSgt Androsiky
A2C Taylor
3 Oct 205 Maj lloore FLC USAF Laos Capt Etzel
Capt Hall
3 Oct 206 Yaj FL,C USAF Leos SSgt. Zepbe
Gulbrardson . — Erabbni
23 Oct 207 Capt F105 USAF Thailand | Maj Haynes
HcLean Lt Platt
(Deceased) SSgt Keyes
Sgt_Smith
26 Oct 208 Lt Sanchi T28 RTAF L:os, Maj Haynes
Lt Platt
26 Oct 209 Unknovm T28 RTAF Lzos 8gt Allen
Sgt_Duff
5 Nov 210 Capt F105 CSAF North Capt Walker
' Sparks Vietnam | Lt Col Lowe
_ MSgt Boles
TSgt Smith
8 Nov 211 Capt Fi USAF North Capt Richardson
Gordon Vietnam | Lt Barton
S8t Brooks
Sgt _Lombard
11 Nov 212 Ma j Als USAF Laos Lt Platt
Griffith Lt Sichterman
SSgt Negrette
Taylor !
18 Nov 213 Lt Col F105 USAF Lacs Capt Richardson
Reed Lt Privette
SSgt. Warmack
: _K1C 'Taylor
RO Nov 21 Lt Col RFL USAF Noith It Col Britton
' Scholtz - Vietnam | Maj Wells
RO Nov 215 Capt RFL USAF North SSgt ndrosky
Simenero Vietnam | Sgt Duffy
29 Dec 216 Capt FL USAF Lacs Capt Etzel
Altman ' Maj Wells
RS Dec pAN Capt FL USAF Laos SSgt Thacker
Coburn Sgt_Sowell
HisToRY DeT | 37 ARRS loct -3 0k 67
YN ACOIT
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MISSION FARRATIVE
DATE: 7 Nov 1967

PR¥A (=L BI: Charley D. daith

A6 iuaTICN:  Det 1, 37th ALiiS; APC 96310

Cn 5 Nov 1967 Jolly Creem 37 and 56 were on alert at sita 36. At 1540
we were nutifled of a downed aircraft (iarlin Lead) near the Rsd River. Both
Jollies were scracbled at 1545 uours, after the downed pilot's wingman reported
a good chute and beeper. The Jandies proceeded to the ares anl! established
voice ocantsct w the dowmed pilot. The surviwr reported heving 2 twisted
ankle, an shoulder and elbow. He related that he lamdod om his right
foot and left foreamm, folding his right leg up into his crotgh and jamming
his right e Je@s 37 arrived in the avea at 1 hours and had the sur-
vimmhurl:rrmhm-. As the survivor came aon board e was limping
on his right and supporting his right shoulder and arm wit: his left hand.
He was helped the litter Wy Sgt. Boles and nyself. There sas no evidence

of extemmal « Th ¢ bony structures of the right shouldex appeared
to be im their wormal position. There was no evidenod of a fracture to the
clivicles The »ight elbow and forearm had bruises, abrasions and suall

lsoerations. Iniications were that he experienced severe pain whem the
shoulder joint wes moved. Murther examinatiom revealed swelliag to the right
ankle with no apparent frac ture. Both eye lids were swollea and bluish in
color, evidentaf a burn or a strong wind blast to the face. The boot laces
were tightened %o serve as s splint. The lacerstions were scrubbed with
phischex. The survivor said he was feeling better and felt there wamm't
endugh cain to warrant the use of morphins. He got ur and watched as the
Jolly aerial refueled.

About 1800 the survivo r presented all the symptops of shock. He got
cold, pa le amd faint. His pules was weak and repid. The murvivor layed downe
and wa red with g blanket and sleeping bag. im 1.V. was crepared but his
pulae slowed to 83 per ainute and was strong. FEach five -imutes his pulse
was chrecked until we landed at UKP RTA"B and he was taken by smbulance to the
dispensary. pulse rate varied from 88 to 72, and was strcng. However his
han:s remgined gold for the entire trip. ; S

K o "h“-U\M |37
‘arl*; Da Jamith

'_'-'ct 1 37th ARR3
APO 3.F7. 96710



Jet Pilot Rescued —

R T, T

By ‘Jolly Greens’
Another successful rescue was made by the Jolly

Green Giants from Detachment 1, 37th Air Recovery
Rescue Squadron, earlies this month.

Capt. Billy R. Sparks,
from Takhli Royal Thai AFB,
bailed out of his aircraft
after it was hit by enemy
ground fire on a strike
against the Phuc Yen MIG
base near Hanoi. Captain
Sparks was picked up about
10 miles west of the Red
River Valley.

Except for minor bruises
received while bailing out,

the
(Commando), laid
suppression fire to enable
the HH—3E to go in for the
rescue. One of the escort|

the crew except Sergeant
Smith and this was the fifth
for him. Sergeant Boles was
on his check—out ride as a
pararescue technician.

A1E “Sandy” pilots of
602nd Fighter Sq.
down

the captain was in “A—

ward Leonard, 29, o

OK” condition upon his

“Sandy” pilots, Capt. Bd-!

lock, Wash., was “jumped™’

arrival at the recovery
base. “It was an outstanding
rescue,”’ said Captain
Sparks. ‘“You just caa’t
appreciate how good those
big green birds look unless

you've been down there on
the ground.”

Crew members of the
rescue helicopter were: Capt.
Harry W. Walker, 32, pilot
from Granite City, 111,; Lt.
Col, Gerald B. Lowe, 47, co- |
pilot from Amarillo, Tex.;
TSgt. Charley D. Smith 29,

ararescue technici '

Calif,;
Russell L. O’Neal, 23, flight
engineer, from Flat Rock,
Mich,; MSgt. Claren
Boles, pararescue technician

This was the first rescue
for Captain Walker, who.
said, “It’s the greatest feel-
ing in the world to pick up
a pilot and know you've got
him safely aboard.”

It was also the first pick—
up for all other members of

3Sgt. !

y two MIG —17s but u;--
i

managed to evade the MIGs ;
through a series of mene-

uvers.
—
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Pilot Forced To Eject
Terms It Longest Da

The cockpit quickly filled with
srioke and the gauges began to
;ﬂfuhl:cﬂon. He was forced to

p his canopy, but was
P et & Lile @0 5 e
ord hit rocked his sturdy fight-
er-bomber. He still had good

to
leave his bird and he ejected.
During the agonizingly slow
descent he could see life below
hin and fellow Thud npilots
atove him spotting for rescue

incline, spraini
the fall. He c:
over his radio
heard and beg:
minute uphill
mud, bamboo, |
beds.

Minutes see
and, then, the

popped his smu
smoke clung tc
boo. He quickl
pin flare gun
His aim was
ting a hovering
ly Green Giant
fallen pilot, 104
cable was lowe



Pararescue Jumpers' Daring Rescue of
Downed Fighter Pilot Deep Inside North
Vietn am By Brandon Darnell

Originally published on HistoryNet.com. Published Online: October 06, 2009

Air Force Pararescue team members race to their HH-3 Jolly Green Giant, as Sgt. Charley
Smith's crew did at their secret base in Laos on November 5, 1967, upon learning that Capt. Bill
Sparks had bailed out of his F-105 75 miles north of Hanoi. (U.S. Air Force Photo National
Archives)

After ignoring an abort order, Pararescue Jumper Charley Smith soon realized why it was issued
—when MiG-17s attacked his helicopter.

The CIA man who ran Lima Site 36 in Laos was known simply as "The Customer,” and he
commanded a base that didn't officially exist. The north Laotian site, with its crude landing strip
in close proximity to the North Vietnamese border, changed hands almost every year, and it
perpetually smelled of death. When the brush around the base was burned to clear defensive
fields of fire, unexploded ordnance routinely went off.

On the morning of November 5, 1967, the site was in Laotian army hands, and U.S. Air Force
Pararescue Jumper Charley Smith, a tech sergeant at the time, landed on the small runway in one
of two HH-3 Jolly Green Giant rescue helicopters from the 38th Aerospace Rescue and Recovery
Squadron, based at Udorn, Thailand. American F-105s would be striking the MiG base at Phuc
Yen north of Hanoi that afternoon, and if any went down, it would be Smith and his detachment
who would cross into North Vietnam to rescue—or recover the pilots.

Hundreds of miles away, at about 8 a.m. at the American airbase at Takhli, Thailand, Captain
Bill Sparks of the 355th Tactical Fighter Wing, 357th Tactical Fighter Squadron, was "walking
the walls™ where extremely detailed and up-to-date maps and photographs of the Phuc Yen target



area were posted. Sparks always paid very close attention to the target area and notations of
where anti-aircraft positions were located. Of particular interest to him were surface-to-air
missile (SAM) sites.

Sparks was on his second tour of duty and had recently come out of the Wild Weasels when his
electronic warfare officer, Carlo Lombardo, was shipped to South Vietnam. Though he'd flown
63 strike missions in 1965, the November 5 mission was only his fifth on his second tour. That
all added up to more than 1,800 hours' flight time in an F-105 and 2,600 total hours in fighters.

That day, Sparks was slated to lead the fourth flight of four supersonic F-105D Thunderchiefs to
bomb Phuc Yen's hangars, roughly 75 miles northwest of Hanoi. Flying "tail-end Charlie" was
the worst position, as all the enemy gunners would be ready. And Phuc Yen was no soft target,
with literally thousands of 37mm, 57mm, 88mm and 120mm guns supported by about 15 SAM
sites, two airfields and hundreds of thousands of people on the ground with rifles.

Strike Mission

When Sparks took off shortly after 12:30 p.m., he formed up with the rest of his group and
joined the air tankers. A group of F-4s was flying MiG combat air patrol (MiGCAP) that day to
protect the strike planes from enemy fighters, and four Wild Weasels were with the flight to
locate SAM sites.

As the aircraft made their way toward the target, they regularly refueled from the air tankers that
would accompany them to about 50 miles from the Laotian/North Vietnamese border and stay
on-station during the strike. By the time the strike force left the tankers, each plane had refueled
four times.

A string of mountains the pilots referred to as "Thud Ridge" served as an excellent visual
landmark as they approached the target area. It pointed right at Phuc Yen, and it was lightly
defended.

The Wild Weasels went in first, and Sparks and the rest of the strike force focused on flying in
their pod formations, which allowed them to use their jammers to confuse the tracking systems
on SAMs.

As the strike force crossed the Red River to enter the target zone, the enemy gunners opened fire.
Sparks and his fellow pilots jinked their aircraft, staying high enough so their random
movements would throw off the gunners, hopefully allowing them to dodge the hail of bullets
coming up at them.

Ten mlles from Phuc Yen, flying at about 540 knots, the Thunderchief pllots lit their afterburners




Capt. Bill Sparks had flown more than 2,600 hours in fighters before his November 5, 1967,
bombing mission. (Courtesy Charley Smith)

Each plane in Sparks' flight was carrying six 750-pound M117 bombs left over from World War
I1 and originally designed for the bomb bays of B-17s. The first flight in, however, was carrying
cluster bombs to suppress the flak. Sparks always thought that was like trying to bail out the
ocean with a teacup, but it had to be tried.

The first two flights of four aircraft each flew in, dropped their bombs and cleared the target
without any problems, but the third flight went in late, causing Sparks' flight to make its bomb
run at the wrong angle.

As Sparks descended toward the target, his flight caught the full attention of the enemy anti-
aircraft gunners, who threw up so much fire that it obscured the airfield. Dropping through the
layers of flak, Sparks eventually got to where he could see the target and led his flight in.

Without the luxury of smart bombs, Sparks dropped his ordnance and pulled up, rolling to each
side to allow the rest of his flight to see him and join the pod formation to confuse the SAMs.
Photo interpreters later determined that 18 of the flight's 24 bombs went right through the roof of
the hangar, leaving nothing intact.

At Lima Site 36, Charley Smith and the helicopter crews were in the radio shack, listening to the
strike progress. The rescue and recovery crews were always on alert during the missions, and
they didn't stand down until the last American aircraft cleared the target area.

As they huddled around the radio, Smith and the rest of his detachment heard the strike go in. All
four flights dropped their bombs, and no one had radioed that he was hit.

"No mission today," one of the helicopter crewmen said, and Smith went outside to cook C
rations over a campfire. When they got the official confirmation that the strike planes were back
over friendly territory, the two Jolly Greens and four A-1 Skyraiders that made up the rescue and
recovery detachment would fly to Lima Site 98, where the headquarters of General VVang Pao of
the Laotian army was located. Even though Site 36 was still in Laotian hands, it was considered
too exposed for the aircraft to stay overnight.

Incoming SAMs

With his bombs released and the hangar destroyed at Phuc Yen, Sparks waited for his flight to
form up in the pod formation. Before the others could get back in formation, however, the radio
came alive with calls reporting SAMs in the air. Sparks glanced around and saw three of them
coming up toward him as he climbed to get above 4,500 feet, an altitude where the chances of
being hit by groundfire dropped drastically.



Turning right would be the best way to get away from the SAMs, but it would put Sparks and his
flight over heavily defended bridges and a rail yard. So Sparks took a gamble, dropped the nose
and made a supersonic run across the rice paddies at an altitude of about 50 feet.

The first SAM lost the flight and hurtled skyward. The second missile slammed into the ground,
and the third veered off to the right. Just then, one of the Wild Weasel pilots called out that he'd
been hit.

Sparks pulled the stick back to get out of range of the Vietnamese guns, but it was too late. Three
57mm rounds punched through his F-105. The first hit the air turbine motor right in front of his
knee, the second slammed through the bomb bay and the third hit the rear end of the plane.

The air turbine motor caught fire, fuel in the bomb bay caught fire and a third fire started in the
rear. The cockpit filled with smoke, blinding Sparks. To regain some visibility, he popped his
canopy, and the slipstream cleared the smoke.

The damage to the aircraft began to register, gauges started failing. Eventually, only the compass
remained functional. The last time Sparks was conscious of his airspeed, he was doing mach 1.2,
climbing as high as he could, and he saw his wingman join up with him. The fires in Sparks'
plane spread, and he was called in as a SAM several times by American pilots.

"That's not a SAM, that's Sparkie!" his wingman kept calling.

With his F-105 aflame all around him, Sparks' main goal was to cross the Red River. Rescue
missions weren't allowed north of the Red River, as the slow-moving Skyraiders and Jolly
Greens would be shot to pieces.

Fire melted the right-front-quarter panel of Sparks' plane, and he lifted his right leg to keep it out
of the flames licking at his foot. The rudder pedal melted and fell onto the floor, but Sparks
needed to get past that magic line where he would at least stand a chance of being rescued.

The flames reached the 390-gallon fuel tank near the bomb bay, and it blew the doors open.
Moments later, the right landing gear caught fire and the tire blew, throwing the gear down to be
ripped off.

Just as he crossed the Red River, Sparks lost control of his Thunderchief. When he thought it
was going into a flat spin, he ejected. When he punched out, he was going about 250 knots at
24,000 feet. As he fell, Sparks remembered his previous ejection, when his parachute risers
scraped the bottom of his chin as the chute opened.

At 10,000 feet, Sparks heard the mechanism that automatically opened his parachute go off, and
he tucked in his chin, but the risers still cut his chin as the canopy deployed. Sparks hauled on
one side of his risers to steer the chute to the other side of the river. Ahead were several large
open areas that would have been perfect landing zones, had they not been in sight of North



Vietnamese villages. Sparks knew that if the villagers captured him, they would beat him before
turning him over to the military.

Sparks hauled his risers again and managed to glide about four miles, putting two ridgelines
between himself and the nearest village. When he spotted a field of what he thought was
elephant grass, he headed for it.

Just before he struck, Sparks realized the elephant grass was actually bamboo soaring about 75
feet high. He crashed down through it, the sharp bamboo ripping up his parachute. He fell free
the last 30 or 40 feet to the ground, landing on his heels.

Sparks broke both ankles, chipped bones in both ankles and feet, broke his right kneecap and
dislocated his right shoulder. What hurt most was when his ankle slammed into his groin.

The Cavalry Is On Its Way

Meanwhile, back at Lima Site 36, Charley Smith was in the middle of cooking his C rations
when the door to the radio shack flew open.

"Scramble! Scramble! We're going north," the shouts went up, and Smith ran to his Jolly Green
as the pilots started the engines.

As the helicopters got airborne, the crew mounted the door gun and Smith got into his gear. He
carried an M-16, a .38 revolver and a survival knife. Pararescue Jumpers weren't allowed to carry
grenades for fear that they would be hit by ground fire and wreak havoc inside the helicopters.
Smith carried several anyway, not wanting to be on the ground without them. He kept them
hidden in his helmet, and as he picked it up to put it on, he slipped the grenades into his pants
pocket.

A few months earlier, famed American pilot Karl Richter had been shot down on his 198th
mission. Smith was sent to rescue him, but Richter had fallen down a cliff and was dead by the
time he reached him. The whole time Smith was on the ground loading Richter into a Stokes
basket, he could hear the enemy in the jungle around him. For that mission, Smith was awarded
the Silver Star.



] ; - & ! y
Sergeant Charley Smith, in his Pararescue Jumper camouflage and red beret in 1967. (Courtesy
Charley Smith)

As the helicopters now sped to rescue Sparks, Smith scanned the ground below, looking for
enemies. The weather was clear and perfect for flying, even if it was stiflingly hot with humidity
around 90 percent.

Struggling through the bamboo, Sparks found it was so thick that the only way to move was to
crawl, and the going was slow. A couple times, Sparks found himself several feet off the ground
on the thick bamboo and had to pull himself back down. He finally emerged into dense ferns.

Sparks had two survival radios and three batteries with him. One radio was issued, the other he
had appropriated at some point during his tour of duty. Besides his issued .38 revolver, Sparks
also had a small .25-caliber automatic pistol and seven knives. For hydration, he carried six baby
bottles full of water, and he drank one as he waited in the ferns, listening to his radio.

The number three man in his flight that day was Major Frank Billingsley, whom Sparks had
recently instructed in how to run the rescue combat air patrol (RESCAP)—the assignment to take
care of the downed airman and provide cover until the Jolly Greens and the Skyraiders showed

up.
"Get the hell out of here,” Sparks told Billingsley over the radio.

"Fuck you, Sparkie," Billingsley said. "I'm running this thing, and I can see better than you. Shut
up. Everything's going fine, it looks good."

Billingsley held his position, making wide circles around the area to prevent the enemy from
getting a fix on Sparks' position, but his fuel was running low. He had to break off and fly back
to refuel off the tanker. To Sparks' surprise, Billingsley was back 26 minutes later—which meant
the tanker had crossed into North Vietnam, risking taking enemy fire with 100,000 pounds of
aviation fuel on board.

Billingsley told Sparks the cavalry was on the way. Sparks thought Billingsley was lying.



Had the American commanders on the ground had their way, the cavalry—in the form of Smith
and the men flying the Jolly Greens and Skyraiders—never would have showed up. As it turned
out, those commanders had good reason to call the mission off.

""We Know What We're Doing"*

Captain James Walker was flying Smith's Jolly Green that day, and as they made their way
toward Sparks, they received orders over the radio to turn back and abort the mission. They were
told that Sparks was too far north, and rescuing him would be too great of a risk.

Walker made a decision that saved Sparks' life.

"There's too much static," Walker said. "I can't hear you. We're going in to get him." There were
a lot of rescue pilots Smith didn't give a damn for, but Walker was one of the good ones.

Knowing there were MiGs in the area didn't diminish the threat of enemies on the ground, and
Smith kept his eyes open. Anyone wearing pajamas would be a target. On another mission,
Smith had had to descend to the ground on a line, and while he was halfway down, he spotted an
old man carrying an AK-47. Smith hoped the old man would keep the AK pointed down, but he
raised it, and, from his perch on the penetrator, Smith cut him down with his M-16.

The Skyraiders reached Sparks about an hour after he was shot down but, to him, it felt more like
two or three years. One of the Skyraiders dropped a smoke grenade well away from Sparks'
position, and Sparks radioed that he was marking the wrong spot.

"We know that," the pilot said. "We know what we're doing."

When a pilot was down, the Skyraiders would locate him, then mark two positions away from
him with smoke to draw the enemy to the wrong spot. When it was time for the Jolly Greens to
go in, they would tell the pilot to pop a smoke grenade or fire a flare; then they would pick him

up.

Sparks, in addition to his knives and guns, carried pen flares, which looked like fountain pens
and shot small flares. Sparks fired several, bouncing one off the canopy of Smith and Walker's
Jolly Green as it flew overhead.



The elite PJs are trained for every aspect of rescuing comrades behind enemy lines. (U.S. Air
Force photo/National Archives)

As the helicopter went into a hover and Smith prepared to drop the penetrator—a heavy anchor-
shaped device that penetrated the jungle on a cable and worked as a seat—four North
Vietnamese MiG-17s showed up. Someone frantically called over the radio for the Jolly Green to
get out.

"Fuck you," Walker shouted. "I've got more important things to do."

The Jolly Green was a sitting duck. A MiG, screaming in at about 300 mph, fired a missile at the
stationary target. But the pilot had waited too long. The missile didn't have time to lock on, and it
shot past the helicopter, exploding on a hillside in the distance. Luckily, that was the only missile
Smith saw fired that day, and the MiGs disappeared after that.

Smith later realized that whoever had called the mission off in the first place had probably
known about the MiGs in the area.

When the penetrator came down, the injured Sparks scrambled toward it and no sooner took his
seat and strapped himself in when he felt himself hoisted aloft. With Sparks clinging to the
penetrator—which was still dangling beneath the helicopter, being reeled in—Walker and the
rest of the rescue and recovery group flew as fast as they could toward safety. Everyone was
spraying the jungle with bullets, so Sparks pulled his .38 and fired off six shots, thinking he
might as well do his part.

When Sparks finally made it into the helicopter, the crewmen were cheering. One of them turned
to Smith and said, "Tell that son of a bitch not to die until we get to a hospital because we need a
live one for a change.”

Smith kissed Sparks on the forehead, then got to work. The first thing he did was strap a
parachute on Sparks and hand him a rifle. Though Sparks' injuries were numerous, Smith
couldn't get to them right away because Sparks went into shock almost immediately. Smith
elevated Sparks' feet, and all the crewmen piled coats on him. As Smith pulled an IV out of his
medical bag, Sparks started recovering from the shock. "I don't think I need that," he said.



Sparks turned down Smith's offer of morphine—nbut later accepted a small bottle of Jack Daniels
that Smith passed to him. He thought it was the best medicine he could have.

"Low Fuel™ Light

As the Jolly Green carrying Smith and Sparks crossed back into Laos at 14,000 feet, it needed to
refuel. One of the crewmen tapped Sparks and told him he should see it.

Sparks lifted his head and watched the helicopter approach the tanker while all the "Low Fuel”
lights were blinking wildly. What really took Sparks' breath away, however, was the sight of the
sun's last light shining crimson around dark black clouds. At that, Sparks started crying.

Originally, the helicopters were going to take Sparks to northern Laos, but they took him to
Nakhon Phanom instead. When the Jolly Green landed there, an ambulance was waiting, and it
rushed Sparks to a hospital.

Sparks was supposed to be checked out at the hospital there, but the X-ray machine was broken,
so a plane from Takhli was sent to pick him up. He made it back to Takhli at about midnight, but
it was a while before he could be treated—it was time to party.

Sparks was taken on a parade around the base and given a few drinks. He was the first pilot to be
returned to Takhli after being shot down in almost a year.

The rescue of Captain Bill Sparks was the second-farthest north rescue during the war. For his
part in the mission, Smith was awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross.

In addition to his DFC and Silver Star, Smith was awarded the Bronze Star Medal and seven Air
Medals.

For Smith, saving Sparks ranked as one of the most exciting missions of his tour of duty in
Vietnam. It was a good mission with a great result. Despite the inherent danger, it was what
Pararescue Jumpers lived for. The dozen or so Pararescue Jumpers based at Udorn were on a
rotation for mission assignments; they all fought for who would get assigned the missions up
north.

After rescuing Sparks, Smith was only in-country for another two months. He went on to teach at
the Pararescue Jumper school in Hawaii and eventually trained for recovery of Apollo spacecraft.

As a 29-year-old Pararescue Jumper, Smith's year in Vietnam gave him the chance to do what he
had trained for, what he had prepared for.

The rescue of Captain Bill Sparks by Smith and his intrepid team epitomized the selfless
dedication of the hundreds of PJs and their support crews who served during the war in Vietnam.



