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SUB..J~T: Hission Narrative, 

TO: 

2. (S) (GP-4) Jolly Green 56 (Low) and 37 (Figh) were scrambled from 
LS-36 at 0840Z and told to rendezvous wit h Si:ndys 5 and 6 over North 
Station. At the time of launch a position f er the do1Jlled survivor 
(i·iarlin Lead) had not been given to either of the crews. Shortly 
after takeoff Crown 2 gave a location of 047/ 89 from Channel 97 
(21°23 'N, 104 046 'E) and directed all aircraf't to the North Vietnamese 
border immediately. We flew near a 7500' Cl·~L) scattered cloud layer 
to avoid ground fire and offer protective co~er from hostile aircraf't. 
Visibility throughout the mission was excellent. Appro:dmately 35 
minutes la.tar while enroute to the scene, Co:n .press directed JG 37 to 
make the recovery since JG 56 was not aerial refueling equipped. At 
this point the altitude of the downed a.innan was unknown and a good 
possibility existed that without the use of :_/R enough internal fuel 
would not be available to make recovery and l and at a suitable base 
during the hours or darkness. Arriving on sc ene at 0950Z JG 37 im­
mediately sighted a rising cloud o.,f white smcke and, upon direction of 
Sandy lead, started toward it. Approaching 1 he smoke JG 37 was advised 
that it was the wrong marker ~ that another smoke bomb had been 
dropped closer to the survivor's position. l :t this .point radio com­
munication between JG 37 and the Sandys disir.tegrated. JG 37 could 
not talk to the Sandy, yhose tranSJDissions t c the JG were, in turn, 
broken. JG 56, n0"1 in high orbit over a mour.tain of nearby karst 
began relaying t he Sandy's direction. AJ.thot..gh tyo different compass 
headings were initially given, by picking an average we crossed a 
nearby ridge and sighted the second_smoke sirnal. E'l.J'ing directly 
t0"1ard it the survivor fired a flare (we latEr learned) vhich ignited 
just af'ter we had passed his position, makini: it :impossible to see. 
Taking rel.3yed instructions from JG 56, JG 3~ turned around. Still 
there was no sign of 'the survivor. At this 1oint someone called "up 
t he hill" and the crew sighted remants of smcke. Instantaneousl.y 
two pen flares shot up through the trees. Ml gCap called "bogies" :in I 
the area. Almost immediately t hey were repoJted low and 8"1tq. JG 37 
entered a hover over the downed airman and, j n spite of thick foliage! 
a steep sl.ope and several high trees, no greLt difficulty was en­
co\llltered in making the pickup. Just after "-e had dropped our tip 
ta.Dks for the hover JG 56 called and adVised that Compress had 
changed the original. decision and told him . tc make the recovery. In 
view of the advanced stage of the effort, hol ·ever, we were al.lowed to 
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DECLASSIFIED 
continue. Shortly after begj nning our departure, Sandy 6, who had pro­
ceeded to escort JG 56 out of the area callee Higs and reported that he 
was being fired upon. Heither JG crew sigb.tEd the enemy aircraft. The 
onJ.vr other hostile activity observed was sm.S.:l arms alld/or automatic 
weapons fire across "th'e1uack River and each time we crossed a valley. 
Our altitude was s uch that no battl e damage ' as sustained. Enroute to 
Channel 89 JG 37 conducted A/R with Crown 2 aid landed at 1300Z. JG 
56 landed at Channel 86 at 1240Z with insuffjcient fuel to retur:i to 
Channel 89. 

3. (U) The name of the survivor was Capt Bllly (ill·fI) .Sparks, USAF. 

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

Jolly Green 37 

Harry W. Walker, Capt, RCC 
Gerald 3. Lowe, Lt Col, RCCP 
Russell L. Oneal, Sgt, FE 
Clarance R. Boles, HSgt, PJ 
Charley D. Smith, TSgt, PJ 

~lJ. U~ 
H.Wt.U W. WALKER, Captain, USAF 
Rescue Crew Commander 

Jolly Green 

James R. Pla.tt, 1st Lt, RCC 
Richard J • wagner, Maj, RCCP 
Hairl D. Thacker, SSgt, FE 
Joseph H. Duffy, Sgt, PJ 
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FRCM: RCC CAPT. BJ.INE.S i= !'"'\I 

SUBJECT: Mission Narrative 2-.3-89 

TO: Commander 
39 ARRS 

SSIFtE~o 
6 November l«;· 7 

Marlin Lead (F105) downed at 21-25N 104-4Jg. Reported by Marlin 111 
on strike freq at 08J5Z. Jolly Green's 56 and 37 \lere launched at oc.: 9z. 
Border clearance for SAR Forces from Caupress at; 0058Z. Sandy's 1,2, .- and 
6 escorted the Jolly' s in. Rescap was provided b7 Scotch Hornet and . zoark 
flights. Migcap by Olds and Honda. The survivJr was recovered at l C 9Z b7 r 
JG 37. At this time Sandy 6 reported that be wis jumped by a I.fig. E:_ took 
no hits that; he could tell. He punched off all external stores excer- ' 
center line tank and mini gun. There were no Mlg calls for 5 minutes irl.ther 
side o£ 1009Z. The calls after that time were ~ortb and East. Crolm U 
decended to 8, 500 to refuel JG 37 vicinity Ch 97. Then escorted all '· Jrces 
across the fence and JG 37 to Ch 89. 

/7 .··I . , . 

THOv1AS~ a./ aA.;;~;c~, {su 
Rescue Crew Camnander 

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

Crow 2 1+50 
Sandy's 1+5Q 
JG' s 1+45 
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DATE RF.SCtJE NO. 
i 

2 Oct 203 

2 Oct 204 

J Oct 205 

3 Oct 206 

23 Oct 207 

26 Oct 208 

26 Oct 209 

5 l>OV 210 

8 Nov 211· 

ll Nov 212 

0.8 Nov 213 

20 Nov 214 

20 Nov 215 

29 Dec 216 

~9 Dec 217 

SUMMARY TABLE OF RESCUES 

JOLL! 
SURVr/CR CREW ACF'I' S:ffiVICE LOOA rION . GRllQJ . CREW 

: .aj Miller P..F4C USAF 

i =.. j Brown RF4C USAF 

}iaj Hoo:c-e F4C USAF 

~·1aj F4C USAF 
Gulbrar.dson 

Capt Fl05. USAF 
HcLean 

(Deceased) 

Lt Sanchi T28 RTAF 

Unlmown T28 RTAF 

Capt Fl05 us \lj' 
~-

Sparks 

Capt F4 USAF 
Gordon 

1-laj A1E lf)hf 

Griffith 

Lt Col Fl05 lliAF 
Reed 

Lt Col RF4 USAF 
Scholtz 
Capt P..F4 USAF 
Simenero 
Capt F4 us.~ 

iltman 
Capt F4 USAF 
Coburn 

to e.I -~I Cf<."/ 

)~f ~l ASS~FIED 

La 08 

La OS 

La 0 8 

Lb 08 

Tha:! land 

Le OS• 

Le 

Nor 
Vie 

Nor 
Vie 

Lac 

Lac 

No1 
Vie 
No1 

OS 

th 
tnam 

th 
tnam 

•8 

>th 
tnam 
th 
tnam Vit · 

La< 

Lac> s 
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DA!la 7 Jen 1967 

OD 5 loY 1967 JollJ' Cr.ea '57 mid 56 ven on alert at aUo '6· .u 1540 
we wen aaUl'led of a do~ aircnft (;iarliJ> Laad) llNl' the .Bod lliyer. Both 
Jollie• ven &C1'~bl.ed at 1545 ;·,\>Un, attar ~ downed pilo\'• wil'14P"U ~ported 

a eood abu~ -"""• The ,_1•• proO<Mded to U.. - • I ••-11...,. 
w1oa ocat.ot tile da..il pilot. !be .anitR ftpodell una,- a hiaW 
ankle, • abalder and elbow. He nlaW tbat be i..d•MI •Ilia ri&bt 
toot ud i.n to ea, folclmc b1a rYat l• 11p iaw ¥a oroW1 _. J-ille 
hie ~i&b\ lbollldF· J.O. fr arriftd iA U. ane at l~ bOU'a .... Uri tbt1 euz­
Yi'fO• OG boAn lt 1710 hOW!' •· u ~ mniYU a.. ca ltoaml iie .. Uaps.., 
Oil t\1.a ~·~•PPOrtillc bi• ri&h' lho-.ld•r and .. wt til bl• left hod. 
B• .. belpe4 the 11 tte~ - Sgt. lol•• ... IV•U ~ Tllaa .. llO •Yidence 
ot e2temal • ft• 11aDtJ at:momne ot tbe~t lhc:nlda appeared 
to ~ 1a t:beu ~ poaitioa. !bez9 _. AO ••idm d a tr aotua to th• 
oh'fiol•· !be ;rlgbt elbow and toream b8d b1'U1••• aU.11ona aad aaall 
laoeraUaaa. IQ.Jio.tiona "8ft that Ile uperieaoed MYe'ft pain ma the 
ehould•r Joillt ... aoyed. IU.r'1:\er •.zmillaUcm nwaled 9Wlli~ to the J'i&bt 
ankle with ao appannt rrao wz.. Joth •1• Uda wn •n1ollea and 'bhliab. iA 
oolor, nideatot a bum or 11 •bone "ind bleat to the face. ftlie boot lace• 
wen ti&ht.M4 tp •n• aa a •Pl.tat. ~ U.0.raUaa. were acz~bbed with 
pbilObeli. !be 91..n.iYOr Mid he •• teel~ bett•~ md felt than 'Mm't 
en~ ~a.la \0 wurat Uie uee ot morphille. a. sot UJ ad watabed aa the 
Joli, aerial ret~eled. 

!bc:u' 1800 the .mniTO :I' PftMDMd all tale QllP•• of lltlock. He cot 
oold, pa le ... taiAt. !fia .-il• vu lMak ud npid. !be au•iYOr l.Qed do-. 
and va~ __ qi>ftred vitb a bla111tet ad aleept.na 'bee• Aa J.f. w.a i:;npaad but hi~ 
p11lett 1'ft- alowd to 88 per ;:ainute and we• •troac. Eub tift c imtea hia JU15-
wa• a.1ecked Wltil we landed at UKP R'l'A..q Md he •• taken • emlNlance to th• 
dtapenau,. ~ pu.lae rat. 'Yaried tr-:. 88 to 72, and vaa 3UiciD•· Hov1uer hia 
han·1• r9&1ned ciold tor t.~• entin t~ip. Yr L \ < -, ~ \ 

.-' I ,,. l . \ i ~·\AM \./ '-­
Gnul•J' b. 3111 th 

~;•' l 37 th ARR3 
.APO .:l.P. 9' '.110 



Jet Pilot Rescued 
By 'Jolly Greens' 

Another succeaaful rescue w• made by the Jolly 
Green Giant• from Detachment . 1, 37tb Air Recovery 
Reicue Squadron, earliet tbia month. 

Capt. Billy R. Sparks, the crew except Sergeant 
from Takhli Royal Thai AFB, Smith. and thia waa the fifth 
bailed out of h is aircraft for him. Sergeant Bolea •• 
a~er it was hit by enemy on bis check-ou~ . ride at a 
ground fire on a strike .parare1cue tecb111C1an. 

again•t the Phuc Yen Ml? AlE "Sandy" pilota of 
base near Hanoi. Capt:un the 602nd Fighter Sq . . 
Sparks was picked up about (Commando), laid down 
10 mile• west of the Red 1uppresaion fire to enable 
River Valley. the HH- 3E to go in for the 

Except for mi.Dor b!ui.ees rescue . ?ne. of the escort I 
recei-.ed while bailine oat, "Sandy! ptlota, Capt. Bd-

the captain WM In "A-:- war W o~ar • :.~ -
OX" condltloa upon IUa lock, " ., wu Jumpe · · -'· 
arrivlll at tbe recovery Y two MIG- • at·:{ 
base. •4lt wu 811 outatandJaa ~anaged fo ev~de the MIG• ~ 
rescue,,. said Captabl through a ter1• of meoe- ~ 
Sparka. uyoa juat caa't ~ 
appreciate how good thoee 

big ereen birda look UD1aa I 
you've been down there OD 

the ground.'' 
Crew members of the 

rescue helicopter were: Capt. 
Harry W. Walker, 32, pilot \ 
from Granite City, 111.; Lt. , 

,_ 14 SEVENTH AIR 
Col. Geral<l B. Lowe, 47, co- j 
pilot from Amarillo, Tex.; 
TSgt. Charley D. Smith 22. 
· h · · from I e.ararescue tee niSJ•0 

--

J>orterville, Calif.; SSgt. l 
Russell L . O'Neal, 23, flight 
engineer, from Flat Rock, 
Mich,; }1Sgt. Clarenc~ . R.. 
Bole~ 2ararescue techntc1a~ 
[!9m Killen. Tex. 

Pilot Fo11retl To EjetC 
Terms It 'Longest DG 

This wu the first rescue 
for Captain Walker, who. 
uid, " lt's the greate1t feel­
ing in the world to pick up 
a pilot and know you've.got \ 
him safely aboard!' 

It waa alto the f µ'It. pie~- · 
up for all other membtn of 

lbe cockpU quickly filled with 
st tote and the 1aupa bepa to 
m~unction. Be wu forced to 
pc p his CaDOpJ. but WU sWl 
bl 10keted in 1mote and a sec· 
or d hit rocked hi1 sturdy fight· 
er -bomber. He 1Wl bad sood 
CC ntrol, bat IOOll lost UM of Ida 
radio and all pu1ea. 

\ thil'd round hit hU bat­
te -eel plane and he wu com­
pl "!telJ enplled in smoke and 
th.m Iott all control. 

'lie decided u wu Ume to 
le 1n his bird and he ejected. 
D11rln1 the qonllins!Y slow 
dt scent he could see life below 
hi n and fellow Thud pilots 
~ton ~!m .IPOt~~. for •• rescue 

incline, sprainl 
the fall. He ci 
over his radio 
heard and beg1 
minute uphill 
mud, bamboo, ; 
beds. 

lflnutea see 
and, then, the 
rucue plant 
popped his smc 
smoke clung t< 
boo. He quickl 
pin flare gun 

Hit aim was 
Ung a hoverin( 
ly Green Giant 
fallen pilot. 10( 
cable was lowe 



Pararescue Jumpers' Daring Rescue of 
Downed Fighter Pilot Deep Inside North 
Vietnam  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 miles from Phuc Yen, flying at about 540 knots, the Thunderchief pilots lit their afterburners 
and rolled in for the bomb run at 12,000 feet. 

 



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 
II 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 Vang 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. 

 
 
 



 

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—but 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. 

 


