
9Jun68 JG23 
 
On June 9th, 1968, a Marine A4E Skyhawk, callsign Hellborn 215, was shot down 
while bombing NVA forces in the heavily defended Base Area 611 at the north end 
of the A Shau Valley in South Vietnam.  
 
A large SAR effort was mounted to rescue the pilot, 1st Lt. Walter R. Schmidt, Jr., 
USMC, who had landed along a major branch of the Ho Chi Minh Trail near the 
Laos-Vietnam border.   After extensive bombing to silence the enemy ground fire, 
an HH-3E Jolly Green Giant helicopter moved in to attempt a pickup.   This 
helicopter, Jolly Green 22, made two attempts to reach the survivor but was 
driven off by heavy ground fire each time.   After each attempt, more ordnance 
was expended on the surrounding areas in an effort to suppress this ground fire. 
  Jolly Green 22 finally was forced to abort its efforts due to low fuel.  
 
Following additional suppression efforts, a second helicopter, Jolly Green 23, 
moved in to attempt a pickup.   After entering a hover and beginning to lower a 
parajumper to assist the injured survivor, JG23 came under intense ground fire.   
As related by the supporting FAC, Trail 33, the left engine of the helicopter 
erupted in flames, and the pilot reported he was pulling off and attempting to 
reach a clearing approximately one kilometer north of the rescue site.   As JG23 
approached the clearing, the rotor noticeably slowed and the helicopter impacted 
the ground. The aircraft was totally engulfed in flame.   It was apparent there 
could be no survivors from this crash.  
 
There were four men aboard Jolly Green 23:  

Lieutenant   Jack C. Rittichier,   USCG *  
Captain   Richard C. Yeend,   USAF  

Staff Sergeant   Elmer L. Holden,   USAF  
Sergeant   James D. Locker,   USAF  

Their remains were not recovered.  

Click here for eyewitness narratives and  
declassified mission reports on this incident.  

 
 

Click here for Part Two - The Search Rejoined  
 
 
* Lieutenant Rittichier was on an exchange tour with the USAF 37th Air Rescue and Recovery 
Squadron.   He was the first Coast Guardsman killed in action in Southeast Asia. 
On 23 January 2003 Joint Task Force-Full Accounting (JTF-FA) in Hawaii 
announced that a Joint Field Activity team operating in Laos had 
discovered the wreckage of Jolly Green 23.   The wreckage was found 
on 9 November 2002, but the announcement has been delayed pending 
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notification of the families of the four crew members.  
 
Following is the text of the announcement pertaining to Jolly Green 23:  
 

   

In November 2002, during the 76th Joint Field Activity in Laos, a Joint 
U.S. and Lao investigation team from Joint Task Force-Full Accounting 
(JTF-FA) located the crash sites of the last two Jolly Green helicopters 
in Southeast Asia with unaccounted-for personnel onboard that had not 
been previously located.  
 
The first site found was Jolly Green 23, an HH-3E with a crew of four 
which was shot down on 9 June 1968 while attempting to rescue a 
downed Marine pilot.   The crash site was found 600 meters inside 
Laos, 250 meters north of the former North Vietnamese Route 922, 
which ran into the Ashau Valley, 20 kilometers to the east.   On 9 
November 2002, while investigating the incident, an analyst from JTF-
FA, an American-Lao service member who was acting as the Linguist, 
and a Lao official conducted an aerial reconnaissance in a helicopter of 
the suspected loss area in Laos, looking for signs of habitation, but 
none were found.   On their return to the Base Camp, the analyst 
observed a small village six kilometers west of the suspected loss area 
and requested the team land and interview the villagers; however, the 
Lao official said a Joint Team had been to the village, Ban Koutai, on 
two previous Joint Field Activities and the villagers did not know 
anything.   The analyst insisted they land at the village and the Lao 
official relented.   Once in the village, the villagers told the two 
Americans they knew of two crash sites near the village they had not 
told the previous teams about because they were scared.   After the six 
other team members flew to the village, the team searched for the crash 
site in the 12 foot deep elephant grass.   Eventually, the villagers were 
able to relocate the crash site, with the HH-3 rotor head being the 
prominent feature.   A search of the area found three boot soles and 
other evidence the crew was onboard the helicopter when it crashed.   
The crash site is currently being excavated on the 77th Joint Field 
Activity which began on 17 January 2003.  
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REPATRIATION CEREMONY 
  

CAMP H.M. SMITH, Hawaii – Remains believed to be associated with two cases of 
unaccounted-for American servicemen in Southeast Asia will arrive home to American soil 
Friday, Feb. 14.  A joint honor guard will commemorate their arrival in a ceremony at 9 a.m. at 
Hickam Air Force Base outside the 15th Air Base Wing base operations building.  Numerous 
former Vietnam prisoners-of-war are scheduled to attend the ceremony and activities marking 
the 30-year anniversary of Operation Homecoming. 

  
Following the arrival ceremony, the remains will be transported to the U.S. Army’s Central 

Identification Laboratory, Hawaii (CILHI) where the forensic identification process will begin.    
  
Military and civilian members who recovered the remains during recent search and 

recovery missions include personnel from Joint Task Force-Full Accounting (JTF-FA) and the 
U.S. Army Central Identification Laboratory.  Recent Joint Field Activities recovered the 
remains of individuals lost in Laos.  The missions are part of an on-going effort to provide the 
fullest possible accounting for American service members still missing or unaccounted-for as a 
result of the Vietnam War. 

  
There are currently 1,889 Americans still unaccounted-for in Southeast Asia – 1,444 in 

Vietnam, 381 in Laos, 56 in Cambodia, and eight in the territorial waters of China.   
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MEDIA NOTES:   
• •        For media access to Hickam 

• •        Call Hickam Media Relations at (808) 449-6367 before 4 p.m., Wednesday, Feb. 12 
• •        Media escorts will depart from the Hickam front gate at 8:15 a.m., Friday, Feb. 14  

• •        JTF-FA Public Affairs contact is Captain Gina Jackson (808) 477-5301 
• •        CILHI Public Affairs contact is Ginger Couden or Staff Sgt. Sebastian Harris (808) 448-

8903 x 109 
• •        For more information on the Full Accounting mission go to www.pacom.mil/jtffa.htm 

or www.cilhi.army.mil 
 
 

WE NEED YOUR HELP:  Today’s technology allows us to identify some remains through 
mitochondrial DNA. If you know of a family member who is from the maternal bloodline of an 
unaccounted-for serviceperson, please ask them to contact the military services to provide a 
blood sample at U.S. Army: (800) 982-2490; U.S. Air Force: (800) 531-5510; U.S. Navy: (800) 
443-9298; U.S. Marine Corps: (800) 847-1597. 
 
 

JG 23 Crew Remains Return  
 

 
A joint service honor guard carries the remains of the crew of Jolly Green 23 upon their arrival 
back on American soil on February 14, 2003 at Hickham AFB in Hawaii. The remains were 
transported to the U.S. Army's Central Identification Laboratory, Hawaii (CILHI) where efforts will 
begin to identify them.  
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On 9 June 1968 US Coast Guard Lt. Jack C. Rittichier, pilot; and US Air Force Capt. Richard C. Yeend, Jr., Co-pilot; 
SSgt. Elmer L. Holden, flight engineer; and Sgt. James D. Locker, Pararescueman; comprised the crew of a HH3E 
helicopter (tail #67-14710), call sign "Jolly Green 23". 

Jolly Green 23 was flying a SAR mission for HELLBORNE 215, a USMC A-4E piloted by 1Lt Walter R. Schmidt Jr. 
(MIA), who was downed northwest of the A Shau Valley, in the middle of a North Vietnamese Army (NVA) 
encampment, thirty seven miles west of Hue RVN. Voice contact was established with the survivor, who reported he 
possibly had a broken arm and leg. The enemy was using him as bait to lure SAR aircraft, especially the very 
vulnerable Jolly Green Giants, within killing range. Air strikes pounded the area and brutalized the enemy, but with 
little effect. 

Three times the lead helicopter, Jolly Green 22, attempted to reach Schmidt, but they were unsuccessful due to the 
intense ground fire. When that Jolly was forced to depart because of low fuel, Jim's aircraft assumed the low bird role. 
After suppressive fire was put in, Jolly Green 23 moved in to attempt the pickup. The crew fought its way in but was 
forced to withdraw. Again it went in, this time surrounded by gun ships, but again the enemy met them head on. 

As the Jolly Green Giant hovered over the rugged jungle covered mountains approximately 9 miles northwest of the A 
Shau Valley floor near the downed pilot, the helicopter was struck by heavy enemy ground fire. It was seen to fall to 
the ground in flames and disintegrate upon impact by the onsite Forward Air Controller (FAC) just to the west of a 
primary road used by the communists to infiltrate troops and supplies into South Vietnam from the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 
The location of loss was approximately 1300 meters northeast of the village of Ka Kou, 12 miles northwest of the 
village of A Luoi, 25 miles southeast of Khe Sanh and 29 miles west-southwest of Hue. This location was also 4 miles 
north of the South Vietnamese/Lao border, near the border between Thua Thien and Hue Provinces. 

The pilot of Jolly Green 23 attempted to land in a small clearing, but the helicopter exploded when it hit the ground 
and burned intensely, killing Jim Locker and all the others on board. >Another aircraft flew over the wreckage, but its 
crew saw no survivors and heard no emergency beeper signals. Because of the intense enemy presence in the area, 
no ground search was possible. The pilot they were attempting to pick up was later rescued by another search and 
rescue (SAR) team. Jack Rittichier, Richard Yeend, Elmer Holden and James Locker were immediately listed Killed in 
Action/Body Not Recovered. 

On 12 October 1991 a villager turned in to the "Office PA15 - Public Security", Dong Ngi Province, Vietnam, a dogtag 
and remains reportedly belonging to Lt. Rittichier. The information on the dogtag correlates with the correct data for 
Jack Rittichier. That information was provided to US personnel, however, the dogtag and remains were not turned 
over by the Vietnamese. There was no information provided by the villager as to the fate of Elmer Holden, James 
Locker or Richard Yeend. 

While there is little doubt the crew of the Jolly Green Giant died when their helicopter crashed into the dense jungle 
covered mountains located at the northern edge of the A Shau Valley, each man has the right to have his remains 
returned to his family, friends and country if at all possible. 



For other Americans who remain unaccounted for in Southeast Asia, their fate could be quite different. Since the end 
of the war well over 21,000 reports of American prisoners, missing and otherwise unaccounted for have been 
received by our government. Many of these reports document LIVE American Prisoners or War remaining throughout 
Southeast Asia TODAY. Rescue aircrews in Vietnam were called upon to fly in many dangerous circumstances, and 
they were prepared to be wounded, killed or captured. It probably never occurred to them that they could be 
abandoned by the country they so proudly served. 

The Air Force has dedicated two buildings to the memory of Jim Locker, at  Keesler AFB, Mississippi and at Wright 
Patterson AFB, Ohio. 

 

 
Lt. Jack C. Rittichier, USCG 

Pilot 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Captain Richard C. Yeend 
Co-pilot 
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