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Defense Secretary Melvin R. Laird decorates the Special Forces
soldiers and airman who assaulted the Son Tay compound
Listed below is a complete list of awardees.

"Son Tay Awards for Valor"

United States Army

Distinguished Service Cross

COL Arthur D. Simons
LTC Elliot P, Sydnor
CPT Richard J. Meadows
MSG Thomas J. Jemmer
SFC Tyrone J. Adderly
SSG Thomas E. Powell

Silver Star

LTC Joseph R. Cataldo
CPT Thomas W. Jaeger
CPT James W. M¢Clam
CPT Dan H. McKinney
CPT Eric J. Nelson
CPT Glenn R. Rouse
CPT Daniel Turner
CPT Udo H. Walther
1LT George W. Petrie, Jr.
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MSG Calen C. Kittleson
MSG Joseph W. Lupyak
MSG Billy K. Moore
MSG Herman Spencer
SFC Donald D. Blackard
SFC Earl Bleacher, Jr.
SFC Leroy N. Carlson
SFC Anthony Dedge
SFC Freddie D. Doss
SFC Jerry W. Hill
SFC Marion S. Howell
SFC John Jakovenko
SFC Jack G. Joplin
SFC Daniel Jurich
SFC David A. Lawhon, Jr.
SEC Gregory T. McGuire
SKFC Billy R. Martin
SFC Charles Masten
SFC Donald R. Mingrove
SFC Joseph M. Murray
SFC Noe Quezada
SFC Lorenzo Robbins
SFC Ronnie Strahan
SFC Salvador M. Suarez
SFC Donald E. Taapken
SFC William L. Tapley
SFC Richard W. Valentine
SSG Charles G. Ericson
SSG Kenneth E. McMullen
SSG Walter L. Miller
SSG Robert F. Nelson
SSG David Nickerson

SSG Paul F. Poole
SSG John E. Redriquez
SSG Lawrence Young
SGT Terry L. Buckler
SGT Gary D. Keel
SGT Keith R. Medenski
SGT Franklin D, Roe
SGT Patrick St. Clair
SGT Marshal A, Thomas

Distinguished Flying Cross

1LT George W, Williams
CWO Ronald J. Exley
CWO Jackie H. Keele
CWO John J. Ward
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United States Air Force

Distinguished Service Medal

Brigadier General Leroy J. Manor
Air Force Cross

LTC John V. Allison
LTC Warner A. Britton
MAJ Frederic M. Donahue
MAJ Herbert D, Kalen
TSG Leroy M. Wright

Silver Star

LTC Albert P. Blosch
LTC Royal A. Brown, Jr.
LTC Herbert R. Zehnder

MAJ Eustace M. Bunn
MAJ Irl L. Franklin
MAJ John Gargus
MAJ James R. Grochnauer
MAJ Alfred C. Montrem
MAJ Kenneth D. Murphy
MAJ Harry L. Pannill

MAJ Edwin J. Rhein

MAJ Richard S. Skeels
MAJ John C. Squires
CAPT John M. Connaughton
CAPT David M. Kender
CAPT Norman C. Mazurek
CAPT Thomas L. Stiles
CAPT William D. Stripling
CAPT Thomas R. Waldron
MSgt Harold W. Harvey
MSgt David V. McLeod, Jr.
MSgt Maurice F. Tasker
TSgt Dallas R. Criner
TSgt Billy J. Elliston
TSgt William E. Lester
TSgt Charles J. Montgomery, Jr.
TSgt Jimmy O. Riggs
TSgt Paul W. Stierwalt

TSgt Lawrence Wellington
SSgt Daniel E. Galde

SSgt Melvin B. D. Gibson
SSgt Aren P. Hodges
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Son Tay POW Compound

A low-level aerial photograph of Son Tay POW camp taken
by a "Buffalo Hunter" reconnaisance drone in 1968, just
after the first Americans were moved to the compound.
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Son Tay Prison Raid..

On November 20-21, 1970, a joint force composed of
USAF Special Operations and rescue personnel and
U.S. Army Special Forces, supported by U.S. Navy
Carrier Task Force 77, made a daring raid on the Son
Tay prison camp located less than 30 miles from
Hanoi, North Vietnam. The objective was to rescue as
many as 100 U.S. captives thought to be held there.
The assauit troops, in six ARRS helicopters
accompanied by two C-130 aircraft, flew 400 miles to
Son Tay from bases in Thailand. U,S. Navy pilots

: i made a diversionary raid while 116 USAF and Navy
R.econnwsame photo ofSon Tay prison camp near Hanm, aircraft from seven air bases and three aircraft carriers

Horth Vietnam. Five ARRS raprvbess of the ssseult force .
srans asvaniod e A Foaoe Crose uad 23 other Islicoster flew refueling, surface-to-air missile suppression,

crewmen received the Silver Star for their actions in the mid, 11SNTET COVeT, close air support, early warning,
communications support and reconnaissance missions.
Although no prisoners were found in camp, the raid was a brillant success in transporting, landing
and recovering an assault force of 92 USAF and 56 Army personnel without the loss of a single man.

Although no prisoners were rescued, the raid focused world attention on the plight of the prisoners of
war (POWSs), raised their morale and resulted in improved living conditions for all U.S. prisoners of
the North Vietnamese. The men of the Joint Task Force earned the admiration of their countymen for
risking their lives in an attempt to bring freedom to others.

ARRS and Civilian Rcscue

USAF Rescue main page
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Son Tay Raider Association

"Also I heard the voice of
the Lord saying, who shall 1
send, and who shall go for
us? Then said I, here am I,
Send me."

Isaiah 6:8

History

Remembered Warriors
Memaorial Stone
Membership
Update Listing
Newsletter
1973-Reumon Pictures
990 Reumon Preture
1997-Reunton Pictures
Blueboy
Apple 1
Hot Links

Son Tay Camp

http://www.sontayraider.com/ 3/2/99
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SonTay:TheReal Story

By Seymour M, Hersh

?_. .S‘«;Repnr?ars News Service
i it

PWASHINGTON—The White House relied on
‘basic military intelligence that was at least six
months old in approving the unstueccessful com-
mando raid last November on the Son Tay pris-
oner of war camp inside North Vietnam.

Interviews over the past two months re-
vealed that the Pentagon’s first iuformatior?
about the Son Tay camp—23 miles west of Hanoi
-——was supplied by a former North Vietnamese
prison guard who was either captured or defected
during the U. S.-South Vietnamese invasicn of
Cambodia in May, 1970, )

The guard, whose capture was 'consgclfered
highly elassified information, providc_ad mrllt_a}ry
intelligence teams with invaluable information
about the location, operation and construction of
the Son Tay prison. The detailed data even in-
cluded what kind of locks were on the cell doors
and whete they were located.

By July, the interrogation of the guard had
been completed and the Aiv Force was ordered to

ddate a series of flights over the prison. Amaz-
mt no time before the actual invasion of the
prison—Nov. 20, six months after the guard's
capture—was the military able to establish any
further proof that Americans were, in fact, being
detained inside. In essence, the high-risk operation
was staged—with approval from President Nixon
—although thé only facts were those supplied by
the former prison camp guard.

Yet there was no available svidence indicating
that the military planners “knew” that the Son
Tay camp did not contain prisoners, as Sen. Ful-
bright (D-Ark.), chairman of the Senate Foreign
Relations committee, has publicly charged,

What does emerge from an intensive investi-
gation into the Son Tay raid is a serious indict-
ment of the practices and operation of the Defense
Intelligence Agency, which was in charge of in-
telligence for the mission. The DI photo analysts
somehow interpreted what turned out to be a vege-
table garden growing inside the Son Tay compound

&3 evidence that many American prisoners were inside.

v Here g the story’ behind the planning behind the Son

| Tay operation:

.. .The capture—or .defection—of . the North..Vis
guard in' May, 1970, was a major achlevement; sl
ere nevergent by Hanot into South Vietnam because of

sk of capture. At least three POW camps previeusly
trg known to exlst inside the elty limits of Hanol, but the
- -location of other facilities was not known. Despite this, the

tary had long.been seeking permission to raid one of

th®known eamps.

One clue to the inadequacy of the over-all American
Intelligence operation inside North Vietnam emerged from
the simple fact that the Pentagon learned about the Son Tay
camp from the captured guard. The Son Tay area had long
been known to the Intelligence community and was fre-
quently photographed. According to defense solirces, s
major military construction program, manned by a force

estimated at 15000 Chinese

communists,

gol under way

there In 1965 or 1968. The area also became the site of a
MIG base early in the aip war and was a key target area

during the heavy hombings
from 1965 through Novem-

er, 1968,
The Central Intelligence

gency also had been unable
to develop any solid informa-
tion about prisoner of war
toamps. Beginnlng in the
mid-1960's, it had attempled
unsuceessfully to tafiltrate
highly trained teams of
South Vietnamese into North
Victnam. Most of the groups
—known in the intelligence
community as “bell teams"
——were  dropped by para-
chute in the Red River del-
ta, northwest of Hanol, hut
quickly beeame, as a form-
er agent sald, “ground up
like hamburger, They'd
get wrapped up in two or
three days,” he added, large-
ly due to the high state of
internal security in. the
north,

In July, 1970, tne military
ashed the CIA for any In-
formation it had on the
physical makeup of Son Tay,
but that apparently was the
extent of the CIA's invoive.
ment. The rald on Son Tay

was to be an all-military
affair, with overall direction
and planaing coming from
the Pentagon's counterin:
surgency office and intelil-
gence coming from photc
interpretation supplied by
DIA,

The early reconnafssance
photographs of the prison
camp indicate that it was still
In heavy wse and were high
ly encouraging to the Pen-
tagén. A hlghly skilled team
was carefully assembhled:
men were handpicked fron
offices throughout the Pen
tagon and assigned to the
secrel operation, The plan:
ning was rigidly bureauc:
raticized for security rea
S0HS: one group of men
worked on means for getting
a rescue team safely in and
out of North Vietnam: an-
other group did the day-hy-
day analysis to determine a
crucial fact—were the cap-
tured pliots there?

= OVer .-




The evidence that the
photo’ interpreters viewed
as encouraging, however,
was far from definite proof
that the pilots were at Son
Tay, One man who worked
on the project, attempting
to explain its failure, ar-
gued that photo reconnals-
sance Is not an exact science
at all, despite the wide-
spread bellefs of the gen-
eral public so conditioned
to descriptions of miraculous
close-ups from ‘eye In the

fhgton [the antl-war demon-
stration In November, 1968]
~—it was an Air Force pic-
ture published In a lot of
newspapers. Now, don't ask
anybody to brealc down how
miany of the people were
Negroes and how many were
Caucasians. We just ecan't
do it. But after they left,
Jou sure could tell that they
‘were there~the grass would
be all trampled.”

A similarly trampled ap-
pearance was evident in
what seemed to be a grassy
area inslde,the tiny Son Tay
compound, The aerial pho-
tographs also established
that the guard towers and
basle layout of Son Tay
were very similar In design
to that of the POW camps
inside Hanol. It was agreed
==without ever seeing an
indentiflable prisoner— that
the Son Tay facility was an
active POW camp for
Americans,

Sometime m the July-
August period, the military
got a shock when durlng &
period of heavy flooding of
the Red River delta, the
camp suddenly was vacpted.
The changing geography of
the camp was apparent. The
trampled look disappeared.

When the flood watery
receded, the geography
«changed again— much to
everyone's relief —and the
courtyard suddenly took on
“that well-worn look,” as
one analyst described it. By
now it was August and the
White House way ap-

uring the march on Wash-

proached, Briefings were
presented to President Nixon
and Henry Kissinger, the
President's advisor on se-
curity affafrs, The President
wasg, according to later
White House accounts, “en-
thusiastic” about the Ildes
,and  authorized fuil-scale
planning and tralning for s
search apd. rescue misslor,

The cluak-and-dagger op-
eration was code-named the
Jolnt Contingency task

the military had ésts
an intelligence “boo
POW cangp thaffwas™y
side the Hanol clty )
But there were many basic
intelligence problems that
Wwere never overcome, For
one tning, no one had es-
tablished beyond a reason-
able-doubt that the Son Tay
prison was holding Amerl-
cans, “We had a hypothesis

based on varlous sources:

of information,” sald one
analyst who worked on the
project. “But as far ag be-
Ing able to say, ‘Hey, there
g0 two more guys into the
camp’ —well, we couldnt”,
The officlal added;

HOur situation was this:
S0 a river comes out and
floods—and they [the North
Vietnamese] move the pilots
out. The place overgrows.
It looks bad. Bingo. The
grass starts to wear down
again, Hey, It looks good
It's a fifty-fifty chance they
moved them back,”

There were, apparently,
only & few cautlous doubts
raised —largely because the
high secrecy of the opera-
tion kept detalls away from
many officlals who might
have pointed out more vig-
orously that the military
was planning a high-risk
rald,

There had been previous

mistakes based on aerlal
photographs, One former in-
telligenoe  offlcial recalled
the tlme photo [nterpreters
spotted an enclosed camp
area in North Vietnam with
]

COMMITTEE OF LIAISON

& double-barbed wire fence,
After observing it for a
while, they concluded it was
a base with some mllitary
significance and targeted it
for a bombing raid. “A few
days later,” the officlal said,
“North Vietnam began
claiming we had bombed
the death ward of a leper
colony, Intelngence got
fooled.”

The 101-man joint Al

mpound No pris-
; were found, but it
wen noticed that most of the
open space Inside the prison
was being used by the North
Vietnamese for a carefully
cultivated vegetable garden.

No Way of Hnowing
Intelligence analysts later
conoluded during postmor-
tems on the rald that the
“well-worn look,” which had
become so olearly . discern-
ible after the July-August
flooding, might have been a
result of the gardening ef-
forts, Even more dlsturb-
ing was the fact that the
prisoners ecould have been
transferred from Sen Tay in
August, just after the flood-
dng begen and just as the
commando team began Its
arduous training for a mig-
slon already doomed,
During a little - noticed
press conferente at Eglin
in early December, Brig,
Gen. Leroy Manor, head of
the commando team, told
reporters: “We weren't able
to tell exactly when they
moved the prisoners of war
« « . I'd say It could have
been about three months.

“And this i3 a Judgment,

and I have nothing absolute-
Iy definite to base this on.”

In fact, the Pentagon had
no way of knowing if Amer-
fcan prisoners had been in:
slde the camp at ali—even

, before the ﬂeodrngmsinca

the vaptured guard last
whorked there early in 1870,
Intelligenice men in the
Pentagon later were only
able to lamely conclude that

Force Army comnmndo t&am

with Families of

Servicemen Detained

in North Vietnam

365 West 42nd Street,

New York, N.Y. |W36.-_ M

the base had either been
closed permanently or tem-
porarily, “Was It being re-
furbished? Was It being dis-
infected? We dldn't know,”
oné of the men who took
part in the planning sald.

The Vietnamese guards in
the camp had the latest style
Chinese weapons, AK4T ma-
chine guns, g fact that -led
many analysts to decide’ that
they were a small houseke
ing team, perha
for the prisoners

The last overflight of t.he
prison, concluded just hours
before the operation began,
still showed signs of oceu-
pation—the "well-worn look.*

Despite the fallure, mast
members of the planning
and Intelligence teams  thok
solace in the demonstrated
ability of American com-
mandos to penetrate North
Vietnam's alr space and get
In and out of Son Tay safely.
And one Alr Force officer
closely involved with POW
affairs later sald with pride
during an Interview that his
counterparts in England had
described the mission as
“the hest show gslnce To-
bruk.”




54th ARRS menrecve medals

for Vietnam and air-sea rescue

Brig Gen. Frank K. Everest,
Commander of the Aerospace
Rescue and Recovery Service,
|presented a Silver Star Medal,
| Pirst Oak Leaf Cluster and two
Airman’s Medals to three para-
rescue members of the 54th
Aerospace Rescue and Recovery
Squadron here on July 30,

SSgt. Randy 8. MeCoomb was
presented the Silver Star, First
Oak Leaf Cluster for his gal-|
lantry in eonnection with the at—!
[tempted rescue of American
Prisoners of War at Son Tay,'.
North Vietiiam on Nov: 21, 1970.

which penetrated deeply into
enemy territory despite anti-
aircraft fire and surface-to-air
missile threats en route to the
obiective, Although the raid wasg
carried out with complete suc-
cess, the party found no prison-
ers. They had been previously
moved to another site by the
North Vietnamese.

Commenting on the raid, Gen-
eral Everest said, “If the prison-
ers had not been moved, we
would have had an excellent op-
portunity to retrieve them.” He
continued by saying,

“Evenjaid a seriously

to those men still imprisoned
in North Vietnam by Iletting
them know we are doing every-
thing possible to get them back.”

M8gt. Souza and ALC Arthur
Dorrough were presented the
Airman’s Medal for heroism in-
volving voluntary risk of life at
sea on a mercy mission to a
shipping vessel 450 miles north-
east of Bermuda on Nov. 1 1970.
The two men parachuted to the
vessel despite high seas, poor
weather, lack of communications
and the advent of darkness to
ill seaman.

though mno prisoners were re-|Through their humanitarian ef-

Sergeunt McCoomb was a crew trieved, our efforts probably!forts, they succeeded in saving
Jimemher ot the lead aireraft'served as a great morale booster|the stricken seaman’s life.

Three

awards

During his recent inspection
visit to the 54th Aerospace Res-
cue and Recovery Squadron,
Brig. Gen. Frank K. Everest,
Aerospace Rescue and Recovery
Service commander, presented
three awards to squadron mem-
bers. They are, from left, TSgt.
Randy S. McCoomb, who received
the Silver Star for taking part in
POW raid on Son Tay, North
Vietnam; and MSgt, James Sou-
za and A1C Arthur E. D. Dor-
rough, both of whom received
the Airman’s Medal for jump-
ing to the aid of an injured sea.
man near Bermuda several
months ago.

(U.8. Air Force Photos by 38gt.
M. David Biegel)

Convention set




