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SAR LESSONS LEARNED

A graphic contrast in the results of two search and rescue missions in late December, 1967, pointed out that lessons-learned must be continually re-stressed if combat crews are to be recovered safely. To the end that any crewmember flying in a combat environment may find himself in an evasion or a survival situation, a comprehensive system of survival schools, briefings, escape and evasion courses, posters and pamphlets has been set up by the United States Air Force, Navy and Army. In addition, in Southeast Asia, the JSARC (Joint Search and Rescue Center) located in the 3rd Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Group at Tan Son Nhut Airbase, Vietnam, has a vast force at. its disposal to effect recoveries.

The JSARC can call upon (and has) rescue helicopters of any of the services, strike aircraft for suppression of enemy fire, airborne command centers, forward air controllers or any combination of these, in order to bring back downed crewmen. These elements, coordinated and committed by 7AF TACC and JSARC, and flown by experienced, dedicated pilots, are capable of recovering crewmembers anywhere in Southeast Asia under any conditions other than the most intense enemy ground fire.

Advent 11 and Advent 12, a flight of two F-4Ds from the 8th TFW at Ubon, Thailand, were flying a night strike in Laos, under the direction of forward air controller Nail 46, on 28 December 1967. During a rocket pass at enemy trucks on Route 911, two ZPU heavy machine guns were seen firing at Advent 12. A few seconds later the aircraft burst into flame and approximately 15 seconds later hit the ground and exploded.
Within one minute a beeper came on the air, followed shortly by the downed aircraft commander, who said, "This is Advent One/Two, just short of the fireball. " He went on to inform Advent 11 that he was unhurt and was moving away from the fire. The time was 1855H, just at last light.

Advent 11, Nail 46 and Nimrod 32 (an A-26, also striking Rt 911) went into immediate Rescap over the downed aircraft and notified Alleycat (ABCCC in the area) of the situation. Advent 11 picked up voice contact with the back seater, who had also managed a safe ejection from the burning fighter, but had sustained head injuries and was hung up in his parachute. Alleycat was given coordinates of the downed crew and he, in turn, notified the Rescue Coordinating Center (Compress) at Udorn. Compress opened the official SAR log at 1903H, and within four minutes had alerted Jolly Greens (HH-3E helicopters) and Sandys (A-lE rescap) at Nakhon Phanom to launch.

In succession, Compress secured the services of a flare-ship, Lamplighter 1, and launched Crown 06 (HC-130 Rescue Mission Commander) from Tuy Hoa, South Vietnam. The RCC also directed Alleycat to remain as On-Scene Commander until the Crown and Sandy aircraft arrived. By 2105H the on-scene complement consisted of Mission Commander, Crown 6, Nail 46, Nimrod 32 and 34, Sandy 5 and 6 and Jolly Green 16 and 20 holding safe but nearby.

Voice contact with the survivors had been lost for about one hour but was re-established by Sandy 5 and Nail 46 at 2122H. The backseater's head was bleeding from the wound he had sustained, and his vision was blurry, but other than this seemed to be alright and sounded "very calm and in control of the situation." The aircraft commander was closer to the still-burning wreckage. He called to say he observed flashlights and activity around it. Sandy 5 circled to investigate the area and picked up ground-fire from the east of the wreckage, at 2130H. Because of the darkness, the inability to pinpoint the survivors in the jungle and the hostile activity nearby, it was decided that all forces would be returned to base and that recovery would be attempted at first light. At 2133H Nail 46 advised the survivors to hole up for the night.

A full SAR effort was fragged for next morning after JSARC and 7AF TACC coordinated for forces and timing. The area of the downed crewmen was unquestionably hot. About 30 miles southwest of Mu Gia Pass, it was only a few miles from Route 911 (one of the most trafficked NVN LOCs in southern Laos) and its intersection with Route 23, and less than eight kilometers from the site of the airstrike against the trucks. The men on the ground were separated by approximately 1, 300 to 1, 400 meters; one on a 2,356' hill and the other on a peak 2, 400 feet high.

The SAR was re-instituted at 0555H, 28 December, with the arrival of the rescue forces. On-scene were Sandy 5 and 6 from NKP, Sandy 7 and 8 from Udorn; Nail 46 returned, as did Jolly Green 16 and 20. The Mission Commander was Crown 1, and four F-4Cs with CBU-24 and flak suppression ordnance had been fragged in from Ubon and Danang. Voice contact was established with the first survivor at 0614H by Nail 46, and with the second at 0636H. Ground-fire (directed at Nail 46) and enemy jamming of guard channel hampered the pinpointing of the survivors, but Jolly Green 16 established voice contact and went in for the aircraft commander at 0738. He had the man aboard by 0745H, and had the second man in sight by 0750. Jolly Green 16 punched off his tanks (to lighten weight and also to get rid of potential fire hazard in the event he took hits) and went in for the injured man. At 0757H he put the PJ (pararescue man) on the ground to assist in the rescue. The PJ cut the back-seater out of the hung-up parachute at 0800H, and by 0806H both men were hoisted aboard JG 16 and all forces retired from the scene. SAR for Advent 12 was closed at 0809H.

The physical condition of both officers was termed "good to excellent upon their return to Ubon. Both had received light burns on their arms and faces, and slight abrasions despite the night ejection from a flaming aircraft and the overnight stay in hostile territory. Both had remained calm under difficult circumstances, had cooperated fully with the rescue effort and were alive to tell others about it.
One day prior to the shooting down of Advent 12, another F-4 crew was forced to eject. Carbine Lead, an F-4C from Danang, was on an armed reconnaissance mission over North Vietnam when the aircraft took hits from hostile ground fire. When the fire warning lights for both engines came on, the crew headed immediately for the coast; they were not forced out of the aircraft until approximately 40 miles north of Dong Ha, over the water.
The time was 1510H; weather 2, 000' scattered to broken, five miles visibility in haze, wind calm, sea state zero. Conditions appeared ideal for rescue.

Jolly Green 4 and 28 were scrambled from Quang Tri at 1515H, learning en route that Covey 152 (0-2 FAC) had already sighted both survivors in their rafts.
The Jolly Greens arrived on-scene at 1545H and Crown 5 marked the position of the floating men with smoke Jolly Green 4 saw the smoke first. After advising JG 28 and Angel 74 (Navy HU-2 helicopter), JG 4 went directly to the farthest survivor to avoid being in the way of the other helicopters. He set up a 30 to 40 foot high hover directly over the downed pilot at 1550H, and lowered his PJ into the water to assist the survivor into the sling. The downed crewman, highly excited, continued to grab at the horsecollar instead of donning it, until the RS deflated the left side of the pilot's lifejacket and helped him into the sling.

The hoist went normally, but instead of staying with his back to the HH-3 and allowing the flight engineer to pull him into the helicopter, the survivor turned around and grabbed

at the FE to help himself inside. Instead, he slipped from the collar and saved himself from falling 30 to 40 feet only by grasping the flight engineer's arm. While the aircraft commander of the Jolly Green began a descent, the copilot came back to help the FE. However, the survivor slipped from both their grasps and fell about five feet into the water. The co-pilot saw the survivor drifting under the helicopter and to the rear, so he went to the rear ramp and lowered it. The survivor was seen thrashing in the water behind the HH-3, then was covered by a wave and disappeared. The area was thoroughly searched by heli​copters and Navy destroyers but the downed crewman was not seen again.

The second survivor was picked up by Angel 74 without incident, taken to a destroyer, then transferred to JG 28 for return to Danang. He was apparently unhurt by the ejection and subsequent events.

A later report indicated that the lost pilot may have punctured the inflated side of the LPU on a projecting sump drain of the HH-3E when he fell into the water, leaving him without flotation. However, it appeared that the primary cause for the accident lay in the momentary lapse, by the fighter pilot, of well-known and well-briefed hoist procedures and techniques. 
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