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Introduction

The day before I first heard about Air America I dined in the
exotic Oriental Hotel in Bangkok with James Bond. The sig-
nificance of this encounter with the greatest symbol of the fantasy,
cloak-and-dagger world of the super-spy, where the highly improba-
ble is routine and the impossible all part of a day’s grind, passed me
by at the time. There was nothing clandestine about the dinner
where Roger Moore, who was starring in the latest Bond escapade,
entertained a group of journalists on the beautiful terrace of the
Oriental. An old Asia hand sat down with us and told us very
unlikely stories about the real Shanghai Lil. Someone remarked that
the night was humid and sticky, perhaps the monsoon was about to
break.

Looking back, I find it uncanny how apt this atmosphere was for
the real world of intrigue I was about to discover: the scarcely
believable activities and super-secret machinations of a spy airline,
set against a backdrop of steaming jungles and colorful cities. More
than enough to set the Bond screenwriters scurrying to their type-
writers.

The following morning the monsoon did break, and when that
happens in the Far East the rain is relentless. I sat trapped in a car
as the rain drummed on the roof, waiting for some break to allow
me to dash to the entrance of a wooden house situated in an old

~ part of the city where the klongs were still waterways and had not
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been covered with concrete and turned into roads. I was with a
couple I had recently met who were taking me to visit an American
pilot and the pet gibbons he kept. “This guy flies for Air America,”
the husband said meaningfully. The information meant nothing to
me and it must have showed. “Air America’s the spook airline,” he
continued. “CIA.”

He added that the only thing they had in common with the
spook pilot was the fact that they too had pet gibbons. At the time I
was much more interested in these gibbons than I was in Air
America or the CIA, for I had been wandering about the Far East
on a story for The Observer in London on animal smuggling. It had
taken me from the teeming markets of Calcutta to the depths of the
jungle in Thailand and the Malaysian peninsula. In Bangkok I was
anxious to find out how animals, listed and protected as endangered
species and whose export was banned, were being taken out of the
country.

The rain showed no sign of letting up, so we decided to make a
bolt for the front door. It was only about twenty yards, but by the
time we reached shelter we were soaked. The rest of the morning
was spent sipping drinks while steam rose gently from our jackets
and admiring the pilot’s two gibbons (Lyndon Johnson and Eliz-
abeth Taylor Rosenfield) who came swinging down from the trees,
whooping joyously, to play with the guests on the veranda.

There were several Air America pilots present that morning, and
one of the first things that struck me about them was that they were
men who liked a drink. Our host turned out to be a genial type,
and as someone who seemed to have flown into every corner of the
country, he gave me some valuable pointers on the animal-smug-
gling business. He also made it clear that government export restric-
tions did not worry him; he was going to fly his gibbons out of the
country next to him in the cockpit of his plane and have them
shipped from neighboring Laos where no such ban existed.

A little later I was having a drink with an American war corre-
spondent who was taking a few days’ leave from the rigors of
Saigon. “This Air America is a rather unorthodox airline,” I said
naively. “The pilots seem to use it to smuggle their pets out on.”

The war-hardened, whisky-soaked noncombatant looked incredu-
lous. He had found it odd to start with that while the war in
Vietnam was floundering through its final stages, a reporter in the
Far East should be more interested in the passage of parakeets and
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the fate of monkeys. He put down his drink, leaned toward me, and
spoke in a low and measured voice. “Air America have flown
opium; they’ve flown guns and bombs and ammo; they’ve dropped
spies into China and special units into North Vietnam, flying so low
their wheels are in the foliage most of the way. They’ve been
involved with every sort of kook and weirdo that a war throws up,
goddamn it, and all you’re interested in is that they’re smuggling
pet poodles without the right papers.”

My story took me into the jungle of southern Thailand and across
the border into Malaysia, where I flew from Penang to Singapore.
Leafing through the airline’s magazine, I started to read an article
on a pretty young hostess. It was a straightforward PR piece about
how much she enjoyed being with the airline and serving the pas-
sengers and so on, but one paragraph caught my attention. The girl
was explaining how she had trained as a secretary once upon a time
but had always dreamed of being an air hostess. “Before this I flew
with Air America, but that was different, very different. Once I
went to work and had to fly on a plane full of dead bodies ...
better not say anything about that.”

At this point the hostess, for some inscrutable Oriental reason,
was reported to have “giggled.” Perhaps “mirthless laughter” would
have been more appropriate in the circumstances, but she did not
add to her cryptic remark on Air America, and the writer, as
singlemindedly interested in the airline’s image as I was in animal
smuggling, did not press her.

My interest in Air America had been aroused but did not go very
far. Whatever the airline was up to they were no great shakes in the
animal smuggling business, and when I eventually wrote my article
they warranted only a line: “Some animals have been known to
have been smuggled out on Air America, openly talked about in
Southeast Asia as the CIA airline.”

What came to intrigue me about Air America was that while
everybody seemed to know it was a CIA airline and that it indulged
in some nefarious activities, nobody really knew anything about it
at all. Journalists described Air America as being “everywhere”
throughout Vietnam and especially Laos and spoke of its pilots as
hard-drinking soldiers of fortune who did their work for both pay
and adventure. But what did this mysterious airline do, how many
~ planes did it own and what were its limits of operation? Everyone
was vague.
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And with good reason. Firstly, those hard-drinking soldiers of
fortune knew that their jobs were on the line if too much booze led
to loose talk in a bar in front of journalists. This was unlikely, even
without the threat of dismissal, for almost to a man they were
temperamentally antipathetic to reporters, whom they saw as only
slightly less venomous than their declared enemies. Secondly, the
directors of Air America, both in the field and back at HQ in
Washington, were more than happy to meet a straightforward ques-
tion with a straightforward lie. Thirdly, the paymasters and over-
lords, the CIA, hardly knew the answers themselves and were not
about to say anything to anybody anyway.

Slowly I began to build up my contacts within Air America and
was careful to keep in touch and widen my knowledge of ex-AA
personnel. My primary interest was in the men who flew the planes.
They might be difficult, reluctant to talk to me or downright hos-
tile, but they were not liars. First of all I thought it might make a
lengthy but interesting article. Then I saw it as a very long inves-
tigative piece, maybe a series, and then ... my God, what have we
here? I had opened a seething can of worms.

The story behind most airlines would be a predictable and some-
what dreary tale. We can imagine that Pan Am, British Airways,
and Lufthansa have had their moments, what with teething prob-
lems in the early days and the drama and tragedy of air crashes, but
in the main it is a dull business mostly concerned with profit and
loss. It would come as a shock to find out that Pan Am once
supplied air support for an invasion of Red China or that British
Airways had been the lifeline for Tibetan horsemen parachuted into
the Himalayas to fight a guerrilla war; it would be impossible to
accept that Varig jets had bombed Guatemala City or that TWA
had supplied a mercenary army of opium farmers 30,000 strong and
carried their dope to market. It would be unthinkable that any of
the world’s major commercial airlines would indulge in illegal over-
flights of Russia and China, support rebel troops against legally
constituted governments, manufacture its own napalm out of Tide
and petroleum, or drop forged money over a country like confetti.

But Air America did all of the things mentioned above and
much, much more. Perhaps equally staggering is the simple, bald
fact that at its zenith Air America was, in terms of the number of

planes it either owned or had at its disposal, the largest airline in the
world.
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The history of Air America is an adventure story that could have
been picked straight out of a boys’ magazine. The company served
as a model for Milton Caniff’s shady outfit Air Expendable in the
comic strip Terry and the Pirates. The real-life story is more extraordi-
nary. Naturally, the airline did not conduct all of its affairs with its
name emblazoned across the fuselage and a movie showing in the
central section. Sometimes it was called this and sometimes it was
called that, and there were many times when it was not called
anything at all; the planes at its disposal ranged from 727 jets to
small Cessnas and helicopters. But one way or another it had the
capability to get the job done. There will be pedants at CIA HQ in
Langley, Virginia, and at the Air America head office in Wash-
ington who will play with words and pretend that Air America as a
company did not do this or that, so I had better explain what I
mean when I use the name: Air America is a company incorporated
in Delaware, but it is also a generic name used to describe all of the
CIA air activities whether under the name of Civil Air Transport,
Intermountain, Air Asia or Southern Air Transport. There is a web
of dozens of CIA airlines throughout the world which should per-
haps go under the title CIA AIR. But that is a logo you will not
find anywhere.

The CIA air proprietaries came about as a direct result of the
creation of the Agency’s Directorate for Plans, or Clandestine Ser-
vices—dubbed the Department of Dirty Tricks—which pursued pro-
grams of covert action. According to its charter these included:
“propaganda; economic warfare; preventive direct action, including
sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition and evacuation measures; sub-
version against hostile states, including assistance to guerrilla and
refugee liberation groups; and support of indigenous anti-Commu-
nist elements in the threatened countries of the free world.” As the
CIA developed its paramilitary capability over the years, it created
and maintained large commercial proprietary corporations. These
CIA proprietaries are business entities, wholly owned by the
Agency, which either actually do business or appear to do business
as private firms. The biggest and most important of all the proprie-
taries were the airlines, and Air America grew with the war in
Indochina to be the largest operation of them all. It saw the most
action and encountered every sort of problem and situation that

such a vast but clandestine outfit might be expected to run into. It
" made significant profits for the CIA, competing directly with pri-
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vately owned corporations, and was worth $50 million. Its activities
were run under the strictest secrecy, made possible because the DDP
is exempt even from many of the CIA’s own internal review pro-
cedures on the grounds of national security. I have concentrated
mainly on Air America in this book because it was the largest, its
activities were the most wide-ranging, and the period of its growth
and the men it attracted to its ranks were the most fascinating.

As an outsider and an individual with limited research and finan-
cial resources, it would be impossible to write the definitive story of
CIA AIR. That will never be fully revealed. But I have attempted
to give the broad picture and to tell a story that has never been told
before and thereby give an idea of how the CIA used airplanes.

Even the Agency itself was never quite sure just how big its air
arm had become. It proved impossible to figure out exactly how
many planes it had under its control, and personnel figures were
similarly imprecise. Richard Helms, then director of the CIA, asked
one of his staff officers in the mid sixties what he thought was a
simple question: “How many airplanes does the CIA own?”

An officer with extensive Clandestine Service experience was as-
signed to make a study of air proprietaries operations, and after
three confusing and frustrating months he put up a huge map of
the world, dotted with hundreds of colored pins, in a secure Agency
room. Then for an hour he talked about the dozens of airlines and
the hundreds of planes the Agency owned. The map could only be
90 percent accurate at any given time, the officer explained apolo-
getically, as the airlines were constantly leasing planes to one an-
other, changing engine and tail numbers, and cannibalizing planes
for parts. So after a three-month investigation from inside the
Agency itself they still had no clear idea of how many planes they
owned, although he could say that one of the Agency’s holding
companies, the Pacific Corporation, which included Air America
and Air Asia, alone accounted for more than ten thousand people,
almost as large as the entire work force of the parent CIA. The
whole of this operation was supervised part time by only a single
senior CIA officer who lamented that he did not know “what the
hell was going on.” Director Helms sat in stunned silence as his staff
officer shuffled colored pins and flags across the map of the world in
an attempt to explain what proprietaries were operating with what

equipment in what countries. A witness described Helms as being
“aghast.”
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This is not to suggest that Air America was badly managed or
ineffective. It was a superbly run organization that made large
profits, had a good record of safety, and did whatever job that was
put before it, living up to its company slogan: ANYTHING, ANYWHERE,
ANYTIME—PROFESSIONALLY. Its civilian status allowed it to operate
without the bureaucracy and red tape that surrounded the military,
cross international borders with a minimum of fuss, and break the
rules whenever a mission demanded it. And, above all, it was effec-
tive because the men they hired to do the flying were among the
best and most experienced pilots in the world, who were prepared to
risk their lives on a daily basis to fly unarmed and unprotected into
places the military, and even the madmen of the Marine Corps,
feared to go. Many of the fixed-wing pilots had weathered a num-
ber of wars before they joined up—with General Claire Chennault in
China, World War II, the Korean War, supplying the French in
Indochina—while the helicopter pilots were hand-picked from the
thousands trained during the Vietnamese war, and Air America
only picked the best. This group of tin jockeys has been dubbed
flying legionnaires, aerial cowboys, airborne buccaneers, and the
CIA’s high fliers, but under any name they formed “the finest
bunch of airplane drivers that has ever been got together any-
where.” This is the story of those men and the airline they flew for.






Joining the Legion

“Everytime there’s a war the same damned people always show
up,” an old Air America hand, veteran of a number of wars, ob-
served. “The funny thing is you never see them in between.” To
many old aviators who had last seen each other in the Korean or
Second World War, Air America seemed to be a select club for
aeronautical survivors. Too old by Forces’ standards for active ser-
vice, but too young to spend the rest of their lives fishing, they had
answered advertisements in their local papers for an airline in
Southeast Asia which needed pilots, and found themselves together
with old friends.

Originally, in its early days, Air America quietly approached Air
Force pilots to take on its clandestine missions. These men would
then disappear from the military in a complex process known as
“sheep-dipping” after seeming to go through all the legal and of-
ficial motions of resigning from the service. The pilot’s records
would be pulled from the Air Force personnel files and transferred
to a special AF intelligence file. Friends and relations would be told
a cover story about the resignation and the man would become, to
all outward appearances, a civilian. At the same time his ghostly
paper existence within the intelligence file would continue to pursue
his Air Force career: When his contemporaries were promoted, he
would be promoted, and so on. Sheep-dipping became extremely

' complicated when a pilot was killed or captured. There would be all
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sorts of pension and insurance problems, which was one of the
reasons the CIA found it necessary to create its own insurance
proprietary complex.

But as the burgeoning air proprietaries soon became too large to
rely on sheep-dipped Air Force pilots alone, they had to recruit
personnel like any other airline. Air America reached its peak dur-
ing the Indochina war and conducted a number of recruitment
drives across the country. There were times when the procedure was
standard: A potential employee would fill in the appropriate forms
and then go for an interview at the company’s HQ in Washington,
D.C. And then there were times when recruiting was eccentric.

“The hiring process was kind of funny,” said Neil Hansen, who
was to become an Air America legend. Hansen was flying for the
Teamsters’ Union as Jimmy Hoffa’s aerial chauffeur, and under
constant FBI surveillance, when he first heard of Air America. The
money seemed good, it was an overseas posting, and he was eager
for a change; so he applied in writing. When there was no reply
after a couple of weeks he called up the office to be told gruffly that
the company was not hiring at that time.

The very next day Hansen had to fly to Chicago. He received an
urgent call from his wife telling him that an H. H. Dawson in
Washington wanted him to phone collect as soon as possible. It
struck Hansen as strange, as this was Harry “Red” Dawson, Air
America’s boisterous personnel manager, who had spoken to him
only on the previous day. But he made the call.

“Are you still interested?” Dawson wanted to know.

“Hell, I called you yesterday,” Hansen replied. “Sure I’'m still
interested.”

“When can you leave?”

“I have to give two weeks’ notice,” Hansen said, a little startled
by such an abrupt approach.

“So two weeks from tomorrow?”

“Well yeah, I suppose so.”

“Good. I’'ve a couple. of questions,” Dawson said. “Can you fly
good?” At this stage Hansen began to wonder if he was the victim
of some sort of practical joke but he went along with it anyway. “I
was in Washington yesterday and I'm in Chicago today and I flew
all the way.”

“Yeah okay,” Dawson said. “Do you drink a lot?”
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“Well ’'m sober now and I've got to fly back,” Hansen replied,
shaking his head in disbelief.

“Okay. We'll send you the tickets and some money.”

The conversation was so vague that Hansen felt he should fill in
the gaps himself and offered to fly to Washington for a proper
interview. “I thought they might like to talk to me or at least see
what I looked like. It seemed reasonable. Most employers do want
to know what you look like or talk to you anyway.”

The Air America personnel manager seemed irritated by the sug-
gestion. It would not be necessary, he said and rang off. Hansen was
hired. “I thought, Jesus, I don’t know if I really want to work for an
outfit like that.”

Within weeks he was on his way to Taiwan. His experience, as he
had clearly stated in his original application, was bush flying in
Canada and in small executive aircraft. He found himself posted to
Japan to fly a DC-6, a plane he had never flown in his life, on the
“book run,” carrying the Stars and Stripes newspaper to U. S. Forces
stationed in Korea.

It was part of the deal that an Air America pilot had to be
prepared to fly anything. If a pilot whose experience was in military
transports found himself assigned to a single-engine STOL (Short
Take-off and Landing) aircraft and objected, it was pointed out to
him bluntly that he had been hired as a professional and was
therefore supposed to be able to fly what he was given. And if he
could not, he was free to pack his bags and go home.

There were those who did just that. One recruit was out at the
airport in Saigon at the end of a working day and watched the
station manager, Les Strouse, disposing the airplanes. “What are
you moving them around for?” the rookie asked.

He was told that the base was expecting a rocket attack and they
did not want all the same type of aircraft destroyed if they took a
hit. “That was the last we saw of him,” Strouse said. “Had he
stayed until morning he would have found out that we did take a
hit that night, right in the middle of the ramp.”

New arrivals could find their orientation flights impressive. “After
a short indoctrination period in Taipei I went up to Saigon where
we were told about the hazardous conditions, the lack of naviga-
tional facilities, the inadequate weather reporting stations and so
on,” Art Kenyon, a fixed-wing pilot who was to fly a C-46, recalled.
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“Then I went through an area orientation program sitting in the
right-hand seat as copilot.

“We flew about thirty miles south of Saigon, down in the Delta,
where there was a laterite strip of a reddish mud and clay composi-
tion. I was asked to make some landings, and on about my third or
fourth an Army Caribou cut me out a little bit. I had to extend my
downwing leg in order to let the Caribou land and had just begun
to go down when I was hit by small arms fire. A single shot came
through the left wing of the airplane, fragmented and then entered
the fuselage. I was in a slight bank at the time, and as soon as I
heard the impact I put the power to it and started to pull up, raised
the landing gear and tried to get some altitude between me and
whoever was shooting at me. I turned to my left and said the
training was too goddamn realistic. We didn’t have to get cut out
by another plane and shot at to prove that flying in Vietnam was
hazardous.”

Laos offered the same baptism by fire. “I got fired at on my first
trip with a 47-AK, a heavy Chinese machine gun,” Tom Grady, a
helicopter pilot, said. “At ground school you heard all the stories,
but the big stuff really shakes you. It took ten years off my life.”

An exotic airline hiring mercenary pilots attracted some interest
in the press. There were stories of men being offered “$1,000 a week
and a box to come home in,” and one would-be tough guy who
wanted to join, having heard “they have some divisions that get a
little rough once in a while,” dejectedly told The New York Times
that he had been rejected because he wore glasses. Reporters wrote
about rugged-looking young men with briefcases moving swiftly in
and out of Air America’s Washington office, remarked on the lux-
urious wall-to-wall gold-colored carpet, and noted that the men
talked in whispers and closed doors behind them. It was all good
cloak-and-dagger stuff but no mention was made of the CIA.

The men who were being hired, although told that if they were
not prepared to be shot at they might as well stay at home, were
certainly given no inkling that the airline was owned lock, stock,
and barrel by the CIA. Often men who had gone along for an
interview with Air America found themselves hired by Air Asia and
were given their tickets by Civil Air Transport. “It was a little
confusing, all those names,” one pilot said. “My wife was sort of
suspicious about it and asked who I really worked for. ‘Hell, I don’t
know,’ I told her. “‘Who cares?’ ”’
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Many would fly for Air America for years and only find out
about the Agency connection through an article in Newsweek, and
even today many are unsure exactly how it fitted into the scheme of
things. Others, about 15 percent of the pilots, would be assigned to
clandestine missions almost immediately. A vocabulary of euphe-
mism and understatement evolved as a result of the men’s uncertain
status. The CIA became known as ‘“the customer,” ammunition
became “hard rice,” and any covert mission was called ‘“black.”
Spies dropped behind enemy lines were “infils” when they were
taken in, and “exfils” when they were brought out; the troops of the
mercenary army were the “friendlies” while the enemy became the
“bad guys.” Flights under heavy enemy fire were referred to as
“sporty,” while an experience that took a pilot close to death would
be described as “fascinating.” It was a way of easing the tension and
keeping one’s nerve.

In the very early days, up until the end of the Korean War Air
America tended to recruit active-duty people from the surplus of
pilots created by the war. A man could make two or three times as
much as he could in the Forces, so it was attractive to make the
move. Later, civilians would be approached through a grapevine of
the like-minded. But when the company began to mushroom in the
mid Sixties it was necessary to advertise and solicit young chopper
pilots who had done their tour of duty with the Marines or the
military and were already trained and battle hardened. The sort of
flying that Air America went in for would turn the average jumbo
pilot’s hair white in a single flight.

Pilots are well-known to be a breed unto themselves; of those in
Air America some were heroes and a few were crooks, but together
they formed a truly unique mix. Individualistic and not overfond of
authority, with a taste for adventure and cold cash, they somehow
combined courage with an edge of craziness that pulled them
through the toughest situations. Flying airplanes has been described
as hour upon hour of boredom interrupted by moments of sheer
terror, and perversely it seemed to be the moments of terror that
kept them in the job.

An idea of an AA pilot’s character can best be given by describ-
ing one or two of the company’s more colorful personalities. If any
one pilot of Air America deserves the reputation as the airline’s
living legend it is Art Wilson, known throughout the Orient as
“Shower Shoes.” Wilson had flown “the hump” over the Himalayas
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into China with the Flying Tigers in the early Forties and was still
with AA at the very end on the last day of the Vietham War when
Saigon fell. And he flew through it all in the simple rubber sandals
the men called shower shoes.

His particular war horses were the old faithful C-46s and Gooney
Bird transport planes and he had amassed a staggering amount of
hours in them. It takes years in commercial aviation to clock up a
thousand hours, and younger pilots would quiz him in awed tones
on his record. “Shower Shoes, how much time have you in that
aircraft out there?” one pilot asked him in the operations room in
Vientiane.

“Oh, about four thousand hours.”

The young pilot looked disappointed. “I would have thought
after fifteen years you would have more time in C-47s,” he said.

Wilson nodded toward the Gooney Bird on the tarmac. “Four
thousand hours in that C-47 there.” It was said there was a C-46
that he had fifteen thousand hours in and that the old pilot’s grand
total was thirty thousand hours.

Wilson was born in China and grew up there, speaking the
language like a native and able to write more characters than most
Chinese. He liked to give the impression of a country hick, but
behind his scruffy, somewhat absent-minded image was a highly
intelligent and well-read man. He was the aeronautical version of
the sailor with a girl in every port and knew the Far East like his
own backyard. He lived like a native, and among his more disturb-
ing Eastern habits was his taste for “bloots”—unhatched baby chick-
ens which are eaten raw, feathers and all.

In 1966, with six logbooks with twenty-five thousand hours on
them to his credit, the company discovered he did not have a pilot’s
license. He had to return to the States and attend a flying school in
Louisiana to get his FAA license to complement the Chinese license
he flew with. Never a snappy dresser, Wilson shuffled into the flying
school and told them he wanted a commercial license. The young
instructor told him it was usual to start on a Cessna and work up.

“I want to get in that thing out there,” Shower Shoes said,
indicating a DC-3.

“You’ve got to start on something small,” the young instructor
said patronizingly.

“Son,” Wilson said, dumping his pile of logbooks on the table,
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“I’ve probably spent more hours in one of those than you have
breathing.”

The shower shoes were frowned upon officially, and there were
endless attempts made to persuade him to wear other more accept-
able and professional footgear. An instructor who visited Vientiane
to give the pilots classes on jungle survival techniques was appalled
to see Wilson sitting before him, fresh from a flight, with only
shower shoes on his feet.

“Now, how long do you think it would take you to walk out of
the jungle in those?”” he asked.

Wilson scratched his head thoughtfully. “Well, let me see ... The
last time it took two weeks. Time before that it was around six.” On
one occasion when Wilson was shot down, he hid the aircraft so well
that a rescue team failed to locate him. But Wilson employed his
own techniques for survival; bad copilots were made to sit on their
hands and were not allowed to touch any instruments throughout
the flight. And he never flew without his carefully packed survival
kit—a plastic case with a plastic zipper containing a sandwich, a can
of beer, and a spare pair of shower shoes.

When the company finally insisted that he wear proper footwear
he would hobble across the tarmac in GI boots, then kick them off
in the cockpit for the comfort of the beloved shower shoes.

He never flew on a Sunday. When a Chinese scheduler once
approached him at the airport and told him his plane was ready, he
shook his head. “I don’t fly on Sundays, son. They know that up in
scheduling.” It was an old pilot’s superstition but a well-founded
one. “I’'ve had too many friends killed on a Sunday,” he explained
to a colleague.

A pilot of a different generation who extended Wilson’s tradition
for idiosyncrasy and eccentricity was Neil Hansen. Tall, lean, and
laconic, he was the sort of character who can be imagined hitching
his horse to a post and kicking open the swing doors of a saloon in
some dusty cowboy town. He became known in AA as “Weird Neil”
and the nickname seemed to attach itself to him naturally. “He was
Jjust weird,” a colleague said by way of explanation. “You never
knew what he was going to do.” Among his experiences with AA
was a hectic day when he was shot down once, crash landed once,
and then was in a chopper that had to make an emergency landing.

. He temporarily became a Buddhist monk in a village outside of
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Vientiane, Laos, where he lived like a native. “Working with the
people as a monk, you're the father confessor, the doctor, every-
thing. It was a lot of fun working with them, I really enjoyed it,”
Hansen said. “Buddhism is an interesting philosophy, and like all
religions it’s a power philosophy. I was always interested in how
they could get a guy to sit down and pour a can of gas over himself
and I saw how it was done. Give me your mind and I'll have your
ass.”

New copilots who flew with him were subjected to unnerving
practical jokes. They would climb aboard, eager to make a good
impression on the captain, and Hansen would hand over the con-
trols of the airplane and tell them the direction to hold. Then he
would slip out a coloring book and a. box of colored pencils and
begin to crayon.

“Hell, I'm missing a red,” he would complain to his kicker (air
freight specialist), pro Beetle Bailey. “I’ll trade you a green and an
orange for a red.” |

“Uh-huh—I want a green and blue as well.” Bailey would say,
driving a hard bargain.

The rookie copilot would usually pretend that he found nothing
unusual about the captain and his kicker as they continued to color
away like kids in a kindergarten. “Hey, Neil, can I do the barn?”
Bailey would ask.

“All right, but mind you stay in between the lines now. You
spoilt the farmyard scene when I let you do the cow. Blue indeed!”

In bad weather, or under fire, such conversations had an unset-
tling effect on the uninitiated.

After a long career with AA and a hair-raising stint in Cambodia,
Hansen found himself back in Laos after the company had pulled
out, flying for the enemy.

“I went back there to fly for the Fairy Prince, who was queer and
really dug pilots. He’d buy you drinks and everything, a sweet devil.
I was flying this C-46, dropping rice to the Pathet Lao. Just rice.
They didn’t expect me to drop ammo, which was really quite fair,
considering. Everybody else had left the country, but AA had given
two C-46s to Royal Air Laos which were rice-drop airplanes. There
was another pilot, a Lao, but he couldn’t drop rice to save his ass.
He dropped it in rivers, in the jungle—it went all over the goddamn
place.

“The Russians were there supporting the Pathet Lao as well. I
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used to think that our military and organizational setups were bad,
but theirs was hard to believe. They had this massive bureaucracy
and hierarchy for a two-airplane operation.” Hansen made himself
so useful that when he wanted to leave he found that he was denied
an exit visa and had to be smuggled out of the country.

“Weird” Neil Hansen and Art Wilson epitomized the indi-
vidualistic nature of the men who flew for AA. And yet it was hard
to miss a member of the company, for they wore a distinctive
uniform. They looked like soldiers of fortune. The company provided
them with a two-tone gray outfit, a light shirt matched by trousers
of a darker shade, and a peaked hat with the AA insignia on it. The
men usually abandoned the hat for a baseball cap, and some even
wore Stetsons, and all wore the inevitable sunglasses. But most
distinctive of all was what became known as AA jewelry. Some wore
gold necklaces and rings, but almost without fail they sported a
solid gold Rolex on one arm and a solid gold bracelet hand-en-
graved with their initials, sometimes in diamonds, and the Chinese
four seasons design, on the other. One pilot commissioned a gold-
smith to do elaborate work on a bracelet, but the craftsman was
caught stealing gold from his employer and the job had to be
completed in jail. The bracelets were big and gaudy and the biggest
weighed half a kilo.

The pilots claimed that the AA bracelets originated as something
to barter their lives with if they were ever shot down and captured
by the enemy. As the enemy would have cut off their arms to get
the gold, it is more likely that the pilots’ naive theory was created to
allow them to indulge themselves in a little ostentation.

Spend enough time with pilots and their divisions and hierarchies
become apparent. The fighter pilot needs a different sort of courage
and ability to maneuver his way through a cut-and-thrust dogfight
than the bomber pilot who must plough relentlessly through explod-
ing clouds of antiaircraft fire. In Air America those differences
manifested themselves between the men who flew the STOL aircraft
and landed on uphill strips less than six hundred feet long and the
men who flew the C-46s and C-47s and dropped rice and ammo in
all weather. There was an even wider division between the fixed-
wing people and those who flew the helicopters, which was not just
a question of differing temperaments and skills but boiled down to a

~generation gap.

Most of the older men had spent a lifetime in the services and
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had been through very different kinds of wars from the one the
helicopter pilots had fought in the Marine Corps. They rarely
mixed socially and the younger men often saw their seniors as
throwbacks who looked out on the world through the blinkered and
one-directional spectacles that seem to be handed out to all military
men along with their long-service medals, although tunnel vision in
Air America was not always confined to the older generation.

The chopper pilots held, and deserved, a reputation for being
larger-than-life hellraisers, spoiling for action, whereas the older
military types had most of their drinking, whoring, and brawling
days behind them; but not all.

Helicopter pilots were quite simply a different breed of cat.
“They were younger than we were,” a fixed-wing pilot explained,
“and they had the wildest parties and were the biggest boozers and
the real hotshot Charlie aviators. We were altogether an older and
more staid bunch. The rotor heads were a clique and didn’t mix
much.”

Young men not only had the chance to prolong the adventure of
active duty but also had the opportunity of early command. “I was
twenty-seven years old when I finished flying with the Marines,”
one said, “and I could have got a job with the scheduled airlines
and maybe gone on a waiting list for twenty years before I had
command of my own plane. With Air America I had command
right there and then and I liked it.”

It was said of the “rotor heads” that life beneath the swingeing
propellers of their machines had scrambled their brains; also
scrambled were the beliefs and illusions of an older generation.
Where the older men respected authority, the younger ones held it
in contempt; while the older pilots swelled to the flutter of the flag,
the younger ones tended to look carefully at whoever might be
waving it. And if it was a young gung-ho CIA case officer with
scant regard for their safety the younger pilots were not beyond
taking a swing at him.

Helicopters had been used in combat in Korea for the first time,
and at the start the people who flew them tended to be terrible
pilots. The aviation world looked down on the helicopter and the
man who flew it and the idea took root in pilots’ minds. When the
chopper finally came into its own in Vietnam and became of prime
strategic importance, things were made even worse because of the
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jealousy and ill-feeling formed between the Air Force and the mili-
tary’s helicopter jocks. This feeling was carried over into Air Amer-
ica, where a chopper pilot was able to fly more hours and make
more landings than the fixed-wing people. And as many special
projects were paid for by the number of landings, the chopper pilots
were committing the cardinal sin of making more money than the
senior men.

The young men sensed the resentment and reacted against it.
“They didn’t like us because fixed-wing pilots lost jobs through
helicopters,” Zappardino said. “We were all new people who would
not accept any of the old ideas. We had flown in a war as recently
as six months before, probably some of the toughest flying ever,
where enemy contact was made every day. And then along came
these fucking old farts who have been flying for thirty years, and
haven’t seen action since the Second World War, and started to tell
us how to fly in combat. They were very protective of their own
positions and didn’t like our attitude and we didn’t like theirs. It
created a great division. They had a limited mentality and no vision
and thought the war was going on forever. We all knew—get your
money and get out, it ain’t gonna last.”

The younger men tended to see Air America as a place to pick up
some quick cash and a chance to get ahead; the older men believed
it would be the Indochinese airline when the war was over. The
young had seen the war in Vietnam up close and had been confused
and hardened by it. “All the time I was in Vietnam I was trying to
figure out why we were there and justify myself being there,” said
Mike Barksdale. “At first I thought I was there for some higher
reason, but I didn’t really feel that way by the time I got to Air
Ameica. By then it was just a business. I wasn’t there to save
anybody from the Red horde anymore. I stayed on to make a few
bucks and enjoy a job I liked doing.”

He saw the older pilots as stuck in a rut. “They gave you the
impression they didn’t have anyplace else to go. And they sure
didn’t have anywhere else where they could make that much
money. I heard a colonel say to some of the guys over there, ‘Just
make sure you don’t become Southeast Asia bums,” and at the time
I didn’t know what he was talking about. But I figured it out after I
was there for a while.”

There were few among the chopper pilots who ever contemplated
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a career in the military, and this too led to a division. “All I’'ve got
to say is if somebody is retired military it’s two stripes against him,”
said Wayne Lennin. “To be in the military for twenty years means
that you’ve had to kiss ass not to upset anybody. Now the guys who
had fought in the Second World War or Korea were the ones you
could usually relate to, sit down and talk. But there were a lot who
had never been to war but would pull rank because they’d been
with the company for years and had seniority.”

The proportion of ex-Marine pilots in Air America to Air Force
or civilians was surprisingly high. It is significant because there were
not that many Marine aviators. “Most of the helicopter pilots were
ex-Marines, which figured, because to be a Marine you’ve got to be
fucking mad,” Ron Zappardino said. “We were all slightly unbal-
anced, otherwise what the fuck were we doing in the Marine Corps,
where somebody was going to beat you, punch you, shove you and
push you, and make you die? You’re trying to prove something to
yourself. So you’re talking about a bunch of unbalanced idiots who
loved what they were doing.

“There were no restrictions. I could do things nobody would
normally be allowed to do with an airplane. You could physically
take the aircraft and push it right to its limit, test your ability as a
pilot, go into the worst possible areas of the world and successfully
complete a mission. And the country was backing it.

“I wouldn’t have flown for the North Vietnamese Army for ten
thousand dollars a month. There was a semblance with Air America
that what you were doing was right. I was there for my country, the
money, and the fun and I didn’t give a shit who was right or wrong.
Most guys believed they were saving the world. But they wouldn’t
have done it for a thousand a month—it’s a lot easier to save the
world for four.”

Air America’s pilots have been called mercenaries, but there was
a great difference between them and the rest of the world’s soldiers
of fortune or professional adventurers. The true mercenary will bear
arms under any flag, and his master is whoever holds the purse
strings. Most of Air America believed they were in it for Uncle Sam,
struggling against the evils of communism, and would not have
been there otherwise. Many of them lost this simplistic ideology as
the war dragged on, became disillusioned by the bureaucratic bun-
gling and waste, and became bitter as the death toll of their col-
leagues grew while little was achieved. But few of them would have



AIR AMERICA 59

stayed as long as they did or taken the same risks if their paymaster
had been South Africa, say, or the Angolans.

But the money was good. A pilot could earn up to $5,000 a
month if the going was tough enough, and there were tax advan-
tages and travel facilities on top of that. And life was cheap and
easy in the Far East, where it was usual for every family to have at
least a couple of servants.

The high rates of pay led to jealousy among the services, but the
boys in Air America were liable to rub it in rather than apologize. It
was necessary for the Air Force to pick their argument at the right
time in case they ever needed an Air America chopper to haul them
out of a tight spot.

At the height of the war in Laos, when an up-country relay
station had been knocked out by enemy action, the only way for
radio contact to be maintained was to transmit messages to an
airplane circling high above the mountains which would then relay
them on. This was dull work but one of the many jobs Air America
undertook.

An Air Force captain in trouble called in, trying to get word back
to his base that he might have to declare an emergency. He wasn’t
quite sure, he said, but he wanted them to be ready. It was his
misfortune that he happened to pick a Texan and retired F-102
pilot, to tell his troubles to. “Negative on that emergency,” the
Texan drawled indifferently. “We can’t take care of that now, we’re
busy.”

“What do you mean you’re busy?” the perplexed Air Force cap-
tain demanded. “What the hell are you doing?”

“What do you think?” came the drawn-out, abstracted response.
“We’re up here counting our money.”

They liked the money, but it only explains a part of the motiva-
tion. There are a lot of places in the world where an experienced
pilot can fly airplanes in less hazardous conditions, and given the
ability of many of them, it’s clear they could have done as well with
an orthodox airline. But for old combat fighters there is no psychic
income whatsoever in sitting at the controls of a modern jet.

Art Kenyon, who flew fixed-wing in Vietnam, describes the differ-
ence well. One day he was flying an Air Force captain he shared an
apartment with in Saigon up to Han Quan when they ran into bad
weather. There were no navigational aids in the plane, so Kenyon
" was flying time and distance and let down below the clouds at
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around twelve hundred feet. Spotting a river he recognized, he
headed for an isolated field, checked it over for obstructive goats,
dogs, or parked bicycles, and made his approach.

“Jesus, you’re not going to land there?” the Air Force captain
exclaimed.

“Just watch.”

They went in dragging the plane over trees and housetops, made
it onto the rough strip, and came to a halt three quarters of the way
down the runway. Kenyon said that his Air Force friend was “abso-
lutely fascinated,” a charitable euphemism meaning he was fright-
ened to death.

“I can remember as a very small child my father would hide
behind a corner and jump out at and startle me,” Kenyon ex-
plained. “I was scared but thrilled. And I think that has been a
prevailing factor in everything I’ve done. In the war I used to go out
on operations and encounter no flak and no fighters—a milk run. I'd
drop my bombs and go back and feel cheated a little bit.

“I often said to my friends that Air America could have had me
for a lot less. They could have had me for nothing. I enjoyed the
flying, I enjoyed the risk, and I enjoyed the satisfaction of the skill
which I had developed. I sure as hell can’t complain. It was the
most interesting and enjoyable decade of my life.”

In an attempt not to attract only those interested in money Air
America in Washington did not make the pay sound especially good
during the interview. Applicants were told that their base pay
would be $650 a month and this put some people off. The real
money was earned through overtime and hazard pay. On top of
that “black” projects were paid well and in cash, with no records
kept. “The money was paid into our joint account in the Bank of
Miami,” an Air America wife said. “I was expecting something
around six hundred and fifty dollars, yet the very first check was for
nineteen hundred. When I saw it I was still in the States and didn’t
know what my husband was up to. I said, ‘You better get out of
that job, you must be doing something wrong.’ ”

Although it was quite possible to earn five thousand a month,
while chopper pilots occasionally picked up checks for $8,000, the
company was not giving the money away. The feeling among the
pilots, returning to base with the fuselage of their planes peppered
with bullet holes, was they had earned every cent. “Nobody got
wealthy on the kind of money we made,” Bob Dawson said. “I



AIR AMERICA 35

don’t think the salaries of the pilots began to cover the risk in-
volved, and certainly there are dozens of dead over there who
confirm that. If they thought they were going to lose their lives they
wouldn’t have sold them for anywhere near what they got.”

The conflict in Southeast Asia may not have been the best of
wars, the Air America pilots said, but it was the only war they had.
It was the sort of war where a man could leave home in the
morning, risk his neck numerous times during the day, and return
to the comfort of his house in the evening, enjoy a dry martini with
his wife, and be served a good dinner by his servants. The company
became a home for old fighter pilots where they could mix with
their own kind and feel vital. “Take this war away and what would
we have?” one pilot told a reporter at the time. “Most of us would
go back to the States and become dirty old men.”

There was no equivalent to Air America anywhere else in the
world, so for those with combat flying in their blood there was
nowhere else to go. “Those guys got together and had a world,”
Charlotte Wierdt, a pilot’s wife said. “Back home people were in
their own world and nobody wanted to listen to their war stories.
Air America was a place where they could relive their wars, shoot
them down again. It was high adventure, and if you didn’t like
adventure you didn’t last long.” Her own husband, Leonard, paid
the highest price of all for the adventure when, cruising low in Laos
in a Pilatus Porter, searching for a colleague who had crashed, his
own plane slipped and careered into a tree.

People in aviation say that there is not much fun in flying jets.
Avionics has turned pilots into electronic engineers, and the touch
of the Red Baron has gone. Air America fliers had the opportunity
to fly planes which real pilots had flown back in the days when
aviation was aviation. Finally, they were neither mercenaries nor
soldiers of fortune, but true romantics. “It was a haven for pilots
from all over the world,” said Fletcher Prouty, a retired USAF
colonel who acted as liaison between the CIA and the Air Force for
nine years. “I’ve met every sort there. The company paid a good
salary, kept the guys busy, and were not too restrictive on their
extracurricular activities. They had a darned good air force; they
could do anything.”

Among the older men there was sometimes a desperate side to
their involvement with the company, an attempt to make up for
past failures and recapture lost youth. Many saw themselves in the
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mold of Lord Jim, escaping from something at home into the exotic
Orient in the hope they would find a more meaningful life and a
better self. Some of them were turning their backs on the human
disaster of their past lives or merely escaping the terrible prison of a
loving wife, two kids, a dog, and a mortgage in small-town America.
All of them had once experienced a period of great adventure and
then found themselves working as salesmen. Out there in the Ori-
ent, with their lives on the line, it was possible to prolong the
moment of high adventure. The danger meant that friendships were
more truly felt; there was an edge to life and the beer tasted better.
There was never a shortage of people eager to join.

There were those who reveled in the disclosures that the company
they worked for was owned and run by the CIA. Exactly the right
touch of intrigue had been added to the derring-do of their every-
day lives. “Some people played the super-spook image of the airline
up to the hilt,” Les Strouse, onetime assistant manager of the STOL
program in Saigon, said. “They would slide around always looking
over their shoulder and had just about everything except the slouch
hat and the raincoat. And they would usually be the characters who
had the run-of-the-mill clearances and weren’t involved in the clan-
destine part of the operation.”

“Not too many people worried in Air America whether they were
working for the CIA or the Defense Department or whoever,” said
Mel Cooper, another chopper pilot. “A high percentage had just
converted their gung-ho military or Air Force enthusiasm and were
still fighting for the U.S. flag, glory and apple pie. And they were
the people I had problems with.

“Get right down to it and we were mercenaries; whatever other
motivation there was, money was a big part of it and we knew we
were making more than the Marines or the Army. Once you decide
to do something for money, you should make sure you always do
your best to live to spend it. But a lot of the guys acted as if they
wanted to give theirs to their wives or heirs.

“About a third of the guys felt like I did. Even when I flew in the
Marine Corps there was an awful lot of anti-medal sentiment
among the younger people. They had seen these young majors get
down on their hands and knees after they’d flown a decent mission
and been shot at and beg to be written up for heroism. Because of
the system, where you needed reports from two or three individuals,
they’d solicit. Some of them were unbelievable. They’d write their
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own reports and say, ‘You don’t even have to write it up. Just sign
this here.” Most of the people who got the hero medals got them
because they fucked-up and lived. They had made a poor decision
and got shot up. If they had waited five minutes they would have
had the air support or the artillery and wouldn’t have got shot up
at all.

“There was definitely a group of people in Air America who
wanted this hero reputation. They wanted to be known for going in
under fire, and they were still going after the medals as they had
done in the services, but there were no medals and they weren’t
getting paid any extra for it. And then there were those of us who
had been turned off trying to be heroes and wanted to live.”

(In the services air medals were awarded on the basis of the
number of sorties flown by a pilot, and it is interesting to speculate
just how many medals Air America would have accumulated. “We
were flying half as much again in hours than a military pilot,” Bob
Murray said. “I flew with AA for ten years, the equivalent to fifteen
years of military service. That would be one hundred and twenty air
medals for that period alone. Not counting the DFC.”)

Whatever the jealousies and differences between the groups, the
fixed-wing pilots developed a great admiration for the cadet branch
of the company when they were in trouble. It was the chopper pilots
who flew in under any conditions to lift them out of the jungle
when they were shot down, and no risk was too great to save a
downed airman. “When an Air America bird went down it was
official company policy, but also a pilot to pilot policy, that you
busted your ass and risked being shot down yourself to pick up the
pilot,” Mel Cooper said. “We had an extremely good record on
that, much better than the Air Force’s Jolly Green Giants. They had
a good reputation but what we saw them do was very poor in
comparison. Every now and again we would be told to stay out of it
and let the Jolly Green Giants go in, but their approach was ex-
tremely nervous. When they crossed over into Laos, they knew they
shouldn’t be there technically and that they would be killed if they
were taken by the enemy, and they were also unfamiliar with the
area. They would fly over a village that we had lived in, partied in,
and acted like they were going to get shot down. It made them
cautious.”

A helicopter pilot could never buy a drink at the bar of their base
in Udorn, Thailand, if a fixed-wing man was around, for a great
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many of them owed their lives to the rotor heads. Whatever the
divisions within the company, they were still a tight group and
displayed a united front to the outside world, which they tended to
grow remote from. “In the end you got tunnel vision,” Wayne
Lennin said. “Things soon went stale when you were on leave and
people seemed artificial. Everybody who didn’t do what you did was
less than you, and when we were among people who couldn’t talk
about Vietnam or Laos we thought they were weird.”

In a jam any pilot was a fellow aviator, irrespective of the craft
they flew, but the young CIA case officers were rarely accepted as
colleagues. “I wasn’t very impressed by the Agency people,” Mike
Barksdale said. “They had some people over there who really acted
the super spook and this is the way they came across. They made a
little more of it than it was and it got a little old after a while. I
often wondered about their recruiting program.

“They struck me as a lot of people who didn’t fit anyplace else. If
they wanted a job done and it meant hanging your neck out to get
in there, a lot of them wouldn’t hesitate to put your life in jeopardy.
We looked at it a little different.”

There was a feeling that the CIA men tended to play fast and
loose with other men’s courage in the interest of their own promo-
tion. “They thought that if they told the older guys the truth, they
wouldn’t take the chances to carry out a mission,” Mel Cooper said.
“What they didn’t realize was that most of the pilots they con-
sidered too old to take chances had been taking a hell of a lot
more chances than they had for a long time. They weren’t there on
one- or two-year contracts, most of them had been there ten years or
more.”

Occasionally there were head-on collisions between pilots and
case officers. On one mission in Laos tempers became really frayed.
“Why don’t you admit it’s a failure,” Cooper shouted. “You’re
going to get a lot of people killed.”

“You don’t understand the big picture,” was the CIA officer’s
pompous reply.

“Sure I understand the big picture. You’re trying to get up the
ladder in the organization and be another William Colby, but
you’re trying to get me killed so you can get there.”

There were times when pilots refused to go on missions, which
was their right, although the CIA did not always understand that.

“I lost all respect for the majority of case officers,” Cooper con-
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tinued. “There were a few who were tactful enough to make you
feel like they had taken your risk into consideration and who I
considered as friends. But sooner or later almost all of them would
show their true colors and very few really gave a shit about us.”

The CIA displayed remarkably little understanding of the psy-
chology of the men who flew their planes. In a report, the Inspector
General of the CIA stated that a “Number of them do like their
wine and their women, but on the job they are all business and very
much like the average American.” This is an interesting, if meaning-
less, statement. Although it sheds little light on the character of Air
America personnel, it does give us a glimpse of the curious mental
landscape inhabited by the CIA hierarchy, where the extraordinary
can be described as average.
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Flying Tigers

The CIA’s secret fliers have a colorful heritage directly linked to
the legendary Flying Tigers, who flew and fought in China under
Claire Lee Chennault. In 1937 Chennault was invited by Madame
Chiang Kai-Shek, the American-educated wife of the Generalissimo
and National Secretary of Aviation for China, to take on the job of
training and organizing the Chinese Air Force on a three-month
contract at a thousand dollars a month.

To the military establishment Chennault seemed an odd, even a
desperate choice. He was a retired U.S. Army Corps captain, forty-
seven years old, physically disqualified from flying duty and par-
tially deaf, a common affliction among early aviators who had been
subjected to open cockpits and roaring engines. Worst of all, this
seemingly washed-up pilot had always been a military rebel and a
maverick.

The air force he was to train in China was a mess. The flying
school and fighter-assembly plant were in the hands of Italians
under Mussolini, and despite the style and dash of his Fascist gen-
erals (one, named Saroni, weighed down by a uniform dripping
with medals and gold braid, roared through the streets of Nanking
in a black Alfa Romeo limousine) they only contributed to the
chaos. The flying school graduated anyone lucky enough to survive

. the course as a full-fledged pilot, regardless of ability. The assembly
plant turned out large numbers of Fiat fighters which proved to be
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firetraps, far greater hazards to those flying them than to those
flown against.

The pilots of the international squadron were a collection of
bums and drunks from all over the world, much given to bar flying
when they sat in low dives bragging about past exploits. Chennault
glumly watched them destroy plane after plane in landing practice
and scramble about in confusion on air-raid interceptions when they
lost planes without a shot being fired by the enemy. He remarked
bleakly that bad as the International Squadron was in the air it was
worse on the ground, where the pilots inhabited “Dumpt Street” in
Hankow, the domain of drunkards, whores, and opium peddlars.

By 1938 the Japanese controlled most of China, had sealed off the
Yangtze and Yellow rivers and the rice-bowl of China with them.
They also had possession of the major seaports and had taken over
95 percent of China’s industry. There was little Chennault could do
with his band of flying drunks in their junk aircraft except collect
intelligence on Japanese air tactics and store huge quantities of
gasoline, bombs and ammunition in the hope of some future offen-
sive. There were no planes to oppose the might of the Imperial
Japanese Air Force because they had all been pranged. The Jap-
anese were free to strafe and bomb where they would, and their
pilots flew lower and lower and even put on shows of acrobatics in
between bursts of machine-gun fire.

It was not until the beginning of 1941 that the U. S. realized the
vital importance of keeping China in the war. Chennault saw his
chance to form a real air force, using American fighter planes and
pilots. He was allotted one hundred P-40s, already rejected by the
British as too obsolete for the war in Europe, and had his plan
approved to form an American Volunteer Group to fly them. He
was allowed to visit various air bases of the Army Air Corps, the
Navy, and the Marine Corps to recruit pilots and ground crew.

His sales pitch was effective. The men were told that the Amer-
ican Volunteer Group was to be run on parallel lines to a military
organization but with less discipline and more money. Pilots were to
be paid $600 dollars a month, $§675 for flight leaders and $750 for
squadron commanders, and “unofficial” bonuses not in the contract.
There was also to be a $500 bonus for every Japanese plane shot
down.

And then there was the secrecy, the intrigue, and the cloak-and-
dagger ambience, because under the rules of the Geneva Convention
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U. S. military personnel were not supposed to be fighting in China.
“You’ll be agents for the Chinese government,” prospective pilots
were told. “In other words, we don’t want to have it known, or at
any rate advertised, that you’re going over there to fight against the
Japanese or, for that matter, that you were in the Forces. In no way
must it be known that you’re even in China with the official knowl-
edge of the U. S. government.” They were assured that releases
could be obtained for them from the Forces and that when their
contracts expired they could be slotted right back into the Navy or
Air Force without losing seniority and that Uncle Sam was smiling
upon the whole project. Before long Chennault had his one hundred
pilots and an additional one hundred fifty mechanics.

They began to assemble in San Francisco in secret in the summer
of 1941 from all over the States. Special passports were arranged by
the State Department and the pilots boarded the Dutch liner Jae-
gersfontaine as salesmen, teachers, actors and every other profession,
including an undertaker and an inordinate number of missionaries.
This proved unfortunate, as there was a group of twenty-five real
missionaries on board who were soon convinced the devil had en-
tered their drunken and rowdy colleagues.

The missionaries were not the only ones who saw through the
pilots’ cover. The Japanese had found out too and announced over
the radio that they would sink the Jaegersfontaine for carrying a
group of mercenary American bandits bound for China to fight the
Emperor. Two U. S. Navy warships escorted them from off Hawaii
until, after passing from escort to escort, they arrived in Singapore
by way of Manila and Java. There they took a Norwegian ship to
Rangoon.

At first Chennault might have thought his hundred pilots showed
much the same style as the international squadron, for they were a
raw gang. In Rangoon they got drunk and ripped the sarongs off
the Burmese women in the street and were arrested for wearing
their high Texas boots into the pagoda there.

It was Chennault’s task to turn these wild Americans into an
effective weapon in the air. His tactics were revolutionary and far
different from any they had ever been taught in the Army or the
Navy. The men were irregulars pitted against larger forces than
they could ever master, and Chennault drilled them in the aerial
“tactics he had advocated to the Army Air Corps but which had
never been accepted. His emphasis was on teamwork, the idea being
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that two planes working together were more effective than three or
four breaking away and fighting as individuals. Each morning after
breakfast at dawn the pilots took to the air for mock battles. The
theory was simple: the lead ship went in for the kill while the
wingman protected his tail.

The Chinese began to talk of Chennault’s men as tigers, the name
stuck and the First American Volunteer Group became known as
“The Flying Tigers.” A couple of the pilots had seen an RAF
squadron of Tomahawks decorated with shark’s teeth along the
noses of the planes and similarly painted their P-40s. A tongue was
added and a single eye of red and white. It was a fitting and
symbolic mixture, for the Japanese traditionally feared the shark as
a symbol of evil while the Chinese looked upon the saber-tooth tiger
of Fukien as their national symbol.

In six months the Tigers were officially credited with the destruc-
tion of 299 Japanese aircraft, a conservative figure confirmed by
outside sources. Unofficially it was estimated that a possible 300
other Japanese planes had fallen prey to the Tigers, along with
1,500 airmen—pilots, navigators, gunners, and bombardiers.

And yet at any one time Chennault had no more than forty-nine
combat planes capable of operation and seventy pilots trained to fly
them. The men were thinly spread between three bases and had
been taught to defy all the rules and regulations of textbook flying
and go against all the percentages and statistics. The Tigers’ own
casualties added up to eight pilots killed in action, two pilots and
one crew chief lost on the ground in bombings, and a further four
pilots missing in action. Nine other Flying Tigers were killed in
accidents while in training or gunnery practice or while ferrying
planes from Africa to China.

Despite this record an Army general pronounced them, “The
most undisciplined outfit I’ve ever seen.” And on the ground that is
exactly what they seemed to be. They drove their jeeps into the
sidewalk shops of Kunming, which was their HQ, and ran over
pushcarts and rickshaws, while their idea of a joke was to upturn
some Chinese laden down with produce carried in buckets balanced
on gin poles.

When America officially entered the fight in China on July 3,
1942 it was decided by the U. S. War Department in Washington
that the Flying Tigers should lose their identity as an aerial guer-
rilla force and be inducted into the U. S. Army Air Force. Chen-
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nault was offered a general’s star, and his pilots commissions as
captains and majors, to stay on and form a nucleus about which to
train the new men who were to be sent over. But it was one thing to
convert the Flying Tigers into the U. S. Armed Forces with a stroke
of the pen and another to convince its unruly personnel to go with
1t.

Things were not helped when Col. Clayton Bissell arrived from
Washington to arrange for the induction of the Flying Tigers. His
speech was an arrogant, military one and the men saw only too
clearly that they were not being asked to join, but were being told.
It was precisely this official and removed manner, threatening all
the inconveniences of regimentation and ‘discipline, that they had
joined the Flying Tigers to get away from. Even Chennault could
not convince them. The men were tired and battle-weary and not
about to sign up. Bissell made the fatal mistake of threatening
them: “If you don’t sign up you’ll be inducted anyway, as privates
if need be, as soon as you get off the boat in San Francisco. And 1
do mean as soon as you get off the boat.”

On June 28, 1942 it was announced that Chennault would com-
mand the China Air Task Force. Only five of the original Flying
Tigers stayed on, but Chennault managed to keep the original spirit
alive. The accomplishments of this ill-equipped force, constantly
starved of fuel, bombs, spare parts, and replacements and often
directly blocked by disapproving Army superiors, have become one
of the legends of World War II. Under Chennault the U.S.A'F. in
China remained nonconformist and an Army inspector reported
that its pilots and mechanics were unshaven, wore muddy shoes and
unpresentable uniforms, and lounged about playing poker in be-
tween air raids and alerts. It was the sort of official report Chen-
nault was used to, but throughout the war he never told his men to
shine their shoes.

The pilots had other things to do. There were no extra crewmen
to load bombs and gasoline and they often had to spend hours
working with their mechanics and armorers preparing their planes
to fight. After going to bed after one o’clock in the morning the
crews would often be woken up at three, told to load their bombs
and machine guns and take off on the first of perhaps five combat
missions that day.

The Nationalist Chinese saw Chennault as a savior, while the war
turned him into a figure with an international reputation. Per-
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sonally cold and forbidding, he was a powerfully built man with a
hawk nose, a face crisscrossed with wrinkles, and a chin set in
awesome determination. He was known to swallow scorching chiles
pequenos and jalapenos like candy, and had a penchant for Indian
wrestling with his men; he never lost. When Winston Churchill first
clapped eyes on him at a conference in Washington he remarked,
“Pm glad that man is on our side.”

After the war Chennault returned briefly to the States intending
to retire to his native Louisiana and a quiet life; he soon found that
China was in his blood and that a peaceful old age was not. Eight
years of war had turned China from a sleeping giant into a crippled
one and had left the nation’s land, water, and air transport shat-
tered. Chennault returned to China to found an airline in which he
undertook to move the desperately needed relief supplies that had
been sent out by the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation
Administration—UNRRA—but which were accumulating on dock-
sides and in warehouses along the coast instead of being delivered to
the interior. In return for flying supplies into the country the airline
was given permission to fly commercial goods out.

Postwar China was hardly the place to start a commercial airline.
There was runaway inflation, the Communists were pushing for-
ward across the mainland, and there were a couple of other airlines
already operating with the best routes assigned to them. On top of
that the American pilots who were to fly it could not speak the
language or even pronounce the names of the cities where they
wanted to land. But Chennault went ahead and formed CNRRA—
the Chinese counterpart of the U. N. relief and rehabilitation orga-
nization—Air Transport. And the tongue-twisting title was imme-
diately shortened to CAT.

The birth certificate, or founding document, was signed in the
Broadway Mansions on Shanghai’s Bund on October 25, 1946, and
the main partners were General Chennault and Whitling Willauer,
who later became ambassador to several Central American coun-
tries. “When I went to work for CAT they didn’t even have any
airplanes,” Stuart E. Dew, one of the original CAT pilots, recalled.

His first job with the airline was to wait on the ground in the
Philippines until fifteen Curtiss Commando C-46s and four Douglas
C-47s were purchased from war surplus. CAT was in business with
around a dozen pilots. Dew flew a C-47 to Shanghai, the first CAT
aircraft in China.

The fields they operated out of were mostly dirt strips or aban-
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doned World War II runways. Pilots serviced their own planes,
working outdoors through the night in knife-edged winds. There
were no hangars.

Their control tower was a parked C-46, and for weather reports
they relied on local Chinese meteorologists, who determined wind
direction and velocity by means of a revolving wooden rooster on a
long pole which they stuck out of the window of the weather hut.
Some of the written reports were poetic: “Black night, star bright”
or “Visibility invisible on account of darkness.”

The company could not afford uniforms, so the pilots wore their
leftover Air Force and Marine and Navy garb which they made
more comfortable by ripping the sleeves out of the blouses and
lopping off their trouser legs at the thigh. Usually, in the steaming
heat of the jungle, they flew in nothing but a pair of shorts.

The men were of the same breed as the original Flying Tigers,
adventurers and individualists, but from now on they were to fight
in a different kind of war. Instead of strafing and bombing and
aerial dogfights the men were involved in an endless war of supply,
flying unarmed transport planes instead of antiquated fighters and
landing repeatedly amid Communist shell bursts as they supplied
Nationalist cities under siege. They flew in sacks of rice to feed the
troops, raw metals for alloys to keep defense plants in production,
cash for failing banks, and medical equipment and serum.

Pilots grew used to carrying anything and everything, some of it
very odd. “The strangest cargo was some of the passengers,” said
Stuart E. Dew. Humans apart, CAT carried hog bristles, silkworms,
leopards, bears, and even a basket of assorted cobras. Within eight
months the airline was aggregating one million ton miles per month
and in less than a year had quadrupled that figure to four million.
Initially CAT had been a poorly financed bush operation, then it
received a two-million-dollar loan from UNRRA which was repaid
in full by the end of CAT’s first year in operation. During the first
six months of 1948 the airline operated twenty C-46s and two C-47s
to account for over 14 million ton miles. “The money wasn’t very
startling; at base rate it was a regular airline wage,” Dew said.
“Except we did an awful lot of flying. There was an extra ten
dollars for every hour over eighty flown a month and no rules as to
how many hours we could fly. I think the legal maximum normally
was one thousand hours a year. Well, I remember flying two
‘thousand.”

First-class passengers on CAT’s routes sat in hard bucket seats
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and were separated from steerage by hay and cotton bales. Steerage
passengers were of the four-legged kind, and when the partitions fell
in turbulence cows, goats, and pigs would wander down the plane.
The chief pilot claimed he had mastered trimming the ship for the
occasions when full-grown cows walked from tail to nose, upsetting
the weight and balance adjustments, but never grew accustomed to
turning his head to find one calmly chewing the cud in his cockpit.
It was all in a day’s work and led to a remark released for publica-
tion by the airline: “Cattle, sheep, and pigs intermingled with pay-
ing human passengers without apparent distress to either.”

Also intermingling with livestock and passengers were agents of
the newly formed Central Intelligence Agency. The Agency had
been created in 1947, and in the summer of 1948 National Security
Council Order 10/2 created an Office of Policy and Coordination to
conduct “small” and “plausibly deniable” spying, subversion, and
secret propaganda activities. The office quickly attached itself to the
CIA, where it was officially known as the Plans Division and unof-
ficially as the Department of Dirty Tricks. Over the next two years
the Agency took increasing control of the airline, which it looked
upon as having perfect cover.

The Nationalist Chinese were losing the war against the Commu-
nists and CAT began airlifting goods and ammunition into besieged
cities. Pilots soon began to accept the extraordinary as the norm
when flying in such conditions. Anything could happen and fre-
quently did.

When Sterling Bemis lost himself in the remote and uncharted
Ordos Desert during the conflict, he accepted with a stolid calm
that he would probably not get out alive. The Ordos is a lifeless
wasteland, where drifting sand would soon bury his plane from
sight and there was not a hope of getting out on foot. Off course, his
radio out of order, Bemis watched the gas gauge sink to empty until
the engines coughed and he bellied the plane on soft sand.

A couple of hundred yards from where he landed was a mud hut
and the pilot made for it. Miraculously, inside was a field telephone.
It took Bemis a long, painful ten minutes to raise the courage to
pick up the receiver and see if it worked. Taking a deep breath and
with his heart pounding hard enough to burst through his rib cage,
he gave the handle a crank. There was a crackling and then after a
moment an operator answered. Bemis, wondering if he was suffering
from desert madness, asked to be put through to CAT in Lanchow.
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He gave his location, and as soon as it was daylight a rescue plane
came out for him.

That may sound like a very unlikely anecdote, but it is a true
one. The field telephone had been part of an air-warning system
that General Chennault had installed in the old Flying Tiger days.
It had never been disconnected. Bemis was able to call, collect, from
the middle of the desert.

Throughout the war the men made themselves as comfortable as
they were able and shared a blue Oriental villa on a cliff overlook-
ing the Yellow Sea, affectionately known as the Opium Den. It was
sparsely furnished but boasted an exotic bar known as the Zebra
Room because of its garish canary-yellow and royal-blue alternating
stripes. They also had their own swimming pool, hacked out of solid
rock and filled with stolen Navy drinking water which had turned
malignantly stagnant. An odd assortment of Chinese servants
washed and cooked, and one, Chung, was designated official ice
cream maker. It was his solemn duty to have ice cream ready
twenty-four hours a day and he had been supplied with a freezer to
that end. When Chung heard a CAT plane returning from a mis-
sion he would dash out, leap into a rickshaw, and race to the
Opium Den, wildly churning the freezer.

There were also a number of pets: twenty-one adopted stray dogs,
a pair of parakeets, and a panda. At one time there was also a
troupe of Russian dancing girls in residence who had been won by a
pilot in a poker game. And then there were the pilots themselves:
Ken Milan, an inveterate borrower of cigarettes and toothpaste,
known as “Radar” because he picked up everything; George Davis
and Dave Lampard, former RAF pilots and the only British pilots
licensed to fly in Nationalist China, known as King George and the
Duke of Windsor; Randall Richardson, who went under the un-
happy sobriquet of “Rich” due to his disastrous business affairs. (He
had once invested all his savings in a luxurious nightclub in Tokyo,
complete with velvet curtains, a jazz orchestra, and two revolving
bars. On the opening night he invited five hundred guests for free
food and drinks. The guests arrived at seven, and at seven-thirty the
club caught fire and burned to the ground. The next day he signed
up with CAT.) Largest of all the residents of the Opium Den, both
in reputation and in bulk, was Capt. James B. McGovern, known
throughout the Far East as “Earthquake McGoon.”

McGoon, who had a fierce black beard to go with his fearsome



50 CHRISTOPHER ROBBINS

build, had fought through the Second World War with Chennault
and had shot down a confirmed six Japanese Zeroes. He was a 300-
pound giant who flew in shapeless coveralls which he stuffed full
with peanuts before a long mission. When he had eaten four or five
hundred of them he would turn over the controls to the copilot,
wriggle down on the seat, and doze quietly until the final approach.
Landings tended to be tail-high because he was unable to yank the
stick past his belly to elevate the nose of the plane.

As a mercenary, his approach to money was lighthearted. He
once filled a bushel basket with his month’s salary which he pro-
ceeded to drink up in a hectic race against inflation, reaching the
bottom of the basket just as the financial market collapsed. Some-
times pilots would be paid in Chinese currency and its value would
fluctuate and melt away before their eyes, although a few of the
shrewder ones turned this to their advantage. Since money values
differed ten or twenty times between North and South, as the civil
war waxed and waned, anyone with access to an airplane was able
to exploit that difference.

As the Red Chinese pushed south, the key city of Weihsien was
surrounded and for weeks CAT provided the only contact with the
defending troops. It became clear that the city was doomed and
Earthquake McGoon flew in Lew Burridge and John Plank to
salvage office records and equipment. After dropping them off, he
headed back in his Gooney Bird, planning to pick them up the
following day. That night the airfield was overrun and the men
were trapped.

First of all they hid in the attic of a Presbyterian mission near the
airfield for several hours until a sudden downpour of rain gave them
the chance to slip through the Communist lines into the city proper
where they took refuge in a walled schoolyard. There was no food
and even the leaves on the trees in the yard had been devoured by
the starving population. The pilots dined on a few boiled peanuts
found in their pockets. All through the night they heard the enemy
loud speakers blaring their names, demanding that the city should
give up the two foreign devils who were responsible for all their
miseries.

Through Chinese friends they managed to get word to CAT
where they were hidden, but the schoolyard was less than four
hundred feet in length, and even if a plane could manage the length
it would have to squeeze between high buildings on either side with
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only eight feet clearance off each wingtip. Any attempt to rescue
them was a crazy proposition, but their colleagues did not hesitate.

An L-5 was borrowed from the Marines and flown to Weihsien at
daybreak. The pilot took it down safely into the schoolyard, but on
takeoff the overloaded plane crashed into the brick wall of a ruined
ammunition factory. No one was hurt but the plane was a write-off.
In the afternoon another rescue attempt was made in a small plane,
but a sudden downdraft dropped it like a stone, shattering the
landing gear. There were now four, not two, CAT pilots stranded in
the schoolyard. “Enough for bridge,” remarked Earthquake
McGoon, circling overhead in his C-47.

CAT purloined yet another L-5 from the Marines, and under
cover of darkness Bob Rousselot took it into the impossible strip.
The plane’s lights were shone on the surrounding brick wall to show
up the Communist troops as they tried to climb over, making them
easy targets for the defenders. And as soon as it was light they tore
down the factory wall and repaired the landing gear of the crashed
plane with baling wire. The first plane got off, carrying three pilots,
passing less than a dozen feet over the heads of Communist rifle-
men. But Rousselot hit a heap of rubble at the end of the yard and
cracked up the second L-5.

The Communist troops moved in on the schoolyard but took
cover when they heard the whistling of what they took to be de-
layed action bombs; McGoon was tossing empty beer bottles at
them from his C-47. The original plane returned and the two
remaining pilots hurled themselves aboard. The plane was turned
around and the engine gunned when there was a shout and a lone
figure ran toward them with a canvas sack. It was the postmaster,
who had bicycled out to the schoolyard with the last bag of mail.

Earthquake McGoon had solemnly informed his colleagues that
whatever the circumstances he would never bale out. “I’d only have
to walk,” he grumbled. For a massive man he had tiny, delicate
feet, and his favorite footgear was a pair of moccasins, unlaced and
slit across the toes for added comfort. So when on a routine cargo
mission in a C-46, together with a Chinese copilot and radio opera-
tor, bad winds forced him off course he did not bale out. For nine
hours he flew searching for an alternative field and at midnight
radioed that he was running out of gas. He kept flying until he

~spotted a dry riverbed and bellied the plane onto its gravel bottom,
directly in the path of a patrol of Red soldiers.
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McGoon and his crew were marched at gunpoint along a steep
trail toward a mountain village, but after a couple of hundred yards
he sat down and began to massage his feet. The soldiers threatened
to shoot him if he did not move. “Go ahead,” McGoon said pee-
vishly. “I’d rather be shot than walk any further on these feet of
mine.”

The Chinese realized that their prize catch was not going to be
moved by threats and commandeered a horse from a neighboring
farm. McGoon was loaded onto it and the procession moved into a
village where, together with his Chinese colleagues, he was slung
into jail.

The news of McGoon’s capture was a blow to CAT’s morale. A
gloom hung over the men’s favorite hangout, Pop Gingle’s in Hong
Kong. Gingle’s was a home-from-home, a little bit of America: the
menu featured Yankee pot roast and corned beef and cabbage;
there was a brass-rail bar with glass pitchers of cold Stateside beer,
a nickel jukebox blasting cowboy ballads; and Pop always had all
the latest basketball scores. The place was presided over by Pop
himself, a benign, bald Buddha with sagging jowls and a mighty
paunch, the only waistline in the Far East that exceeded McGoon’s.
Pop got into the bar business after thirty years in the Navy when he
went out with his shipmates to celebrate his discharge and awoke
the following morning to a monstrous hangover, an empty wallet,
and a bill of sale for the bar. He never returned to the States but
became a father to wandering Yanks.

McGoon was his favorite son. He used to live at Gingle’s when in
Hong Kong and sat at the bar with his rear end spread over two
stools. When he returned to the mainland Pop would affectionately
stow a shank of ham or a five-gallon jug of chili in his cockpit to
keep McGoon cheerful. When news reached Pop of his capture by
the Communists, he drew out his savings, mortgaged the bar, and
offered $100,000 in cash to General Chennault. “Use it all if you
need to, but get my boy back.”

The first concrete news came when the two Chinese crew mem-
bers escaped through enemy lines. They had been thrown with
McGoon into a tiny cell with a single barred window. He managed
to pull the bars apart enough to allow the Chinese to slip out,
although his own bulk would not have squeezed through the entire
window.

McGoon made a terrible prisoner. Feeding him posed a logistical
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problem for his captors. Jail rations were just not enough, and the
guards offered him their own food in an attempt to still his bull-like
roaring between meals. His beard grew thick and long and he saved
his wine allotment for one long binge on his birthday when he
quaffed it all and burst out of his cell like a berserk gorilla and
smashed up the prison furniture. Attempts to indoctrinate him mis-
fired. Every night there was a period of political education when his
captors attempted to convince him that they were the sincere
friends of the oppressed peoples of Asia. “If Communism is so
honest,” McGoon countered, “how come some bastard stole my
razor?” Similarly, he challenged their argument that they were
liberators. “Prove it by turning me loose.”

And they did. McGoon was taken to the border, given five dol-
lars, and shoved across with a sigh of relief. Nobody recognized the
considerably slimmer and bearded McGoon when he pushed his
way to the bar at Gingle’s and boomed, “Set them up. I’ve got half
a year’s thirst.” He had been missing for exactly six months.

Throughout this period CAT continued to airlift goods and
ammo into besieged cities and landed behind Communist lines to
deliver medical supplies and rescue the wounded. Their installations
were constantly overrun by Mao’s advancing forces; their equip-
ment was sabotaged by defecting ground crews; and a number of
pilots were taken prisoner as city after city surrendered or was
pounded to rubble.

At Chengchow in northern China, which was completely cut off,
cotton was flown in to sustain mills employing twenty thousand
people, and when the Nationalist armies were surrounded in Man-
churia, an airlift of fifty flights supplied two hundred tons of cargo a
day. At Taiyuan, another beleaguered northern Chinese city, CAT
provided a lifeline to the army of an old warlord under pressure to
surrender. It was possibly the largest and most hazardous airlift in
history. Pilots flew round the clock over enemy territory, knowing
what a forced landing might mean, as their names were all on the
Communist list of war criminals. It was a rare flight that failed to
draw enemy fire. As Communist batteries pinpointed airfields, pilots
would approach one strip, wait until the mortars zeroed in, and
then duck into another. Flak bursts shot off trim tabs, tore holes in
the fuselage, and gashed tires. The overloaded planes could carry no
_extra gas in case of an emergency, and freezing temperatures iced
up carburetors, and froze pressure gauges and trim tabs. On drops,
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when they had to remove cargo doors in order to kick out one
hundred bags of rice, cabin temperatures often registered 40° below
zero.

As the Red army tightened its grip on the city, airstrip after
airstrip came under artillery fire, and as fast as one became untena-
ble another would be built nearer the walls of the city. Fifteen strips
were used in all, and while some C-46s flew in heavy military
equipment, others circled the city and dropped bags of rice to the
starving population. But at most all CAT could do was delay the
inevitable collapse.

Thirty regional stations were gobbled up in a year, and as the
airline retreated with the fleeing Nationalist forces, CAT’s main
base was moved five times and each move cost $500,000, as vital
repair parts and tools were left behind and maintenance became an
increasing problem.

A 328-foot LST—a former U. S. Navy Landing Ship Tank—was
salvaged from the muddy bottom of the Yangtze River, loaded with
irreplaceable machinery and converted into a floating machine shop
and repair base and used as a mobile office. It was named the §. S.
Chung. In Shanghai it was kept anchored in the Whangpoo River,
but as the city was engulfed by the enemy, Chennault gave the
order to fly the planes out while he set to sea aboard his floating
machine shop. Pilot Felix Smith, who always carried his third
mate’s license against an emergency, navigated the craft down the
China coast to Canton, where it was tied up in the Pearl River
estuary. They were still scraping off the barnacles and caulking its
gaping seams when the Communists closed in on Canton. The S. S.
Chung was loaded up once again and escaped to Hong Kong, one
Jjump ahead of the enemy.

As CAT left the mainland, their planes were mobbed by Chinese
swarming the airfields in an attempt to get aboard. “I had to stand
at the door with a tie-down stick, which we used for cargo, and hit
people over the head,” Stuart Dew said. “I had to get the other
pilot to go up and start the left engine and run it at high speed and
give it full power. Those poor people were sailing up against the tail
of the thing. It was something we had to do to get out. We were
overloaded and otherwise we couldn’t have taken off.

“In the end they even lost control of the troops. We were operat-
ing at night and I saw a bunch of guys heading for the airplane and
I knew they wanted to get out of there but I was afraid to shut



AIR AMERICA 55

down the engines. And these guys, they just ran straight into the
props. They had helmets on and I could hear it as the props
chopped into them.”

“Men offered fantastic sums in American dollars to get their
families out,” said William Severt, who was on the last plane to
leave Mukden where he was base manager. “I remember one
woman with a small child who tried to give us her wedding ring.”
The C-46 was already loaded with refugees beyond capacity and the
crew had to flash a powerful light into the faces of the hysterical
crowd, blinding them long enough to haul in the ladder and slam
the door. “They tried to drive a truck in front of us to block our
takeoff, but the whirling props frightened them. We gunned our
engines down the runway, leapfrogging over Chinese who knelt in
the path of the plane, still wringing their hands and pleading to be
rescued.”

Even in Hong Kong the problems of the S. S. Chung and CAT
were still not over. After a month spent overhauling the hulk from
top to bottom, there was a mutiny by Communist sympathizers
among the work crew on the eve of departure. They battened down
the hatches and locked themselves below deck and there was a
skirmish before CAT officials and Hong Kong police gained control
of the craft over the mutineers. They left behind a trail of sabotaged
electrical equipment, including the anchor hoist. Resourceful pilots
drove a ten-ton truck onto the LST, hitched it to the heavy anchor
chain, and ran back and forth across the deck through the night,
raising the chain, link by link.

The LST sailed away, but Chennault lost seventy-three planes,
which had survived the Communist guns, in a legal wrangle. Great
Britain had officially recognized the Red Chinese government, and
local courts in Hong Kong ruled that the planes in the airport
belonged to the People’s Republic. It was to be two years and eight
months before a British court reversed the decision, and by that
time the planes had been subjected to the humidity of the tropics,
salt air, and been stripped of their instruments, their tires, their
propellers and, in some cases, their entire engines.

Losing a war is an expensive business and the airline was on the
rocks. Pilots had their salaries cut in half and were advised to look
for alternative employment. It was at this time that the CIA

_stepped in and played Lady Bountiful, and CAT became the first
link in what was to become a multimillion-dollar commercial em-
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pire of diverse and deftly disguised “proprietary” companies—owned
by the Agency itself—to help carry out and cover up many of its
most clandestine operations.

The CIA first arranged cash advances to CAT in 1949, “ostensi-
bly to deny the assets of this company to the Communist Chinese.”
It also provided perfect cover and had demonstrated its potential as
a paramilitary force. The advances made to the company were
eventually credited to the Agency’s purchase of the corporation. A
lawyer for the airline organized a new company, Civil Air Trans-
port, allowing it to keep its original initials. The company was
funded through the American Airdale Corporation.

According to Lawrence R. Houston (former CIA General Counsel
involved in establishing the first set of proprietaries), a series of
meetings were held in which it was determined that the Agency
needed to contract for air transport in some of its operations, par-
ticularly those involving arms and ammunition. “And so we entered
an arrangement, I think in September of 1949, whereby we would
advance them a sum—the figure of seven hundred and fifty thou-
sand dollars sticks in my mind—against which we could draw for
actual use of the planes at an agreed rate. And we did draw down, I
think, all the flying time and expended the seven hundred and fifty
thousand dollars between September and about January, at which
time we suspended any further payments or draw-downs. I think the
money was exhausted.”

Chennault was to fly repeatedly to Washington to ask for finan-
cial assistance, and each time the CIA gave him money and in-
creased their stake in the airline. They received an option to
purchase the assets of Civil Air Transport, and any unused portion
of the advances was to be credited toward the purchase price.

In the summer of 1950 Chennault was back in Washington once
again in desperate straits for funds. The Agency decided that its
operations in the Far East would have a continuing need for secure
airlift and therefore to buy Civil Air Transport outright. It then
sought the approval of the Department of State and spoke to the
Assistant Secretary of State for the Far East. He pointed out that it
was basic U.S. policy not to get the government in competition with
the private sector but agreed in the circumstances, as there was no
private industry involved in the area at that time. They also ac-
cepted the Agency’s somewhat implausible logic that by buying the
airline they were denying its assets to the Red Chinese. The State
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Department decided it would go along with the deal on the under-
standing that the CIA would divest itself of the private enterprise as
soon as it was feasible. In fact the Air America complex grew and
grew and was used by the CIA, as a solely owned proprietary, for
twenty-five years, and even then it was only sold off to appease an
embarrassing rash of exposés. But like the man who once owns a car
and then wonders how he ever got along without it, the CIA needs
airplanes.

Under the new arrangement CAT was reorganized as a Delaware
Corporation under a CIA proprietary holding company called the
Pacific Corporation and thus became the original link in the CIA
air empire. Its new base was in Washington D.C. for administrative
purposes and in Taipei, Taiwan, where both the airline and the
defeated troops of the Nationalist Chinese had ended up, together
with the Chinese Nationalist leader, Chiang Kai-shek.

Once settled on Taiwan CAT was to prosper. A regular four-
engined passenger service was inaugurated to Tokyo, Bangkok, and
Hong Kong, and unscheduled international flights ranged as far as
Africa and Europe. Pilots were ordered to abandon their T-shirts
and shorts and reluctantly squeezed into crisp blue uniforms, com-
plete with a cap bearing the company emblem. The eager young
airline would take on any job that came along, and during a severe
drought in Japan, CAT was chartered to carry a group of rain-
makers over Osaka in an effort to sow the clouds with silver iodide.
A fine sprinkle of rain fell over the countryside as a result, but the
skeptical farmers were more inclined to credit nature than CAT for
the phenomenon. On the next trip the pilot took the precaution of
mixing a little emerald-colored dye with the other chemicals. Star-
tled Japanese were treated to a chlorophyll cloudburst and CAT
collected wherever it rained green.

In June 1950 the Korean War broke out and business boomed.
CAT was chartered by the United Nations to aid in Operation
Booklift, the massive air bridge to the fighting forces in Korea, and
in two years the airline flew more than fifteen thousand missions for
United States Combat Cargo. But despite a reputation as the
world’s most shot-at airline, it remained mostly unknown to the
majority of Americans; the CIA connection remained a well-kept
secret, even though Frederick Downey, one of its agents, was riding

aboard a CAT airliner when he was captured on a mission over
- China.
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Even on a purely commercial level, flying for CAT had its mo-
ments. Pilots had to be prepared to fly race horses to New Zealand
on one flight and carry Moslem pilgrims to Mecca on another. The
biggest job the airline ever undertook was the transportation of a
young Siamese elephant from Thailand to Japan. The elephant was
enticed up a ramp onto the plane by a native mahout with whom
she was secretly in love. When the time came for the handler to
leave, the elephant became inconsolable and expressed its unhappi-
ness by ripping out the overhead air-duct system with its trunk and
stamping one of its feet through the corrugated metal floor.

The mahout was shanghaied protestingly as an elephant-sitter
and flown without clothes or visa to Tokyo. The elephant was
pacified and swayed contentedly, rocking the plane from side to
side. The plane seesawed down the Bangkok runway, its wingtips
brushing the ground right and left with each shake of the elephant’s
head. “The worst part of it was,” said the pilot resentfully, “the rest
room on a C-46 isn’t designed for elephants, and after the trip was
over we had to rip the whole airplane apart and replace the rusted
control cables.”

CAT also provided His Highness, the Sheik Prince of Kuwait,
with his first air flight. This was almost a diplomatic impossibility,
as the prince’s royal advisers informed the pilot on the flight that,
due to His Highness’s exalted position, no one was ever permitted to
sit ahead of him. Faced with the cancellation of the flight the
excited Prince magnanimously waived his royal prerogative and
settled for a private compartment hung with rare Oriental tapestries
Jjust behind the cockpit.

The Kuwait runway had been spread with thick carpets for the
occasion, and the plane’s tires sank into the priceless silk rugs. The
prince was so delighted by the flight that he presented each crew
member with a solid gold wristwatch, set with a pair of thumbnail-
size rubies and engraved with each crewman’s name, and also of-
fered to buy the airline. The CIA demurred.

By 1954 CAT had become the biggest and most profitable flying
service in the Far East. S.S. Chung, the salvaged LST, had been
taken to Taiwan and, together with an auxiliary barge called the
Buddha, had been transformed into an enormous machine shop and
repair complex. A pair of 120-foot Quonset huts gave added space,
while the ships’ interiors were subdivided into a maze of compart-
ments and corridors. A thirty-seven-foot air-conditioned parachute
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drying tower bisected the photo lab, which was slotted neatly be-
tween the hydraulic shop and the L-shaped electric shop. A fully
equipped machine shop ran the length of the main deck, and
stacked above and below it were the paint and fabric shop, wood-
working shop, plating shop, print shop, instrument shop, propeller
shop, ward rooms-and sleeping quarters and mess hall, and a com-
plete dispensary with X-ray machines which doubled in use to
check thin aircraft forgings and castings.

“One could walk through that ship absolutely amazed at the
bechive-like activity on board,” an observer from the USAF re-
called. “Hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Chinese worked in that
ship on stages, rather than floors or decks, joined by narrow cat-
walks. Many of those workers worked in small basketlike spaces,
barely large enough for a small Chinese. Parts and materials were
brought to them and poured into each work space as through a
funnel. The worker would finish his special task and then drop the
part through a short chute, where it would end up for the next
worker to do his part. The whole operation worked on a sort of
force-of-gravity basis, with the finished item falling out at the bot-
tom, ready for an alert runner to carry it to the packaging room.”

The possibility of a Chinese invasion of Taiwan was taken se-
riously at that time, and a crew of forty Chinese sailors and marines
stood on twenty-four-hour alert, ready to evacuate the unique two-
million-dollar repair shop.

One war was to follow another for CAT, and as the Korean War
drew to a close, the French were heavily engaged in a losing battle
in Indochina. The CIA was involved in activities in both North and
South Vietnam at this time and were anxious to assist the French in
their struggle against the Vietminh. In an attempt to block their
offensives and seal the Laos/Vietnam border, the French established
a fortified base in a wide upland valley called Dien Bien Phu, and
in November 1953 CAT helped the French air force in airlifting
sixteen thousand men into the valley. But by March the following
year the Vietminh had the garrison surrounded and cut off. The
U. S. government decided not to go directly to the assistance of the
beleaguered force but to approve of covert military support. CAT
was contracted to fly in supplies and provided with C-119s, flying
boxcars, by the USAF for the task.

After a hasty training in flying these planes, CAT pilots took
"them up to Haiphong in North Vietnam, where they established
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their base The CIA made use of these flights up to North Vietnam
by loading the planes with secret agents and military equipment to
be used in a clandestine network then being organized. It is interest-
ing to note how early the CIA had a foot inside the door of
Indochina.

Twenty-four CAT pilots arrived in Haiphong with their suitcases
and as many creature comforts as they could carry. The French
were surprised to see one pilot wheel a large enameled fridge out of
his C-46 and were further dismayed to see the flight coveralls of
violently colored shirts and shorts that the men intended to fly their
missions in.

During the first nights of the siege of Dien Bien Phu successive
waves of Communist troops stormed the French defenders until
thousands of their dead were piled so high upon one another that
the attackers could not charge over them. The pilots called the
besieged city “The Slot,” due to its position in a narrow valley
between two high ridges blazing with Communist batteries. Enemy
fire pinpointed the planes as they approached from either North or
South, and if they overshot the drop zone on their first run they had
to turn around and try it again.

“I’ll| tell you, flying over Dien Bien Phu was spooky,” Stuart E.
Dew said. “You’d go over there and they’d shoot the hell out of
you. We all wore armor plating; it was in the days of flak vests, and
I would sit on as many books as I could and I’d get as small as I
could. Normally, I always felt I could cope with most things that
would happen to an airplane but when you’re sitting up there like
that there’s nothing you can do. Those guys would be shooting at
you and you’d have to make a drop in a certain position and you’d
Just have to sit there and take it. And it scared the hell out of me.”

An ingenious French sergeant devised a reversed bombsight which
spotted the planes through a cross-hatched grid and corrected their
aim after the first drop. In the beginning CAT pilots went in low in
their lumbering, unarmed C-119s while the French fighter escort
would circle above them at 10,000 feet. “The fighters were supposed
to go in and shoot up the antiaircraft installations, but they never
flew as low as we did to drop. They didn’t have their hearts in it,”
Drew said.

The CAT fliers would often add cigarettes and beer bought from
their own money to the supplies they dropped, and when Earth-
quake McGoon heard that the colonel-in-charge had been given a
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field promotion he parachuted him a set of new insignia attached to
a congratulatory bottle of champagne. On his way to “The Slot”
McGoon would sort through his mail and drop unpaid bills behind
the enemy lines.

The Flying Boxcars would be rocked by flak on every mission.
One pilot took a 37mm shell through the wing of his plane, tearing
out a chunk as big as a manhole cover; another had his oxygen
bottle punctured by a .50 caliber slug only a few inches from his
head and told his colleagues afterward that the whistling noise of
the escaping gas scared him more than the bullets. The chief pilot,
Paul Holden, became the first casualty when a flak burst chewed his
right arm almost in two. He tore a strip off his shirt, held one end
in his teeth while copilot Wallace Burford flew the damaged plane
back to Haiphong. Earthquake McGoon inspected the flak-ridden
cockpit as Burford landed and shook his head. “Somebody must
have been carrying a magnet.”

A week later after McGoon had completed a drop and was pull-
ing into a climb, machine-gun fire severed his elevator controls. The
plane went into a spin, and while McGoon fought with his left
rudder to regain control, he remarked calmly over the radio, “I
seem to be having a little trouble driving this thing.” He bounced
the plane back to Haiphong, grumbling, “Now I know how it feels
to ride a kangaroo.”

As he landed, Burford greeted him with the innocent query,
“Anybody borrow my magnet?”

One evening before a mission McGoon had a heart-to-heart talk
with a young Chinese boy whose parents had been killed by the
Communists and who had been adopted by the CAT pilots, who
named him Cueball. Earthquake had cast himself in the unlikely
role of overseeing the boy’s education. “Don’t cut school while I'm
gone, Cueball,” he told him. “I always used to play hooky when I
was your age. I wouldn’t study or do what the teacher told me, and
look at me now—nothing but a stick jockey pushing a freight plane
around the jungle so he can get shot at. You don’t want to grow up
and be like me.”

The following afternoon McGoon was piloting a plane in a rou-
tine flight of six C-119s and ironically had drawn Wallace Burford
as his copilot. As they walked out to the plane McGoon ribbed his
friend, “Now maybe we’ll find out which one of us carries that
magnet.” Also on this flight in another plane was Steve Kusak, who
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had arranged to go on leave with McGoon. The two men had plans
to go down to Saigon and eat at the excellent French restaurant,
Croix de Sud, known as the Crock of Suds. The last time they had
been in Saigon they had enjoyed a blood-and-thunder movie where
a stiff-upper-lip British hero had met peril after peril with the
remark, “Piece of cake.” McGoon had been much taken with this
and had added it to his repertoire.

As they arrived at the drop area, Kusak went in first, then looked
back to see his friend’s cargo parachutes blossom a little high. At
that moment Burford’s voice came over the radio: “We’ve got a
direct hit. Where the hell are the fighters?”

Kusak flew up behind McGoon’s plane, which was making a slow
turn to the left, and saw the damage. The left wing had been hit,
splitting off the leading edge, and the engine was throwing oil so
hard that it spattered against Kusak’s windshield. Then a second
shell hit the crippled plane, tearing a hole in the right rear boom.
The plane slipped off sharply, almost careering into Kusak as it
lurched out of control. The C-119 was rapidly losing altitude and
Kusak radioed Haiphong for a rescue helicopter and told McGoon
to jump for it.

But the giant with the delicate feet still nourished a deep-rooted
prejudice against walking, despite his capture by Communist Chi-
nese. It was simply not his style. “Give me the best heading for
Haiphong over low ground,” he said over the radio. “I’ll keep going
as long as I can.” '

Kusak watched the plane barely skimming over the mountaintops
and saw its shadow increase in size as it flew closer and closer to the
ground. He asked McGoon if he thought he could make it. “Piece
of cake,” was the reply.

When the plane was just a few feet from the ground Kusak heard
McGoon’s voice say calmly, “Looks like this is it, son.” The left
wingtip dug into the hillside, the plane did a slow deliberate cart-
wheel and exploded in a sheet of lame. McGoon and Burford had
carried a magnet each.

Less than an eighth of a mile ahead around a bend in a river was
a small strip where they could have landed. And the following day
Dien Bien Phu surrendered.

McGoon’s colleagues took the deaths badly. That day CAT had
flown eighteen missions and been badly shot up and ended up
making drops from ten thousand feet. Those who had volunteered
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for the job because it offered some extra cash and some “sporty”
flying were finally forced by the company to stick with it or lose
their jobs.

“McGoon was dead and two other planes were hit hard and the
guys just about decided that they weren’t going to go anymore,”
said Stuart E. Dew. “They didn’t send us the next day and the
following evening they surrendered.”

Air America’s destiny was already mapped in these early missions.
That year there was to be plenty of work for CAT in North Viet-
nam, ferrying refugees to the South. Pilots would fly ammo and
supplies to beleaguered troops in Indochina for the next twenty
years, and carry countless refugees and watch city after city fall and
countries collapse. And not a few of them would share the same fate
as the legendary Earthquake McGoon.






Inside the Company

The CIA was quick to realize the excellent potential of owning
their own airline but it took some time before it owned CAT
outright. This initial hesitancy was to cost it dear in terms of
organizational control in the early years, but as its airline network
grew, the era of the Flying Tigers could be looked back upon as one
of innocence and simplicity.

It is worth looking briefly here at the complex corporate structure
of AA as a background to its worldwide operations over the past
thirty years. It is remarkable that so much remained secret for so
long, but even despite the air proprietaries’ blown cover and the
testimony on their activities given by Lawrence R. Houston, former
CIA General Counsel, to Frank Church’s Senate Committee on
Intelligence activities, AA management remain tight-lipped and se-
cretive. Any enquiry put to them directly, even of the most general
nature, continues to be avoided with polite disdain. It is even con-
sidered faintly amusing that an outsider should attempt to tell the
story when the CIA itself, the owners and overseers, often had only
a shaky idea of what was going on.

“It’ll take you fifty volumes to write it, you know,” Clyde Carter,
AA’s president at the time of writing, chuckled indulgently. “You’ll
never track it all down.”

The first time that I visited the AA offices on the third floor of

1725K Street in Washington, D.C., was in October 1976. Three
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months previously I had been told that the office was going to close
“in a month.” There was little activity and it was clear that the few
personnel still employed were the remnants. Maybe the office was
partly kept open as a dead end, a practical block to further enquiry
where the inquisitive could be fobbed off. I was shown into an office
where a tall man with a western twang greeted me. I introduced
myself and offered my hand. The man smiled, took my hand, but
did not give his name. I explained my intention to write a book and
asked if I could check through files or cuttings in noncontroversial
areas. The man explained apologetically that there were no files or
cuttings and he really could not help me. “Three months ago I was
told this office was going to close down within the month,” I said as
I was about to leave. “When is it going to close?”

“In a month,” the cowboy replied with a broad grin. To my
amazement the reply was accompanied by an exaggerated wink.

An encounter during the same period with George Doole, Jr., the
man who masterminded the AA complex and ruled over it until his
retirement in 1971, was similarly agreeable and unhelpful. After
initial surprise that I had discovered his phone number, Mr. Doole
agreed to meet me in his personal office at 1730M Street, Wash-
ington, D.C., for a mid-morning appointment. The names Botsford
and George Brantzen Doole were on the door of the office, and
inside it was even quieter than AA. A single secretary seemed bored
to distraction and unsure of what to do with herself. Two smaller
offices to the rear had tables in them, but not a scrap of paper
littered either. There were no filing cabinets or indeed any of the
usual paraphernalia found in the offices of the smallest and most
moribund businesses. It seemed apparent that neither George Doole
nor his associate, Botsford, spent much time there.

Doole turned out to be a portly, bouncy figure in a gray suit and
a neat little hat, a wry, friendly character who was the epitome of
the perfect clubman. With a good-natured wag of his finger, he
forbade me to use my tape recorder or take notes. Although he
would like to help me, he said, I might misrepresent him in the way
I used his answers. He was always being misquoted. The Washington
Post sensationalized everything so.

I explained that if I misquoted him it would not be malicious but
because I could not tape him or make notes. George chuckled. I
asked if he could make any background material available to me.
He could not, he said, because I was bound to get it all out of
context.
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When I countered that if he was to give me a full official version
of AA’s activities I would be less likely to get things out of context,
George Doole decided to tell me the “real” reason he was not
prepared to help. He was writing his own book, helped by a whole
committee of researchers, so I was the competition. His book would
be very, very complete, he assured me, but no neophyte or amateur
could possibly tell the story of AA because it was too complex, too
wide-ranging. He did not deny that it was owned by the CIA.
“We’ve put it on the record.”

George Doole told me that initially he had worked for Pan Am as
a pilot—flying the very first DC-3 down to South America, where
they took over from the Clipper flying boats—and then went to
Harvard Business School. He returned to Pan Am, where he be-
came chief pilot, and then left the company to set up Air America.

The spook connection is a thing of the past, George Doole said.
He was active in the family business of Arntzen Enterprises, which
has interests in a number of air operations from Iran to Indonesia.
He flicked through a thick book of color photographs of helicopters
in snowscapes, helicopters with cannibal tribesmen posing in front
of them, helicopters taking off from oil rigs. I saw ArRIzoNA HELICOP
TERS emblazoned on one chopper and thought I saw AIR VENTUREsS,
INC. on another, but Mr. Doole was turning the pages quickly.

In the elevator he said that he hoped my book would be more
than “bar folklore and hokum.” He would be very concerned if I
wrote anything incorrect about AA, he said.

The current president of AA at the time of writing, Clyde Carter,
is as evasive as his predecessor. Several phone calls over a period of
two years, when I attempted to make official contact with AA and
the Agency, were singularly unrewarding. “I certainly would not
discuss the affairs of the company without the consent of the board
of directors—and I’'m not particularly willing to take the project to
them. :

“Neither I nor anybody else has the authority to give out the data
of this company. AA is a closed corporation and it doesn’t give out
public information.” A letter I wrote to the company asking for a
contact within the organization or Agency who could provide me
with data “in areas no longer controversial ... the official number
of employees, profits, the number of pilots killed in action and so
on” was returned to me. It was accompanied by a dense note from

Clyde Carter.
“By way of clarification, during the telephone conversation you
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refer to, I suggested that if you had specific questions you cared to
ask that you might address them to the company; that if they were
questions I could and might answer I would consider them, other-
wise, if I knew of any other person to whom your questions might
be directed I would consider forwarding such questions to them.

“I know of no individual who has the knowledge to respond to
your general categories of factual curiosity; therefore I am returning
your letter attached.”

Threading one’s way through the corporate tangle of the AA
complex is as fascinating as it is frustrating. An idea of the scale of
the CIA’s air arm can be grasped as one company connection leads
to another. Sometimes an airline would be wholly owned by the
CIA, like AA, sometimes it would be partially funded by the
Agency, and sometimes it could just be counted on for favors.
Airlines partially funded and set up by the CIA were Air Ethiopia,
Air Jordan, and Iran Air. An officer of United Business Associates, a
related proprietary to Southern Capital—the central corporation in
the CIA’s insurance complex—explained one of the methods the
Agency used to win over foreign governments.

UBA attempted to finance a national airline for Libya when it
was still a kingdom. Several million dollars was made available to
the company from other CIA proprietaries. “Our interest was to
lend money for the purpose of controlling the airline,” the officer
said. “It was to offset the Communists from moving in. The way we
set it up was like this: we had to offer them control over twenty
percent of the stock of the corporation and we would lend them the
money. Then we would have to put one of their natives alongside
every American in a similar position. Talking about kickbacks,
that’s the name of the trade over there. That’s how we covered the
men of the cabinet. And if we ever called that note, they would
have taken the franchise away.”

In the case of Libya the UBA did not win the franchise, but there
were many other countries where the Agency was more successful.
One of the men who was instrumental in working with the CIA to
set up Air Iran in the early fifties is seventy-year-old Orvis Nelson,
an aviation veteran who has set up sixteen airlines in his time.
Nelson claims that he was never under the Agency’s control and
does not go into details about which of the airlines is involved with
the CIA. Nelson knows as well as anybody the intelligence value of
an airline.

“If T were sitting in a position where I was curious about what
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was going on in troubled areas, there are two things I'd be damn
well interested in. The first is information. The second is transporta-
tion to get in and out, to get any information, and, perhaps, to do
some other air activities. You have mobility. You know who and
what are going in and out. You know who people’s associates are.
You are in a position to move your people about.”

All of the airlines partially funded by the CIA would have a
section of planes available to the Agency at any time.

The CIA also set up proprietaries for special operations. The
Double-Chek Corporation, funded in Miami, was used to provide
air support to Cuban exile groups and recruited the American pilots
who flew the planes for the Bay of Pigs invasion. It also paid
pensions to the widows of the four American pilots who lost their
lives and warned them to keep quiet about their husbands’ former
activities. Similarly another Agency proprietary, CARAMAR (Car-
ibbean Marine Aero Corp) hired the Cuban exile-pilots which flew
B-26 bombers against Cuba.

The Agency’s “operating” companies actually carried out business
as private companies while its “non-operating” companies only pre-
pared to do business. The latter varied in complexity according to
their tasks and the most elaborate were legally licensed to conduct
business with nominee stockholders, directors, and officers overseen
by one of the Agency’s proprietary management specialists. Air
Ventures, Atlantic General Enterprises Inc., Aviation Investors Inc.,
Consultair Associates, and the King-Hurley Research group were all
CIA non-operating proprietaries and among their jobs was the pur-
chase of Helio-Courier planes which they provided cover for.

Certain American airlines have cooperated closely with the CIA.
Continental set up a subsidiary in Laos, Continental Air Services,
which provided cover for numerous CIA men and did exactly what
the CIA asked them. In Panama the Agency had a deal with Pan
Am in the mid-fifties which allowed CIA men to rummage through
baggage during transit stops. The airline went as far as providing
them with mechanics’ overalls.

In the Far East AA goes back to 1946 when a “Chinese partnership”
formed by Chennault and associates in October of that year were
given a one-year CNRRA contract, commencing in January 1947
flying aircraft provided by the U.S. Government. The airline was
called CNRRA Air Transport, but the name was changed to Civil Air
Transport at the start of 1948 when the contract was not renewed.

Then in 1950 the CIA reorganized its air arm. The Far Eastern
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activities were grouped under the umbrella of The Pacific Corpora-
tion, originally incorporated in Delaware on July 10, 1950, as Air-
dale Corporation, which changed its name to Pacific on October 7,
1957. (In fact the CIA proprietaries were known euphemistically
inside the Agency as “The Delaware Corporations.” Delaware was
chosen for their incorporation because of its lenient regulation of
corporations.) The Pacific Corporation became the holding com-
pany of Air America, Inc., Air Asia Co., Ltd., and Civil Air Trans-
port Ltd.
They were structured as follows:

THE PACIFIC CORPORATION

Incorporated in Delaware on July 10, 1950 as Airdale Corporation and name changed to The Pacific
Corporation on October 7, 1957

AIR AMERICA, INC. (AAM)

a.  100% owned by The Pacific Corporation its founders.

b. Incorporated in Delaware on July 10, 1950 as CAT Incorporated and purchased most of the assets
and liabilities of the financially troubled “Civil Air Transport” on August 23, 1950. Pacific has
provided AAM with development financing as needed. Name changed to Air America, Inc., on
March 31, 1959.

c.  Operates contract flying services and aircraft maintenance. Also from August 23, 1950, to February
28, 1955, AAM continued the operation of a Chinese flag airline doing-business-as Civil Air
Transport on provisional authorizations issued from time to time by the ChiNat government. (A
“Chinese partnership” formed by Chennault and Associates in October 1946 commenced the
performance of a services contract with CNRRA in January 1947 flying aircraft furnished by the
U.S. Gov. The name CNRRA Air Transport was used and this name was changed to Civil Air
Transport at the start of 1948 when the one-year CNRRA contract was not renewed.)

AIR ASIA COMPANY LIMITED (AACL)
a.  100% owned by AAM its founders.

b.  Incorporated in Republic of China as Asiatic Acronautical Company Limited on January 19,1955,
and name changed to Air Asia Company Limited on April 1, 1959.

¢ Began operations on March 1, 1955, and purchased the Taiwan based aircraft maintenance
facilities and Chinesc registered aircraft owned since August 23, 1950, by CAT Incorporated.
Financing was provided and activities were generated through joint-venture contracting with AAM

(CAT Incorporated).

CIVIL AIR TRANSPORT COMPANY LIMITED (CATC)

a.  40% of capital stock is owned by The Pacific Corporation. The remaining 60% is held in the names
of three Chinese citizens.

b.  Incorporated in Republic of China on January 20, 1955.

c.  Obtained international and domestic route licenses in February 1955 and
began operations on March 1, 1955. Utilizing personnel and equipment
contracted from AACL continued to perform a Chinese flag airline
operation previously conducted by CAT Incorporated under the name Civil
Air Transport. Ceased scheduled airline operation in 1968.

ADDITIONALLY: The Pacific Corporation owns all of the shares of Thai-
Pacific Services Company Limited, an inactive Thai Company founded by
Pacific in 1967, and Air America, Inc., owns all of the shares of Air
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Amcrica, Ltd., foundcd by AAM in Hong Kong in 1966, which docs
accounting work in Hong Kong for AAM and AACL. The Pacific
Engincering Company—PENCO-has opcrated from Washington sincc 1964
as an unincorporatcd division of AAM and supplics personncl services o a
varicty of customers, principally USAID.

From the very outset there were managerial problems in running
the somewhat unwieldy proprietary, which was overseen by the
Office of Policy Coordination. “OPC was a curious organization,
determined as being attached to the Agency for quarters and ration-
ing, with policy guidance from State (the State Department), which
was an impossible situation,” Lawrence Houston stated. “Very nice
fellows were doing the negotiating [for CAT] with OPC.” Unknown
to Houston, a deal was made which gave the vendors the right to
repurchase at any time within two years.

“I thought this was really inconsistent with our whole position.
And during the next two years they negotiated out that repurchase
agreement and in its place substituted an agreement to give them a
first refusal, if we were to dispose of the airline. That first refusal
plagued us for years. They used to make all sorts of extraordinary
claims under it, and it was never exercised and eventually it was
sort of forgotten when the owners died.”

During the early fifties there were two struggles over the air
proprietary inside the Agency: where control should lie inside the
Agency itself and what policies should apply to the operation of the
company.

“The struggle within the Agency ranged all the way from sort of
quiet management discussions as to what was good management, to
sometimes rather vociferous arguments of who’s in charge here,”
Houston said. “And the operators always said, ‘Well, we need to
call the shots because it’s our operation.” And this is what we were
running into all the time, of red-hot operators opposed to what we
would consider good management.”

In 1954 Houston went out to the Far East, accompanied by a
consultant whose specific job was to examine the organization of the
airline. The consultant declared it a mess. The airline’s management
was restructured in a way that made it more responsive to the
Operations Directorate.

Civil Air Transport had several DC-4s and began modest opera-
tions between Hong Kong, Taipei, and Tokyo and soon acquired
DC-6s. As the overt side of the airline’s operations grew, the prob-
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lem of direct competition with private corporations arose for the
first time.

Northwest Orient Airlines was then flying to Tokyo, Seoul and
Manila, and an executive of the company, who was chairman of the
Civil Aeornautics Board in the late 1940s, and early 1950s, had
noted the CIA’s interest in the area. “He became head of North-
west,” Houston said, “a very tight manager, a very capable fellow,
and he used to complain that we were interfering, we were taking
passengers off his airline.”

In 1959 he went to the Civil Aeronautics Board for a decision,
maintaining that private industry should not be interfered with by
government competition. The Agency argued the need for cover and
said that they made every effort to restrict carriage to the minimum
necessary to maintain it. Although some passengers traveled on CIA
aircraft rather than Northwest planes, the impact was minimal and
unavoidable, Houston claimed.

One of the members of the CAB turned to the head of Northwest
during the hearing and said, “You ought to be glad that you don’t
have a really good, reliable competitor in there. If you were being
competed with by private business, you’d have real headaches. You
ought to be real glad it’s not worse than it is.” The CAB came
down on the side of the Agency.

Later, in the mid sixties, a private company was to squeeze the
CIA a little tighter. Continental Airlines had essentially the same
objection as Northwest that it was questionable for a government-
owned business to compete with private companies in seeking govern-
ment contracts. Continental had been awarded lucrative non-CIA
MATS (Military Air Transport System) contracts to fly troops to
Vietnam and wanted a larger share of the profitable S. E. Asian
business.

Heading the airline’s fight was Pierre Salinger, who had learned
of AA’s tie to the CIA when he was in the White House as Presi-
dent Kennedy’s Press secretary. The Agency was worried that if
they refused to cooperate, Salinger would spill the beans publicly.
As a result the CIA allowed the airline to move into Laos and
became its biggest customer.

Continental created a wholly owned, Nevada-registered subsidi-
ary, Continental Air Services, and named old China-hand and CIA
veteran Robert Rousselot, who had seventeen years’ experience with
CAT, as its president. Moreover, in August of the same year Conti-
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nental paid more than a million in cash for the twenty-two aircraft
and 350 employees of Bird Air, which had worked with and had
contracts from the CIA for several years. R. L. “Dutch” Bron-
gersma, who had been manager of Bird Air and also had associa-
tions with CAT, became the general manager of Continental Air
Services.

The company was not to regret its move. AID (Agency of Inter-
national Development) contracts alone totaled $24,288,000 until the
close of business in mid 1972, and Continental president Robert F.
Six could happily tell stockholders that the airline’s operations in
Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam were “very profitable.” The CIA’s
Laotian air transport network was bolstered by Arizona Helicopters
and Lao Air Development, companies which also benefited from the
rich pickings of AID contracts put their way with the blessing of the
Agency.

As the AA complex was essentially the CIA’s Far East air opera-
tion, Southern Air Transport became the Caribbean and South
American clandestine air arm. Although the corporation was tech-
nically a separate entity, not involved with AA, it was actually an
integral part of the complex from a management perspective. All
management decisions for Southern Air Transport were made by
the same CIA consultant and advisory team that established AA
policy.

As in the case of CAT, the CIA decided to buy an already
existing company. SAT had been founded in 1949, and for the next
twelve years F. C. “Doc” Moor and Stanley G. Williams tried to
make a success of the small Miami-based company. They owned
one C-46 and leased two others, and business consisted of flying
cargo from Florida to the Caribbean and the Bahamas. The com-
pany was losing money, in debt, and had assets of little over
$100,000.

This unsatisfactory state of affairs was transformed overnight with
a wave of the clandestine wand. The CIA paid $300,000 for the
company, Moor and Williams remained officers of the corporation
and nominally owned 50 percent of the company. The airline ac-
quired two DC-6s from Air America when the CIA took over on
October 1, 1960, and immediately began to fly international MATS
contracts to undisclosed destinations. Profits jumped to $75,000
‘within three months of the CIA takeover, the balance sheet showed
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assets over $2.5 million, and the company was no longer in debt.

SAT was built up as a contingency against the possibility of
future Latin-American interventions, and the Agency did not want
to depend on the U. S. Air Force. The official analysis of the
intelligence community had concluded that political, economic, and
social conditions in Latin America had deteriorated so badly that a
long period of instability was at hand. The Agency wanted to be
sure that it had the assets for any contingency.

SAT and AA have often overlapped in their activities in Africa,
where the CIA’s need for air support, especially in the Congo in the
sixties, has been brisk. The CIA have had a financial interest in a
plethora of companies, of which Pan African Airlines, based in
Lagos, Nigeria, is a good example. Although not an outright pro-
prietary, it has done considerable business with the CIA and 80
percent of its revenues comes from a single U. S. government con-
tract for air service to remote outposts in West Africa, and the CIA
is a major participant in that contract to the tune of $575,000 a
year. (Seven Seas, an airline based in Nairobi, Kenya, has serviced
certain of the CIA’s needs in East Africa. Dag Hammarskjold,
onetime United Nations secretary, was flying on a Seven Seas plane
when he met his death in a mysterious and unexplained crash.) Pan
African was set up in 1962 in close cooperation with the Agency
and is considered to be a covert asset.

It is the largest subsidiary of Africair, the holding company of a
Miami man named Thomas R. Green who runs a string of air
companies in Florida, Africa, and the Caribbean. Green served on
the board of directors of Southern Capital, the CIA insurance pro-
prietary, while Africair’s Washington attorney is James Bastion, the
longtime attorney for Air America and onetime secretary of Air
Asia. The man who owns 15 percent of Africair, Marvin L. Evans,
ran Southern Capital for the CIA until his retirement in 1973.
There are minor air companies all over the world which share this
incestuous relationship with the CIA.

The CIA also leaned heavily on the USAF planes making the
“embassy run” all over Africa—and the world—when embassies were
flown in supplies. In Africa the CIA code name for this was Project
Eagle and it had a huge, limitless potential.

SAT was also needed by the CIA because Air America had run
into a technical difficulty. The airline had been deeply involved in a
Military Air Transport System contract from the early fifties.
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MATS contracts kept the proprietary’s air fleet in constant use and
paid good rates. It was essential for AA to get these contracts if it
was to maintain such a large inventory during times of paramilitary
and covert inaction.

MATS changed its policy in 1956, requiring that bidders on their
contracts be certified. As AA could not become certificated because
of a technicality, these contracts were switched to SAT; the money
from them stayed in the family. But the air proprietaries were
becoming increasingly complicated, and the CIA was getting in-
volved in acquiring more and more aircraft which, in the words of
Lawrence Houston, were getting “awfully damned expensive.” It
was felt inside the Agency that certain projects were demanding
new and expensive equipment while in fact older aircraft were
already available for the job.

It was decided that an amorphous group working on an informal
basis should be created to keep abreast of the various air proprie-
taries. A February 5, 1963, memorandum entitled “Establishment of
Executive Committee for Air Proprietary Operations” (dubbed EX-
COMAIR) noted that the committee was “to provide general policy
guidance for the management of air proprietary projects, and review
final recommendations for approval of air proprietory project
actions.”

EXCOMAIR was an attempt to achieve overall coordination,
conduct a thorough inventory of all the equipment that the Agency
had in the aviation field, and keep track of who needed what.
Lawrence Houston was appointed chairman of the committee, and
representatives were appointed from the Clandestine Services, the
Support Directorate, and the Agency’s executive suite. The proceed-
ings were so secret that the executive secretary was instructed not to
keep minutes or even take notes.

In 1968 EXCOMAIR met to deal with a request from George
Doole for several million dollars to modernize SAT. He argued that
as every major airline in the world was using jets, Southern needed
to follow suit if it was to live its cover. He added that the airline
should have the best and most effective equipment available in case
the agency needed to intervene in South America.

The request met with some opposition at the meeting from a CIA
officer who quoted an intelligence estimate which had been pre-
sented to the President to the effect that open U. S. intervention in
the internal affairs of Latin America would damage an already bad
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American image. A Clandestine Services officer working in paramili-
tary affairs replied, in effect, that however accurate the intelligence
estimate might be, they had a responsibility to be prepared for the
worst possible contingency. Doole’s request was approved and SAT
received its several million dollars for jets.

In addition to flying MATS contracts and covert missions, the
airline also fulfilled far-flung commercial charters such as the multi-
million-dollar one from AID to deliver relief supplies to Bangladesh.
As a full member of CIA Air, SAT was able to benefit from the
interchange of equipment, favorable loans, and government con-
tracts and bought, leased, and sold planes within the empire.

Another large Stateside air proprietary was Intermountain Avia-
tion, Inc., which operated from a former U. S. Air Force base in
Marana, Arizona, just outside of Tucson. A subsidiary of a Nevada
holding company called Pan Aero Investment Corporation, Inter-
mountain was founded in the fall of 1961 as a direct result of the
Agency’s Bay of Pigs fiasco. Cuba had convinced the Agency that it
could not depend on the U. S. Air Force for air cover and needed its
own strike force. SAT had been formed to provide a long-haul
heavy transport capability, while Intermountain was to provide
close-in air support for guerrilla operations.

Intermountain’s cover was that it acted as a storage base for U. S.
and foreign aircraft, offered a full service and maintenance facility,
and also provided a fire-fighting parachutist service for the U. S.
Forest Service. In promotional material the company claimed to
provide “total air support for remote operations.” Intermountain
helped train, supply, and deliver “smoke jumpers,” who were able
to drop into rough country from low altitudes to establish field
camps from which remote operations could be carried out—activities
which bear a close resemblance to the activity of special services and
spy teams. Intermountain also had STOL aircraft, developed a
pinpoint parachute-drop system, and repainted and reconfigured
aircraft to special requirements.

The company provided a service and maintenance facility for all
sizes and kinds of aircraft and had a virtually unlimited capacity for
the reconfiguration of air frame, engine, ordnance, avionics, fuel,
cargo, and passenger capacity. Marana, with its dry Arizona cli-
mate, was a good place to mothball planes in between covert mis-
sions, and they would be ferried back to the U. S. by AA pilots.
Intermountain was a major operation.
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The only area in which it was not equipped was helicopters, and
this gap was filled by Arizona Helicopters, a subsidiary of a Dela-
ware corporation called Air Services International which was based
seventy-five miles away to the northwest in Scottsdale. Although
there was no formal connection between the two companies, Ari-
zona acted as the vertical wing of the fixed-wing Intermountain fleet
and advertised “worldwide operations” which included contracts in
Laos and Nepal.

Intermountain was used in 1965 as a conduit in the sale of B-26
bombers to Portugal for use in that country’s colonial wars in
Africa. Officially there was an explicit U. S. Government embargo
on weapon exports for use in Angola, Mozambique, or Portuguese
Guinea but unofficially the government, at its highest level, had
decided to sell twenty B-26s and the CIA proprietary was following
orders. Seven B-26s were flown from Arizona to Lisbon by an
English pilot, John Richard Hawke, hired by a firm called Aero
Associates.

The operations cover was so thin that Soviet and Hungarian
representatives at the United Nations attacked the transaction. Ac-
cused of violating its own official policy, the United States could do
little but deny the charge and look for scapegoats. John Hawke, the
English pilot, and Francois de Marin, a Frenchman who had acted
as middleman in the deal, were brought to trial in a federal court.

“Yes, I flew B-26 bombers to Portugal for use in their African
colonies, and the operation was arranged through the State Depart-
ment and the CIA,” Hawke admitted. Lawrence Houston denied
that the Agency had been involved in the transaction. He did admit
that the Agency knew of the bomber shipment five days before it
began but offered no explanation why it had not acted to stop it.
Unconvinced that the two accused had deliberately violated the
law, the jury found Hawke and Marin innocent.

Despite this, Intermountain’s cover was not blown and it was not
until August 1970 that the company’s clandestine activities at-
tracted the interest of the press. A small private plane flying at the
extremely low altitude of five hundred feet over Tucson’s National
Golf Course crashed and exploded, killing both men inside. The
press found it difficult to get anybody to comment on the incident.

The Federal Aviation Administration sent a special man from
~ Washington, but he would say nothing. The plane, an experimental
model of a Beechcraft S-32, had been on special lease to the UNI-
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VAC division of Sperry Rand Corporation, which refused to com-
ment. It had flown out of Intermountain’s Marana Air Park, but
naturally Intermountain did not want to talk about it. This stimu-
lated interest among the local press, but they grew silent when
Washington passed the word that to ask questions about the crash
was to threaten the security of the nation.

Local editors asked Mo Udall, U. S. representative from Arizona’s
Second District, to take the matter up with the White House. In a
letter to William E. Timmons, Deputy White House Assistant for
House Relations, the congressman said that while he felt most
Tucsonians were willing to accept the necessity to keep secret opera-
tions secret, they did expect their elected representative to know
about them.

A high-level CIA staff officer visited Udall at his office and con-
firmed that there was classified work being carried out for the
Agency at Marana, but denied that such operations were aimed
primarily at Latin America. It was just a contract point for outfit-
ting and maintaining aircraft for the CIA generally, the staff officer
said. Udall passed on this information to the editors and left them
to decide what they should print. They agreed to keep quiet.

Once the air proprietaries had been established and were running
smoothly, they presented the CIA with a problem that was quite
unique to the Agency—one of their operations, instead of costing
millions, was making enormous amounts of money. What were they
to do with the profits?

When I suggested to George Doole that this must have been a
difficulty, he answered disparagingly. “Where were you brought up
that profit was a difficulty?”” Similarly the CIA’s Chief of the Cover
and Commerical Staff told Frank Church’s Committee on Intel-
ligence Activities that proprietaries were merely part of an arsenal
of tools the Agency had to have in order to fulfill its job and that
their operations were run for specific purposes unrelated to profit: “I
am not in the business to make money,” he said.

In fact there was a real fear of profits within the CIA because by
law they were obliged to return them to the U. S. Treasury, a
difficult operation to undertake without attracting attention. The
obvious answer was to let the proprietaries reinvest their profits in
themselves by buying new equipment and expanding.

During the early years of proprietary airlines the CIA had
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provided funds and subsidies, and although the companies had been
greatly used, they essentially cost money rather than made it. There
was even a period when the companies became inactive and the
CIA debated whether it was worth the expense to keep them on. In
between paramilitary operations there was little for the airlines to
do, while they were saddled with expenses such as crews’ salaries
and the maintenance of grounded aircraft. The National Security
Council considered in 1956 whether to continue to subsidize AA
and decided to do so on the recommendation of Allen Dulles, then
director.

When the proprietaries did begin to show a profit, a policy deci-
sion was called for. The CIA General Counsel ruled in 1958 that
“income of proprietaries, including profits, need not be considered
miscellaneous receipts to be covered into the Treasury but may be
used for proper corporate or company purposes.” The companies,
which began to generate business in tens of millions a year, were
allowed by the CIA to use their profits any way they saw fit. They
conducted their own financial affairs with a minimum of oversight
from CIA HQ.

It was largely the genius of George Doole and his organizational
flair that made the proprietaries into prosperous concerns. Although
revenues never quite covered the CIA’s total capital investment, the
huge contracts with AID (altogether AA has received $136 million
in publicly recorded AID contracts in Southeast Asia) and the U. S.
Air Force and so on made the Far Eastern propietaries largely self-
sufficient throughout the sixties. The booming business made certain
high officials within the Agency uncomfortable, but they could not
help but recognize the advantages. “There are things here better left
- undisturbed,” the executive director said. “The point is that George
Doole and CAT provide the Agency with a great number of services
and the Agency doesn’t have to pay for them.”

One of the major criticisms that proprietaries attracted from those
who were aware of their existence and the nature of their operation
was that their profits were being used to provide secret funding for
covert operations, a “back door” process that avoided inconvenient
scrutiny by the Executive and the Congress. The CIA’s far-flung
commercial empire was able to fend off its own earnings as well as
government funds. Proprietary revenues from outside the CIA aver-
- aged over $30 million per year (and only the CIA’s insurance com-
panies made a profit apart from the airlines) according to the
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Senate report. This, of course, is money earned independently of
Congress and not reflected in the CIA budget, which is secret any-
how. Critics found it sinister that a clandestine service might have
an independent income.

However, the Senate Committee, after hearing what the CIA had
to say for itself, decided to give it a clean bill of health. In its final
report it stated:

“In general, these mechanisms (proprietaries) have operated with
a proper concern for legality, propriety, and ethical standards at the
headquarters level. The deviations that have occurred were in the
field and generally in the area of operations, rather than manage-
ment personnel. Moreover, the use and past expansion of the pro-
prietaries was a direct result of demands placed upon the Agency by
Presidents, Secretaries of State, and the policy mechanisms of Gov-
ernment. This is particularly true of the large air proprietary com-
plex used to support paramilitary operations in Southeast Asia.”

In fact the committee was given much the same treatment that
George Doole gave me. The Agency chose only to confirm the
obvious, while the testimony of Lawrence Houston was vague and
rambling. According to sources familiar with the committee’s work,
the staff conducted virtually no independent investigation, relying
almost exclusively on records volunteered by the Agency. “The
proprietary section of the report was done in the last month or two,
and it was based on whatever the CIA told them,” one source said.
“The Agency wouldn’t let them see, for example, the basic files on
the air proprietaries.”

The Agency pulled strings in other Government agencies, from
the Civil Aviation Board to the Internal Revenue Service in order
for AA’s cover to remain intact. In the early sixties the company
received an exemption from the Contract Renegotiation Board on
the grounds that renegotiation personnel might discover the CIA
was involved in the company. As a result the Agency was concerned
that it was making 40 percent profit on the Air Force maintenance
contracts, which may well have been the subject of renegotiation
had it not been subject to the exemption. “So the question was
what to do about it,” Lawrence Houston said. “And finally we
made a voluntary payment against part of the profit on that con-
tract to the Air Force.”

It was a small sop to the service which the CIA took so much
from in the form of baled aircraft and personnel. It was a continual
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source of antagonism to the military that the CIA, because of a
variety of circumstances and a need for certain skills, “borrowed” a
major or colonel from the Navy, the Army, the Marine Corps, or
the Air Force. The Agency used these men to great advantage, but
they did not pay them. The officer would still draw his salary from
whatever force he had temporarily left. This was a constant irritant
to the military, who had to justify every line of an open budget and
had to pay for men they had no return from, while the CIA, which
does not have to justify its budget in the same way, paid out
nothing.

But being paid by the CIA was the least of the Air Force’s worries
when it came to dealing with air proprietaries. “The CIA wouldn’t
pay the bill most of the time because it was’t sent to them, it wasn’t
rendered,” Fletcher Prouty said. “Because we didn’t care sometimes
if they used an airplane and didn’t pay us. What we cared about
was the whole principle that we could plausibly deny involvement.
That was our biggest problem”

Prouty headed an office in the Pentagon known as “Special
Plans,” which went under the code name “Team B,” and dealt with
the clandestine air activities of the CIA for which hundreds of
military units had been created. The code name for the program
that dealt with Air Force-owned aircraft baled to the CIA (or CIA
owned planes flown about with Air Force markings) was Tab-6,
which had sub-categories and coded project names for operations in
Tibet, Indonesia, Laos, Africa and so on. The USAF kept records on
Tab-6 aircraft in a special office in Dayton, Ohio, where a Tab-6-
cleared individual, Robert Poe, was in charge. Poe had direct con-
tact with the Pentagon through a Robert Freyvogel. It was ex-
tremely problematical to plant something as necessarily flexible and
irregular as TAB-6 into a rigid, run-of-the-mill organization like the
Air Force which had set procedures and standards.

In the civilian world the CIA had to square away such organiza-
tions as the Internal Revenue Service. The air proprietaries had
been told from the outset that they would be required to pay
appropiate taxes and in the mid fifties AA received notice of an
upcoming audit by the IRS. Company officials went to the Agency
and said that such an investigation might pose a security problem.

The CIA decided the audit could be used as a check on the
company’s cover. They went to the commissioner of the IRS and
asked for the audit to be conducted by a team on an unwitting basis
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to see what they could learn. Later those conducting the audit were
told they had begun to look into an Agency proprietary and it was
discontinued. “We thought it would be a good test of the security
arrangements,” Lawrence Houston said.

“They put a very bright young fellow on and he went into it.
They came up with discrepancies and things that would be settled
in the normal tax argument—the corporate—IRS argument—and all
of these were worked out eventually.” Then the CIA disclosed to the
young accountant that the company was owned by them and asked
him what he had suspected as he conducted the audit.

“Well, I knew there was something there, and I thought, what a
wonderful asset it would be for the Russians to have, but I came to
the conclusion that it was Rockefeller money.” Later on when a
conduit company was threatened with an audit, a former U. S.
official said, the IRS would get a call from the CIA saying, “Get
your people off their backs.”

AA’s security proved to be so tight that even IRS investigators
were confused. (Had the bright young fellow continued the audit,
he would have come across an accounting quirk common to many
CIA proprietaries: reports listed exactly the same figures for all
categories under assets and liabilities, year in and year out.) An
army colonel, George Wertenbaten, was placed inside the Federal
Aviation Authority, who in turn thought he came from the Defense
Department.

But behind the paperwork of corporate complexity, interdepart-
mental wrangling, and bogus bookkeeping the CIA airlines were
very real indeed and went about their myriad operations, ranging
from flying passengers to waging war, unhindered.
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Secret Missions

CAT flourished through the Korean War, owing to its many
airlift contracts from the U. S. military for cargo and passenger
flights between Korea, Japan, Okinawa, Guam, Manila and many
other Pacific ports of call. The busy national airline of Taiwan was
flying legitimate business to all the places where the CIA had major
operational offices. What was more, the airline even had a good
public relations image, and back home in the States the few people
who had heard of it thought of it in terms of the heroic exploits of
its daredevil pilots. More extraordinary still, it made money. The
CIA could hardly believe its luck.

The airline was able to undertake special flights without attract-
ing comment when the CIA had a requirement at its secret bases in
Okinawa, the Marianas Islands and elsewhere. It was busy enough
to provide cover for a multitude of secret operations. A top-secret
memo written by Brig. General Edward Lansdale described the
airline’s role: “CAT, a CIA proprietary, provides air logistical sup-
port under commercial cover to most CIA and other U.S. govern-
ment agencies’ requirements. CAT supports covert and clandestine
air operations by providing trained and experienced personnel, pro-
curement of supplies and equipment through overt commercial
channels, and the maintenance of a fairly large inventory of trans-
port and other type aircraft under both the Chinat (Chinese Na-
tionalist) and U. S. registry.
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“CAT has demonstrated its capability on numerous occasions to
meet all types of contingency or long-term covert air requirements
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