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November 20, 2018 
 

To Friends of Norman Lane, 

 

By the time of his late August, 1968, arrival in Vietnam, 1stLt. Sam Kelly (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 
11-14) already had 100 hours' flying time as a Marine Corps aviator in the CH-46A Sea Knight helicopter, from his 

time with Marine Helicopter Squadron One (HMX-1) at Marine Corps Air Field Quantico. By the fall of 1968, he 

was a helicopter aircraft commander (HAC) with HMM-265, recently relocated to Phu Bai Air Base. But on 
Wednesday, November 20, a serious wrist injury had Lt. Sam Kelly on the sidelines, receiving medical attention at 

Cam Ranh Bay, 300 miles down the coast from Da Nang. That respite would be short-lived, however, as the urgent 

call had come down for available helicopter pilots. Sam did not delay; he had the cast removed from his mending 
wrist and was on the flight line at Phu Bai the next morning, November 21. He would fly missions in support of 

Operation Meade River for the full duration, through December 9 – over two-and-a-half weeks from late November 
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"First View of Vietnam for Most - Da Nang Harbor and Airfield." This photo was taken by Mike Stabile, HMH 

463, and was included in the book of photographs produced by Bob Healing for the 2016 Reunion of The Basic 

School Class 3-67 and 41st Officer Candidate Class. The same or very similar view awaited Sam Kelly, Jack 

Harrell, David Sterling, and Frank Cuddy on Thursday, August 29, 1968. 
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through early December, including Thanksgiving Day, 1968. 
 

* * * 

James Webb had been the Administrator of NASA for seven full years, but he had retired from NASA effective 
Monday, October 7, 1968, and Acting Administrator Thomas Paine had met with reporters to publicly announce 

that the Apollo 8 lunar launch (https://tinyurl.com/Aug-11-1968, pages 17,18,20) was scheduled for December 21. 

The date was Tuesday, November 12, 1968. At about that time, NASA's Public Affairs officer informed mission 

commander Frank Borman that he should "say something appropriate" during the crew's live television broadcast 
from lunar orbit, on Christmas Eve, Houston time. "Do whatever's appropriate," the NASA official had told 

Borman. 

 
* * * 

Across America, families were planning for Thanksgiving Day, which would be observed on Thursday, November 

28. In Brownsville, Tennessee, the Haywood High School (HHS) Tomcats (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 

2) had been scheduled to conclude their regular season with a home game against their archrivals from nearby 
Covington, the Byars-Hall Wildcats. But three hours of heavy rain on Friday night, November 15, had led to the 

postponement of the game until Monday night, the 18th. Although the home team had trailed by a 7-6 score at 

halftime, the Tomcats came back with a strong second-half performance and won the game, 28-7. The team ended 
the regular season undefeated, for the third time in eight years (1961, 1964, and 1968). But as Thanksgiving Day 

approached, the team was busy preparing for the Big Ten Conference Championship game, which would be played 

on a muddy Rothrock Field in nearby Jackson on a cold, windy Thanksgiving afternoon. The Golden Bears would 
be the home team, as they had been the last time that the Tomcats had won the Conference championship, on 

Thanksgiving Day in 1961. That 1961 game had begun at 2:00 on the afternoon of November 23, and two HHS 

sophomores named Allen Willyerd (number 60) and Fox Smith (number 84) (http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968, 

pages 2-6; https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 2,3) would suit up at the left guard and right end positions, 
respectively. Libba and Alex Claiborne had taken their nine-year-old son to the contest, and he is looking at the 

game program from that day as he writes. 

 
* * * 

The helicopter squadron, based in Phu Bai, that Sam Kelly, Jack Harrell, Bill Hayes, and Bing Emerson were flying 

with in November, 1968, was HMM-265 (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 13,15). HMM-265 was one 
squadron within Marine Air Group 36 (MAG-36). The November, 1968, Command Chronology for MAG-36 states 

that "briefings, for the operation known as 'Meade River', were held on 16, 18 and 19 November [Saturday, 

Monday, and Tuesday, with the assault to begin on the following morning, Wednesday, November 20] . . ." 

 
What was Operation Meade River? This story relies on two sources. The first is an excerpt from George Hill's 2005 

book, Heart of the Third Sector: Hill 55. A Vietnam Combat Report, which was published online by 

HistoryNet.com on June 12, 2006. Beginning with this source: 
 

 Called "Dodge City" by the troops because of its shoot-em-up characteristics, the area 10 miles south of Da 

 Nang was familiar ground for the Marines. It was about five miles wide and three miles long. "It was low 

 ground," says the official Marine Corps history, "criss-crossed with rivers and streams, honeycombed with 
 caves and tunnels; each hamlet, with its bamboo and thorn hedges and its drainage ditches indistinguishable 

 from fighting trenches, was a potential fortified position."  

 
 Dodge City had been the site of enemy engagements since the Ky Lam campaign of 1966. Many battles of 

 the Tet, mini-Tet and Third (summer) offensives of 1968 took place in the area. The northern boundary was the 

 La Tho River; the southern was the Ky Lam. The eastern boundary was Highway 1; the western boundary was 
 one mile west of an old bombed-out railroad. Hill 55 was in the northwest corner; the Dien Ban district 

 headquarters bordered its southeast corner. Route 4, also called Route 14, bisected the area from east to west. 

 

 
 

 

https://tinyurl.com/Aug-11-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
http://tinyurl.com/may-15-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
http://www.historynet.com/operation-meade-river-marine-search-and-destroy-cordon-of-the-vietnam-war.htm
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This map of the Meade River Area of Operations (AO), Quang Nam Province, November 20-December 9, 1968, is 

adapted from one published in the 1997 monograph, "U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Defining Year, 1968." The 

entire map area is included, for reference, within the large, black-bordered rectangle indicated in the "Dai Loc" map  

provided in the previous story (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 16). The AO is indicated by red and blue 
filled circles. The border indicated in red follows "Liberty Road," proceeding south from Song (River) La Tho to 

Route 4, then east on Route 4 to Highway 1, and then north on Highway 1 to Song La Tho. The AO border 

indicated in blue follows Song La Tho east, from Liberty Road to Highway 1. Within the AO, green filled circles 
mark the Suoi (stream) Co Ca, which connects Route 4 (from the south) with the Song La Tho (to the north), and 

the Song Tam Giap, which branches off from the Suoi Co Ca to the east and connects with Highway 1.  

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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Route 4 and Highway 1 are labeled, as is the Marine base at Hill 55, which was one primary staging area for Meade 
River. Within the AO, three particular objectives for Meade River are indicated, in chronological order: H-1, the 

horseshoe, H-2, the hook, on the west bank of the Suoi Co Ca, and NBC-3, the northern bunker complex, along the 

southern bank of the Song La Tho. Referring again to the previous story (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 
14-16), the yellow star marking grid coordinates AT950526 on the Meade River map is both: 1) one kilometer 

north of the crash site at which 1stLt. Donald Lammers died on August 24, 1968, and 2) one kilometer west of the 

site at which 1stLt. Lanny Cummins died on May 17. The yellow star marking the village of Phu Dong (2) is the 

site at which Corpsman Robert Casey died on May 16, working to save Andy Heck's life. 
 

Continuing with the online excerpt from George Hill's book: 

 
 The major battles of Operation Meade River would take place in the two-square-mile center of Dodge City. The 

 operation was a "County Fair" mission, utilizing a cordon technique developed by the 1st  Battalion, 3rd Marine 

 Regiment, and 1st Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment. When the Marines' mission shifted from defensive to 

 offensive, it became necessary for platoons, companies or battalions to completely and simultaneously cordon 
 off an area and search and clear inward, literally foot by foot, because the Viet Cong (VC) had infested hamlets 

 west and south of the vital Da Nang airstrip. The technique was refined and used often by the 9th Marine 

 Regiment, which operated off Hill 55 in early 1966. Operation Meade River would be the largest mission using 
 the County Fair technique during the Vietnam War. 

 

 Intelligence had determined that remaining elements of the decimated VC Doc Lap Battalion, which had 
 operated in the area against the Marines for more than three years, along with other understrength VC units 

 and several hundred NVA (North Vietnamese Army) troops, were again massing in the area. Going northward 

 through Dodge City were two major enemy infiltration routes used by the NVA to supply and assist the VC in 

 the rocket belt [the "Rocket Belt" was an ~200-square-mile area that wrapped around Da Nang Air Base and 
 the city, from which the enemy fired 140mm and 122mm rockets with respective  ranges of six and seven-and-

 a-half miles] whose main objective had been, and continued to be, the destruction of the Da Nang airstrip. 

 Intelligence also had information that an all-out attack against strategically located Hill 55, the 1st Marine 
 Division headquarters on Hill 327 [north of the Song Cao Do (see the "Dai Loc" map in the previous story, 

 https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 16), approximate map coordinates 980740], or the airstrip itself was 

 imminent with this many enemy soldiers staging rapidly in the area. 
 

The second source for this story, the 1997 monograph, "U.S. Marines in Vietnam: The Defining Year, 1968," adds: 

 

 Like Go Noi island to the south, Dodge City was heavily infested with Communists. At the center of the fertile 
 Da Nang-Hoi An-Dai Loc Triangle, the area's terrain was almost completely flat, reaching only four to five 

 meters above sea level. Many hamlets dotted the countryside, homes to the farming families who tended the 

 vast tracts of rice paddies. Waterways of various sizes crossed Dodge City, as did the National Railroad and 
 Route 4. The characteristics of the area gave it special potential as a source of food and recruits for the enemy. 

 Its proximity to Da Nang, Hoi An, and the Dien Ban District headquarters gave it tactical significance as a 

 possible enemy staging area for attacks on those key locations. 

 
 Colonel Lauffer, the commander of the 1st Marines, recalled that the Korean Brigade had the tactical 

 responsibility for the area, but had failed to keep the Communist forces out. Since its arrival at Da Nang, the 1st 

 Marines TAOR [Tactical Area of Responsibility] included the area to the north of Dodge City, but in almost 
 self-defense, the regiment had conducted several small-scale operations "to familiarize units with the situation 

 and to gain additional intelligence." According to Lauffer, "we were fully apprised of the fluid and rapidly 

 changing situation concerning enemy troop strength in the Dodge City area." For Operation Meade River, 
 Marine intelligence officers estimated that enemy forces in Dodge City numbered between 100 and 150 Viet 

 Cong infrastructure personnel and could include up to 900 NVA or VC regular forces. The only identified units 

 in the sector, however, were two VC companies, the R—20 VC Battalion and the 1st Battalion, 36th NVA 

 Regiment, totalling an estimated 630 enemy troops.   
 

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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Operation Meade River was planned to commence at 4:00 a.m. local time on Wednesday, November 20, 1968. 
From the George Hill account: 

 

 The monsoons for this part of Vietnam had started in October. Temperatures were dropping, and the Marines 
 often found the nights cold. The conditions were miserable, and the rains, averaging one inch daily, added to 

 the misery. 

 

 The entire helicopter assets of the 1st Marine Air Wing were required to support the operation [the USMC 
 History and Museums Division account adds, "Using 72 aircraft, the 1st Marine Aircraft Wing in one of its 

 largest helicopter operations . . ."]. . . . [Col. Lauffer] personally supervised elements of seven Marine 

 battalions: the 1st Battalion, 1st Marines (1/1), the 2nd and 3rd battalions, 5th Marines (2/5 and 3/5), the 3rd 
 Battalion, 26th Marines (3/26), and battalion landing teams (BLTs) from the 2nd Battalion, 26th Marines 

 (2/26), and 1st and 2nd battalions, 7th Marines (1/7 and 2/7 [the battalion that Andy Heck  had been fighting 

 with on Go Noi Island, six months before, https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 11,15]). The Marines 

 surrounded an area 24,000 meters in circumference, with fire teams no more than 15 meters apart. This initial 
 movement of 5,000 infantrymen into a tightly established cordon would be the key to the successful completion 

 of Meade River. Twenty-eight hundred of the 5,000 troops were helilifted; approximately 2,200 more were 

 moved by truck and on foot from Hill 55 and other company and battalion areas from along the north bank of 
 the La Tho River, Liberty Road (Ambush Row), Highway 1 and Route 4 [see map, page 3].  

 

* * * 
On the eve of the operation, local time, only eighteen days had passed since President Johnson had announced a 

cessation of all bombardment of North Vietnam, to take effect at 8 a.m. EST on Friday, November 1 

(https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 1-10): 

 
 I shall do everything in my power to move us toward the peace that . . . this President and . . . every other 

 American—so deeply and urgently desires.   

 
On the same day that the new bombing halt would take effect, a Nixon-Agnew campaign advertisement in the 

Brownsville States-Graphic had included the statement: 

 
 Every American wants peace . . . 

 

Journalist/author Theodore White had written, of the nation's commentators and editorialists on that Friday 

morning, November 1, amidst "the public blur of appreciation:" 
 

 All concluded that peace was near. 

 
And the fleeting vision of that branch of peaceful olive had appeared . . .  

 

But on Wednesday, November 20, and for the following nineteen days, there would be no peace. Within that two-

square-mile center of Dodge City, there would be only war . . . there would be death, and there would be dying. 
And after the fighting there had been "terminated," at 6 p.m. local time on Monday, December 9, some surviving 

Marines and Corpsmen might be heard saying: 

 
 You just accepted death as a matter of fact.   

 

* * *  
Also on the eve of Operation Meade River, local time, the lives of five Marine CH-46A aviators, four of whom had 

been together at Quantico with the 41st OCC and/or TBS Class 3-67, were about to be changed . . . forever. There 

was 1stLt. Sam Kelly (see photo, page 6, top), whose great friend and former Wake Forest football teammate Andy 

Heck was at that time back in the States in a recovery unit awaiting his medical discharge. Sam had been with  
 

 

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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HMM-265 for almost three months, but on the eve of the operation he was 300 miles away at Cam Ranh Bay with a 

serious wrist injury.  

 
There was 1stLt. Bill Hayes (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 15), the psychology major from Iona College, 

who had been flying in Vietnam since May. Almost fifty years later Bill, who had ended his twenty-year career 

with the Marine Corps as a major, shared his most memorable "in country" moment: 

 
 On my first day "in Country", I flew into DaNang late in the day. My assigned squadron, HMM-265, was at 

 Marble Mountain. There was no transportation available, so I was "assigned" to a shack near the runway. About 

 an hour later, we took incoming—no harm done. That was the moment that this was all real. I started my short 
 timers' calendar that night.  
 

When asked, in 2016, to share his most dramatic moments, Bill replied: 

 

 Operation Meade River. . . . 
 

In a separate recollection, Bill Hayes remembered: 

 

Left, The photo is from fall, 1968, at Phu Bai, outside the HMM-265 pilots ready room (painted in yellow letters). 

1stLt. Sam Kelly is kneeling, on the front row. Right, The photo caption only says, "The Crew Chief." This is Lt. 
Kelly's CH-46A Sea Knight, with his name painted above the "Rescue" indicator arrow. The crew chief's name, 

LCpl. Huntoon, appears below the "Rescue" arrow. Both photos from the "Pop-A-Smoke Visions Gallery." 

Left, 1stLt. Bill Hayes, HMM-265, at Phu Bai, late 1968 or early 1969. Middle, Bill Hayes approaching the coast, 
probably flying north near Marble Mountain. Right, Bill, with three fellow 41st OCC classmates, probably in the 

hootch area at Phu Bai. Photo #1 from Pop-A-Smoke, photo #s 2 and 3 from Bill Hayes, via Bob Healing's book.  

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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 Both Jack [Harrell] and Bill (Bing) [Emerson] were roommates of mine in our Quonset hut at Phu Bai. 
 

There was 1stLt. Jack Harrell (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, pages 11-13), the former enlisted Marine from 

Richmond, where he had been a member of St. Mary's Roman Catholic Church and had graduated from nearby 
Douglas Freeman High School. He had worked for Virginia Power and Electric as a draftsman before enlisting in 

1965. Jack had been commissioned through the 41st OCC in October, 1966, and had graduated with TBS 3-67 the 

following March with Sam Kelly and Buster McLin. In 2008, one of Jack Harrell's boyhood friends remembered:  

 
 I enjoyed our time as young teenagers hanging around in the West End of Richmond, meeting with the rest of 

 the guys at Bill's Barbecue at Libbie and Broad. We had the world at our door, Jack. The war took us away, you 

 to the Marines, me to the Air Force.  
 

Jack Harrell had also been at 

Pensacola with Sam and Buster, 

and all three had received their 
Marine aviation wings in May, 

1968. Jack had married the for-

mer Mary Ann Burkhart of 
Lynchburg, and she was expect-

ing their first child in Decem-

ber. In 2007 Buster McLin re-
membered: 

 

 See you later old friend. John, 

 or Jack as he was called by 
 his friends, and I had gone 

 through Basic School and 

 later flight training in Pensa-
 cola and were great friends. I 

 remember the time when Jack 

 and I and our wives were 
 crammed into my two seat 

 Austin-Healy for a night out 

 in Pensacola. What a good 

 time [see photo, page 9]. 
 

On the eve of the operation, 

Tuesday, November 19, 1968, 
Jack Harrell and Bing Emerson 

spent the night at Marble 

Mountain (Marble Mountain Air Facility, MMAF). Buster recalled:  

 
 [That night] we [Jack Harrell and Buster] got together and talked of our lives and the future. Little did we know 

 that the next morning we would take part in one of the Marine Corps' largest helicopter assaults; Meade River. 

 
In 2017, Buster McLin remembered meeting Bing Emerson that night: 

 

 Jack (John) introduced him [Bing Emerson] to me at Marble Mountain . . . I have so many memories of that 
 night before Meade River . . . 

 

Captain Bing Emerson (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 13) – great-great-grandson of Ralph Waldo 

Emerson, "one of the most influential writers and thinkers of the nineteenth century in the United States," had 
graduated from the Belmont Hill School and had entered Harvard with the Class of 1964. He interrupted his studies 

at Harvard for one year, 1961-1962, in order to enlist in the Marine Corps. Resuming classes at Harvard the 

Left, This photo of Jack Harrell appears on the site maintained in his name by the 

Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund. Jack graduated from Douglas Freeman High 

School, in Henrico County, Virginia. Right, This photo appeared in the 

Richmond Times-Dispatch on November 23, 1968.  

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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following academic year, he graduated in 1965. Bing had worked for newspapers during the summer while he had 
been at college, and he had just gotten a job with the New York Times when he went to Marine OCS; he was 

commissioned as a 2ndLt. on March 18, 1966. Bing married the former Suzanne Robertson of New Haven while in 

flight school at Pensacola, and he received his Marine aviation wings five months later, in September, 1967.  
 

 

Bing Emerson had been flying in Vietnam since early February, 1968, and he and Jack Harrell had been roommates 

of Bill Hayes' in the same Quonset hut at Phu Bai that fall. Sam Kelly and Jack had both met Bing Emerson soon 

after joining HMM-265 in late August. For November, 1968, Capt. Emerson was serving as the intelligence officer 
for the squadron. On the first day of Operation Meade River, Bing Emerson would pilot CH-46A, bureau number 

151938, "unto the breach;" Jack Harrell would be his copilot. 

 

 

Left, Bing Emerson aboard the USS Tripoli, summer, 1968. The helicopter carrier arrived in the combat zone from 

Subic Bay, Philippines, in early July, 1968. Right: Top, Capt. Emerson (left) listens to the colonel with two 

colleagues, MMAF Officers Club, summer, 1968. Middle, Bing Emerson (second from left). Bottom, Bing 
Emerson in the pilots ready room, probably at Phu Bai. The pumpkin gives the photo a late October, 1968, time 

frame. Sam Kelly recalls that HMM-265 had moved to Phu Bai that month. The game is acey-deucey, and the 

paperback, appropriately enough, is titled Harm's Way. Photos from Pop-A-Smoke. 
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1stLt. Buster McLin (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 15) had overlapped and/or trained with Bill Hayes, 
Sam Kelly, and Jack Harrell in the 41st OCC and/or TBS 3-67. He had undergone flight training at Pensacola with 

Sam and Jack, but he had not been with them during their time with HMX-1 in the summer of 1968. Nor was he 

flying with HMM-265 at the time of Operation Meade River. Based at Marble Mountain, Buster was with HMM-
164, and he had spent time with Jack and Bing Emerson the night before the operation. For his mission on that first 

day, November 20, the After-Action Report gives a real-time account of his actions.  

 

Continuing with the George 
Hill account: 

 

 On November 20, 1968, 
 at 4 a.m., Operation 

 Meade River com-

 menced. . . . 

 
 With the troops in place 

 by 8:25 a.m., the cordon 

 snapped shut.  
 

   * * * 

What were flying conditions 
like for the aircrews of 

HMM-164 and HMM-265 

that month of November, 

1968? The monthly com-
mand chronologies for both 

squadrons are available, but 

the chronology for HMM-
164 gives much more opera-

tional detail. How hostile 

were the skies over Quang 
Nam Province and the squadron's other areas of responsibility? 

 

For that month, HMM-164 averaged a complement of forty-eight Marine Corps officers and one Navy officer 

(presumably the flight surgeon). On an average day, thirteen aircraft were available for missions. For November, 
1968, no aircraft were lost or "stricken." 

 

For that month, the squadron flew 5,364 sorties (one mission by one helicopter) that accounted for 1,323.3 hours of 
flying time. Over the month, twenty-three aircraft were fired on by the enemy, but only eleven aircraft (48% of 

those fired on) were hit. Those eleven aircraft took forty-five individual hits. The chronology also reports the 

percentages of aircraft hit per average sortie (0.2%) and aircraft hit per average hour of flight time (0.83%). On an 

"average" sortie, there was a 1-in-500 chance of an aircraft being hit. In an "average" hour of flight time, there was 
a 1-in-120 chance of an aircraft being hit. The majority of all enemy fire incidents occurred with aircraft flying at 

altitudes of less than 500 feet, but the percentage of aircraft hit was still 50% of those fired on. Aircraft could still 

be hit, however, at altitudes greater than 1,500 feet. Thirty-caliber small arms and automatic weapons fire 
accounted for nearly all enemy incidents. 

 

Over eleven days, Operation Meade River would account for 328 of the 5,364 sorties (6.1%) flown by HMM-164 
over November, 1968. Almost fifty-seven tons of cargo, over 1,000 troops/passengers [HMM-164 would carry 

about 37% of all troops helilifted into the Meade River AO], and twenty-seven medevac casualties would be 

transported in almost eighty-two hours of flying time. D-Day, November 20, would involve 41% (134) of all 

HMM-164 sorties in Meade River. Almost 75% (759) of their (HMM-164's) total troops/passengers and all 
(twenty-three) of their emergency-level medevac casualties (twenty-two US, one ARVN) would be transported that  

2ndLt. Buster McLin at Pensacola. The automobile in the photo, right, appears to be 

Buster's two-seat Austin Healy (see page 7). Photos from the Bob Healing book. 

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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day. Three enemy fire incidents, resulting in no hits or injuries, were reported for the squadron that day, and almost 
4,500 rounds would be expended in return fire. Five distinct "missions" were completed. One of those was "21Δ." 

The copilot on the #1 aircraft was 1stLt. Buster McLin. 

 
* * * 

For November, 1968, Major J.M. Eichelberger was the logistics/supply officer for HMM-164, based at MMAF (see 

photo below). Maj. Eichelberger would also pilot the #1 aircraft for mission 21Δ, copiloted by Lt. McLin, and he 

would serve as mission flight leader. The After-Action Report defines this as a troop-lift mission in support of 5th 
Marines (2/5 and 3/5). Four aircraft, each capable of carrying fourteen-to-fifteen Marines and Corpsmen, would 

transport a total of 215 US personnel into Dodge City. The Command Chronology provides this note: 

 
 A special brief was given to the squadron personnel taking part in the strike/troop lift (MEADE RIVER) on 

 November 20th. A 1: 50,000 map showing the entire area for MEADE RIVER was made available to all squadron 

 pilots before the strike.  

 
From MMAF, the After-Action Report indicates that the mission first proceeded to map coordinates AT875475, 

which is well outside the Meade River AO given in the map on page 3 [and two-and-one-half kilometers south of 

AT875500 on the "Dai Loc" map, previous story (https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968, page 16)]. This was the 
location of the An Hoa Combat Base (AHCB; see photo), which in November, 1968, was home to 2/5 (from the 2/5 

Marines Command Chronologies for November and December, 1968). From that December chronology, two  

 

Left, Two views of Marble Mountain Air Facility (MMAF). In the top view, the Officers Club (see Emerson 

photos, page 8) and mess are in the center. Right, two views of An Hoa Combat Base (AHCB; see also the photo 
on page 15 for reference). On the morning of November 20, HMM-164 mission 21Δ departed MMAF for AHCB at 

0645H. HMM-265 aircraft EP-8, piloted by Bing Emerson and Jack Harrell, also made that early morning flight. 

https://tinyurl.com/Nove-1-1968
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relevant pieces of the 2/5 mission for Operation Meade River can be extracted: 
 

 At L-Hour on D-Day, 2nd Bn, 5th Marines conduct helilift to cordon assigned [Southeast] sector of 1st Marines 

 Regimental  AO. 
 

And at 0955H the morning of November 20,  

 

 CP has completed helilift to objective 
 

Maj. Eichelberger's report on mission 21Δ carries these designations of flight activity: 

 
 AT875475 (5 times) . . . BT033576 (3 times) . . . BT044[ ]79 (2 times) 

 

As entered by 

hand, the third 
set of map co-

ordinates is 

missing one 
digit (represent-

ed by brackets), 

possibly an 
oversight. The 

word "STRIKE" 

appears above the second and third coordinate sets. During the mission, at 0800H, the four aircraft received light 

small arms fire. There were no hits, and the flight expended 2,000 rounds of .50-caliber fire in response, at 
coordinates "BT03[ ]57[ ]." This appears to be the vicinity of the second destination given above ("BT03[ ]57[ ]" 

represents a grid intersection on the map and is easier to note, while giving the general location to the more precise 

"BT033576"). 
 

From the After-Action Report, the four aircraft in Maj. Eichelberger's flight had departed MMAF at approximately 

0645H, the flight had been released from its mission at 1015H, and the aircraft had returned to MMAF at about 
1120H. From the information given above, the best scenario for the mission is summarized in the following: 

 

1. The four aircraft from HMM-164 assigned to mission 21Δ departed MMAF at about 0645H on Wednesday 

 morning, November 20, 1968. The lead aircraft carried the pilot, Maj. Eichelberger, his copilot and Jack 
 Harrell's good friend, 1stLt. Buster McLin, the crew chief (Mr. Ferrin) and aerial gunner (Mr. Scott), plus Mr. 

 Whapham. The other three aircraft all carried crews of four and were piloted, respectively, by Messrs. Rottrup, 

 Wall, and Astle. 
2.  The flight proceeded first to An Hoa Combat Base, where it would pick up troops to be carried into the Meade 

 River AO. Averaging fourteen or fifteen troops per aircraft, the flight would be capable of lifting about fifty-six 

 Marines and Corpsmen per trip. The flight proceeded to map coordinates BT033576, in the southeast sector of 

 the AO, proximal to Route 4 and the hamlet/village of Nhi Kinh (4). In three round-trips between An Hoa 
 Combat Base and this destination, the flight could have carried up to about 170 troops. On one of these trips, at 

 0800H, the flight received and returned fire; there were no hits or injuries.   

3.  Returning to AHCB after their third trip to that destination, the flight picked up more troops for the lift to 
 BT044[ ]79. Looking at the map, it is most likely that Maj. Eichelberger meant to enter "BT044579" as the map 

 coordinates for this destination. This point is on Route 4, perhaps one kilometer further east of the previous 

 insertion point and close to the Song Vinh Dien. The village of Dien Ban, bordering the southeast corner of 
 Dodge City, is just across the river at this point. If 170 troops had been lifted into the first destination, there 

 would be forty-five troops to be carried in two trips to this second destination. We only know that the mission 

 lifted a total of 215 troops into the two locations. 

4.  As the 2/5 Marine situation report for November 20 indicates, the battalion command post had completed its 
 helilift to the objective at 0955H. Maj. Eichelberger's flight was released from their completed mission twenty 

 minutes later, at 1015H, and arrived back at MMAF at about 1120H that morning.  
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There are potential issues with the scenario as presented. Command Chronologies for the sister battalion, 3/5 
Marines, are not informative, and it is possible that mission 21Δ could have involved those Marines and Corpsmen. 

There is also this statement from the Command Chronology for 2/5 Marines: 

 
 All personnel and equipment being sent between An Hoa and the Battalion had to be routed through Hill 55. 

 

There are no indications for any Hill 55 destination in Maj. Eichelberger's After-Action Report, however. 

 
In summary, mission 21Δ would transport 28% of the troops lifted by HMM-164 on D-Day, none of the cargo, and 

no medevac casualties. It would report one of three enemy fire incidents recorded by the squadron that day, and it 

would account for 2,000 of the total 4,500 rounds expended in return fire. "21Δ" was one of five total missions 
completed that day. The Narrative Summary from the HMM-164 Command Chronology for Wednesday, 

November 20, 1968, would state: 

 

 On 20 November 1968, HMM-164 flew 218 sorties for 54.2 flight hours, carrying 961 troops/passengers while 
 lifting 15.0 tons of cargo. Squadron operations were not affected by weather or enemy ground action. Small 

 arms fire was received at 0800 at coordinates BT 026570 and BT 023575 resulting in 0 hits and 0 injury. At 

 1010 automatic weapons and small arms fire was received at coordinates AT 998550 resulting in 0 hits and 
 0 injury. Small arms fire was received at 1600 at coordinates AT 876353 resulting in 0 hits and 0 injury. 

 Expended in return fire were 4450 rounds of .50 cal. At approximately 0100 MMAF came under rocket and 

 mortar attack resulting in 8 personnel receiving minor injury and light damage to the aircraft. Squadron 
 operations were not affected. Three medevac missions were flown evacuating 22 U.S. and 1 ARVN 

 emergency and 4 U.S. priority casualties. 

 

1stLt. Buster McLin and the rest of Maj. Eichelberger's crew returned to MMAF before noon on the morning of 
November 20, about four-and-a-half hours after departing. Neither their aircraft nor any of the other three in the 

flight had received any battle damage. A review of all After-Action Reports available for HMM-164 on November 

20 does not reveal any additional missions for either Maj. Eichelberger or 1stLt. McLin on that day. But unknown 
to Buster McLin as he returned safely to Marble Mountain, late that November morning, another incident had 

occurred . . . an incident that would still haunt him, almost fifty years later. 

 
* * *  

The map on page 13 is adapted from the Meade River AO map on page 3. The southwestern edge of the present 

view corresponds to coordinates AT980550 on the earlier map; the northeastern edge corresponds to coordinates 

BT056590. Major features retained from the larger map include part of the Song Ky Lam, Route 4 (the red filled 
circles denote the southern/southeastern border of the Meade River AO), part of the Suoi Co Ca (green filled 

circles), and operation objective H-2, the hook, on the west bank of the Suoi Co Ca. Markers for the village of Dien 

Ban, which was the southeastern edge of the AO, and map coordinates 000550 have been added. An Hoa Combat 
Base (AT875475), the CH-46 staging area, is about fourteen-and-a-half kilometers west/southwest of the 000550 

position. From the narrative on pages 10-12, the following scenario and map locations can be deduced.  

 

1. From Maj. Eichelberger's mission 21Δ After-Action Report, his flight made three trips from AHCB to BT033576 
and two trips from AHCB to BT044[5]79. The two insertion points are given as black stars, immediately adjacent 

to Route 4, approaching the southeastern edge of the AO. 

 
At 0800H on D-Day, November 20, Eichelberger reported small arms fire from positions BT023575 and 

BT026570, and these locations are at the tips of the two orange lightning bolt shapes. The flight returned .50 cal fire 

from position BT03[ ]57[ ], in the vicinity of the first insertion point. No aircraft were hit, and the mission was 
completed without further incident. The flight consisted of four CH-46s from HMM-164, and Lt. Buster McLin was 

copilot on the lead aircraft. HMM-164 was part of MAG-16. 
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The level of detail given in the HMM-265 Command Chronology for November, 1968, does not compare with that 

available for HMM-164, nor are crew After-Action Reports available. HMM-265 carried an average complement of 

fifty officers for the month, virtually the same as that for HMM-164. As Maj. Eichelberger had been 

logistics/supply officer for HMM-164 that month, Capt. Bing Emerson was intelligence officer for HMM-265. The 
squadron "possessed" an average of 17.8 aircraft, with an average daily availability of 51.3% for November. Other 

aircraft were "not operationally ready," due to either supply or maintenance issues. The following table compares 

the November, 1968, workloads for HMM-164 (MMAF) and HMM-265 (Phu Bai Air Base): 
 

           HMM-164  HMM-265 

 Total hours flown           1,323.3       1,008.7 
 Number of sorties           5,364       3,680 

 Tons of cargo               394.7          483.0 

 Number of troops/passengers      18,394       7,059 

 Number of medevacs             483          228 
 

HMM-265 supported operations by both the 1st and 3rd (Operation Scotland II) Marine Divisions, and both HMM-

164 and HMM-265 flew missions in support of Operation Meade River. HMM-164 was one squadron within 
MAG-16, while HMM-265 belonged to MAG-36. The larger, umbrella organizational unit was the 1st Marine Air 

Wing (MAW), which included these and other MAGs. The November, 1968, Command Chronology for the 1st 

MAW includes the following in PART THREE, SIGNIFICANT EVENTS: 
 

 2. (S) DAILY SIGNIFICANT EVENTS . . . 

 

 20 NOVEMBER  
  (U) The largest helicopter assault operation ever conducted by the Marine Corps was performed this date in 

 support of Operation Meade River with MAG-16 as the coordinator. . . . 

  (C) One CH-46A from HMM-265 was destroyed by enemy fire while conducting an assault in Operation 
 Meade River. 

 

The November chronology for MAG-36, under PART II, NARRATIVE SUMMARY, provides more detail: 
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 5. OPERATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS . . . 
 

  b. MAG-36 participated in one of the largest helicopter assault operations ever conducted against enemy 

 forces. Briefings, for the operation known as "Meade River", were held on 16, 18 and 19 November and the 
 assault was conducted on 20 November. MAG-36 furnished 14 CH-46, 6 CH-53, and 6 UH-1E aircraft of a 

 total assault force composed of 46 CH-46, 8 CH-53, 14 UH-1E and 4 UH-34 aircraft provided by MAG-16, 

 MAG-36, PMAG-39 and SLF-B. MAG-36 aircraft departed Hue/Phu Bai at 0530 for a night flight to An Hoa, 

 Dai La pass and Hill 55, staging areas for CH-46, CH-53 and UH-1E aircraft [see page 4, ¶ 1; page 10, ¶ 4; and 
 page 12, ¶s 2,3] respectively. After a 10 minute delay, due to ground fog in the landing area, the MAG-36 

 [including HMM-265] initial wave of CH-46 aircraft landed at 0810 along Route 4 from AT 993577 to BT 

 025575. Flights were met with heavy enemy opposition, however, a total of 4 waves were conducted and all 
 troops inserted as planned during this phase of the operation. Casualties/Damage were: 2 crewmembers KIA, 3 

 WIA (major), 3 WIA (minor); 1  CH-46 destroyed, 1 CH-46 major damage, 9 CH-46 minor damage. . . . 

 

2. HMM-265 was part of MAG-36. The MAG-36 chronology (see above) states: "MAG-36 furnished 14 
CH-46 . . ." for the November 20 assault. On two occasions, Bill Hayes recalled that: "HMM 265 had 13 CH-46's to 

cover the sector with six airborne spares." Essentially all MAG-36 CH-46s on D-Day were from HMM-265. Bill 

Hayes and Bing Emerson were piloting two of these aircraft. Bing and Jack Harrell had spent the night at MMAF. 
The MAG-36 chronology reports that: "Aircraft departed Hue/Phu Bai at 0530 for a night flight to An Hoa," the 

staging area for CH-46 aircraft (including those from HMM-164). In October, 2018, consulting his original flight 

log books, Bill Hayes made this comment: 
 

 We flew from Phu Bai to An Hoa the morning [November 20, 1968] of the operation. . . . My total flight time 

 in the operation portion . . . was 2.5 hours. I thought that we made it into the zone 3 times, but it looks like we 

 sustained our battle damage on the second flight out of the zone. Figuring in the time from Phu Bai to An Hoa, 
 then initial loiter time before the beginning of the operation, I would guesstimate that the flight time between 

 An Hoa and our landing zone was in the 10 to 15 minute range. 

 
The photograph (see page 15, top) appears in the "Pop-A-Smoke Visions Gallery" maintained by the 

USMC/Combat Helicopter Association. It is presented here with two posts by Harold Johnson and William Hester, 

from 2006 and 2007. Minor corrections of grammar and spelling have been made: 
 

 My name is Harold Johnson. My brother is Bruce Johnson who survived the crash of ship #8 . . . This picture 

 was taken Nov 20, 1968, that is when they were shot down. The Marine on the far left is crew chief/gunner 

 Bruce Johnson, next to him is Hester the other gunner then Capt. Emerson. The Marine to the right of Emerson 
 should be Harrell. - Submitted by: Harold Johnson 

 

 I'm not in this photograph. I was inside EP8 getting ready to load troops. I was the Crew Chief this day on EP8. 
 My helicopter was EP4 but it was down due to damage sustained from the old EP8 accident. - Submitted by: 

 William Hester 

 

The number "8," as in "EP-8," is clearly visible on the front of the first CH-46. Positive aircrew identifications are 
LCpl. Bruce Johnson, aerial gunner (smiling at left) and Capt. Bing Emerson, pilot (third from left). 1stLt. Jack 

Harrell, copilot, is tentatively identified (fourth from left). Cpl. William Hester was inside the aircraft getting ready 

to load troops. The Marines standing between Johnson and Emerson and at the far right are not identified.  
 

Harrell and Emerson had spent the night at MMAF before an early-morning flight to AHCB. Other views of the 

AHCB airstrip are consistent, as is Cpl. Hester's statement that he was "getting ready to load troops." Three of these 
troops would be nineteen-year-old PFC William Smith, twenty-year-old LCpl. Donald McBride, and thirty-year-old 

Capt. David Myers, all from Kilo Co., 3/5 Marines. The initial wave of MAG-36 (HMM-265) CH-46s would land 

at 0810H along Route 4 (see map, page 13). Bill Hayes has estimated that the "flight time between An Hoa and our 

landing zone was in the 10 to 15 minute range." 

http://www.popasmoke.com/visions/index.php?message_id=c435d84848d59f98c07ed0cc47c41ccb&message_icon=info#cpgMessageBlock
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 The . . . initial wave of CH-46 aircraft landed at 0810 along Route 4 from AT 993577 to BT 025575. Flights 
 were met with heavy enemy opposition [see map, page 13, and text, page 14] . . . 

 

Map (page 13) positions AT993577 and BT025575 are indicated, on Route 4, with red stars. Each block on the map 
equals one square kilometer, so the two positions are a little over three kilometers apart. The easternmost position is 

close to the position where Buster McLin's flight had received enemy fire at 0800H that morning. 

 
The death of EP-8, at the position (AT998570) indicated by the yellow shape, occurred during the combat assault 

on Route 4 at Nong Son (1). As viewed on the map, Buster McLin's insertion sites (black stars) lay east of the EP-8 

incident, separated by a little more than three-and-a-half and four-and-a-half kilometers, respectively. Buster 

recalled: 
 

 My squadron (HMM 164) was flying on Jack's squadron's (HMM 265) right flank. I saw a CH 46 taking fire 

 then crash and burn. 
 

Bill Hayes, flying with HMM-265, recalled, on three separate occasions: 

 

 I was in the helicopter next to them when they took an RPG on the first insertion . . . They got hit and 
 immediately destroyed on the first landing. 

 

 On the first wave, a helicopter about 50 yards away was blown away. . . . The pilots were two of my 
 roommates. 

 

 My helicopter, a CH-46A, was to the immediate right of Bing and John's helicopter. On the first wave in we 
 landed about a rotor's diameter away. They were hit and exploded almost immediately after landing. . . . 

 

Capt. Emerson's DD1300 states: 

 
 The aircraft he was pilot of sustained hostile fire crashed and burned while on an approach to a landing zone 
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Top, "CH-53s in formation - beginning of Operation Meade River." Bottom, "Offloading troops at the beginning of 

Operation Meade River." From the Bob Healing photo book. Additional details on page 17. 
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The three photographs on pages 16 and 17 are from Mike Stabile, HMH 463, via the Bob Healing book. Photo #1, 
at the top of page 16, is titled, "CH-53s in formation - beginning of Operation Meade River," The legend continues, 

"A few of the 72 helicopters that airlifted four battalions into the Dodge City area south of Danang." Photo #2, at 

the bottom of page 16, is titled, "Offloading troops at the beginning of Operation Meade River." The legend 
continues, "1/LT Jack Harrell (OCS Platoon C-3 [41st OCC]; HMM-265) was KIA on first day as his CH-46 was 

one of two shot down in initial lift." The legend then goes on to add, "Staff Sergeant Karl Taylor (Sergeant 

Instructor for OCS Platoon A-2 [41st OCC]) won the Medal of Honor posthumously on 8 Dec 1968." SSgt. Taylor 

was serving with India Co., 3/26 Marines, which carried out a very deadly assault on the Northern Bunker Complex 
on the next-to-last-day of Operation Meade River, Sunday, December 8, 1968. The map on page 3 gives the 

location of the Northern Bunker Complex objective, and the yellow star gives the position where SSgt. Taylor fell.  

 
Photo #3, above, is titled, "41st OCC classmates flying CH-53s out of An Hoa: Rex Williams, Fred Balmes, Mike 

Stabile (taking photo)." The legend adds, "Resupplying 105mm ammo for Operation Meade River." 

 
* * * 

Under PART III, SIGNIFICANT EVENTS, the November, 1968, Command Chronology for MAG-36 continued: 

 

 5. CHAPLAIN SERVICES . . . 
 

  d. A joint Catholic-Protestant Memorial Service was conducted for two pilots of HMM-265 who died as the 

 result of a crash during operation Meade River.  
 

(See photo, page 18, top.) 
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The photograph at left is from 
the "Pop-A-Smoke Visions 

Gallery" maintained by the 

USMC/Combat Helicopter 
Association. It is simply titled, 

"Marble Mtn. Chapel - 1968." 

The following lines were sub-

mitted with the photograph:   
 

 A quiet place of reflection for 

 some of us. Also, a place of 
 sorrow for many of us as the 

 squadron would invariably 

 gather for memorial services 

 to send home our KIA. In 
 1968 for HMM 265 this was 

 entirely too often...  

 
  

 
  

 At half mast, for the matadors 

 Who turned their backs to please the crowd 

 And all fell before the bull 

 
 Black and white were the figures that recorded him 

 Black and white was the newsprint he was mentioned in 

 Black and white was the question that so bothered him 
 He never asked, he was taught not to ask 

 But was on his lips as they buried him 

 

 Rex tremendae majestatis 
 Requiem aeternam, Requiem aeternam 

—Terry Kirkman, "Requiem for the Masses" 

 
* * * 

As we refine our focus on the human cost of "the largest helicopter assault operation ever conducted by the Marine 

Corps," author and Marine Corps Vietnam veteran George Hill adds: 
 

 Just prior to landing within the cordon's boundary, a Boeing-Vertol CH-46 Sea Knight carrying one of the last 

 elements arriving, a unit from the 3/5, was hit by enemy fire; it crashed and burned, resulting in six killed and 

 nine wounded.  
  

The HMM-265 Narrative Summary for November 20 – D-Day for Operation Meade River – begins: 

 
 20 NOV 1968. HMM-265 flew 105 sorties for 39.4 hours in support of the 1ST MARDIV and III MAF [III 

 Marine Amphibious Force]. Squadron aircraft supported MEADE RIVER . . .  

 
The narrative continues: 

 

 in which EP-8 was destroyed in flight by enemy fire during the strike with the pilot and co-pilot receiving 

 "Alpha" injuries and the crew chief and gunner, "Bravo" injuries. Despite minor battle damage to four other 
 squadron aircraft as well, from the intense small arms, automatic weapons, .50 cal., mortars and possible 

 RPG's, squadron aircraft completed the mission. 
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1stLt. Jack Harrell's good friend Buster McLin was flying with Maj. J.M. Eichelberger on HMM-164 mission 21Δ 
that morning: 

 

 My squadron (HMM 164) was flying on Jack's squadron's (HMM 265) right flank. I saw a CH 46 taking fire 
 then crash and burn. I did not know it was Jack until that night.  

 

Mr. McLin's remembrance, above, was shared with 41st OCC/TBS 3-67 alumnus and Vietnam veteran Lionel 

Raymond in May, 2007. In November, 2017, Mr. McLin provided this additional text: 
 

 Meade River . . . It was a real "SH-T SANDWICH" and as I remember a lot of med-evacs. . . . HMM 164 also 

 had a lot of battle damage that day which turned out to be very long indeed. . . . It was a SUPER GAGGLE 
 ["Super Gaggle" refers to a Marine Corps adaptation that stood out during the siege of Khe Sanh, in which 

 eight-to-ten CH-46s, supported by a dozen A-4 strike aircraft, worked together on resupply missions] day  and I 

 don't remember another op[eration] that large ever again. . . . Aircraft availability was very low for several days 

 due to battle damage. . . . If my memory serves me by the end of that day it looked like a running retreat as we 
 tried to extract the grunts. 

 

Then-1stLt. Bill Hayes has three distinct and even more vivid remembrances of that morning: 
 

 I was in the helicopter next to them [Capt. Bing Emerson and 1stLt. Jack Harrell] when they took an RPG on 

 the first insertion of what was to be approx. eight trips to the same landing spot so the grunts could maintain 
 unit integrity. They got hit and immediately destroyed on the initial landing. My crew made it in three times 

 before we took substantial damage but were able to return safely to the staging zone. Intel was very bad that 

 day. Operation Meade River was to encircle a battalion of NVA. HMM 265 was assigned to transport the 

 grunts to the southern border of the operational area. Turns out that the NVA had better intel, knew we were 
 coming and were in full retreat. We landed in the middle of them. HMM 265 had 13 CH-46’s to cover the 

 sector with 6 airborne spares. Don’t remember for sure, but there were only 5 or 6 birds operational by the end 

 of the day. 
 

Mr. Hayes had shared his remembrance, above, with Mr. Raymond, as had Mr. McLin. For the 2016 41st 

OCC/TBS 3-67 "Reunion and Memorial Book," he added: 
 

 The plan was to encircle/surround a NVA battalion from four sides. Three of the sides would be carried out 

 with a helicopter assault; the fourth side was an armored assault along a road [probably Liberty Road; see map, 

 page 3] that was adjacent to the operation area. My squadron was assigned to transport grunts to the southern 
 boundary of the operating area. We were scheduled to make something like 8-10 trips to the same spot so we 

 could maintain [infantry] unit integrity on the ground. HMM-265 had 13 helicopters in the assault force and 6 

 airborne spares. Unfortunately, the intel was a little off. In fact, the NVA battalion was in retreat and my 
 squadron landed right in the middle of them. On the first wave, a helicopter about 50 yards away was blown 

 away. All personnel were lost. The pilots [Bing Emerson and Jack Harrell] were two of my roommates. I made 

 it in for 2 more trips before being unable to continue because of battle damage. 

 
Then, in September, 2018, Mr. Hayes added this in correspondence with me: 

 

 Bing and John were squadron mates and both of them lived in the same Quonset hut (I think about 10 of us) 
 that I lived in. My helicopter, a CH-46A, was to the immediate right of Bing and John's helicopter. On the first 

 assault wave in we landed about a rotor's diameter away. They were hit and exploded almost immediately after 

 landing. . . .  
 

He continued: 

 

 It has been a long time since Vietnam. I appreciate your concern and sensitivity about our war experiences. I 
 have lived a very good life. I was one of the fortunate ones and the experience of war did not adversely affect 
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 me physically, mentally or emotionally. I have always been grateful to come back whole and remain so after all 
 this time. 

 

Under PART III, SIGNIFICANT DETAILS, the HMM-265 Chronology gave human meaning to phrases like "'Alpha' 
injuries and . . . 'Bravo' injuries:" 

 

 3.  Casualities [sic]: 

  a. Captain William EMERSON, 093908/7562, was killed in action on 20 November 1968, when the aircraft 
 he was piloting was shot down and crashed 9 miles South of Danang in Quang Nam Province. 

  b. First Lieutenant John R. HARRELL, 0100302/7562, was killed in action on 20 November 1968, when 

 the aircraft he was co-pilot[ing] was shot down and crashed 9 miles South of Danang in Quang Nam Province. 
  c. Corporal William HESTER, 2305525/6320, received serious injuries on 20 November 1968, while flying 

 as Crew Chief on an aircraft which was shot down and crashed 9 miles South of Danang in Quang Nam 

 Province. Condition and prognosis are good. He was medevaced to Japan. 

  d. Lance Corporal Bruce W. JOHNSON, 2274339/6320, received serious injuries on 20 November 1968, 
 while flying as Aerial Gunner on an Aircraft which was shot down and crashed 9 miles South of Danang in 

 Quang Nam Province. He is still in serious condition at NAS Hospital, Danang.  

 
The DD1300, "Report of Casualty," for Capt. Emerson stated: 

 

 Died 20Nov68 Quang Nam (03) Province Republic of Vietnam as a result of . . . when the aircraft he was the 
 pilot of sustained hostile fire crashed and burned while on an approach to a landing zone 

 

Born exactly one week after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor, in Concord, Massachusetts, he was survived by 

his wife, his parents, and seven brothers and sisters. Posthumously, he would be awarded the Silver Star. 
 

The DD1300 for 1stLt. Harrell reported: 

 
 Died 20Nov68 Quang Nam (03) Province Republic of Vietnam as a result of . . . when the aircraft he was the 

 co-pilot of sustained intensive hostile fire while approaching the landing zone crashed and burned 

 
Born in Harrisonburg, Virginia, eight days before the United States dropped the world's first deployed atomic bomb 

over Hiroshima, he also was survived by his wife, who was expecting their first child in December, his parents, and 

one sister. Posthumously, he would be awarded the Distinguished Flying Cross. 

 
George Hill's account of the HMM-265 crash in which Bing Emerson and Jack Harrell died refers to six men being 

killed in action and nine wounded. The mission was a combat air assault, and the record indicates that three 

Marines, all with Kilo Co., 3/5 Marines, also perished in the crash. They were nineteen-year-old PFC William 
Smith of Norfolk, twenty-year-old LCpl. Donald McBride of Kansas City, and thirty-year-old Captain David Myers 

of Ames, Iowa. We cannot account for those infantry Marines and Corpsmen who might have been injured in or 

otherwise survived the crash. 

 
* * * 

This, then, is the account of how the promising young lives of Bing Emerson and Jack Harrell came to end, on the 

morning of Wednesday, November 20, 1968, during a combat assault on Route 4, near the village of Nong Son (1), 
in Quang Nam Province, South Vietnam. Almost forty years later, a boyhood friend of Jack's from the West End of 

Richmond would write:  

 
 We had the world at our door, Jack. The war took us away, you to the Marines, me to the Air Force. Only one 

 of us came back. I think of you and others gone but not forgotten and wonder what might have been. Rest well 

 my friend. 

 
Jack's close friend Buster McLin, who had spent time with Jack and Bing the night before the operation, would add: 
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 Not a day goes by that I don't think of you Jack. In my mind you are forever young and I am now old. I don't 
 know why but I know someday we'll see each other again and pick up where we left off. Until then take care 

 old friend.  

 
1stLt. Jack Harrell would be buried in Arlington National Cemetery, with full military honors, on Friday morning, 

November 29, 1968. It was the day after Thanksgiving Day. Today, you can remember Lieutenant Harrell in person 

at Arlington National Cemetery, Section 1, Grave number 154-D. 

 
On the same day that his copilot Jack Harrell was being laid to rest at Arlington, the funeral service for Capt. Bing 

Emerson would be conducted at 1:30 p.m. in Harvard Memorial Church, Harvard Yard, Cambridge, with interment 

following in his hometown of Concord, Massachusetts, in the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery. His great-great-
grandfather, Ralph Waldo Emerson, had addressed the inhabitants of Concord at the consecration of Sleepy Hollow 

Cemetery on Saturday, September 29, 1855. His address that day had begun with a reading of a dedicatory poem by 

William Ellery Channing: 

 
 NO abbey’s gloom, nor dark cathedral stoops,  

 No winding torches paint the midnight air;  

 Here the green pines delight, the aspen droops  
 Along the modest pathways, and those fair  

 Pale asters of the season spread their plumes  

 Around this field, fit garden for our tombs.  
 

 And shalt thou pause to hear some funeral-bell  

 Slow stealing o’er the heart in this calm place,  

 Not with a throb of pain, a feverish knell,  
 But in its kind and supplicating grace,  

 It says, Go, pilgrim, on thy march, be more  

 Friend to the friendless than thou wast before; . . . 
 

Among his own remarks, Emerson added: 

 
 This spot for twenty years has borne the name of Sleepy Hollow. Its seclusion from the village in its immediate 

 neighborhood had made it to all the inhabitants an easy retreat on a Sabbath day, or a summer twilight, and it 

 was inevitably chosen by them when the design of a new cemetery was broached, if it did not suggest the 

 design, as the fit place for their final repose. In all the multitudes of woodlands and hillsides, which within a 
 few years have been laid out with a similar design, I have not known one so fitly named. Sleepy Hollow. In this 

 quiet valley, as in the palm of Nature’s hand, we shall sleep well when we have finished our day. What is the 

 Earth itself but a surface scooped into nooks and caves of slumber—according to the Eastern fable, a bridge full 
 of holes, into one or other of which all the passengers sink to silence? Nay, when I think of the mystery of life, 

 its round of illusions, our ignorance of its beginning or its end, the speed of the changes of that glittering dream 

 we call existence,—I think sometimes that the vault of the sky arching there upward, under which our busy 

 being is whirled, is only a Sleepy Hollow, with path of Suns, instead of foot-paths; and Milky Ways, for truck-
 roads. . . . 

 

Today, you can remember Captain Emerson in person, either at the Sleepy Hollow Cemetery in Concord or in the 
Harvard Memorial Church, where his name is kept on the Vietnam War Memorial, a large bronze plaque mounted 

on the north wall inside the sanctuary. 

 
* * * 

Sometime early in 1973 . . . more than four years after their son's death in Vietnam, after the Christmas, 1972, 

bombings of Hanoi and Haiphong, after the January 22, 1973, death of former President Lyndon Johnson, after the 

January 27 signing of the Paris peace agreement and presumably after March 29 of that year, when a total of 591 
American POWs had been returned to US custody . . . Bing Emerson's parents were interviewed on-camera by the 

producers of the Vietnam War documentary, Hearts and Minds. David (1916-1998) and Mary Cochran (1919-

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gjxcWKa4sow&has_verified=1
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2013) Emerson spoke about sacrifice, about their son, and about their country. Excerpts from that interview, 
conducted in their home (see photo, below), with a clear view of a framed photograph of their son's CH-46 Sea 

Knight in flight, are given below: 

 
 David Emerson – Certainly, to me, the day that you can say that a sacrifice such as that is not worthwhile is  

 the day that you've destroyed all your real values – of what is worthwhile, and what isn't. And there's no 

 question in my mind that he and everybody else that did what he did – there is no sacrifice that is in vain – 

 absolutely none . . . that down the line, that's the price that you pay for freedom, and that's the price that you 
 pay for the kind of stature that we have, and it's the kind of risk you take to preserve the ideals that we have.  

 

 Mary Cochran Emerson – He had just a tremendous sense of humor and just an amazing, instinctive sense of 
 what was important – and what wasn't. I remember when I was getting ready for our oldest daughter's wedding, 

 and I was upset because something or other wasn't going well – and he called up from Pensacola, and he said, 

 "How are things going?" And I said, "Fine, Bing, but such-and-such has happened." He said, "Oh, Mom, don't 

 sweat the small stuff. . . ." You know, it just made all the difference. . . . I thought, "That really is small stuff, 
 you know. . . ." And it was . . . and it made the whole thing much easier. . . . 

 

 Interviewer – "What did your son want to become?" 
 

 Mary Cochran Emerson – I suspect he would have gone into the newspaper. He actually had just got a job with 

 the New York Times when he went into . . . the . . . OCS. And he worked for newspapers in the summer while 
 he was at college. . . . 

 

Mrs. Emerson then added, wistfully: 

 
 I suppose that it's like any pain. You don't remember pain too well . . . afterwards. . . .  

 

Early in 1973, David and 
Mary Cochran Emerson 

spoke, in their Concord, 

Massachusetts home, about 
their son Bing, about the 

concept of sacrifice, and about 

their country. A framed 

photograph of their son's CH-
46 Sea Knight, in flight, is 

clearly visible over Mr. 

Emerson's right shoulder, on 
the fireplace mantel. 

 

 

 
 

 

 
* * * 

Later this November, the Marine Corps veterans of the 41st OCC and TBS 3-67 will hold their biennial reunion in 

New Orleans. If previous reunion programs are followed, a Remembrance and Memorial Service will be held on 
Sunday morning. There will be a reading of the 23rd Psalm, and "Eternal Father, Strong to Save" (the Navy Hymn) 

will be sung. But especially, there will be a "Reading of the Names of Honor and Tolling of the Bell" for each of 

the forty-seven "Classmate KIA's in Vietnam 1967-1969." Among those forty-seven names, those of 1stLt. Donald 

Lammers, HMM-265, 1stLt. Jack Harrell, HMM-265, and 1stLt. David Sterling, HMM-364, will be read. These 
names will be joined by those of Jerome Schlicht, Laurence Houck, Russell Moke, Laurie Barnes, and Michael 
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Nickerson – all of whom gave their lives flying the hostile skies of Vietnam with Marine Corps helicopter 
squadrons. . . . 

 

And two days after the Reunion closes, and the veterans, their wives and families, have all returned safely home, 
the calendar page will turn to November 20, 2018 – the fiftieth anniversary of the beginning of Operation Meade 

River – the day which took the lives of Jack Harrell and Bing Emerson. And wherever they may be that morning, 

Sam Kelly, Buster McLin, and Bill Hayes will look to the skies, and for at least a moment in silence, they will 

remember that day and their friends and brothers-in-arms, who were lost forever . . . men, who were trained for 
war, but men, who like every American, wanted peace. . . .  

 

* * * 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 
 

 

 


