





B BRAVEST OF THE BRAVE

We Mistys were legendary for bravery, certainly in fighter pilot
lore; this was usually because of our high loss rate. It could be
intellectually argued that our reputation for bravery was owed
to incompetence, stupidity, lack of judgment and a disregard
for rules; we prefer to think our buddies were right and we
were just brave.

If the truth be known, we weren’t brave at all. In fact, at
least half the time, we were victims trapped by circumstance
in the back seat, buried under cameras and maps, slightly
pissed that we couldn’t be in the front seat, and totally at the
mercy of a front-seater, who we thought was rough, overly
aggressive and with whom we had very little karma. Most
of us vowed during several
missions that we would beat the
living daylights out of the front-
seater as soon as we got back on
the ground. The long ride home
to Phu Cat, however, usually
provided time to cool down.

This story tells how I learned
the true meaning of bravery.
Fellow Misty pilot and buddy Ed Risinger was returning home
to Phu Cat and called the tower about 75 miles out:

“Phu Cat, has Misty 31 (the first afternoon mission) departed?”

“Negative, Misty. He’s in the arming area,” was the reply.

“Roger. Have him come up tower frequency.”

“Misty 31’s up.”

“Misty 31, this is Misty 11. There’s an F-4 down in the A
Shau Valley. The Sandys and Jollys and Misty 21 are with him,
but the bad guys are all around, and he’s about to get captured.
Get up there as quickly as you can. They need help!”

“Roger!”

We knew our business and didn’t need any more info. We
were airborne ASAP and pushed max military throttle all the
way to the A Shau. When we arrived, things were in a mess.
Two Sandys, two helos and Jim “Fio” Fiorelli in Misty 21 were
working the RESCAP. The F-4 backseater was down on the side
of a mountain overlooking the valley. He had a broken leg. One

“Put it on me!

Hurry! They'’re

all around me!
Closer!”
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This line of enemy
trucks was photo-
graphed on Christmas
Day 1967. (Photo
courtesy of author.)

Jolly Green was maneuvering to pick him up. The front-seater
was OK but down in the middle of the valley. His collapsed
chute was clearly visible, and the NVA had him surrounded. He
was calling for ordnance to be put right next to his chute and
said the bad guys were all around and coming closer.

Just before we arrived, an Army Huey had tried to land to
pick up the front-seater and was shot down. It managed to
limp over the closest hill and set down on fire about a mile




south of the downed pilot. The second helo landed to pick up
its crew of four.

Before we could get a word in edgewise, a two-place Army
Loach arrived and informed Sandy Lead he was going in to
pick up the front-seater.

“Be careful,” warned Lead. “It’s really hot in there, and
we've already lost an F-4 and a Huey. The Huey is down about
a mile to the south. I don’t think you should go in there!”

As the Loach operated on VHF, we couldn’t hear the other
side of the conversation, but it was evident the Loach was
going to ignore Sandy Lead.

“OK. We'll try to cover you,” replied Sandy.

We watched as the Loach made an approach to the downed
pilot’s chute. He was hit several times, pulled off smoking and
headed south towards the downed Huey. He sat down hard by
the burning Huey.
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A lucky rescued pilot
steps off the Jolly Green
that plucked him out of
the jungle and away from
the hands of captivity.
(Photo by Glenn Little
courtesy of Warren
Thompson.)

The Phu Cat air base is located just under the 14-degree
latitude line on the top center of the map. It’s color-coded

in purple. (Photo courtesy of author.)
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“Great! Now we got two
helos and two more guys
down,” I thought.

“Jolly 2; turn around and go
back! We got a Loach down
now by the Huey. Pick them
up,” commanded Lead.

The second Jolly Green had
just lifted off, after rescuing
the Huey crew. Now, it turned
around and maneuvered to
pick up the pilots from the
downed Loach.

“Sandy Lead, Misty 31 is
with you. All in sight. We got
willie petes and 20 mike-mike.”

“Roger. Fall in behind Misty
21’s pattern. He's working
north-south. We're working
east-west. The pilot is 50 meters west of the chute. We need ord-
nance all around him. They're closing in!”

We fell into a tight north-south pattern behind Fio. No brief-
ing was necessary. We tried to time it so a Misty was rolling in
just as a Sandy pulled off, to have max ordnance exploding in
the faces of the “Gomers.”

“Jolly 1 is in a hover. PJ (pararescueman) is going down.”

The Lead Jolly was now in a hover about one mile east of the
action to rescue the backseater, and a PJ was being lowered on
the hoist to assist the injured pilot.

On my first pass, I launched a rocket, which hit a few meters
north of the chute. I then squeezed the trigger to fire the guns.

“Good, but closer!” yelled the front-seater on his survival
radio. “Put it on me! Hurry! They’re all around me! Closer!”

We continued the daisy chain, alternating the Sandy A-1s
with CBUs and bombs and the two F-100 Mistys with rockets
and 20mm. On my second pass, the guns jammed.

(Photo courtesy of author.)

BRAVEST OF THE BRAVE EXTRA

60 flightjournal.com

Ed Risner checks out some battle damage to an F-100.

“Damn! Hate!” I yelled and
banged my fist on the instru-
ment panel. “Goddamn,
cheap-ass, low-bidder crap!”

I recycled the switches and
tried every trick, but to no
avail. We continued to make
passes until we ran out of
rockets, and with jammed
guns, I dived right down to
treetop level and hit the AB
just above the chute.

“We might not kill them,
but maybe we’ll deafen
them,” I thought.

On the downwind leg on
one of my patterns, I glanced
toward the hovering helo that
was picking up the backseater.
“Jesus! Look at that!” I shouted. The hovering helo was being
repeatedly hit by gunfire.

“We're picking up some hits,” said the Jolly pilot calmly.
“We’ll be out in a couple of minutes.”

He was cool as ice.

“No fooling!” I thought.

We continued our passes over the downed pilot, and on
each downwind, I looked at the hovering helo. I watched him
on four patterns, and although I didn’t count, I'm sure he was
hit 20 to 30 times just while I was watching. Although he was
a helo pilot, he had somewhere caught the fighter pilot dis-
ease: cojones grandes!

I wish I could report that all came out well. We were not
that lucky. Jolly 2 rescued the Huey and Loach crews, and Jolly
Lead picked up the backseater and probably 100 hits. The last
thing the front-seater said was, “They got me. I'm breaking my
radio. See you after the war.”
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As 1 reflect on the subject of bravery, I recall that no one
wanted to be a helo pilot. I don’t remember any undergraduate
pilot training class where the distinguished graduates selected
helos. It is said there is something unnatural about having your
wings swing in a circle above your head while flying. We all
opted for fast jets, glory and the reputation for bravery, but I
know who owns the title “bravest of the brave”: Jolly Green
pilots—hands down, bar none, no contest! Second place goes
to the F-4 front-seater, who asked to put bombs all over him
and said dejectedly, “... I'm breaking my radio. See you after
the war.” Third place is awarded to the Gomers who marched
through our bombs and bullets to capture him. Damn them!

Postscript: I don’t remember his name, but the front-seater did
not make it back after the war. Years later, crash site investiga-
tion teams visited the area. A Vietnamese woman was inter-
viewed and said she was involved. Several days after the shoot-
down, she said she came across an American pilot who was
wounded. She says he pointed a pistol at her, and she executed
him. Today, the Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC) with the high-
est retention rate is helo pilots. God bless them! B

Books by Don Shepperd: “Misty—First Person Stories of the F-100
Misty Fast FACs in the Vietnam War” -ed. AuthorHouse.com; “Bury
Us Upside Down—The Misty Pilots and the Secret Battle for the Ho
Chi Minh Trail,” with Rick Newman, Amazon.com; “The Class of '58
Writes a Book” -ed. AuthorHouse.com.

Maintenance crews worked at a furious pace to get the Misty
F-100s turned around and ready to go for the next mission.
(Photo courtesy of author.)

k mck Rutan, ﬁrst man to
ﬂy nonstop, unrefueled

' congressnonal candldate

ud D was awarded the .



	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.a
	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.b
	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.c
	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.d
	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.e
	Flight Journal Dec. 2008 Bravest of the Brave Article, Larry Wielgosz.f

