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PROLOGUE

DA NANG, FRIDAY 28 MARCH 1975

Ed Daly was not a man to be trifled with. He had started life with less than most of his countrymen, an orphan from the south side of Chicago, and had parlayed a lifetime of hard work, a healthy dose of rat cunning and monumental self-belief into the ownership of one of the world’s most successful air transportation companies. When he bought that company, World Airways, in the early 1950s, it owned two old military aircraft that had first seen service a decade earlier during World War II, operating out of equally run-down facilities in New Jersey. Now, twenty years later, World Airways owned a fleet of modern passenger and cargo aircraft, and had a staff that numbered in the hundreds and a new, modern base at the Oakland International Airport in California. Much of the company’s growth came from a series of US government contracts, most recently contracts for the movement of men and material into and out of the hotspots of Cambodia and South Vietnam. Now, though, it seemed to Ed Daly that he might be about to lose those contracts at the same time as the United States was losing its footholds in those two countries to the Communist forces sweeping through them both. After thirty years of bitter fighting up and down the length of the country, an end to the conflict was in sight even though it was not the end the government in the south and its allies had envisioned.

The crunch had come just a few days earlier, in mid-March, in the northern reaches of South Vietnam when the old imperial capital of Hue was surrounded by North Vietnamese regular army units and cut off from the rest of the country. North Vietnamese and Vietcong forces were on the offensive throughout the south by late March and the fall of the country’s whole northern section appeared imminent. As North Vietnamese forces closed in, nowhere was the collapse of government infrastructure more evident than in South Vietnam’s second city, Da Nang. By then, Da Nang probably contained more than two million inhabitants, double its normal population, with most of the excess comprising refugees from the fighting to the north and west. It also contained many important civilian and military installations and personnel, and, as Da Nang’s fate appeared increasingly problematic, the US Embassy in Saigon offered Ed Daly and World Airways a contract to fly twenty planeloads of refugees from Da Nang to Saigon.1

These evacuations commenced on Wednesday 26 March with two flights using Daly’s Boeing 727 passenger aircraft, each carrying two hundred refugees; there were no problems either in the air or on the ground at Da Nang. The first evacuation the next day was not so smooth. The 727 landed at Da Nang without incident, but as it taxied towards the World Airways terminal people started rushing towards it. The pilot continued to the terminal where the aircraft stopped and lowered its rear passenger stairs. First down those stairs were two burly US Embassy security guards who happened to be on board. They positioned themselves on either side at the bottom to regulate the passengers who were allowed on the flight. It worked for a while and the aircraft slowly filled. As it did so, though, those waiting realised that their chances of getting aboard were decreasing rapidly, and they surged forward. The guards used mace to keep them back, scrambling up the stairs as they were raised. The aircraft taxied away from the terminal and took off with considerably more people than the 131 it was authorised to carry, but it had come very close to being a humanitarian disaster.2 Subsequent flights that afternoon proceeded without any major problems.

The Thursday morning flight that was almost mobbed had carried Ed Daly, who thus had first-hand experience of what might happen if panic again set in among the refugees. The presence of armed, deserting soldiers was a particular concern, but the relative calm of the afternoon flights brought some reassurance to Daly and his crews. That reassurance was not shared in official circles and when the US Embassy heard of what had occurred on the first flight on Thursday, US Ambassador to South Vietnam Graham Martin immediately suspended all evacuation flights to Da Nang. According to those who worked with him, Daly was furious, believing that he was better placed than anyone to assess the safety of his aircraft’s operations. He was able to arrange a brief meeting with South Vietnamese President Thieu, who reassured him that Da Nang would remain safe in the short term at least. The soldiers of the Army of the Republic of South Vietnam (ARVN) would fight to the last if they believed their families had been evacuated and were safe, Thieu told Daly.3

Armed with this reassurance, Daly drove directly to the embassy, where he demanded to see Ambassador Martin. What followed was an extremely acrimonious meeting that ended with Daly calling Martin nothing more than a jumped-up used-car salesman and Martin responding by firstly cancelling World Airways’ contract with the embassy and then warning Daly that if he attempted any more flights into Da Nang he would move to have his operating licence cancelled. Back at his suite in the Caravelle Hotel, Daly announced to his senior staff that his airline would be carrying out another evacuation mission to Da Nang the next day, and began making the necessary arrangements.4

•

The operation started early on the morning of Saturday 29 March, when Daly ordered his three available Boeing 727s to be fuelled and crewed for the flight to Da Nang. He would fly in the first with his chief pilot, Ken Healy;5 co-pilot Glen Flansaas; flight engineer Charles Stewart; and three flight attendants, Jan Wollett, Val Witherspoon and 21-year-old Atsako Okuba. The second aircraft, flown by Dave Wanis, would follow, while the third, flown by Don McDaniel, would circle Nha Trang – about halfway between Saigon and Da Nang – until called into service. Also aboard Daly’s aircraft would be American reporter Bruce Dunning and his camera team from CBS News, plus two reporters from United Press International and several World Airways ground staff. Each aircraft would carry a normal complement of cabin crew plus Vietnamese translators. Healy would land, they would load up with refugees and then depart, then both Wanis and McDaniel would complete the same process.

Daly’s aircraft departed on the forty-five-minute flight to Da Nang around 8.30 a.m. The weather forecast was for fine and clear conditions all day, and the short flight up the country’s east coast was uneventful, with cabin crew and journalists chatting in the main cabin until Ken Healy put the aircraft into a slow descent to Da Nang airport. The arrangements had been worked out: Healy would drop down for a flypast over the airport before attempting to land while the second aircraft, flown by Dave Wanis, would circle Da Nang. If it was safe to land, Healy would touch down and again taxi to the World Airways terminal. There, the rear stairway would be lowered for embarking passengers while Joe Hrezo, a World Airways ground controller from the Clark Air Base in the Philippines, would help load the aircraft before making his way to the control tower to act as an air traffic controller for the evacuation flights that day. Before then, he would assist Ed Daly to secure the stairs against a possible rush by panicked refugees; both men would be carrying pistols to help in this. The news crews would also exit the aircraft when it came to a halt to film the entire evacuation process.

The World Airways passenger jets were not the only American aircraft in the Da Nang area that morning. Two Air America helicopters were also circling Da Nang, flying low, searching for some Western diplomats who were stranded in the city and who had radioed for help. The crews of both helicopters knew that the situation at the airport was fraught with danger and when one of the pilots, Marius Bourke, spotted the approaching 727, he tried to send a radio message to it, warning the pilot not to land at Da Nang airport. There was no response. The pilot of the second helicopter, Tony Coalson, was closer to the airport than Bourke and could see the strikes of incoming shells and rockets. He could also see wisps of smoke rising from vehicles that had been burned out overnight, some destroyed by ground fire from the approaching communist forces and some simply abandoned and burnt by their owners. Coalson, too, radioed the approaching 727 with a warning that it might be too dangerous to land.6 Coalson’s radio message was also ignored.

While Wanis’s aircraft circled high overhead, Ken Healy took his 727 down to two hundred metres and, with the engines throttled back, flew the length of one of the twin runways. With not a person in sight, the airport seemed completely deserted. Healy took his aircraft around again and this time, rather than overflying the runway, he adjusted the flaps, lowered the wheels and prepared to land. As he crossed the airport’s perimeter fence, the entire facility burst into life as hundreds and then thousands of people suddenly appeared. They came from within, between and behind the buildings and bunkers that lined the airport’s boundaries, hangars and sheds, and while most were on foot, others were on bicycles and motorbikes, or in cars, vans, jeeps and trucks. An armoured personnel carrier even appeared from somewhere, all headed towards the World Airways 727.

What had been a calm and peaceful scene soon turned into mayhem and chaos. As the 727 slowed down, a truck drew level with the cockpit and one of its passengers appeared to fire several shots at the aircraft from a pistol before disappearing. Ahead of them, another man also stood in the middle of the runway, aiming a pistol at the approaching aircraft. Healy turned towards him and that man also disappeared into the crowd. From somewhere between the buildings a shiny sports car, a Mustang, appeared and bounced across the infield driving towards the plane. The driver took it onto the runway where he stopped the car, jumped out and aimed a pistol directly at the window in front of the pilot. Healy ignored him: the windows were bulletproof.

Healy had lowered the rear passenger stairs when the aircraft touched down but raised them again when people streamed out onto the runway. Now he lowered them again as Ed Daly and Joe Hrezo made their way to the rear of the aircraft. The plan was to slow down to walking pace, manoeuvre the aircraft across the taxiway to the World Airways terminal, turn around and, without stopping, collect a load of passengers, taxi back to the active runway and take off. As they approached the terminal and turned around, Daly and Hrezo would assist refugees aboard. When the aircraft was full one of the cabin crew would signal to Healy, who would power up the engines and take off.

It didn’t quite work out like that. Slowing to a walking pace meant that people on the ground caught up with the aircraft. While Ed Daly remained on the stairs, Joe Hrezo and Tom Aspell, one of the television cameramen, made the mistake of stepping onto the tarmac and were immediately swallowed up by the crowd. The remaining newsmen opted to remain on the aircraft, one of them speaking into his small handheld tape recorder: ‘The crew is scared. The mob is panic-stricken. There’s a man with an M-16 pointed at us, trying to get us to stop . . . a jeep, a pick-up truck, just crumbled under an engine.’7

The first ten refugees onto the aircraft were deserting ARVN soldiers, one of whom was almost incoherent with panic and kept yelling about bombs and rockets. When the flow of those coming aboard decreased to a trickle the senior flight attendant, Jan Wollett, moved to the cabin’s rear, looked into the stairwell and saw something that scared her out of her wits for a second. Near the bottom of the stairs, Ed Daly was hanging on with one hand and waving a pistol with the other. He was wild-eyed and shouting and it looked to Wollett as though part of his clothing had been torn off. As Daly attempted to prevent the crowd from storming the aircraft another flight attendant, Val Witherspoon, was trying to help refugees onto the stairs.

Wollett also moved onto the stairs to assist the other two. Near the front of the surge of people she saw a family of five – a mother with a baby in her arms, a father and two small children, running towards the base of the stairs. She reached out towards them and heard a sharp crack, crack, crack, crack, crack above the sound of the engines. A man with a pistol had shot the family from behind; they fell and were trampled by the crowd behind. The gunman forced his way onto the stairs and into the aircraft, brushing past Wollett as he did so; she thought she would have someone deal with him later.8

Still determined to help, Wollett turned back to the crowd and reached out towards another woman trying to climb onto the stairs. The two clasped hands briefly before a Vietnamese man grabbed the woman around the neck, pulled her from Wollett’s grasp and threw her to the ground, climbing over her to reach the stairs. Ed Daly, who had seen the whole incident, smashed his pistol into the man’s face, opening a large gash across his forehead and knocking him back into the crowd, where he was trampled underfoot and disappeared. With the aircraft now filling up rapidly, Wollett made her way back to the flight deck.

There, Ken Healy told her what was now going to happen. He had heard from Joe Hrezo, who was safe and who had made it to the control tower. Healy said that he would continue taxiing and would take the aircraft past the control tower and get as close to it as he safely could. As they passed the tower, Hrezo would sprint out and fight his way through the crowd and onto the stairs. Witherspoon would signal to Wollett from the aircraft’s rear as soon as Hrezo was aboard and, when she did, Wollett was to immediately inform Healy, who would run up the engines, increasing speed and power, turn onto the runway from the taxiway and take off.

It worked well to begin with. Healy proceeded along the taxiway past the control tower and Hrezo ran as hard as he could towards the 727 and, using elbows and knees, was able to force his way onto the stairs. Val Witherspoon signalled to Jan Wollett, who called out to Healy that Hrezo was aboard. Healy immediately pushed the throttles forward, realising as he did so that there were several new problems he now had to solve. The first was an obvious one: the active runway and a second, parallel runway were both covered with people and a collection of moving and abandoned vehicles, meaning the only take-off route now available was the much shorter taxiway. Powering up the jet engines also sent a signal to the crowd that the aircraft was going to take off, sending some of them into a frenzy.

In the main cabin, an increasingly nervous reporter continued talking into his tape recorder, his voice rising and becoming increasingly shrill.


People are storming aboard, shouting, pushing, soldiers, civilians. People are climbing up on the wings . . . They’re falling off. Soldiers are firing into the air to scare others away . . . Women and children are lying on the ground. Some are trying to lie in front of the wheels.9



He was reporting just what he could see; out of his purview much more was happening. Those who could scrambled into any opening on the underside of the aircraft, hoping to find refuge in its cargo hold, while others vented their frustration by screaming abuse and throwing objects at the 727 as it began to pick up speed. Some soldiers shot at it and one threw a hand grenade that exploded beneath the left wing, causing quite a bit of damage. The real drama, though, remained at the rear passenger stairs.

There, several people were caught on those stairs as the aircraft gathered enough speed to outpace those who had been running to try to clamber aboard. The main issue was that the man at the top of the stairs had been caught in the crush and had suffered a badly broken leg. Even worse, he was trapped in a way that meant the door at the top of the stairwell could not be closed, while efforts to both comfort and free the man prevented at least half a dozen others below him on the stairs from entering the main cabin. To complicate matters further, the weight and the pressure on the stairs had twisted them and Ed Daly, still there, believed that it would be impossible to retract the stairs and so seal the stairwell. He, Joe Hrezo and Val Witherspoon worked quickly and carefully to free the injured man and were eventually successful. By then, the aircraft had left the ground.

On the flight deck, Ken Healy focused solely on getting his aircraft off the ground before it was destroyed by the mob clamouring to be saved. He pushed the engines to full power, partly to scare off anyone who sought to get close to the 727, but mainly to gain enough ground speed for what would be a very difficult take-off. There was not enough concrete taxiway so the take-off would have to be from a grass surface, but Healy believed it was possible. As the 727 picked up speed the wings smashed through several small sheds and Healy struggled with the controls, which seemed to resist his attempts to move them, while warning lights began to flash on the aircraft’s control panel.10

The 727 continued to gather speed along the taxiway and over the grass and, just when it seemed about to crash into the airport’s perimeter fence, Healy hauled back on the controls and the aircraft slowly lifted into the air. As it did so, the undercarriage smashed into an abandoned vehicle and through a fence pole and fence, tearing through the concertina wire, which caught and trailed sixty metres behind and below the aircraft. The plane just cleared a large pile of rocks at the edge of Da Nang harbour before slowly, ever so slowly, clawing its way into the sky.

In the main cabin a cameraman named Mike Marriott had been filming the evacuation and, as the 727 gathered speed before take-off, he had moved back towards the rear stairs to see if he could shoot any footage looking out and down as they departed Da Nang. He arrived at the stairwell just as Daly, Hrezo and Witherspoon moved the injured refugee back and away from the stairs; suddenly, Marriott found that he was unable to film, struggling just to hold onto a rail and stare at what was happening. There had been five other refugees behind the man with the broken leg and now they were all in a life and death struggle. The out-of-shape stairs, the aircraft’s speed and angle of ascent, plus gravity all conspired against them, and as a horrified Marriott looked on from just a few metres away the Vietnamese began to lose their grip on the railings and fell off, one by one. Marriott guessed they were several hundred metres in the air when the last one fell.

Mike Marriott turned away and walked back through the main cabin, filming rows of traumatised soldiers and civilians, and charting the aircraft’s progress by filming through the cabin’s windows. He would never forget what he had seen in the stairwell, but now he was filming history hoping that someone, someday might be able to make sense out of what he had just witnessed. Marriott, Daly, Wollett and many others aboard were also struggling with a greater issue: if what they had just seen represented the response of the people in and around Da Nang to the imminent arrival of communist forces, what would happen when there was a requirement to evacuate women and children from Saigon, a city already full of refugees and likely to contain five million people by the middle of April?
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