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Shortly after noon the
C-141s arrived at Gia Lam Airport.
"While sitting in buses on the
ramp, we saw three C-141s make a
circle," Colonel Robinson Risner,
Senior Ranking Officer of the 4™
POW Wing, recounted. "It was so
beautiful. We couldn't believe a
bird that big could be so graceful.
Along the sides of the fuselage was
painted UNITED STATES AIR

FORCE with a big red cross on the

tail."®  For Navy Lieutenant---

Everett Alvarez, who had been a

prisoner for more than eight years,

C-141 and Repatriation Team wait for POWs’ .
release at Gia Lam Airport, Hanoi

seeing the C-141 "was love at first
sight."” After the airplanes had landed and taxied near the air terminal, the prisoners exited

the buses. The International Control Commission team and their North Vietnamese

®Risner, The Passing of the Night, 245, for more information on Col Risner see John
L. Frisbee, ed, Makers of the United States Air Force (Washington, DC: Office of Air
Force History, 1987).

S’Everett Alvarez, Jr. and Anthony S. Pitch, Chained Eagle (New York: Donald I.
Fine, Inc., 1989), 256. ’
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counterparts sat at a table with a white cover under an old parachute canopy in front of the
terminal. The prisoners formed columns of twos in the order of capture date. Lieutenant
Alvarez was. first in line, Captain Denton was number 13, and Colonel Risner number 27.
One observer remembered the North Vietnamese announcer toid the prisoners, in perfect
English, "As I call your name, step forward and go home."%® As he called each name, "we
stepped forward to shake hands with the American representative. In our case it was Air
Force Colonel Al Lynn, an old friend of mine," Colonel Risner relafed. I touched his hand,
"I was overwhelmed with emotion. The moment I knew I was free. I couldn't restrain
myself. We threw our arms around each other and embraced in front of all the people."®®
After the prisoners crossed an imaginary line that divided the table between the
American and North Vietnamese team, they were free. It was an emotional moment for
everyone, especially Captain Mulligan. "I was free! This was the moment I had been
waiting for. I half ran toward the safety of the waiting C-141 when the fullness of" the ~
emotion of that happy time hit me. I started sobbing."™ Although it was not part of the
Operation HCMECOMING plan, the C-130 crewmembers who were standing nearby
watching the proceedings stepped forward and escorted Mulligan and the other men to the
waiting C-141s. "Our people would escort a persoﬁ to the aircraft,” recalled Captain

Kenneth E. Green, "then they would actually run back to the line to get another one to escort

Intvw, Dr C. F. Cross, MAC/HO, with Col K. E. Green, USAF (ret), 19 Jun 90.
Colonel Green was a captain at the time; Mulligan, Hanoi Commitment, 280.

$Risner, The Passing of the Night, 245.
Mulligan, Hanoi Commitment, 282.
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Capt John W. Parsells greets the returnee delegation at Gia Lam Airport.
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them back. Except for two or three litter patients, every single person, even the ones with
broken bones, no matter how their bones had healed, walked to the aircraft under their own

steam."”!

On later flights, the C-130 crewmembers on the ground at Gia Lam continued to
serve as escorts. Chief Master Sergeant Arthur West, a C-130 flight engineer on a later

mission, remembered, "If the prisoner talked, I could talk; but if he started to choke, 1

couldn't talk either, it was so emotional." Chief West recounted some comments of the
newly-freed Americans, including: "Free at last!" "That [C-141] was the most beautiful bird
I've ever seen." "I have chills running all through my body--you will just never know how
it feels."”

Captain Green, Commander of the Aeromedical Evacuation Management Branch at

Clark AB, had ridden to Gia Lam on the C-130 for the first HOMECOMING mission. The
POWs' apparently good condition after so many years' internment amazed him. Captaixi
Green and other medical planners had been unable to learn the medical condition of the
prisoners befére their release. "So, there was a tremendous amount of planning on what
medical equipment and which medical specialties would be needed to bring them home," he
recalled. "So when we reached Gia Lam, we knew that if they would give us our men, we

could bring them back, no matter what their condition. Much to our surprise, they came out

Mntvw, Cross with Col Green.

Intvw, Cross with CMSgt West.
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by themselves. They stood tall and they marched. It was wonderful to see them. They were
proud to be Americans."”

When the repatriates reached the waiting C-141s, they found that the crews at Clark
had spruced-up the normally austere interior of the aircraft. There were magazines, including
Playboy, available and copies of Stars and Stripes on every seat. The medical crews brought
electric razors, aftershave lotion, and cloth hand-towels. Nurses and medical technicians
greeted the men and showed them to their seats, but they were téo excited to sit. Not having
seen an American woman since 1964, Lieutenant Alvarez considered the first nurse he saw
to be a "delicate apparition.” The nurse conducting the pre-takeoff briefing could not get the
men's attention, so she asked Captain Green, "What shall I do?" He replied, "Just tell them
to hold on to something because we are going home."”

"We had always said we wouldn't really trust the Vietnamese until our wheels had
left the ground. Our plane taxied out and waited for clearance,” Colonel Risner related:~-
"Then the pilot threw the coal to it. Everyone was tense and unmoving. . . . As soon as we
felt the vibrati.ons stop and knew the aircraft had lifted from the ground, a wild cheer swept
the airplane. Everyone shouted, clapped their hands and laughed."” Major Marrott

recounted, "We started our takeoff roll, and over the headset noise and noise of the engines

I could hear a tremendous cheer from the back of the airplane as we broke ground."”®

BIntvw, Cross with Col Green.

"Ibid; Alvarez and Pitch, Chained Eagle, 257.
Risner, The Passing of the Night, 246.

$Hist, 63 MAW (MAC), Jan-Mar 1973, 37.
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After years of dreaming of thick, juicy steaks, the men were starving with
anticipation. Unfortunately, dieticians at Clark AB, concerned that years of deprivation had
affected the men's ability to digest such fare, had recommended Sustacal, a liquid,
high-protein dietary supplement. "The first thing the men Wanfed when they got on board

the airplane was something to eat," Captain Green recalled. "It was rather embarrassing to

say all we have for you is Sustacal."” The repatriates obviously wanted more substantial
food. Colonel Risner explained to an attending physician that in recent months the North

Vietnamese had given the captives "a lot of pig fat and grease" to get them ready for release.

The doctor radioed ahead to Clark AB to change the diet there to a normal one. Although,
the dieticians did not change their recommended in-flight menu, by the second release the
medical crew members took matters into their own hands. They smuggled a chocolate cake,
salami, cheese and crackers, and other goodies on board.”

The repatriates passed the next two-and-one-half hours laughing and talking with the™
aircrew and the nurses. Lieutenant Alvarez and others "walked around light-headed and
ecstatically héppy, aware now that we were on our way to Clark Air Force Base."” But
Captain Mulligan cornered Frank Sieverts of the State Department, "Frank, I need a tape
recorder. . . . I'm a memory bank."®* When Mulligan had finished, he had remembered 459

names of known, live prisoners-of-war.

"Intvw, Cross with Col Green.

"8Risner, The Passing of the Night, 246-247; intvw, Cross with Col Green.
" Alvarez and Pitch, Chained Eagle, 258.

8Mulligan, Hanoi Commitment, 283.
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