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BAT 21: A CASE STUDY
CHAPTER |
INTRODUCTION

Bat 21 is the story of Lieutenant Colonel Iceal E. "Gene" Hambleton's
extraordinary evasion and eventual escape from the clutches of a division
of North Vietnamese soldiers. This 53 year old navigator became the focus
of the largest search and rescue operation ever mounted for one man during
the Vietnam War. He spent eleven and a half days behind enemy lines after
his EB-66 aircraft (call-sign: "Bat 21") was blasted out of the sky by
surface to air missiles on Easter Sunday, 2 April, 1872. With a lot of help
and heroic effort, he lived through the ordeal and was awarded The Silver
Star, The Distinguished Flying Cross, The Air Medal, and The Purple Heart.!

This is a great war story--good enough to become a best selling book
and a feature film. William C. Anderson wrote Hambleton's story in Bat 21,
a book that accurately chromicles the story's events as: "One of the great
true adventures of the Vietnsm War."t Anderson's book was brought to the
screen in a Peter Markle adventure film of the same name, starring Gene
Hackman as Hsmbleton, and Denny Glover as a composite character of the
forward air controllers who guided Hambleton to his rescue.’ This paper
will not retell the story represented in these popular accounts, but rather
study the case for the purpose of learning lessons relevant to military
professionals with an interest in combat search and rescue or escape and
evasion. Gene Hambleton's story is worthy of a second look by the military
professional not only as a remarkable adventure, but also as a true account

of the valor and comradeship that occurs in battle.




THE STUDY

The elements of Hambleton's story that are pertinent to this study are
reconstructed as far as is practicable from official dccuments or accounts
drawn from material contemporary to the actual events. The setting for the
case is drawn, followed by accounts of both the search and rescue and the
escape and evasion segments of the story. An amnalysis follows in two parts.
First, the cost of the mission in military terms is assessed. A discussion
of the lessons learned from the case follows, including Hambleton's own
version of the lessons he drew from the experience. Finally, a review of
current rescue concepts is undertaken, and a few conclusions are offered to

emphasize the key points emerging from the case study.
AS S LIMITATIONS

Central to the success of this case study was the availability of
primary and secondary sources so the research did not rest soley on the
previously mentioned popular accounts. To this end, unit histories and unit
commander end-of-tour reports proved to be valuable primary references. A
particularly versatile type of secondary source was found in USAF Office of
History publications, monographs, and specific contemporary accounts of
combat operations. Problematic in using this material is the unavoidable
introduction of military jargon, acronyns,. and abbreviations. Appendix 1 to
this paper is a glossary for the reader to use in self defense when and if
that presents a problem.

The chief limitation of a case study approach based on official sources
is that a complete view of events is never acheived; Hambleton's perspective
from the ground would not be adequately covered. Anderson's Bat 21 probably
does the best job of that and is prerequisite reading to any serious
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application of this paper. For reasons of accuracy and authenticity, the
film Bat 21 cannot be recommended to serve this purpose. A more complete
treatment of both the book and film is offered in Appendix 2. The method
used to overcome this limitation and round out the case study was to
interview the principal in the events--Lt Col Hambleton. An edited and
annotated transcript of the interview is provided at Appendix 3. This
interview provides not only a more complete picture of events, but also an
excellent bed of source material and some insight into the man who lived the

story.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES

Iceal E. "Gene" Hambleton was born on 16 November 1918, which accounts
for his considerably above average age for combat aircrew duty in Vietnam.
He served in World War Il and after a break in service, returned to fly 43
combat missions in Korea. A radar navigator by trade, he flew on bombers
for many years before changing career fields into missile operations. He
returned to the air in 1971 and fiew 63 combat missions out of Korat Air
Base, Thailand before being shot dowmn.4 (A general map of Southeast Asia,
showing Korat and other locations referred to in the text, is at Figure 1.) '
Since retiring from the Air Force, Colonel Hambleton has remained active in
sharing his experiences with a new generation of military professionals, and
was instrumental to this case study by generously sharing his time and

thoughts.s
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CHAPTER 11

THE CASE SETTING

The Bat 21 episode does not start with Colonel Hambleton being shot
down. It starts first with his training, and then proceeds for seven months
of combat flying before the final mission. Both the way he was trained and
the way he fought had a lot to do with how he was shot down, and how he
survived. More important yet was the fact that he was flying into the
Spring Invasion of 1972 and facing surface to air missiles (SAMs) South of

the demilitarized zone (IMZ) for the first time.

TRAINING FOR THE WAR

After 10 years in missiles, Hambleton needed to check out in an
aircraft new to him--the EB-66. In about six months of upgrade training at
Shaw AFB, South Carolina, Hambleton and other new EB-66 crew members
achieved proficiency in the aircraft.! Perhaps more importantly, they had
checked out with people who had "been there" and learned the not so subtle
difference between Strategic Air Command (SAC) operations and Tactical Air
Command (TAC) combat flying.? The differences between the two commands
constitute a well known rivalry in the Air Force, but in this context their
operational differences had been held up as issues of life or death earlier
in the war.?

After completing water survival training at Turkey Run, Florida,
Hambleton's next stop was Clark AB, Philippines, for what he called "snake
school.” He recalls the training as being geared specifically to Vietnam
with escape and evasion training as well as survival basics.! In fact, the

Pacific Air Command (PACAF) Jungle Survival School had been operating for




six years, training aircrews enroute to Southeast Asia (SEA) in search and
rescue procedures, evasion, and escape techniques, as well as survival.
This concentrated school was highly praised by rescued airmen, and was
supplemented with in-country training by unit life support sections.’
Hambleton's in-country survival training was limited to the standard
ejection seat refresher training, and his flying orientation was similarly
casual. He had one orientation ride to check out the countryside on the
radar scopes and then went to work.® This approach can be put down to his
experience level; Hambleton was the senior officer in a group of senior
navigators, had been a radar operator since 1945 in six or seven different
systems, and in his own words, "...there's not a hell of a lot they could
tell me about a radar scope... ."? As far he was concerned, he was fully

qualified, and he started flying combat missions almost immediately.

FIGHTING THE W.

The target areas of North Vietnam were numbered in route packages from
one, in the South, to six in the North--inciuding Hanoi and Haiphong (see
Figure 2). Generally speaking, the target difficulty, length of mission and
intensity of defenses increased with the numerical value of the route’
package. For those who regularly flew "downtown" to Hanoi in the "six
pack,” the route one area just North of the IMZ was a milk run--a simple,
easy mission.! The EB-66s frequently flew in route package one along the
IMZ. As stand-off electronic countermeasure platforms, they supported
attack packages from 30 thousand feet by electronically defeating SAMs or
radar controlled anti-aircraft artillery (AAA). Although they knew there
was a fair chance of eventually being shot down, they viewed their own job

as a series of milk runs.?
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What passed for an easy mission in Vietnam may seem more dangerous in
retrospect. Part of the EB-66's role was "trolling" for SAMs at an altitude
just 7 or 8 thousand feet under an ARC LIGHT mission (B-52 bombing forma-
tion), trying to rile or rattle the sites into launching.!® If electronic
counter-measures did not defeat the SAM, they would insure it was locked in
on their EB-66 and not the B-52s, count to ten after the launch (to allow
the missile to get up to 25 thousand feet), then nose over into a SAM break.
This violent manuever was a tight diving turn designed to rapidly change
direction and quickly build up gravitational forces (G's). The EB-66 was
well suited for the mission and could get into a five G break in a hurry
while the SAM's guidance system gyroscopes would tumble at just over two G's
as it tried to follow, and the missile would shoot off at nothing. In
Hambleton's words: "We'd giggle and laugh and drop down to about 10
thousand feet, then come up and let them shoot another one at us."1!

Having resorted to the SAM break successfully over 100 times, Hambleton
and his crew were either feeling complacent, or invincible, or both after 63
missions.1? The day the war caught up to them, they were flying a typical
profile at the close of the Coomando Hunt VII air interdiction campaign.!3
The targets were in route package one: the Ban Kari and Mu Ghia passes.l4
These passes were on the Laotion border in the lower North Vietnam panhandle
(see Figure 2). _Usually lucrative target areas, they were choke points on
the Ho Chi Mihn trail during the dry season, and supply stockpiles when the
wet season closed the trails over the Laotion plains.l!? This time of year
brought the change in seasons and it was a good time to catch the North
Vietnamese in transition at the mountain passes. As it turned out, they
were not stockpiling for infiltration through Laos--they had a somewhat more

ambitious plan in mind.




THE SPRING INVASION OF 1972

Spring of 1972 brought an early monsoon and about 30 thousand North
Vietnamse Army (NVA) regulars to Quang Tri province. Actually, much of
South Vietnam and all of Military Region 1 was invaded, but it was the 30
March thrust across and around the IMZ that was going to directly affect
Hambleton, (Figures 3 and 4 illustrate the scope of the invasion and its
rapid development.) The Army of the Republic of Vietnam (ARVN) was not
prepared for the assault and by 2 April, they had been pushed back to a
defensive perimeter around the provincial capital of Quang Tri.l!® Part of
the ground lost in the first days of the invasion was a rice paddy by the
village of Cam Lo, where Hambleton's parachute would eventually carry him.17

Coming south with the stream of invaders was a formidable air defense
capability in the form of 23ema, 37mm, 57Tmm, and 100mm AAA along with, for
the first time ever, SAM sites in South Vietnam.!® The presence of SAMs,
armor, and 130mm field guns were all clear indications of the large scale,
combined arms nature of the invasion.l!? The air defense build up had
started in January and progressed to the point where, "...allied pilots
reported that the intensity of fire near the IMZ was equal to that.
encountered during earlier raids in the Hanoi area."t® The milk runs of
route package one were over.

The fact that SAMs had been forward deployed was not news to Hambleton
and his crew. He had been plotting one site on the IMZ off and on for two
months, but the Wing headquarters did not take it as a serious threat
because there were no launches.t! The Wing, and particularly Hambleton's
unit (the 42nd Tactical Electronic Warfare Squadron), had good intelligence
on where the active SAMs were, but they did not necessarily connect their
forward presence with a potential invasion.?? [n a cat and mouse game of

10
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electronic warfare, the shadow SAM site was using its aquisition radar but
not firing its missiles, and had succeeded over a period of weeks in being

ignored as a threat. For Hambleton and his crew, this would be an

unfortunate oversight.
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CHAPTER III

SEARCH AND RESCUE

In the Bat 21 episode, there is no search and there is no rescue. As
it happened, Colonel Hambleton was located while he was still airborne in
his parachute and, despite heroic effort, conventional rescue forces never
reached him. The failure of a huge USAF search and rescue task force to
pluck Hambleton off the battlefield is a central point in a saga that begins

with the loss his EB-66 to enemy air defenses.
THE SHOOT-DOWN

As the squadron staff navigator, Hambleton had the ironic opportunity
to schedule himself for his last mission.! The briefing was normal,
including the SAM break procedures of counting off against successful
launches and breaking right (South), away from the threat.? That was the
last normal thing in Hambleton's life for over 12 days.

The first SAM signals were puzzling to Hambleton. The crew normally
got two discreet warnings from the power signals at the site before a launch
was confirmed. This day, both preliminary signals were absent and the
launch warning (usually the last in the sequence) was the first and only
warning the crew got.? The timing count was started for a right break but
electronic warfare officers shouted, "negative, negative," because they saw
the SAM was tracking at them from the South, not the North. The pilot
dumped the controls away to the left, but they were hit in mid-break.+¢

The crew of call-sign Bat 21 had been caught five seconds late and
looking in the wrong direction. The speed of the invasion had not been

foreseen and the swift movement of SAMs South of the IMZ gave the gunners
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the element of surprise. Probably more fatal was a shift in tactics: the
North Vietnamese stole a five second lead on Bat 21 by launching the missile
optically at the EB-66's contrails, thereby avoiding emitting power signals

from their aquisition radar.® The guidance system was updated in flight and

the SAM successfully homed in on Bat 21.

Hambleton knew the guys in the back were lost when the SAM detonated
and he ran through his ejection sequence on the pilot's signal. He fully
expected to see the aircraft commander follow, but a second explosion rocked
the air, disintegrating the aircraft and putting Hambleton into a spin.® He
had to open his parachute at 29 thousand feet to stop the spin and prevent a
black-out. That gave him a sixteen minute parachute ride and two strokes of
good fortune. First, he contacted a forward air controller (FAC) pilot
operating well below him. The FAC climbed to his altitude and orbited with
him to the ground, getting a good fix on his landing location. Second, a
low fog bank rolled in as he descended, screening his landing from the
thousands of enemy troops in the area.?” Hambleton was on the ground and on
his own until a search and rescue task force could be formed. Combat rescue
attempts in hostile territory were a race against the clock in SEA, and

Hambleton's clock had started.?

RESCUE EFFORTS

The first fifteen minutes on the ground was a critical period to a
downed aircrew-~they were told to evade the enemy and stay off the radio.?®
Hambleton did manage to evade the enemy, but he did not stay off the air.
Two A-1E Skyraiders, call-signs Sandy 07 and 08, heard the FAC's emergency
calls and diverted to cover Hambleton's position. As the Sandys bambed and

strafed enemy troops within 100 meters of him, Hambleton called off
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positions of fire, noted the ordnance effects, and called adjustments to the
pilots. In this critical period, "...he saved his own life by maintaining
his cool.”"1® Meanwhile, the FAC had organized the first rescue attempt by
departing the area and calling for assistance from anyone airborne.

The FAC returned with a small armada of U.S. Army helicopters: two
gunships and two slicks (UH-1H Hueys). This ad hoc rescue attempt ended in
disaster with one chopper and crew lost to heavy ground fire, and a gunship
battle damaged and forced down.!! Hambleton had no alternative at nightfall
but to abandon his hiding place in the rice paddy and move to safer, more
remote spot in the jungle nearby. He dug in for the night and waited for a
ride out in the morning.1?

First light rescues attempted to achieve surprise and economy of force
by arriving at the objective right at dawn, getting in and out without the
need to blast through with suppressive fire.l1? Such an attempt by two Jolly
Greens (HH-53 rescue helicopters were called Jolly Green Giants and used the
call-sign "Jolly") on 3 April was aborted well before the objective when
intense ground fire damaged the choppers and forced them out of the area.l?
Hambleton's expectations for a morning pick up were shattered and things got
worse before they got better. An OV-10 FAC coming on station to watch over -
Bat 21 was downed by a SAM; one pilot was captured while the other was
evading in an area not far from Hambleton.!3® Now there were two men on the
ground and the hostile fire was getting worse.

Nevertheless, the men of the 37th Air Rescue and Recovery Squadron
(ARRS) planned another attempt. A standard rescue package was formed:
tactical air would pound the area prior to the pick up while a flight of
four Sandys provided protective fire for the helicopters on ingress and

egress. One Jolly Green would go in low for the pick up while one flew high
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for back up.!'¢ This concept, which had worked so often in Vietnam, did not
account for the strength of the ground forces. Like the Bat 21 crew before
them, the 37th ARRS crews did not understand the depth and intensity that
the invasion had reached.!” The plan was to dash in, pick up Hambleton, and
in a continuation of the egress, pick up the downed FAC pilot on the same
run.t®
The attempt did not come off according to plan:
Jolly 62 got across the river safely, but as they started to go
for Bat-21, they came under fire from the village. Jolly 62 was
really getting hosed down--they started to turn right for the
village, when somebody in the helicopter pressed down on the radio
transmit button., The FAC and the Sandys were screaming "turn
left, don't turn right, turn left."” But Jolly 62 couldn't hear
because that mike button was domm. The right turn put them into
more heavy machine gun fire... .19
The net result was the loss of six brave airmen, but no rescue.2?
Conventional rescue had failed to bring Hambleton out and although there
were those still willing to try, he got the word from the FAC the next day
that there would be no further attempts.tl All he had left was his own wits

and the gear packed in his survival vest.

THE S OF VIV.

It is unlikely Hambleton could have survived this ordeal without a few
key pieces of equipment. Hambleton recollection of what he carried squares
fairly well with an official list of equipment contemporaneous with his
shoot-dowmn: Two radios, a first aid kit, water bottle, two kinds of flares,
a knife and a .38 caliber revolver.2t.23 Conspicuously absent was food and
water, although he did have a compass and map. Within this assortment of
gear, Hambleton is adament that the radios were the key to his survival. He
called the URC-64 survival radio "...one of the greatest pieces of equipment
the Air Force has ever made."t4
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Chief among the qualities cited to justify this praise was that his
batteries lasted more than twelve days in heavy use without going dead.
It was his lifeline to the FACs during the rescue attempts and later during
his evasion. At night, in bad weather, or when he was in dense cover, the
FACs would pinpoint his location using a series of transmissions from the
survival radio and the Pave Nail precision LORAN gear (navigation aid)
onboard their OV-10 aircraft.t® The use of the radio pervades the account
of Hambleton's evasion and it would be difficult to overestimate its value
to him and his benefactors. His own estimate was: "The radio was the key
in my situation. Without that radio, I was dead! ...if I had known then

what I know now, I'd have taken that radio to bed with me every night."2¢

19




ENDNOTES: CHAPTER 111

1. Interview, p. 67.

2. Ibid., pp. 67-68.

3. Ibid., p. 69.

4. Ibid., p. T0.

5. Ibid.

6. Ibid., p. T1.

7. Ibid., pp. T1-72.

8. Francis and Nelson, p. 50-51.
9. Ibid., p. 36-37.

10. Lavalle, p. 37.

11. Ibid., p. 39.

12. Interview, p. 73.
13. Francis and Nelson, p. 36.

14. Lt Harry L. Holliday, History of the 37th Air Rescue and Recovery
Squadron: 1 April-30 June 1972, p. 1la.

15. Lavalle, p. 40.

16. Francis and Nelson, p. 34.

17. Col Cecil N. Muirhead, End of Tour Report, p. 7.
18. Lavalle, p. 41.

19. Ibid., p. 41-42,

20. Maj Kenneth E. Ernest, History of the 3rd Air Rescue and Recovery
Group, 1 April-30 June 1972, pp. 5-8.

21. Interview, p. T7.
22. Ibido’ PP. 73-740
23. Francis and Nelson, p. 36.

24. Interview, p. T4.

20




25. Lavalle, p. 39. LORAN (Long Range Aid to Navigation) was state of
the art location finding equipment at this point in the war. Pave Nail was
a nickname for the particular LORAN used by the FACs. The importance of
this system for search and rescue was the pinpoint locations possible in bad
weather, night and dense foilage as mentioned in the text, but also--the
location of downed airmen could be ascertained without popping smoke or
using flares, which would be a dead give away to the enemy. The use of Pave
Nail was, of course, dependent on a functional survival radio in the hands
of the evading aircrew.

26. Interview, p. 74.

21




CHAPTER IV

EVASION AND ESCAPE

Colonel Hambleton's prized survival radio was more or less a hotline to
the FACs, who orbited over him providing instructions and encouragement.
They stuck with him while conventional rescue attempts were made and while
he hid out from the enemy. Eventually, they directed him on a unique course
of movement based on golf course holes, and shepherded him to a successful
escape. When Hambleton's options became limited to evasion and escape, the

FACs became essential to his survival.

THE FORWARD AIR OONTROLLERS

In the book and the film, there is only one FAC: he is a composite
character devised by the author Anderson to represent the many pilots who
flew on the Bat 21 rescue mission.! The actual arrangement to achieve 24
hour-a-day coverage was 6 seperate FACs flying 4 hour shifts out of either
Da Nang (call signs: Covey and Bilk) or Nakhon Phanom (call-sign: Nail).?.3
The aircraft were predominately OV-10s (not 0-2s, as the film and book
portray). Some of the real FACs included Captain Jimmie D. Kempton, who
followed Hambleton's chute down and arranged the rescue attempt with Army
helicopters. Captains Rocky O. Smith and Richard M. Atchison crewed the
OV-10 that gave Hambleton his wake-up calls and established a no-fire zone
around him. Nail 38 was the FAC mission that was shot down over Bat 21, and
crewman Lieutenant Clark successfully evaded in the same manner as
Hambleton. Clark's cockpit mate, Captain Henderson, was captured.¢

Besides directing traffic over Hambleton's head and calling in

suppression strikes on the enemy, the FACs played a key role supporting
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Hambleton through the worst moments of his ordeal. When the early rescue
attempts failed materialize, Hambleton was ready to quit; he never said
those words, but the FAC could hear it in his voice, That was the first
time the lieutenant in the air told the colonel in the mud who was in
charge.’ From then on, Hambleton accepted the FACs as his coach, wavering
again only when the Jolly Green rescue chopper was shot down in front of
him. In Hambleton's own words:

I hate to see grown men cry, but 1 was a 53 year old lieutenant

colonel and 1 cried...because here's six guys out there, giving

their all to pull my butt out of there, and all at once, boom,

they're gone. But again, the forward air controller came up on

the radio and gave me a sermon you wouldn't believe. I made up my

mind then, "Hell, I'm going to get out of here, regardless... ."¢

Hambleton did get out of there by evading; first he hid and then he ran.
HIDING OUT

Hambleton successfully camouflaged a hole in the ground on the brushy
jungle knoll he had chosen, and lived there for seven days and six nights.
Two times he risked exposure to forage for food, and the second time out he
was nearly discovered and had difficulty finding his way back.? Once, he
was spotted by a boy with a dog, who promptly returned with an armed party _
to search for him. Twice during this period, patrols passed within 20 feet
of his hole.?

One of the reasons Hambleton could stick it out for seven day: in
hiding was the massive air to ground suppression being used to keep the
enemy away. The Sandys were constantly sowing "gravel" (anti-personnel mine
bomblets) around his position and in one case, a FAC resorted to shooting
marker rockets to keep the enemy patrols at bay.? One time a B-52 ARC LIGHT
mission was used and Hambleton felt he was as likely to have been blown up
as the enemy.!? One suppression run, not publicized at the time, was a
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CBU-30A attack (a cluster bomb unit, filled with tear gas).!! [t worked;
the enemy did not get to Hambleton, but he was livid with the FAC over his
own experience in the gas cloud.!2? The bottom line had been reached:
rescue was not viable and suppression of the enemy was getting too risky and

difficult. Hambleton had to get on the move.
THE MATCH

A plan was hatched to walk Hambleton out of hiding and to a river where
he could move downstream to meet a special forces rescue team (See Figure
5). Well known in the Air Force as an avid golfer, the idea was to direct
Hambleton through the jungle based on his detailed knowledge of golf course
holes. The specific hole named gave him direction and distance, the two key
elements in walking a compass leg, while baffling the enemy as to the
meaning of the transmissions.!3 Commmunicating with downed flyers in codes
established on personal knowledge was nothing new in the search and rescue
business, but Hambleton's "golf match" through the jungle carried it to a
glorious new level. While this probably worked due to his navigational
skills and unique memory for golf courses, it still was not easy.

In the course of walking out, Hambleton had to pick his way through the
minefields that had been protecting him. To save time, he moved at night
through the same village that hid the guns that shot down his would be
rescuers. Although the site had been pounded with ordnance, there was at
least one Vietnamese left in it. Hambleton got into an altercation with him
that was settled at knife point in the old navigator's favor.!¢ His other
misadventures included getting lost in a bannana grove less than 150 yards
from the ri.ver, dropping his survival radio and having to search for it, and

tumbling off a cliff, breaking his arm.1? Hambleton finally crossed the
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