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 Operation Frequent Wind

Operation Frequent Wind, the evacuation of Vietnam in April 1975, moved over 50,000 people. The initial decision to depart Saigon was made to evacuate the Defense Attaché's office by fixed-wing aircraft. This fixed-wing evacuation was determined impossible when hostile artillery and rocket fire closed the air base at Tan Son Nhut. The decision to evacuate the entire US presence by helicopter under Operation Frequent Wind was made late morning, 29 April 1975, Saigon time. Due to the delayed timing of the order, the capability for rapid response to such an order was imperative.               The deteriorating situation at the Defense Attaché location required the Embassy to become a major site. 

The evacuation of the Defense Attaché people proceeded smoothly. Total casualties were relatively light: two USMC Embassy Security Guards killed in an attack by ground fire, and two USMC CH-46 search and rescue helicopter aircrews presumed dead following a crash at sea. Total evacuation helicopter sorties from the US Defense Attaché compound numbered 122. The sorties from the US Embassy numbered 72. The evacuation of 7,806 US citizens and foreign nationals from these two places by the US Air Force and Marine Corps helicopters was supported by a major air effort by the Air Force and Navy. This effort consisted of: 444 USAF/USMC helicopter sorties; 204 TACAIR sorties; 24 AH-1J (Cobra) combat escort sorties; 8 AC-130 gunship sorties; 5 EC-130 (ABCCC) sorties; 44 KC-135 tanker sorties; and 2 HC-130 search and rescue support sorties. 

The 9th Marine Amphibious Brigade, a task force of the III MEF successfully extracted by helicopter more than 7,000 Americans and Vietnamese from Saigon, Vietnam, in Operation Frequent Wind. In conjunction with this operation, Marine detachments from III MEF provided security of U.S. ships engaged in carrying Vietnamese refugees to Guam.     
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U.S. Marines debarked as evacuees loaded into the "Jolly Green Giant"                                                                                                                                                                                                    at the U.S. Embassy on April 29, 1975, initiating the final stage                                                                                                                                                                                                               of evacuation from Saigon, Vietnam

              Famous Rare Pictures                                                                                                                            CIA Huey is evacuating the last of the Americans from Saigon in April 1975.                                                                                                                                      
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Evacuees are helped aboard an Air America helicopter perched atop a Saigon                                                                                                                                                                       building on April 29, 1975. The evacuation site was one of many from which                                                                                                                                                                   Americans and foreign nationals were evacuated to waiting Navy ships
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29 April 1975. 

29 April 1975.  South Vietnam is ceasing to exist as a geopolitical entity – Saigon is falling.  Under leaden skies, the assembled ships and aircraft of TF 76, headed by carriers USS Hancock and USS Midway begin executing Operation Frequent Wind, the evacuation of US personnel along with Vietnamese who might suffer as a result of their past service to the allied effort.                                                                                                                              

USS Miday Flight deck filled with Super Stallions                                                                                                            HH-53C Jolly Green Giants, Operation Frequent Wind
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[image: http://www.midwaysailor.com/midway1970/midway-789b.jpg]                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Midway crews gather refugees & VNAF pilots on flight deck
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General Nguyen Cao Key, former South Vietnamese Premier & head                                                                                                                                                                                                         of the VNAF, escorted by LTJG Prater, Midway's AT
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An American punches a refugee man in the face as he tries to close the doorway                                                                                                                                                                                                of an aircraft overloaded with refugees.   
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South Vietnamese refugees are ushered from a CH-53D aboard the USS Hancock.                                                                                                                                                                                  Helicopter operations continued until 0835 on 30 April. During the day forty-eight                                                                                                                                                                                 VNAF Hueys, three CH-47s and an 0-1 Bird Dog flew out to the carrier fleet and                                                                                                                                                                                            were landed safely, many having to be jettisoned overboard immediately to make                                                                                                                                                                                           room for others. At 2114 On 29 April, a CH-46 of HMM-365 crashed into the sea                                                                                                                                                                                               while returning to the USS Hancock; two crewmen were saved, but the pilot and                                                                                                                                                                                                         co- pilot were lost. US casualties of the Vietnam War.

Vietnamese Refugees on Huey
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Vietnamese refugees disembarking helicopter, Operation Frequent Wind
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Refugees are boarding a helicopter for transfer to other ships.

[image: http://www.midwaysailor.com/midway1970/frequentwind-020b.jpg]                                                                                                                                                                          American personnel and Refugees on flight deck
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The South Vietnamese Pilot after landing his Cessna O-1.
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The South Vietnamese pilot & family surrounded by Midway's crew after landing in a Cessna O-1 
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The Cessna O-1 secured on Midway's flight deck
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USS Midway Super Stallions HH-53C Jolly Green Giants
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Hueys aboard USS Midway
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USS Midway Super Stallions HH-53C Jolly Green Giants
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USS Midway Flight deck filled with Super Stallions HH-53C Jolly Green Giants
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USS Midway Super Stallions HH-53C Jolly Green Giants ready for Saigon evacuation.
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Super Stallions return to ship with refugees.
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Super Stallions returned with US Personnel and refugees
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 Super Stallions return with refugees.

[image: http://www.nytimes.com/learning/general/specials/saigon/110599saigon-pix.8.jpg]

Americans and other evacuees arrive aboard U.S. Navy ship after being airlifted out of Saigon by                                                                                                                                U.S. Marine helicopter on April 29, 1975  
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Crew flight deck sailor carrying sick Vietnamese child  
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In April and May 1975, USS HANCOCK (CV-19 Hancock was one of the ships that conducted the evacuation of South Vietnam when the country was overrun by North Vietnamese forces

 The US Hancock during the evacuation of Saigon in April of 1975

 All of the fixed wing aircraft had been replaced with Marine Corps helicopters for that operation. [The photos show] some of the people we evacuated from Saigon. In all we took on board about 2,500. The two showing the helicopter going into the water was one of several we had to push overboard. The South Vietnamese military would fly their helicopters, often loaded with friends and family, out to our ship and land on our flight deck. We didn't have room to stow the aircraft plus they were in terrible shape, missing lots of instruments and parts. So we pushed them overboard."

USS HANCOCK (CV-19

Many more were flown out by Vietnamese helicopters.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              There was no room aboard the US ships for so many aircraft.                                                                                                                                                                                                          Many had to be pushed overboard after landing to make room                                                                                                                                                                                                        for more arrivals. Others were deliberately ditched in the sea                                                                                                                                                                                                                   by their pilots, who were rescued, along with their passengers, by small craft
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    USS Hancock           
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 USS Hancock                                                                                                                                              

[image: C:\Documents and Settings\Peter C Dempsey\Desktop\bc4.jpg]

USS Hancock
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Many more were flown out by Vietnamese helicopters. There was no room aboard the US ships for so many aircraft. Many had to be pushed overboard after landing to make room for more arrivals. Others were deliberately ditched in the sea by their pilots, who were rescued, along with their passengers, by small craft.
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The Flight Deck of the USS Hancock being used by Marines during Operation "Frequent Wind”
The Evacuation of Saigon - 1975
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FLIGHT International, 22 May 1975
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The great helicopter rescue

This exclusive report from MURRAY BAILEY, who was
lifted out of Saigon during the recent rescue operation,
records in full, for the first time how this, the biggest
helicopter clvil rescue operation in history, was organised
and carried out—and how some unexpected escapers
joined in
AFTER much deliberation and three alerts, the order to
evacuate from Saigon all US citizens, dependants,
“third-country nationals” and those Vietnamese having a
special relationship with US companies was given on April
29. The order came as a relief to many of the Marine Corps
ground forces and helicopter pilots, who had been waiting
off the coast near Saigon for nine days.

The runways at the city’s Tan Son Nhut airport were
cratered so that only the Plan Four evacuation programme
could be used. Plan One apparently covered evacuation by
regular scheduled services; Plan Two evacuation by fixed-
wing US military and civil aircraft; Plan Three evacuation
by a mixture of aircraft and helicopters; and Plan Four
evacuation by helicopters only.

Plan Four was Operation Frequent Wind, said to be
the largest-ever helicopter evacuation, using 35 CH-53s,
ten CH-46s, eight Cobras and one Huey, with another 50
on standby. They were based on about five ships from
the US Seventh Fleet. Evacuees were landed on about
seven major vessels and then distributed by launch among
another 50 ships of the fleet.

All 35 CH-53s and five of the CH-46s were used for
evacuation flights. Of the remaining five CH-46s, two were
on medical standby, two were held in reserve for emer-
gency actions and one was used for search-and-rescue. All
eight Cobras served as escorts and later helped to guide
the CH-53s and -46s to the two pick-up points. The single
UH-1 acted as an airborne command post. It was felt that
54 aircraft was the optimum number, given the number
of designated pick-up points and the expected “traflic
density.”

Frequent Wind flights to Saigon were controlled from
the USS Okinawa and return flights by an airborne C-130.
The round-trip flight time was close to one hour and the
CH-53s averaged about 50 evacuees, each of them carrying
hand baggage only, per flight. The CH-46s averaged around
25 evacuees per flight.

Only a pair of two-pad pick-up points were used out of
a possible total of 13. One of them was located at Tan Son
Nhut airport, with pads in the US military compound and
the Air America compound, and the other at the US
Embassy, where the CH-53s landed in the car park and
the Sea Knights on the roof helipad. A tree had to be cut
down near the car park, but some Marine pilots still felt
that the landing space was restrictive.

One of the 35 CH-53s used for Operation Frequent Wind, the final
US airlift out of Saigon, transfers passengers on a US carrier

Flights started at about 1430hr on April 29 and carried
84 Marines to secure the pick-up points. A total of 840
Marines was used for this task, with an additional 155,
some in plain clothes, for extra duties. The first evacuees
flew out at 1500hr. Some 590 sorties had been flown when
the operation stopped at about 0800hr on April 30 and
7,400 evacuees, well in excess of the expected total of
5,000-6,000 had been taken out to the ships. The last
helicopter carried out the remaining Marines, who at that
time were holding only the roof of the Embassy. Some
helicopter crews and support teams had worked almost
neon-stop through the operation and many pilots flew
continuously for 14hr.

The 35 CH-53s were pulled out of the operation at
approximately 0015hr on April 30 because they were
too heavy for the Embassy roof, and the last pick-up from
the airport was at 0030hr on April 30. The five CH-46s
assigned to other duties were then re-tasked to the
evacuation and all ten continued in this role until the
last flight from the Embassy roof at about 0800hr.

There were two accidents. On the evening of April 29
an empty CH-46 crashed into the sea about 100m off the
USS Hancock, for which it was bound. The two pilots
were killed but the two gunners survived with minor
injuries. They were rescued by another helicopter, bound
for the Hancock with a load of evacuees, which “sat” in
the water to pull them out. In the second incident a Cobra
ran out of fuel and crashed into the sea.

The pilots reported some small-arms fire on landing at
the US Embassy and the airport, although there proved
to be much less opposition than expected. One CH-53 was
damaged by small-arms fire on take-off from the Embassy.

An additional, although not completely unexpected,
feature of Operation Frequent Wind was the arrival of
various South Vietnamese helicopters aboard the US ships.
About 70 army and air force helicopters were used in this
manner to ferry out escaping South Vietnamese service-
men. Most of these were UH-1s but one CH-47 landed on
the Okinawa carrying a number of air force pilots (and six
motorcycles which were subsequently jettisoned). A
Vietnamese major with his wife and three children arrived
over the USS Midway in a Cessna, dropped a note on the
deck saying he had one hour’s fuel left and duly made a
perfect landing.

Most of the Vietnamese UH-1s came out after Saigon
surrendered on April 30, and one of them narrowly missed
the bridge of the Hancock while landing at night. Some
had been stolen by air force officers who had planned the
flights at least a week before and used a fuel dump on an
island close to the coast at Vung Tau as a pick-up point.
Another pilot took his helicopter home two days before
the fall and then flew off to the fleet with his family. All
Vietnamese, whatever their method of arrival, were
treated equally once they arrived aboard ship.

The Vietnamese were not in radio contact with the ships
and, having no foreknowledge of their position, had to find
them by sight. Most of the fleeing helicopters came in
batches; there were few single arrivals. Unidentified
aircraft entered the area, some of them commercial air-
liners flying between Hong Kong and Bangkok on the new
round-Vietnam route, which lay over the rescue ships
cruising in a steady circle at about three knots.

On landing, some of the Vietnamese helicopters were
forklifted overboard after being stripped of their equip-
ment. However, during the evacuation operation there was
often not enough time for this and the helicopters were
ditched immediately, mainly because the deck space was
needed, but also for safety reasons. It had been rumoured
that two Hueys had fallen into the hands of the Vietcong
and any arms found on the occupants or in the helicopter
were thrown overboard. In all, about 50 Vietnamese heli-
copters were pushed overboard.

A significant part was also played in the evacuation by a
number of the Air America UH-1s on charter to the US
Government.
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