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Dedication
To our wives, Carmen Dorsey and Shirley Moore for their love,
patience and support in our writing The Chopper Caper.

In Memoriam
George Price Dorsey
9 October 1920 - 23 February 2009
Co-author George Dorsey passed away as The Chopper Caper was
being finalized. We will all miss the charm and wit of the U.S. Coast
Guard veteran of World War II.
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Author’s Note
In writing The Chopper Caper we tried to focus attention on the
magnificent efforts of heavy-lift and assault helicopter units in
Vietnam as a prelude to a hijacking story in the rugged mountains of
Oregon. Our efforts involved hundreds of hours of research over a
number of years about the technical operation of the CH-54
Skycrane, and interviews and numerous communications with
helicopter pilots and air crews. Information about the Oregon State
Police, Fort Lewis, armored car operations, the US Forest Service,
and fire watchers was obtained through research and conversations
with friends and associates. Although it is a work of fiction, we feel
some disclaimers are appropriate. Although references are made to
actual units that flew missions in Vietnam, any similarity to
personnel serving in those units with those in the novel are
coincidental and originated solely from our imaginations. Although
we chose to shorten the training for heavy-lift pilots to fit the
sequences in the story, the reader should know that training was
more extensive than we have depicted. There was not a helicopter
base at Dung Loc in South Vietnam, and Blair Field in Oregon does
not exist. We served with pride in World War II and Vietnam,
respectively, and have only the highest regard for the men and
women who wear the uniform of our country. - George Dorsey and
R.D. Moore
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Chapter 1
A retired French general who had fought his own war in Indo-China
stood with several high-ranking American officers at the chopper pad of
Dung Loc in Vietnam. They were watching one of the United States’
heavy helicopters lift a huge cargo container.
“Ah, mes amis,” said General Delaflote, who had been a junior
officer with the French Foreign Legion against Erwin Rommel’s Afrika
Korps Demi Brigade at the Battle of Bin Hakein in 1942. He later served
with the 3rd Colonial Parachute Battalion in Indo-China from 1948-50,
and jumped with the 2nd Foreign Parachute Battalion into Dien Bien Phu
in April 1954. “If we had had machines such as this, our war with the
Viet Minh might have ended very differently.”
The machine that impressed him most was the new Sikorsky CH-54
Skycrane, a heavy-lift helicopter that resembled a huge dragonfly with
its six long, thin, seventy-two-foot-diameter blades, and two T37 turbo
shafts mounted in pods on top like wings stretched out over a huge,
hungry-looking body. The bulbous head of the beast, the pilot’s
compartment with its greenhouse of glass, caught and reflected the light
much like protruding eyes, making the comparison even more complete.
The CH-54, dubbed the “Skycrane” or “Flying Crane,” was also called
the “Tarhe,” after the Grand Sachem Chief of the Wyandot Nation in
Ohio in the mid-1800s, whose unusual height of over six feet and
willowy frame resembled a crane. Though over seventy years old, the
chief and his Wyandot warriors fought alongside the Americans during
the War of 1812.
The American officers enthusiastically gave the retired French
general a running commentary as the gigantic machine lifted a variety of
loads. The CH-54 was the largest heavy-lift helicopter performing
combat duty in Vietnam, carrying sling loads of light artillery,
bulldozers, graders, light armored vehicles, cargo, and surgical pods. It
could carry ultra-heavy bombs, like the ten thousand-pound “Daisy
Cutter,” to clear large sections of jungle for helicopter landing areas and
could retrieve downed helicopters from remote areas. It allowed easier
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movement of cargo from ships unable to dock in Vietnam’s shallow
waters.
The French general seemed very interested as the American officers
told him about pods converted to mobile surgical pods, trailer-sized field
units complete with X-ray, laboratory, and surgical facilities. The
mortality rate among the wounded in the Vietnam War was far below
that of World War II and the Korean War largely due to the speed at
which helicopters evacuated wounded men from the battlefield. A
universal pod converted to a surgical pod could be transported near
frontline units such as the 1st Air Cavalry, lessening the time for
wounded personnel to obtain medical help.
The Tarhe, the Americans continued, also transported pods modified
as mobile command units. They watched the pilot in the left seat, the
aircraft commander, hover over a pod with its non-retractable side
wheels spread wide. The flight engineer, the crew chief, sat on a lower
level behind the left seat to work the controls and clamp onto the
recesses of the pod. Once attached, the twin turbojet engines would rev,
and the giant blades would lift the pod into the air.
“Handling a helicopter requires great skill,” commented the French
general.
The American Army officers agreed. The helicopter is a notoriously
complicated machine to control, and even the most experienced pilots
have problems negotiating uncomplicated maneuvers. To add to the
matter, if difficulty is added, such as carrying a hanging weight or
holding a steady hover in windy situations, the chore becomes
intimidating. Pilots at the same time manage altitude, speed, and
direction of the helicopter. This is especially thorny when approaching a
hovering position, and requires extraordinary harmonization between the
pilot’s brainpower, hands, and feet. Positioning a ten-ton giant over an
object and picking it up skillfully from the ground requires a pilot with
special feeling for the machine. There is an elaborate system of
electronic eyes with warning buzzers, and a co-pilot and flight engineer
face the rear to see through a window to assist him in bringing the
machine down over its prey. However, it is the pilot himself who must
perform this skilled bit of flying and delicate pickup. For most, it
becomes as daunting as a rodeo cowboy attempting to stay on a Brahma
bull. Few pilots made it to the left seat—the aircraft commander’s seat—
of a CH-54.
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The aviation company and its CH-54 Skycranes supported the First
Air Cavalry at An Khe from the Army’s Crawford Field near Dung Loc
in the II Corps, a region of Vietnam known as the Central Highlands.
The most skilled of all CH-54 pilots in the company, and possibly in all
Vietnam, not only in his not-so-humble opinion, but also the begrudging
opinion of his fellow pilots, was a twenty-six-year-old muscular, blond,
Nordic college dropout named Pete Placker.

Buy the Kindle version at:http://www.amazon.com/The-Chopper-Caper-ebook/dp/B0049U4VXY/re
f
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