The Black Mariah

Jack Mecham

isitors to the Air Force

Museum have viewed the

"Black Mariah” helicopter
with wonderment, Many believe it
to be a rescuc helicopter. Those
who carefully read the placard
know that it flew highly classified
missions, bul can only speculate
as to the nature of those missions.
Now Lhe story can be told.

The 201th Helicopter Squadron
(HS) was formed in 1956 to perform
traditional Tactical Air Command
missions using Vertol H-21 heli-
copters. In 1965, the unit's Sikorsky
CH-3 helicopters’ engines were
upgraded to enable them to lift
greater payloads. All nonessential
equipment was removed to reduee
weight, and the aircraft were sani-
tized by removing equipment
nomenclature and serial number
data as well as all national mark-
ings, They were then transferred to
Southeast Asia and the squadron
began unconventional special op-
erations under the codename
“Pony Express.”

Initially the Pony Express mis-
sion was assigned to the 14th Air
Commando Wing based at Nha
Trang Air Base in South Vietnam.
The mission was to support the
“Secret War in Laos,” orchestrated
by the CIA. While the primary
theater of operations was Laos,
missions were also flown in North
Vietnam, Cambodia, and Thailand
asrequired. Although it would have
been more efficient to operate from
Thailand. thal option was not
politically acceptable in 1965.
However, late in 1966 the Pony
Express operatlon was relocated,
on a lemporary duty (TDY) basis, to
Udorn Air Base in northern Thai-
land: home of the CIA command
center. While the 20th HS experi
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enced a number of organizational
and mission changes during the
course of the Vietnam conflict, I
will limit this arlicle to those
operations conducted through
1967, the period of my invelvement.

Mission planning for the Pony
Express was accomplished within
the 7/13th Air Force Headquar-
ters located at Udom Air Base. A
Pony Express pilot, designated as
the single point ol contact with the
CIA was responsible Tor all
mission planning and the issu-
ance of ragmentation (frag) orders
Lo effect the assignment of fighter
escort. During a significant portion
of 1967. I was the designated mis-
sion planner. While normal frag
orders conlained target coordinates
and time over target as well as
other pertinent details, Pony Ex-
press [rags contained only Lime and
coordinates for fighter escort ren-
dezvous, and fuel and armament
requirements, The [fighter escort
had no knowledge of the destina-
tion or nature of the mission. While
Major General Bond, commander
of the 7/13th Air Force, had a
general knowledge of the type
missions accomplished by the Pony
Express, he did nol have access to
CIA mission requirements or
planning data. Pilots assigned to
fly the mission were briefed by the
mission planner immediately

prior to departure. This level of
security was essential to mission
suceess and crew survival. Certain
ancillary requirements were so
sensitive that cven the mission
pilots could not be told. During one
three-week period, on all missions
to landing zones (LZs) located near
the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the crew
chiel was required to exit the air-
craft, take photos of Lhe
surrounding terrain, and collect
soil samples. In some instances,
these actions had o be taken while
under enemy fire. Needless Lo say,
there were some irale crew mem-
bers. These soil samples and photos
were used in the final development
ol a chemical compound which
rendered the trail a quagmire,
Pony Express missions prima-
rily entailed the infiltration of
indigenous teams or individuals
into specified LZs near the Ho Chi
Minh Trail for reconnaissance or
penetration purposes and the ulti-
mate exfiltration ([removing) of these
resources. Normally, our activities
were planned to use the strike
missions as a diversion. On ocea-
sion, emergency exfiliration was
necessary because the team had
been discovered and was being
pursued by the enemy, Other mis-
sions included support for the
construction and maintenance of
the TACAN /radar site (channel 98)



located on top of a 5600-foot moun-
tain in northeast Lacs. This site
was essential o precision strike
missions in the Hanoi area. Mis-
sions were also Nown in support ol
the Thai government. There were
two occasions when the Pony Ex-
press led covert operations (o
destroy large pockels of commu-
nist terrorist (CT) forees located in
northeast Thailand. These missions
utilized Thal armed [orces and
were very success(ul in containing
and ellminating the CT pockets.
At night we maintained one afr-
erafl on alert, with a designated
crew, to perform emergency mecdi-
cal evacuation of Thai civilians
thal were in critical shape. 1 flew
two such missions where yvoung
girls in remote villages had sus-
tained life threatening injurics
arl would have died had they
been (ransported Lo the hespital
using the primitive roads.

Under normal conditions, the
fighter cscorts were A-1Es out of
South Vietnam. [ cannot say
enough about the dedication and
professional skills demonsirated
by these pilis. On rare occasions,
when operating in central Laos, we
were assigned T-28s basced al Nakon
Phenom (NEP) Adr Base In noth-
cast Thailand on Lhe border of Laos,

Emergency exfiltrations were
another story when it came to

fighter escort. Due (o very shorl
notice, the A-1E resources were
usually committed and L was
necessary Lo utilize F-4 or F-105
airerall. There were wo hasic
problems with this scenario, The
jels were too fast, and their fuel
was very limited. More times than
not they were released to return to
base and the Pony Express used
the weapons on board to engage
the enemy as a delaying Llactic
while locating a sultable L2 lor
extraction of the team.,

On one occasion, il was noeces-

sary o evacuate the population of

a small village In Laos thal was
under stege by communist forees,
As the pilot of one ol the helicop-
ters, I instructed the crew chiel to
load 35 willagers on board. This
number could be accommodated
in the portable web scaling and
would take into account the
weight of the belongings they
carried, Since survival was thelr
primary concern, | was not sur-
priscd when the crew chiel was
unable 1o stop them from loading
until the airerafl was packed with
standing personnel. [t was ex-
tremely hot that day, resulling in
a high-density altitude, which
drastically limited the aircraft's
ability 1o hover. Consequently, it
was necessary o leap frog through
the dry rice paddies lo obtain
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sulficlent airspeed to lransition
from a hover to forward fight
lapproximately 30 knots), Upon
off-loading the atreralt, it was dis-
covered that we had 78 passengers
in addition to the erew of 3,
There has been much specula-
tion as to the erigin of the “Black
Mariah” nickname. The most
prevalent suspicion is that it was
painted black because i1 New night
coverl missions, however that is
nol the real reason [or s black
color, Since night vision devices
were nol available at that tme.
night missions would require ilu-
mination of the LZ as well as the
low-level portions of the route
hecause missions were routinely
flown al rectop level and in many
cages over mourtainous lerrain.
The use of aircrall scarchlights
would have made us “sitling
ducks.” Therefore. there were no
night combat missions Nown.
originally, all eight of the
CH-3FEs assigned to the Pony
Express were pamted in a camou-
Naged scheme, When il came time
to repaint tail number 396786, the
only paint available was a fat
black. The alrcrafll was painted
black and dubbed the “'Black
Mariah.” Throughout the conflict
in Souiheast Asia 1L retained the
black color and the nickname. Quite
by colncidence the Black Mariah
became involved in some of the
operation's more clandestine
missions. As a result, it had an
aura of mystique about it and a
reputation among the enemy, &

[Upon graduation Sfrom pilol
training in 18955, Jock Mechom
tanghd basic (Tying tratrifng in G-23s
coentually accruing over 3,000
howurs tn that aircraft. During his
career Joack fTewr more that 20
different Air Force airerafi includ-
ing helicopters such as the CH-3E,
the subject of this article. Jack cur
rently is o volunteer al the AF
Museum worldng in aircraft resta-
ration and mein museum galleries.|
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