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Major Roger Reece, Vietnam and Cold War Veteran 
 
Roger Reece attended Reserve Officers Training Corps (ROTC) at the University of 
Iowa.  He was commissioned 6-JUN 1969 as a second Lieutenant in the U.S. Air 
Force on the anniversary of D-Day.  He reported to Webb 
Air Force Base, Big Spring, Texas for pilot training.  His pilot 
training class started with 72 candidate students and 
graduated with 49.  Roger said, “some washed out, and 
many were self-induced eliminations or I quit.  It was 53 
weeks of training.  We had four marines that started in our 
class and three of them quit the first week.  Within a month 
they were all in Vietnam as squad leaders. Every Marine 
carries a rifle” Roger would say.   
 
“Our training started in single engine Cessna, then we advanced on to our first small 
jets T37’s.  The Cessna T-37 Tweet (designated Model 318 by Cessna) is a small, 
economical twin-engine jet trainer type which flew for decades as a primary trainer 
for Air Force.  The T-37 was sometimes called the six-thousand-pound dog whistle 
because it made a lot of noise but didn’t have much power.  The last six months 
were all in the T38. The Northrop T-38 Talon is a two-seat, twinjet supersonic jet 
trainer. It was the world's first supersonic trainer and is also the most produced. 
The T-38 is still in in service today.  The Falcon was the fighter version.” 
 
Riding the Storm Out 
We had a day out, night return exercise.  We went from Big Spring up to north 
Texas. We flew up in the day, weather was good, by the time we were ready to 
come in, mountainous thunderstorms had moved in, we were all in T38s trying to 
get back to Big Spring, I climbed to 38 thousand feet and I couldn’t get over the 
tops of the thunderstorms. I probably would have been able to if I wasn’t afraid to 
try and light the after-burners.   But the problem with lighting the afterburners at 
that altitude is sometimes they flame out and cause the whole engine to flame out, 
so I thought, I’ll just try and ride it out.  But as we went over the top of Reece AFB 
we got a call on the guard frequency from Fort Worth center control that they were 
completely off grid.  They had a total power failure. Tornadoes had come across 
and hit the auxiliary base where all the T-41’s were so they were all scrambled out.  
It went across part of the ramp there and got some of their T 37s and 38s. but it 
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knocked them completely off the grid.  We finally popped out of the top of it about 
60 miles north of the base and came on in like normal. 
 
I graduated in June 1970 went directly to Dyess AFB (outside of Abilene) and 
finished there. A short time later, I went to survival school up in Washington state 
and it was just coming on winter so there was snow on the ground.  After survival 
training, I was off to Vietnam -via the Philippines – and  CamRanh Bay.  I was 
assigned to the Caribou’s - 535 Tactical Airlift Squadron.  The Caribou was a unique 
airplane.  We always claimed it was the only aircraft documented in Air Force 
history to have a bird strike from the rear. 
 
Cam Ranh Air Base, Vietnam  
“Cam Ranh Air Base has a small mountain on one side of the base where the bad 
guys liked to hide out.  We were on the other side of the runway just out of their 
range. they would sometimes enjoy some libation and watch the fireworks.  There 
were two full divisions of South Korean regular infantry.  The White Horse division 
and Tiger division and they rotated people out on a regular basis. So they were 
there almost the same amount of time that we were. Whenever their time was up, 
they went into the reserve.   They built up probably about 100,000 combat ready 
men in that period of time.” 
 
Delivered Freshly “Splattered” to 
Your Door 
“We went on a number of 
humanitarian missions.   It was part 
of the US AID program. They had a 
village in the southern part of the 
country that had lost their bull 
water buffalo. So arrangements 
were made where we would fly a 
bull from a village in the north down 
to the south to supply that need. 
They brought in an army 
veterinarian to make the bull go to sleep, but he misjudged the weight of the bull 
and the amount of sleepy-time stuff he was supposed to give him.  About halfway 
to the village. The buffalo woke up.  The only security or restraint they had was a 
nose ring with a strap which he broke rather quickly. He was going back and forth 
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in the cargo compartment. Well the Caribou, is not a very big airplane. Maximum 
gross weight was about 28,000 pounds.  This one-ton animal was running back and 
forth.  Every time he ran forward the nose went down.   Every time he ran back the 
nose went up. The pilot is telling the flight man, shoot that thing, and he said, I 
can’t, my weapon is in the rear of the airplane!  
 
So finally they maneuvered enough to get the cargo ramp and door open from the 
cockpit. The bull turned around and saw blue sky and ran for it until he got within 
a few inches from the ramp.  He saw that there was nothing out there and tried to 
stop. Well, he couldn’t.   He left a huge trail of poop on the way out. When they got 
the airplane back on the runway, they brought out the fire truck and hose and it 
took about three hours to get the plane cleaned out. 
On many missions we delivered live food (the Vietnamese would not eat frozen 
food). Under the same program, animals were brought to the villages for food. The 
villages had no refrigeration, so everything had to be eaten fresh. Chickens, ducks, 
and pigs were flown in, and dropped out of the cargo areas.  Splat!  The villagers 
picked up the carcasses. They couldn’t land near many of the villages because there 
were no airstrips. 
 
There were other frequent mishaps.  Sometimes, we’d transport villagers and their 
belongings.  Families of Vietnam soldiers were transported elsewhere when their 
village was evacuated. Mama-san (a woman in a position of authority) would pull 
out her charcoal brazier and start cooking rice and tea in the cargo area, oblivious 
to the threat that the fire posed to everyone.  
Humanitarian missions and transporting soldiers was our primary job.  We 
delivered beans, bullets, and soldiers. And don’t forget the mail. That was one of 
our most important missions to those guys out in the field, was bringing in the mail.  
It’s pretty grim to think about it, but they didn’t particularly like us when we 
brought in the body bags because that always meant there was a push (battle or 
action) coming.” 
 
Convoy of Elephants? 
“The Ho Chi Minh Trail was a network of roads built from North Vietnam to South 
Vietnam through the neighboring countries of Laos and Cambodia, to provide 
logistical support to the Vietcong and the North Vietnamese Army during the 
Vietnam War. It was a combination of truck routes and paths for foot and bicycle 
traffic. 
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The North Vietnamese and Viet Cong would run supplies down the trail at night in 
total darkness.  An infrared operator told him of a time they were monitoring the 
trail with infrared night-vision looking for hot spots and saw what appeared to be 
12-15 trucks.   To them, that meant ammunition being brought in. So our 
helicopters attacked this line of trucks and as soon as they started shooting, the 
trucks started running into the jungle. Of course, trucks don’t run into the jungle--
-it was elephants. I flew Caribou’s the whole time I was in Vietnam in 1970-1971.  
Great plane, great adventures.”  
 
Back in the States, “Cleared to WALLACE” 
“When I came back to the United States at Mather AFB in Sacramento, part of what 
I did was help train navigators.  I was there from 71 to 74.  I flew the planes for the 
navigation students. The majority of our pilots were lieutenants. They flew in some 
really bad weather conditions, mostly fog.  
 
The T29 was based on the Convair 240 and was used to instruct USAF navigators 
for all USAF aircraft.  It was also called T29 Classroom.  On one-night flight, we had 
some young navigator trainees who were getting their first night missions and they 
had five legs that went from Sacramento, north to Seattle and then turn around 
and come back. Each took a turn as navigator.  That night, we had 110 knot wind 
directly out of the west. We were supposed to stay within a 20-mile side-to-side 
from our flight plan. Of course that wind was blowing us way out of that. So we 
were having to make huge corrections.  About 2 or 3:00 in the morning after about 
the 7th of 8th call to Seattle Center to give corrections, he said, Decal 42, you’re 
cleared to Wallace.  Say again?  You’re cleared to Wallace. You’re cleared to wander 
aimlessly across the western United States. Call me when you’re ready to go 
home.”   
 
Roger said, one of the incentives for the nav students was to finish early and they 
would have somewhere around seven hours of flight time left over after final check 
ride that they could do anything they wanted to with as long as they put the hours 
on the airplane. So they would get a group of navs that were about to graduate, 
get them on an airplane and say, “Okay, where you want to go?”  So they’d go to 
San Diego, go down to the beach—we might go to a Chargers football game or go 
to the zoo—and it was just a free weekend. And then we’d fly back on Sunday. 
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We also did “EWOT” training.  Electronic Warfare Officer Training.  They’re the guys 
that did the radar jamming and that sort of thing. We had a training site near Ukiah 
where we flew out over the water. 
 
Check Your Oil Captain? 
Fortunately, Roger never had a single accident for almost twenty years. That is, 
until they started changing the engines.  “We had engine refits had been done at 
Mather because it was the major user of the airplanes. Somebody somewhere 
decided it would be cheaper to close down that operation and send the engines 
out for rework somewhere else.  
 
So the bids went out and in government wisdom it went to the low bidder and that 
bidder had never worked on that engine type before. So they were not equipped 
and didn’t have enough people to do it, so they hired Joe Blow off the street to 
work on these engines. We got the first five out of this new rework and every single 
one of them failed, some of them within the first five hours of operation.” 
 
Roger continued, “I got one—it happened as I was flying with my squadron 
commander. We started engines and taxied from our spot to the end of the runway 
which was about a mile. In that time, that new engine used over 20 gallons of oil. 
The allowable use rate was five gallons per hour. That’s allowable, but that’s a lot. 
Each engine had a 20-gallon tank of oil for itself and then in the back of the plane 
we had another 29 gallons of oil that could be pumped into either engine as 
needed. That engine had used its supply and we were pumping from the 29 gallons 
before we even got to the end of the runway.  We never left the runway!   
 
They then ruled that none of those planes would have two of the new engines until 
we ran out of the old ones. Some of the planes went up and the engine seized up. 
Actually, the valves seized up.” 
 
Tehran 1974-1976 
“Around 1974 they started to change out the aircraft. They were retiring the B-29s 
and bringing on the Boeing 737s that were designated T43 to take over the nav 
training function. So, all the guys that had been there for a while got sent out and 
most of us were going to be on non-flying jobs. But I did a little lobbying, made 
calls, and I ended up being assigned to the ARMISH-Maag. That’s Army Mission 
Military Advisory Group Iraq. So I went to Tehran in 74 and I was there until late 
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76.When I first got there it was a mixed service support unit. We had Air Force, 
Army and Navy pilots and we had a C47 that was older than me. The one we had 
was built in 1943. We had a C131 which was a VIP version of the T29s we’d been 
flying. And that’s how I got the job because I was an instructor pilot. And then we 
had two Army Beechcraft designated U21s and our job was to fly support for all of 
them.  That was when the Shah was still firmly in power. The joke was he used the 
Aerospace Digest like a Sears Catalog. If he saw something he liked, he bought it.” 
 
Circuit Rider or House Calls 
Once a month we did a mission we called the Circuit Rider.  We flew a circuit out to 
all the team houses. This was U.S. service. They were guys that were out there as 
advisors to the Iranian forces. We flew around to all the advisory groups. We took 
a chaplain, a postal clerk, a pay guy, usually either a nurse or a doctor, and a dentist, 
and we flew all around to 11 team houses all around the country. The circuit took 
about three days. We made a stop at each one so people could get their services 
done. 
 
We stayed at some interesting places. There was a place called Jahal Daktar.  I can’t 
remember the exact interpretation, but it was something like “forty women” or 
something like that but it was on an Iranian army base. They had no runway, but 
we took the C47 up there because it had those big balloon tires and we used the 
parade grounds to land and take off. That led to one of our interesting adventures. 
The parts for that old airplane were hard to come by. In fact, I think we were the 
last active duty crew still flying the C47 among all the US forces by the time we got 
done with it. But we had reached the point where the main compass would hang 
up. It would take a long, long time to finally do what we called a “rack” which is to 
counter-correct the position and then operate correctly from there.  
 
“We took a Colonel from Tehran up to Jahal Daktar and as it was getting time to 
leave the weather was getting lower and lower and we took off and the compass 
doesn’t work. So we’re following this railroad track, getting lower and lower and 
there’s a gang of workers on a pumper car. Now I can’t tell you exactly how low we 
were; all I know is, when we went over the pumper car, they all jumped off. We got 
less than probably 500 feet above the ground and visibility is maybe a mile out 
either side and getting worse. Finally, maybe 60 or 70 miles from Tehran and we’re 
getting into the mountains. There’s big mountains around there and Tehran sits on 
a mountain plateau.  When we were first coming in we had to call our flight guard, 
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a little Iranian guy named Shakri. He said, “You want the Tehran weather report?” 
I said, “Yes.” He said, For which airport? I said, The train depot, because we’re 
following the railroad. 
 
One of the guys’ wives worked off the books for General Electric in Tehran. They 
built the engines for the F4’s. And Iranians at the time operated somewhere around 
250 F4s Phantoms. And they had this one airbase that, over a period of about five 
or six weeks, had reported an engine failure on a test flight. We thought, we’ve got 
to get to the bottom of this. Those are our engines they say are failing. So we sent 
a rep out to the base and he started talking to the people that really knew—the 
ward officers—they were the only people that really knew what they were doing. 
We asked what happened. They said, “we had this airplane ready and not too long 
after take-off we had an engine failure, so he came back in and landed.” 
 
“We had another plane that was almost ready for a test flight, but it needed a fuel 
control.” So he took the fuel control out and put it in that one (sounds pretty smart, 
eh?) “but right after takeoff it lost an engine.” 
 
They had changed that same fuel control seven or eight times, not realizing that it 
was the fuel control that was causing the engine failures.  You know when they had 
sent some Iranian air force technicians back to the states to learn how to operate 
an engine test cell. They didn’t have one in their country—they were having one 
built and these guys were off being trained on how to use it while it was being built. 
So they finally got it all built, the guys are trained and back home and ready to go, 
and they sent one of their guys down. He said, “Guys, you’ve got your training and 
you’re all ready to go but all I see here is a screwdriver and a pair of pliers.”  They 
said that was all they had. He couldn’t believe they had a multi-million-dollar 
facility, they spent two years training and all they had was a screwdriver and a pair 
of pliers.  So they called around and they found out that a guy from the tool 
company just happened to be in town—Snap-On Tools—and he had a full set of 
demonstrator tools with him that he was willing to sell. So they got their full set of 
tools right away. A week later they go down to the test cell and there’s a guy 
working on an engine with a pair of pliers and a screwdriver. 
Turns out they (the tools) were locked up because they’d been told that if they 
scratch it, break it or lose it, they would have to pay for it.  That’s the Middle East 
for you.” 
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The Diplomats Taxi Driver 
Our job was to support the team houses around the country, and also the Embassy. 
Richard Helms was the ambassador to the country at the time. We flew him on 
several diplomatic missions as well. Wherever he went in that airplane was 
basically U.S. territory. We took him into Saudi Arabia—no, I think it was Riyadh—
and he went to meet some diplomats from the Kingdom. All the Americans came 
out of the woodwork and showed up to visit the airplane because we had the only 
legal bar in the country.  That was a C131. 
 
Another time we went up to northern Afghanistan. It was a place that was 
historically very important to Buddhists. There were Buddhist carvings in the wall 
of this canyon. Anyway, he (Helms) was going to take an archaeological tour and 
we flew him into a place right on the Soviet border at the time. He got out and he 
was going to go by bus on safari through the country back to Kabul. Then we were 
to fly him back to Tehran.  While we were there, we were supposed to wait to make 
sure he got off okay, so we had three or four hours on the ground, so we thought 
we’d do some sightseeing. We were probably the only westerners in the entire city. 
We walked out to the edge of town and there was a guy making saddles. They don’t 
make saddles the way we do. Everything they do is with little nails. They can be 
very creative. And there were three or four older guys sitting under a tree, watching 
him and passing their pipe around. They were mumbling and grumbling about---
we’d asked him how much these were—and they were saying he was cheating 
these people who don’t know what they’re talking about. I actually ended up 
buying one of the saddles and bridles and the whole thing was about 25 bucks—
handmade.” 
 
Back in the States, THANKFULLY!   
“Right about Christmas time I was reassigned back to the states and I just missed 
the hostage crisis. I was checked out in the Beechcraft C12s; they had a position for 
an assistant attaché to fly the airplanes for the embassy.  Since I was there, and my 
tour was up they offered the job to me. I probably would have taken it very quickly 
because it was a very prestigious position, but I had already sold all my furniture 
and given up the lease on the house where we were staying. I didn’t really have 
anything to fall back on, so I had to turn it down. As it turned out, the guy who came 
in to take that position was one of the hostages.” 
 
Cold War, Bear Hunting and One Summer Day 
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“From there I went to Duluth, Minnesota. Duluth is beautiful in summer if you’re 
there that day.  It was a S.A.G.E unit--Semi-Automatic Ground Environment. It’s 
Buck Rogers stuff from the 1950s. Basically, it’s a big old blockhouse. The first floor 
is a power room. The second floor is rack after rack, after rack, after rack of vacuum 
tubes to make up the primary and stand-by computers for the war room on the 
third floor that took remote feeds from-we had 19 remote radar sites that sent 
whatever their sweep was, into the computer in Duluth, blended it all together.   
It was all part of NORAD.  Our responsibility was from basically Cleveland to Fargo, 
North Dakota, and Kansas City north over the pole. That was the 23rd NORAD 
region.” 
 
Roger continued, “from 1977 to April 79 I went remote to radar site at Campion 
AFB in Alaska as operations officer. We had two hot interceptors sitting in Galena 
Air Base. My job was to launch them at anything the Russians happened to send 
out way. Every once in a while, they would play with us, rattle just on the edge of 
the identification zone. We’d send people out, and as soon as we started talking to 
the interceptors, they were listening, so they’d turn away. Twice while I was there 
we performed what we called a silent scramble where all we got was a teletype 
from Alaska command center to launch.  All we did was turn them to a 
predetermined orbit point and then never talk to them again. They’d go out to the 
orbit point and sure enough, there was a bear (Soviets were called bears).  They’d 
fly alongside and wave at each other. Every once in a while, they’d talk to each 
other, saying going on a bear hunt. 
 
We had those radar sites that were computer-merged into the picture and then 
you could set up a picture wherever you wanted. We controlled two units of 
interceptors. Initially the SAGE controls worked with F89s. The f89s American all-
weather, twin-engine interceptor aircraft.   
From F89s they went to F101 Voodoo’s and 102 Delta Daggers. Then the 106 was 
basically just a bigger, faster, stronger F102. They’re the Delta wing airplanes.  The 
106s were the top of the line at the time. Now, all of those SAGE controls are gone. 
They’ve all gone into computerized region control centers. When I was there, there 
were six radar control regions plus Alaska.  
I was with SAGE about 2.5, almost three years, and then remote in Alaska for 53 
weeks. I got there on April Fool’s Day and didn’t get to leave until April 15th the 
following year. 
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From there I went to Little Rock Air Force Base for C130 initial training. I was there 
June, July, and August and they said it set high temperature records. It was so hot, 
there was a couple weeks when no day operations were allowed because the 
ground crews, the crew chiefs were getting hurt. The airplanes were so hot they 
couldn’t touch them. So, all the training flights were at night for that two or three-
week period.”  Roger instructed for both the initial and tactical schooling. 
 
Pope Air Force Base 
“After I finished at Little Rock I went to Pope Air Force Base in North Carolina. 41st 
Tactical Airlift Squadron, 317th Tac Air Lift Wing. We considered ourselves the 
personal air taxi for the 82nd Airborne.  We did a lot of paratroop drops for them.  
That would have been about 1980 to 1982.  From 82 to 86 I was chief of the training 
branch. That was at Pope, too. Training on the C130 simulator. We had three C130 
squadrons at Pope.” 
 
From 1986 – 1989 Roger worked for the Defense Contract Administration Service.  
Aero contracted to do the heavy maintenance on the C-130’s.  The C130’s came 
through for corrosion control and complete maintenance.  Their job was looking 
for cracks, fatigue and corrosion.  Roger’s team did test flight to see what they 
forgot.  They performed the ACCEPTANCE final test.  Roger said, while there, “they 
performed over 300 plus test flights, the average was 5 pre-flight inspections and 
a minimum of 3 flights before we accepted.   A few were major fixes,  quite a few 
were paperwork glitches.”   

Major Roger Reece retired on June 30, 1989 with 20 years, 1 month to his credit.  
He was 44 years old.   His military behind him, he turned to the private sector.   
 

Global C130 Pilot Training  
From 1989 to 2011 Roger worked as a C130 flight simulator instructor in private 
sector. He would work for three companies without changing desks. Southern Air 
Transport,  (Editor note:  known internally as the CIA, Southern Air was based in 
Miami, Florida, was a cargo airline best known as a front company for the Central 
Intelligence Agency (CIA) from 1960–1973 and for its crucial role in the Iran-Contra 
scandal in the mid-1980s).   
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Reflectone, Inc. built the simulator (Editor note:  Reflectone was a producers of full-
fledged flight simulators for military and civil planes).   They were later bought out 
by General Electric and later Canadian Air Space, Space.  Most clients were military.  
They trained a lot of foreign military.  To date, more than 2,500 C-130s have been 
ordered and delivered to 63 nations.  They came from all over the world.  Students 
had to take an English proficiency course before being accepted into the training.   
 

Independence Day 2011 
In 1996, Roger met Ruth Hunter and in 1997 they were married and moved to 
Tampa. Ruth and Roger called July 4, 2011 THEIR independence day.  Their flying 
(and simulated flying) is behind them.  They now “winter” in Tampa and return to 
St. Charles County in the summer.   
 
 


