Freedom Flyers Reunion

Former POWs tell of extraordinary will to return with honor

By Bob Hieronymus

Wingspread staff writer

Randolph welcomes former prisoners of the Vietnam War for the 31st annual Freedom Flyers reunion today. The public is invited to join six of the Freedom Flyers in the base theater at 9 a.m. as the former prisoners of war recount their experiences. Also speaking is one of the spouses who successfully weathered those years of  separation. 

Retired Col. Ken Cordier is the moderator at this year’s symposium. During the event, guest speaker, retired Col. Carlyle Harris, plans to talk about developing and using the “Tap Code” for communicating between prisoners while retired Col. Ray Merritt, talks about the infamous Hanoi March.

Also during the symposium, Retired Lt. Col. Lauren Lengyel, tells the story of The “Great Escape;” retired Col. Elmo Baker talks about life in prison before the Son Tay raid; and retired Lt. Col. John Yuill discusses Operation Linebacker II and the role of Strategic Air Command.

Also at the event, retired Col. Don Ellis, former 560th Flying Training Squadron commander, talks about what it was like re-qualifying the original Freedom Flyers; Louise Harris, wife of retired Col. Carlyle “Smitty” Harris, discusses what the POW wives were experiencing on the home front; and Retired Brig. Gen. Robinson Risner, senior ranking officer of the 4th Allied POW Wing and author of “The Passing of the Night,” talks about some of the leadership challenges in the POW camps.

A wreath laying ceremony at the base Missing Man Monument follows the symposium at noon, accompanied by a traditional Missing Man fly over by Randolph T-38s.

The public part of the festivities concludes with a composite flyover of the base at 6 p.m. and includes various types of other Air Force aircraft.

The 560th FTS has hosted the reunion every year since the pilots among the returned Air Force POWs were first sent to the squadron for cockpit requalification training in1973, said Lt. Col. Michael Mitchell, squadron project

officer. 

Last year during the reunion, the last two of the eligible pilots of this group received their “fini flights.” Fini flights are an old military tradition going back at least to the World War II days, Colonel Mitchell explained.

During the Vietnam War, a pilot who completed 100 missions over enemy territory earned his ticket to go home. A successful landing after that 100th mission was counted as completion of his fini flight and he was met on the flight line with champagne and dousing with a fire hose. A pilot who was shot down obviously could not count that mission as completed, so there was no fini flight.

Former POW pilots who entered the requalification training cycle with the 560th FTS were greeted with the traditional celebration when they completed their first training flight, thus symbolically completing their “interrupted” last combat mission. There were other pilots who, for many different reasons – medical and personal – did not go back to the cockpit.

Over the years those who were able to fly were offered the opportunity to take their fini flights in 560th FTS T-38s. That group of former POWs has now been exhausted. That era is coming to a close. Fini flights have always been just one part of the

Freedom Flyers Reunions, Colonel Mitchell said.

“The chance to see familiar faces and retell old stories is reason enough for the former POWs to celebrate,” he said. “For military people who shared the horrors of prison and who supported each other through years of brutality, the opportunity to share a few moments together is worth the effort of the reunion,” he added.

Spouses of the POWs also made sacrifices. The way they faced their challenges during those years also provides many examples of heroic fortitude that should not be

forgotten, said Colonel Mitchell.

“While these reunions celebrate the return of those who survived the ordeal of prison, we will never forget the many who did not return,” Colonel Mitchell said. “The reunions will continue as long as there are Freedom Flyers to attend, but their record of faithfulness and courage will be treasured by Air Force people for generations to come.”

