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The date was May 21, 1973, when the call went out: "Freedom 0l’s, airborne." It was a routine call made in a routine manner by a professional doing a professional job.

Behind the call was the thrill of being airborne again; doing a job that is a pilot's life and love. In that instant nearly 28 years ago, Lt. Col. Bud Flesher closed the door on nearly seven years of captivity in North Vietnam and began requalification training with the Chargin’ Cheetahs of the 560th Flying Training Squadron here at Randolph.

As the final chapter in Operation Homecoming, the Cheetahs' mission was to return more than 150 active-duty pilots to flight status. Over the two years that followed, the 560th FTS flew more than 6,000 hours and established a bond with these former POWs that has held fast now for nearly three decades.

On March 30, the Chargin’ Cheetahs will once again serve as host for the annual reunion of the "Freedom Flyers" commemorating the 28th anniversary of Operation Homecoming. Scheduled events include a POW symposium, aircraft static displays, fly-bys, a wreath-laying memorial ceremony at the Missing Man Monument, and a formal dining-in.

The first flight for each returning pilot with the 560th FTS granted what the last flight in Southeast Asia should have been. Traditionally, after each pilot completed his last flight, he was greeted on the flight line by his comrades to celebrate a safe, last landing. A bottle of champagne was passed around to commemorate the occasion and to pause briefly in remembrance of those who had not returned.

In keeping with the tradition, the 560th Flying Training Squadron gave each pilot returnee his "freedom flight," complete with champagne. Following the initial wave of pilot requalification, the Air Force began providing freedom flights to POW pilots who, for one reason or another, did not attend requalification training here at Randolph. Over the years, the Cheetahs have flown 189 freedom flights.

This year, we will add two more Freedom Flyers to the walls of Freedom Hall in the 560th. Col. James Hivner was shot down Oct. 5, 1965, and Lt. Col. David Hatcher was shot down May 30, 1966. They were both released from captivity Feb. 12, 1973.

Do the math. That’s a long time.

They will both finally get their Freedom Flight next Friday, on March 30. They will also be telling of their experiences during the first half of the POW symposium starting at 9 a.m. in the base theater.

This will be my fourth Freedom Flyer Reunion and my second as commander of the 560th. These events are always a lot of hard work, but well worth the effort.

Why do we do it? First, it’s the right thing to do. We honor the sacrifices of these brave men, and we applaud their service. We treasure our association with them and are better for that association.

Secondly, and just as importantly, we’re providing a forum in which the lessons of our past can be passed along to our future.

We have had Gens. Ron Fogleman, Chuck Horner and Mike Short as our past three guest speakers for our dining-in. This year we will have Gen. Eugene Habiger, former commander of Strategic Command.

We are able to get illustrious speakers like this because they come to honor the Freedom Flyers and POWs present. A huge side-benefit is that the junior officers in the audience get to hear and speak with great leaders they normally wouldn’t have had a chance to.

As important as our guest speakers are, however, the POW symposium is where the down-to-earth, keep-you-alive, lessons are shared. Each symposium I have seen has been an emotional and intellectual experience.

It’s one thing to read about what went on in the prison camps of Vietnam. It is quite another to hear about it first hand from folks who were there. This is a unique opportunity Randolph provides every year to our aviators and anyone else who chooses to attend.

I wish I’d had the opportunity when I was younger. Indulge me in a war story.

It was the fourth day of the air war in Desert Storm. I was flying in the morning package, so in the wee hours of that day, I was standing in our community lavatory shaving when in walked our wing commander. He was still dressed and looking ragged.

He was just finishing a long third day of the war. He was in the afternoon package, so he was just coming off duty. While he was flying, I’d been sleeping getting ready for the next day. I asked him how it had gone; he looked at me a little strangely and said something to the effect, "I guess you haven’t heard."

He went on to tell me that Maj. Jeff Tice had been shot down and that they’d heard him on the radio just prior to being captured. His voice then broke a little when he said Capt. Mike Roberts had also been shot down, and they were hoping he’d been captured also, because having seen no chute and having had no radio contact, everyone feared the worst.

Mike’s wife saw him the same time a bunch of us did. The Iraqi’s put him on CNN a few days later. We saw him from our lounge; she saw him from the hospital where she’d been admitted because she was eight months pregnant and her husband was missing in action.

After the war when Jeff and Mike were back with us, I had many occasions to listen to their shoot-down stories and tales from life as POWs.

What struck me at my first POW symposium is the similarity between their experiences and the experiences of POWs in Vietnam some 25 years earlier. The aircraft were different, the political environment was different and, in many ways, the tactics were different.

But America doesn’t tend to wage war on "good guys." Those we fight don’t tend to hold the same values we do.

Exploitation and mistreatment of POWs has been experienced in the past, in the recent past, and will probably be experienced again in future conflicts. Learning how others have surmounted difficult circumstances is an important lesson for would-be warriors.

We in the 560th celebrate our association with the Freedom Flyers and keep their memory alive, because that is our tradition. We also treasure the lessons we learn from their past and help pass them on to a new generation of warriors.

Those lessons just may help someone else, someday "Return with Honor."

