








remains recovered and buried with full 
military honors in arlington national 

cemetery 7 december 1997.

memorialized in a service at arlington 
national cemetery with full military 
honors and flyover by ea-6b prowlers in  

symbolic tribute on 4 june 2010.

in memory 
of

our fallen squadron mates
first lieutenant everett mcpherson, pilot, and first lieutenant brent davis, 
ecmo, of ef-10b skyknight bureau number 127041  shotdown and kia over nvn 

18 march 1966.



VMCJ-1 1965-1966 - OUR TURN! 

This is an epilogue not an 
introduction as it was written nearly 
44 years after our cadre came home 
with copies of this cruise book after 
our 13 month tour with VMCJ-1 in 
Vietnam.  For all except our CO 
and XO it was our first combat 
experience and for most the last 
although many career Marines 
would return within two years for 
another tour in what seemed by 
then to be a no-win conflict turned 
into a political quagmire.  This was 
not the case on 1 November 1965 
when the main body of our cadre of 
nearly 200 officers and enlisted Marines mostly in our twenties flew into Danang airbase, Republic of Vietnam, 
from MCAS El Toro, California.  On that day Lt. Col. Francis “Rocky” Opeka assumed command of VMCJ-1 
and we relieved the personnel who had preceded us the year before. 

The squadron had deployed from its home 
base at MCAS Iwakuni, Japan in April as 
part of the initial buildup of U.S. forces. 
Americans were to take the lead in the fight 
to keep South Vietnam from falling to the 
Viet Cong insurgents supported by Ho Chi 
Minh’s communist North.  This was the 
height of the Cold War and Ho Chi Minh’s 
nationalist goals were discounted by the 
prevailing domino theorist who believed that 
the fall of South Vietnam to the communist 
would result in the loss of all Southeast 
Asian countries.  Facing that consequence, 
President Johnson reluctantly decided the 
U.S. had to take the initiative.  Under his 
strategy a protracted ground war began in the 

South supported by a controlled air campaign against North Vietnam intended to dissuade them from supporting 
the insurgents in the South.

As a unique composite squadron with both electronic warfare and photo reconnaissance aircraft, VMCJ-1 was 
tasked to support both aspects of the U.S. military strategy. The RF-8A Crusaders, scheduled to be replaced by 
the new RF-4B Phantoms at the end of our tour, were upon our arrival exclusively employed in support of ground 
Marines in South Vietnam. Our aging EF-10B Skyknight electronic warfare aircraft would remain committed to 
the air war in the North. 
Initial plans were for the new EA-6A Intruders to replace the EF-10Bs at the end of our tour as well but due to 
production delays the EF-10Bs would continue to serve along with the new aircraft for three more years.



The EF-10Bs, crewed by a pilot 
and ECMO or “RO” as we were 
usually called, flew missions over 
the North in support of USAF 
fighter/attack or reconnaissance 
aircraft based in Thailand, and 
Navy aircraft operating from 
aircraft carriers in the Gulf of 
Tonkin. Our primary mission 
was to employ our Electronic 
Countermeasures (ECM) 
equipment to jam radars supplied 
by the Russians that were used 
to control surface-to-air missiles 
or SAMs and large caliber AAA 
or flak guns that defended key 
targets.  Since most of the attack 
and reconnaissance aircraft we 

supported did not have radar warning receivers we often were able to warn them if they were in imminent danger 
of being shot at by SAMs.

We flew around the clock, often in poor weather, on maximum range tracks along the Western border of North 
Vietnam covering USAF strikes near the capitol of Hanoi, or off the coast of the major port city of Haiphong in 
support of Navy aircraft.  The EF-10Bs were easy prey for MiG-17 and later MiG-21 fighters so we were often 
escorted by Marine F-4B Phantoms.  They too were vulnerable to both MiGs and SAMs as we quickly found 
out on the night of 7 December 1965 when an F-4B from VMF/A-323 was shot down escorting an EF-10B on 
a Western track deep into North Vietnam. The crew was captured and became long term POWs; one did not 
survive. 

Many of our most challenging 
missions were at night in support 
of one or two attack aircraft flying 
in otherwise empty skies.  Typical 
of these were missions supporting 
Navy A-6 Intruder strikes against 
the most heavily defended targets 
near Hanoi or Haiphong.  Further 
South, the EF-10Bs were tasked 
to cover USAF Blindbats truck 
hunter/killer teams comprised 
of a specially configured C-130 
Hercules transport and two B-57 
Canberra medium bombers. The 
C-130s would detect vehicles 
moving down the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail and drop flares to assist the 
attacking B-57s. The EF-10Bs actually flew in formation with the slow C-130s to provide vital threat warning 
and jamming. Later, we took special pride in supporting a USAF F-4C squadron commanded by the father of 
our own 1/LT. Ken Crouch as they conducted night interdiction missions into the mountain passes connecting 
Laos and North Vietnam.  Near the end of our tour we were tasked to provide continuing surveillance of the 



DMZ from midnight until dawn to 
protect Marine helicopters and fixed 
wing aircraft from SAMs.  These DMZ 
patrols would continue to be flown by 
VMCJ-1 EF-10Bs for three more years.

VMCJ-1 EF-10B AIRCREWS   FEBRUARY 1966
L-R Standing CW0-3 Wood, 1Lt. Schvimmer, sitting L-R 1Lt. Davis, 1/Lt. Whitten, (ECMOs) and 1/Lt. Wystrach 
(pilot)

During our tour the number of 
SAMs increased four-fold and in 
March 1966 they were deployed 
down into the southern provinces 
for the first time. The SAMs were 
quickly moved from site to site 
to prevent retaliatory strikes.  
Our worst fears were realized 
on the morning of 18 March 
when an EF-10B piloted by 1/
Lt. Everett McPherson with 1/Lt. 
Brent Davis as the ECMO, was 
shot down by a newly emplaced 
SAM. Both were KIA but we 
or their families wouldn’t know 
until years later. In the 1990s 
the Vietnamese revealed that 
the SAM had fatally crippled 
their EF-10B, and despite heroic 
efforts by the pilot to get it safely 
out to sea, it was observed to 
crash into the hills above a small village. Posthumously promoted, Major Davis’s remains were later found and 
he was buried with full honors in Arlington in December, 1997. A fitting memorial service for Major McPherson, 
arranged by his family, was held on 4 June 2010 at Arlington with several former members of our squadron 
attending.  Two Marine EA-6B Prowler electronic warfare aircraft made a symbolic flyover in tribute to our 
fallen pilot.

Although the EF-10B aircraft and systems were old and nearly obsolete, we employed them to the fullest and 
made noteworthy contributions to the war effort. Throughout our tour the average aircraft availability was over 
90%, a tribute to all the enlisted Marines that maintained them under very austere conditions. There was no let 



down near the end of our tour. During August 1966, a record 243 
sorties were flown with just six aircraft!  They were instrumental 
in the squadron receiving a Navy Unit Commendation. 

VMCJ-1 was also nominated for a USAF Meritorious Unit 
award for providing vital ECM support to USAF air operations 
over North Vietnam, buying them time to convert more of 
their old B-66 bombers for ECM missions.  This was also in 
appreciation for the squadron assigning  ECMOs on a rotational 
basis to Saigon to  assist the Air Force headquarters in preparing 
the daily air tasking orders. The Marines shared quarters with 
their USAF counterparts.

Although largely operating in secrecy at the time, our EF-
10Bs were recognized as having made their mark early-on as 
electronic warfare came of age during the joint air war over 
North Vietnam.  On the other hand the contribution of VMCJ-
1’s RF-8As was duly noted at the time as they flew in direct 
support of ground Marines in keeping with Marine Aviation’s 
valued tradition. This was a change of mission with our cadre 
as during the previous year the squadron was tasked to provide 
an RF-8A aircraft carrier detachment to augment the Navy’s 
reconnaissance operations over North Vietnam and Laos.  With 
the surge of Marine ground units into the northern sector of 

South Vietnam the requirements for intelligence from photo reconnaissance rapidly increased.  Responding to 
this need our cadre’s first carrier detachment on the U.S.S. Bon Homme Richard was recalled in mid December 
1965 and all RF-8A aircraft and mission support assets consolidated at Danang for the first time.

 Unlike their less visible but equally important avionics/ECM mission support counterparts, photo missions 
involved a large integrated team whose work encompassed both pre and post-flight functions to include 
camera installation and repair, briefing and debriefing and of course processing of the film.  Together with our 
seasoned photo pilots, VMCJ-1 photo mission support team consistently provided volumes of high quality film 
for interpretation and analysis by Marine intelligence.  During August 1966, a record 178 sorties were flown 
covering 305 task objectives resulting in over 46,000 feet of processed film. Although the threat exposure was 
less than that experienced over North Vietnam numerous RF-8As returned from low level missions with battle 
damage. The squadron’s contributions in South Vietnam were noted as the squadron shared in the III Marine 
Amphibious Force’s award of the Presidential Unit Citation.

Unlike our aircraft, our living quarters, work spaces and most importantly our troops were kept out of harms 
way during our tour.  This was largely due to aggressive patrolling along the outer base perimeter by an infantry 
battalion that neutralized the Viet Cong mortar threat.  They were backed up by the MAG-11 group guard which 
included many of our own troops. Unfortunately, none of us were immune from nightly attacks by swarms of 
legendary sized mosquitoes, or from at least one bout with Ho Chi Minh’s revenge brought to us via the mess 
hall. The former of course stemmed from a decision by the Marines to let the Air Force keep the old French 
quarters on the east side of the airfield and set up our hardback hootch camp in the middle of a swamp opposite 
the village of Dog Patch.

Again this is an unsolicited piece written before new copies were made as an attempt to characterize our cadre’s 
“turn” as VMCJ-1 in 1965-1966. Forty four years of hindsight has done little to temper my obviously biased 
belief that we were the best ever!  



We would be the last in a series of VMCJ-1 cadres 
that each Fall reconstituted the forward deployed 
VMCJ squadron with trained personnel, primarily 
from VMCJ-3 with augmentation from VMCJ-2. 
No question we also were the first “war” cadre 
having known for over 6 months that we would be 
going to Vietnam not Japan as anticipated when we 
got together in VMCJ-3 in the Fall of 1964.

Like most of us VMCJ-3 was my first squadron 
and it was reassuring to know we would be led 
into combat by two Korean War veterans, our CO, 
Lt. Col. Opeka, and our XO, Major Tucker, who 
would assume command of VMCJ-1 in June 1966. 

They were joined by “Sarge” Markwitz, a mustang major who served as our maintenance officer. We also had 
benefit of having two very experienced warrant officer ECMOs, Paul “Toje” Wheeler, and Jim Doyle in our 
cadre and  were joined in-country by a third William “Woody” Wood  who had been there since May. (All three 
would be promoted to 2/Lt. in 1966). These veterans were ably supported by second tour officers and senior Staff 
NCOs who knew how to run their departments and shops and lead young Marines.  Ultimately, it would be those 
young Marines and my fellow junior officers who would rise to the needs of our country, corps, and each other 
when “our turn” came.

I would be remiss in not mentioning the fact that periodically during our tour we had others join our squadron 
bringing us up to the wartime manning level through individual orders. Although their pictures may not appear 
in the book due to timing they too deserve full credit for being a part of our VMCJ-1 team.  Looking back now 
at all those young faces in this book I take utmost pride in having been one of them!! 

Semper Fidelis,

H. Wayne “Flash”Whitten
Colonel USMC (ret)  
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