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Rising more than 4,000 ft above its lowland plains,
the Boloven Plateau in southern Laos overlooks
three provinces Pakse is the capital of Champassak
province located on the plateau. Paksong is 35 miles
east of Pakse.

Paksong : How A Small Laos Town Became A War Epicenter

In the southern region of Laos which comprises four
provinces – Salavan, Sekong, Attapeu and Champassak -- a plateau rises 3,200 to 4,400 ft above its lowland plains. It is the distinctive geographical landmark
of this region. While its edges touch three of the
provinces, Champassak is located within it as well as
its capital Pakse and the town of Paksong, some 35
miles to the east.
At its highest elevation, the cold of Paksong
challenged the ﬁrst team members who were more
accustomed to the tropical weather of the Philippines. During the coldest months, children would
walk to school, carrying portable heaters -- glowing
coals in small metal cans. It’s “cold, cold, cold” the
team wrote in their reports to OB Vientiane headquarters. But by the end of their ﬁrst year, their reports told of high morale.
“Everyone helps in whatever chore he or she

has time for, be it peeling potatoes or typing reports,”
Fr. Miguel Bernad noted in his book “Filipinos In
Laos” (1974) from an administrative evaluation report
in 1958. “For recreation, the team members played
rummy or bingo or listened to phonograph records.
The team members seldom went out of Paksong.
They went down to Pakse only for necessary purchases or to attend to some cocktail party or supper
given by their Lao or American friends.
“The report singled out three individuals
whose presence was a great asset to the team. One
was (nutritionist) Miss Urbano…Another was Dr. Adriano “Danny” Torres, described as an all-around man
and very industrious. Although dentist by profession,
he has worked for two years as an assistant in the National Orthopedic Hospital in Manila and was of great
assistance in bone operations in Paksong. The third
individual singled out was the medical director, Dr.
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Pedro Joaquin. ‘As a motivating force, Dr.
Joaquin is tops. His eﬃciency, good
record for his profession, his square dealing with his team co-members, aiders,
and the help, earn the respect of the
whole team as well as of the whole town.’
On his ﬁrst visit to the ﬁeld team
in 1963, Dr. Charles Weldon who oversaw
the OB-USAID contract, walked down its
“one main street with two-story, unpainted, wooden buildings, most of which
were shops of one sort or another. Oﬀ to
one side was a long, wooden school, and
a collection of dilapidated government
buildings. There was an atmosphere of
gloom and decay. The OB hospital was located in the middle of the town. The central core seemed to be an old, wooden
residence, used for oﬃce space as well as
living quarters for the Filipino staﬀ, “ he
wrote in his 1999 memoir “Tragedy In
Paradise.”
“Two long wings had been added
to the old building to accommodate the
clinical and laboratory functions and to
furnish beds for about 40 patients. The
whole facility was cheaply and crudely
built, but was nevertheless clean and attractive. The Filipino staﬀ deserved commendation for running such a high-quality
operation with a minimum of resources.
All the beds were full, and to my surprise,
many of the patients were from Pakse.”
During his visit, the team had
two physicians (Drs. Ramon Pablo and
Orlando Alagar) , ﬁve nurses, a nutritionist and a laboratory technician (not identiﬁed). Auxiliary Lao help were trained
on-the-job, and a number of the Lao
nurses were graduates of the OB nursing
school in Vientiane.
The Bolovens plateau was intensely contested territory between the
warring factions – the insurgent Pathet
Lao and their North Vietnamese allies, pitted against government forces and their
American and Thai allies. From its vantage
points, competing forces could take on
whoever held Salavan and Attopeu. The
plateau’s east edge skirted the North
Vietnamese’s Ho Chi Minh supply and
combat trails into South Vietnam. Pakse
was also the headquarters of Laos’s
Fourth Military Region, site of an important airstrip and base for the American
military attaches and Central Intelligence
Agency operatives who help direct the
Lao government side of the war. Key to
holding the plateau was Paksong and its

2

road, Route 23, from Pakse.
In 1970, as the last real government stronghold on the plateau, the town
of 2,000 people had garrisoned 600 men
at hill posts to form a defense perimeter.
Around it lay enemy territory. To the
northwest, it was safe to travel only four
miles from the town; to the northeast
about 14; to the east about ﬁve and to
the south and southeast about 10.
During my ﬁrst visit sometime in
early 1960s, I listened one early morning
to store keepers gathering on the street.
Has anybody come up from Pakse, one
asked. Yes, nothing happened, said another. It must be safe to go down. I gathered that during the night, insurgents
would bury landmines on the road. Still,
your heart was in your throat as your vehicle traveled that dirt road, your eyes
bugged out at suspicious mounds on the
surface.
In May 1971, the enemy captured the town and took 111 prisoners —
soldiers and 28 OB Lao workers. They
were detained for days at a jungle camp
23 kms. northwest of Paksong and later
released, except for the soldiers. (The OB
Filipino team and about 110 patients had
been evacuated earlier to Pakse). `
What followed was a series of
battle rounds, like pugilists trading vicious
punches. As described by Kenneth
Conboy in “The
War In Laos
1960 -1975”
(1989), on July
28, the government launched
ground forces
east of Pakse to
recapture the
town that resulted in hundreds of
government casualties. A rescue regiment
airlifted from
Savannakhet pushed its way on December
6. By December 15, the last of the Vietnamese defenders were routed from the
devastated town. On February 24 the
next year, the enemy attacked the town
again and held it despite B-52 strikes.
By 1972, the enemy had occupied all of Attopeu, Salavan, Khong Sedone and Sedone. The provincial capital
of Khong Sedone was captured and later

retaken by the government in late 1972
as well as the recapture of Salavan’s capital and Paksong. In all these locations except Sedone, OB had medical outposts
that pulled out. Such was the see-saw nature of frontline hostilities before the
ceaseﬁre of 1973.
How did it all end for the team’s
60-bed hospital after the town was overran? Dr. Patricia McCreedy, co-administrator of the USAID’s medical program
told a U.S. Senate hearing in 1972 that
“three days after the North Vietnamese
took over the town, there had been no
damage to the hospital installation. The
hospital caught ﬁre and the town was
roused to stop the ﬁre which the North
Vietnamese said was started by American
bombing. There had been no air activity
at that time. The Pathet Lao came the
next day, according to our staﬀ, and this
was the story that they told the Pathet
Lao that there had been some action
which resulted in the destruction of the
hospital.” She was told the ﬁre “was deliberately set by troops.”
Let’s leap to the digital age and
log on to YouTube. The road is now asphalted, the many roadside stalls sell
durian, motorcycles zip like land-based
kamikaze zeros. An Airbnb accommodation oﬀers a $12 rate a night. Peace has
come to Paksong.

The Paksong Field Team during the

1960s, from left front row: Augustina
Padilla, Leonora Ignacio, Pat Tesoro,
Josefina Pablo, Ramon Pablo, Sabina
Fajardo, Mely Marquez, Luzviminda
Ramirez, Ike Reyes.
Back row: Mario Dulyunan,
Jaime Hilao, Fred Reyes, Jernegal La
Torre, Antonio Mendez, Ildefonso
Estrada, Bert Reyes, Fidel Tamayo,
Antonio Macalinao, Bob Monserrat.

The Field Station That Pioneered Our Mission
There are those who will say that the
ﬁrst, the very ﬁrst OB team was not
the one in Vientiane, despite the fact
that they arrived ahead of everybody
else on January 8, 1957 from Manila.
They landed in a capital city. They
moved into a hotel because the prefab quarters at That Luang were not
yet ready. You don’t check into a
hotel when you arrive to face the
spartan rigors of the ﬁeld, the boondocks. The honors for belonging to
the ﬁrst ﬁeld team (emphasis, please,
on “ﬁeld”). should go to the Paksong
team, they say. They ﬂew to Paksong
on January 14, 1957.Within the next
ﬁve weeks four more groups of volunteers arrived and were dispatched to

eight other provincial ﬁeld stations
There were nine volunteers
who composed the original Paksong
team — physicians Pedro Joaquin
and Pedro Almendral; social worker
Carola Mabilog; nutritionist Felisa Urbano; community worker Teodora
Cariaga; nurses Editha Bermejo,Ligaya Dagdayan, Patria Padre. Heading
the team was administrative oﬃcer
Reynaldo Maglaya.
In the following pages we
reprint their early years as described
by Fr. Miguel Bernad in his 1974 book
“Filipinos In Laos” During the 14 years
of Paksong’s existence, dozens have
served there. It assembled the full
staﬀ complement to implement a ho-

listic approach to village community
development, using curative medicine
as a wedge to pursue sanitation and
livelihood projects.
Paksong “was not intended to
establish a permanent hospital,” said
Fr. Bernad. “That village was to be
merely a base for an operation that
was to be essentially mobile.There
were to be two substations where
part of the team would spend one or
two weeks each month, one in Saravane province ,the other in Attopeu.
But as the Lao famously remark: “Tamada, bo pen yang.” Never
mind, things happen. And they did.
Read on.
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The surgical reports for February 1957 contain the following data
on the case. The operation took place on 10 February. The chief surgeon was Dr. Joaquin assited by Drs.Abad and Torres with the patient under anesthesia. He wsa a 20-yr old resident of Pakse, by
name Nai Marck. The case was described as “fracture complete simple, upper third femur right, bone plating and casting”

The team maintained pig breeding stations and cultivated vegetable
plots to demonstrate to villagers improved food production methods.
Seeds, seedlings as well as piglets were distributed to farmers. Recipients were followed up with visits by agriculturists. Every team ﬁeld
site was encouraged to develop these projects wherever they set up
their medical stations.
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Why Filipinos With Air America Laos Were Denied Retirement Beneﬁts

Throughout the war years, the crews of
Air America’s ﬂeet of planes and helicopters carried out multiple missions – ferrying troops, evacuating the wounded,
rescuing downed airmen, inserting and
extracting so called road watch teams
deep inside enemy territory. The ﬂew
ﬂew nighttime airdrop raids over the Ho
Chi Minh Trail, monitored sensors along
enemy inﬁltration routes, conducted pho
toreconnaissance.
Less hazardous tasks involved
transporting foodstuﬀs, medicines, building materials, tools, aid personnel, and relocating refugees. By the mid-1970s, the
airline had dozens of aircraft, from twinengine transports to one-seater spotter
planes and some 30 helicopters. In addition to pilots, its roster included engineers
in avionics, maintenance, electronics,
ﬂight mechanics and air freight specialists
known as “kickers” -- essentially crewmen
who deﬁed gravity leaning out open plane
doors to shove pallets of double-bagged
rice, plunging down towards mountaindwelling villagers.
The workforce that did all these
totaled 1,615 by January 1973. They were
called “assets”, in the lexicon of wartime
intelligence, of the Central Intelligence
Agency (CIA). Air America was born when
the CIA in August 1950 “secretly purchased the assets of Civil Air Transport
(CAT), an airline that had been started in
China after World War II…to ﬂy commercial routes throughout Asia, acting in
every way as a privately owned commercial airline,” according to William Leary, a
historian at the University of Georgia,
USA. “At the same time, under the corporate guise of CAT, Inc., it provided airplanes and crews for secret intelligence
operations.” (Leary has written a short 14page history: “CIA Air Operations in Laos
1955 -1974”, available online from the
CIA’s archives “Studies in Intelligence”.)
In 1959 CAT was renamed Air America.
With the imminent takeover by
the Pathet Lao of the Laos government in
1975, the CIA began dismantling its operations all over the country. On June 3,
1974, the last Air America plane crossed
the Mekong river into Thailand. It oﬃcially closed its doors on June 30, 1976.
What became of its personnel assets? Its

1973 payroll listed 1010 Lao or 62 percent; 208 Americans (13 percent); and the
rest, 24 percent, were so-called TCNs
(Third Country Nationals) comprised of
Thai, Filipinos and Chinese. In ﬁve years
between January 1968 and January 1973,
the number of American employees declined 4 percent, Filipinos nearly 30 percent and Chinese about 65 percent. This
indicated “a conscious decision by company management to train Lao for a wide
variety of aviation-related job categories,”
said the report. The roster had 49 Filipinos, mostly engineering specialists in
electronics maintenance, power plant,
aircraft, communications and logistics. A
number joined missions as “kickers” ,
ﬂight mechanics and as search and rescue
crew.
In 15 years beginning in 1959,
Air America’s role with the CIA’s covert
paramilitary activities in Laos was so inextricably tied that both were almost referred to in the same breath. When the
company was dissolved and the secret
war the CIA waged was no longer a secret, former Air America employees faced
an identity problem. Who employed them
– Air America or the U.S. government ? It
is a question that has run a multi-year
course of court rulings, memos, dueling
opinions from various U.S. government
agencies. Its resolution would impact the
retirement beneﬁts of surviving employees.
According to Air America, 250 of
its employees of many nationalities died
on the job in Laos. Approximately 131
were Americans, mostly pilots and other
aircrew members. Seventeen Filipinos
were among the casualties, eight of them
ﬂight mechanics. (see Mekong Circle
Newsletter April 2016 issue). All received
death beneﬁts as part of their employment contract. With the end of the Indochina Wars, a cottage industry of
memoirs by veterans has ﬂourished.
Many were written by pilots or Special
Forces commandoes.
At its peak, the number of Air
America employees was estimated at
more than 5,000 persons throughout
Asia, including managers and support personnel, from high level executives to janitors. Were they entitled to retirement

beneﬁts from their service before the
company was dissolved ? That issue has
been litigated twice in U.S. courts, “with
the courts ﬁnding no eligibility in both instances based on the lack of appointment
into a Federal position.”
Former employees claim that
they are “now universally acknowledged
as having been employees of a government-owned (CIA) corporation.” In a 2011
report by the Oﬃce of the Director of National Intelligence (ODNI), which is CIA’s
parent overseer, it wrote that “while it
seems that Air America functioned as a
government-owned corporation…such
corporations can only be established explicitly and in law. Government-owned
corporations are speciﬁcally legislated
into existence by Congress. ..Air America,
irrespective of its top secret charter, was
never chartered by the government as a
government-owned corporation.” By italicizing this passage in its report, it was emphasizing that its personnel were not or
should not be considered Federal employees covered by Federal retirement beneﬁts. Air America’s secretive past caught it
in a bind. To put it succinctly -- yes, they
worked for Air America but no, not for the
CIA. (The full 30-page recommendation is
reproduced from Google: “Report on the
Retirement Beneﬁts for Former Employees of Air America”).
“We were neither ﬁsh nor
fowl”, said Allen Cates, president of Air
America Association and a former Marine
helicopter pilot in Laos from 1969 to 1974
and author of “Honor Denied: The Truth
About Air America and the CIA” (2011).
Cates has been in the forefront of waging
a lobbying campaign, this time with the
Air Force Department, to obtain veteran
status for some 380 surviving Air America
employees, including non-American citizens.
“Had the CIA owned Air America
they would have provided civil service retirement beneﬁts for their employees.
They would also have provided health
beneﬁts and workmen’s compensation.
They didn’t, couldn’t and won’t.”
He draws attention to the services of ﬂight mechanics that were described in Stephen Nichols’s “Memoirs of
Air America Flight Mechanics.” Citing their
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roles in rescuing downed airmen, he highlights in a letter to the
Department of Defense Civilian/Military Service Review Board
the rescue of a downed pilot in southern Laos:
“We successfully removed him from harm’s way because our Filipino ﬂight mechanic had the presence of mind and
the experience while under heavy ground ﬁre to precisely drop
the hoist, direct me in position, bring Lt. Hamilton on board,
and then use his carbine to suppress enemy ground ﬁre. Air
America’s ﬂight mechanics and air freight specialists have a special place in our history. They saw more war and tragedy,
smelled and tasted more blood and human misery and were exposed more often to enemy ground ﬁre than any other employee and many were not U.S. citizens.”
In email he sent me on 2018, he wrote “The Filipinos in
particular have always been given the short end of the stick in
my opinion. Without their eﬀort, Air America could not have
survived, but in the end America looked the other way. I wish
we could help, but it appears America is waiting for everybody
to pass away. Still, the legacy is essential although intangible.”
Some Filipinos who served with Air America Laos are
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now living in the Philippines. Frank Barangan has described
missions in 1966 to recover downed helicopters in northern
Laos in the June 2019 issue of our Newsletter. “Ground mechanics were often sent to Laos (from CIA bases in Thailand) to
perform maintenance on downed aircraft in enemy held territory,” Cates wrote. “The Filipinos were dedicated and hardworking but they received little recognition.”
Lest the ODNI report gives the impression that it has
been callous to the cause of former Air America employees,
many considerably advanced in age, it repeatedly pays homage
to their dangerous and vital services in support of U.S. interests
that they performed courageously. It states that its recommendation to deny Federal retirement beneﬁts “in no way diminishes their service to our country.” It quotes Leary’s remarks at
the dedication of a plaque to Air America personnel at CIA
headquarters in May 1988: “The aircrew, maintenance and
other professional aviation skills they applied on our behalf
were extraordinary. But above all, they bought a dedication to
our mission and the highest standards of personal courage in
the conduct of that mission.”

Mekong Circle International was organized in 1975 in California, USA. Its founding members served as technicians and advisers in
education, public health, engineering and development aid. An aﬃliate Mekong Circle Philippines is based in Manila.

