
 
 
 
 
 
 

Steady 
Stories of Richard E. Merkling 



 

 

2 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright © 2015 Richard E. Merkling and Brian J. Tarallo 
All rights reserved. 



 

 

   3 

 

 
Contents 

Early Childhood  ......................................................................................... 5 

The Great Depression  ............................................................................ 7 

High School & World War II  .......................................................... 13 

Army Air Corps  ........................................................................................ 21 

College & Marriage  ................................................................................. 28 

Training  ......................................................................................................... 37 

Korea ............................................................................................................... 44 

Stateside: 1950s  ......................................................................................... 53 

Vietnam: First Tour  ............................................................................... 69 

Stateside: early 1960s  ............................................................................. 76 

The House in Sedona  ............................................................................ 81 

Vietnam: Second Tour  ......................................................................... 84 

Stateside: late 1960s  ................................................................................ 87 

Summer 1969: Thousand Lakes Canoe Trip  .......................... 93 

Vietnam: Third Tour  ............................................................................. 96 

Europe .......................................................................................................... 112 

Stateside: 1970s  ....................................................................................... 116 

Stateside: 1980s & Retirement  ....................................................... 124 



 

 

4 

 

Post Air Force  ......................................................................................... 130 

Retired Life  ................................................................................................ 134 

Appendix A: Timeline  ........................................................................ 139 

Appendix B: Planes  .............................................................................. 149 

Appendix C: Personal Decorations ............................................. 159 

Appendix D: Patches  .......................................................................... 167 

Appendix E: Combat Units  ............................................................ 169 

Appendix F: Descendants  ................................................................ 174 



 

 

   5 

 

 
Early Childhood 

 
November 4, 1925. Richard Edwin Merkling born to John Halem Merkling, who 
was born Aug. 15, 1898 and Linda Feller Merkling, who was born Apr. 23, 1901. 
Location: Kendallville, IN. 
 
As an infant, developed and recovered from rickets. 
 
My father was born in Kendallville. My mother was born on the 
southeastern border of Illinois. They grew up there, and went to a little 
red schoolhouse that sits on the corner of two country roads. The farm 
my father lived on was in the northeast of Kendallville. His mother died 
when he was nine. His older brother said, “You all have to leave the farm. 
I’m going to take over.” My dad went down the road to another farm who 
was owned by the Weibels, and he worked for them. My aunt Florice got 
married to a man named Dent and became a nurse in California. She got 
to be nearly a hundred years old. She never went back to Kendallville. 
 
My parents both ended up working at the McCray refrigerator company in 
Kendallville. It was the principal industry there, outside of the farming 
community. They both lived on farms. Dad had a horse that he called 
Dan. He dated my mother in a horse-drawn carriage. They’d go out for 
buggy rides together. He used to tell me that they could turn the horse 
loose and he’d find his way back to the stable. They married there, at the 
farm. 
 
Dad was doing what we would call sharecropping. Someone else owned 
the land. Someone else bought the seed. He would plant and care for the 
onions, and they’d share the money. They’d grow these big yellow onions. 
They’d fill boxcars with these big, hundred pound bags of onions. 
 
December 21, 1926. Anne Bowen, 9 lbs, 14oz., born to Louis Clinton and Maude 
Forsgren Bowen. “Forsgren” comes from “the forest of the green river” in Finland. 
Location: Brigham City, UT. 
 
May 21, 1927. Charles Lindbergh becomes the first person to fly solo across the 
Atlantic Ocean. 
 
We were aware of that, we followed it, and celebrated it. Everything we 
got was on the radio. The radio reported on his preparation, his take off 
from New York, and forty-eight hours later his landing in Paris. We could 
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go to the movie for ten cents. The main feature was always preceded by a 
newsreel. I can remember going and seeing the newsreel of Lindbergh’s 
landing in Paris. 
 
May 27, 1927. Shirley Ellen Merkling born. 
Location: Kendallville, IN. 
 
Shirley and I were partners. She acted in most cases like my older sister. 
She took care of me. She stuck up for me. If I got in a fight, she was on 
my side. We argued that we should have a dog. I remember a little tiny 
package under the Christmas tree. I was convinced it was a Mickey Mouse 
watch. When we opened the presents, it wasn’t the watch. Years later, on 
Christmas Day, Shirley sent me a Mickey Mouse watch that I still have. 
 

 
Richard Edwin Merkling, age three, Kendallville, IN 
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The Great Depression 

 
October 29, 1929. “Black Tuesday,” New York Stock Market Crash. 
Age: 3. 
 
My grandfather came down that morning to talk to my father. The two of 
them and me were standing out on the front porch of this tiny little house 
we had on Main Street. Granddad said “John, if you’ve got any money in 
the bank, you’d better go stand in line.” But it was too late. The bank had 
closed permanently, and they never paid out any money. That happened 
in August of ’29, before Black Tuesday. The small agricultural banks felt 
the crash before the big ones on Wall Street. They were a precursor to 
what was going to happen on Wall Street. 
 
My dad had an aunt that worked in a restaurant. She would skim off the 
brown fryings from the grill, put them in an aluminum bucket, and pass 
them out the back door to my dad, and my mom would make brown and 
red gravy from it. That’s how we got by. My first memory, and I don’t 
know how old I was, was of a cold, snowy afternoon. Everything was 
blue. My dad put a box on a sled, and he put my sister Shirley and me in 
the box, and covered us in a blanket. He’d pull us to the back of that 
restaurant to get the skimmings. 
 
The miller was about halfway down Main Street, towards the lake and the 
power plant. Dad and I went down one day to get some corn cracked into 
meal for baking, for cereal, and for the chickens. The miller had it in these 
hundred pound bags. The miller got his share. Dad set the bags on the 
floor of the back seat of the car. We were going down Main Street. One 
of the bags had tipped over and was leaning against the door. Dad told 
me to straighten the bag out, and when I did, I leaned against the door 
and fell out of the car. Dad didn’t realize that I’d fallen out of the car. The 
man behind us didn’t hit me, but he didn’t stop either. He honked the 
horn at my dad. Dad came back, picked me up, and took me home. I 
remember my mother giving Dad what-for, and then giving me a warm 
bath. 
 
We struggled for two or three years, then moved to California. 
 
1931. Construction of the Hoover Dam begins. 
May 3, 1931. Empire State Building opens. 
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Spring 1932. The Merklings leave Indiana for California. 
Age: 6. 
 
My parents loaded up their '25 Dodge touring car. They packed the back 
seat as high as the windows. Shirley and I sat in the back on top of the 
loaded stuff. We had to lay down most of the time, nearly pressed up 
against the roof. The running boards were twelve inches wide and made 
of oak, but they gave us a packing space on both sides. Mom's side of the 
running boards had a collapsible table, a Coleman stove, and a tent. We 
carried canvas water bags. The spare tire had been mounted on the back 
of the car. Dad had a blacksmith weld a frame to the car so that he could 
put a steamer trunk between the back of the car and the spare tire. That’s 
what we had our clothes in. The black steamer trunk in the crawlspace in 
the house in Sedona is from that car. At Cajon Pass in California, the car 
overheated. Cajon Pass comes in from east to west and puts you into San 
Bernadino County; you go from there to Los Angeles. Dad filled up the 
water bags at the creek and carried them up the canyon to cool the car. 
The car was still running good when we got rid of it in 1940. I learned to 
drive in it. 
 
We camped along the way. Dad would pitch a tent, and Mom would get 
out the little cook stove and cook dinner. I remember getting to a place in 
Nebraska where Dad went out to work for a farmer for a couple of days 
to get enough money to buy gas. Gas was about eight, nine, ten cents a 
gallon. 
 
We were east of Las Vegas, down near Searchlight, Nevada. It was about 
eight o’clock at night, and we turned down this road. The searchlight was 
maybe five miles down the road. You could see it. My mom was driving, 
Shirley and I were in the back, on top of all the stuff we had. Dad was 
sleeping in the passenger side. Pretty soon, there was water on one side of 
the road, then the other, then all across the road. There were fence posts 
on both sides. So, she drove out a ways, and finally decided she really 
didn’t know where the road was and we couldn’t proceed that way. So she 
had Dad get out, and he took his shoes off and rolled up his pants, and 
with his feet he could feel the side of the road. He told her where the road 
was, and we turned the car around and went back into Vegas. A dry lake 
had flooded. They had been stopping cars on the far end, but not where 
we were coming from. I can remember that as clear as day. 
 
We eventually made it to California. It took us weeks to get there: we 
didn’t go very fast. We lived on Adams Boulevard in a small house in a 
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little motel-type court. I’m sure it’s gone now. It was U-shaped: a few 
units on each side, and one at the back. We had a little, round, potbelly 
stove. There was a place down in Santa Monica that shelled pecans and 
sold them to the markets. We could go down there and pick up the shells, 
then we’d burn them in that stove for heat. I wish I could remember what 
they smelled like when you burned them. 
 
My dad always wanted to go back to Kendallville. In California, Dad 
worked as a temporary. The jobs didn’t last. He couldn't find any 
permanent work. He tried to go back to farming when the war started in 
‘41, but couldn’t make it work, so he came back to California and worked 
several jobs, including an ice cream company. Dad went to work for the 
Adohr Milk Farms creamery. The name Adohr came from Mr. 
Anderson’s wife, Rhoda: he turned her name around and made it Adohr. 
Dad would go to work at about three in the morning and get off at about 
three in the afternoon. He had an open truck with panels on the back, and 
he had to load milk off and on through the stakes on the side. There was 
a crank on the front of the truck to get it started. He had a little handcart 
he’d use. He’d take eight cases high of milk, and take them into their 
iceboxes.  One thing I didn’t recognize until after his death and I was 
going through his books and timesheets was that he got one day off a 
month. He worked seven days a week. There wasn’t any forty hour week. 
 
Some of my best memories of my dad were going out to the LAX airport 
after he got off work. They planted lima beans to keep the weeds down. 
We’d go into the field after the automatic picker and glean what was 
missed. Mom would can the beans in big glass jars, and we’d have them all 
winter. 
 
Those were good times. I remember them with fondness, and no 
animosity, and no regret. 
 
November 1932. Franklin D. Roosevelt initiates the “New Deal.” 
December 5, 1933. Prohibition repealed. 
 
When we went to California the second time, we lived in a little house 
owned by Mr. Troutman in Culver City on Holt Avenue. He lived in a 
little unit in the back. The kitchen had a fixed table up against a window, 
with benches on each side. When the big earthquake hit at three-thirty or 
four o’clock in the afternoon, the house shook so much I couldn't walk. 
We were sitting on the kitchen benches in the afternoon when it struck. 
Dad took mine and Shirley's hands and walked us out of the house. We 
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watched the Dodge car roll back and forth about a foot in the driveway, 
even though the brakes were on. I remember the telephone wires 
snapping back and forth as the earth shook, going around and around. 
Everything was shaking. That night, I can remember the bed rolling back 
and forth as the earth shook with the aftershock. The next day, we drove 
to Long Beach and looked at all the destruction that had taken place. 
Stores, houses, and buildings were down everywhere. Big chunks of Long 
Beach had been levelled. A lot of bricks on the road. 
 
One of the big moments of my childhood was when I’d saved enough 
pennies to buy long pants, and I didn’t have to wear coveralls. The kids 
that lived around me were getting ready to go to scout camp. It cost six 
dollars to go to scout camp for a week. They asked me if I wanted to go. I 
had saved six dollars. It cost that much for a pair of corduroy pants. My 
mother said I could choose between them. I elected to buy the pants. And 
I never became a scout. And I revel in the fact that my son John is so 
involved in scouts. I think that’s just a wonderful thing. 
 
1934. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 8. 
 
I started school in the first grade at Shenandoah Grammar School in 
California. It’s the same school Vicki attended years later. I didn’t start 
school until age eight. My mother felt I was small and immature enough 
that she could keep me out of school for an extra year, and I’d do better. 
 
July 28, 1936. Dolores Jane Merkling born. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 10. 
 
Shirley and I were a pair. Jane was kind of a late coming add-on. Our 
relationship was never really warm. My relationship was always much 
closer with Shirley and my dad. Shirley and I were kind of a duo. She 
stuck up for me and kept the bigger guys from beating me up, because I 
was always a little smaller. 
 
May 6, 1937. 
The Germans built a huge airship called the Hindenburg. The newsreels 
carried its approach to New Jersey. I remember seeing all the dignitaries 
on the ground to greet this airship that had made it across the Atlantic. 
There was a big, tall, steel mooring mast that had been built to anchor it. 
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When it pulled up to that mast, the internal bags blew up. I can remember 
watching that on the newsreel. I remember feeling shocked about it. 
 
July 2, 1937. 
We followed Amelia Earhart’s disappearance with great interest. That was 
my first, great interest in flying. I didn’t understand why it was important 
why she was flying around backward. They would always go from west to 
east, from New York to Paris and so on. She went from the West Coast 
west, towards the Pacific. 
 
My interest in the air started back when I was a teenager. I built and flew 
kites. I was interested in the air and being off the ground and flying. I tied 
a contest with Shirley at the church when we were in junior high school, 
and the prize was a big box kite. So we both had one. We were going to 
the little Methodist church at Cadillac Avenue and Shenandoah. 
 
The Bowen family moves to California from Brigham City, Utah. Louis Bowen, 
needing work, had been receiving payment in beef and potatoes. 
 
December 21, 1937. Disney releases Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs. 
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1938. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 12. 
 

 
Richard, Shirley, and Jane Merkling in Culver City, CA., circa 1938 

 
At Louis Pasteur Junior High School, I met Anne Bowen in home room 
with Mrs. Sommerville in the 7th grade. When I met her, I immediately 
thought, “That’s the girl for me.” No question. I just liked her. 
 
Anne: I remember thinking of him as “cute.” Of course, I wouldn’t use 
the word “cute” with him. I remember his widow’s peak. We had 
different home rooms. His social group was a little different than mine. 
We didn’t really hang out together. 
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High School & World War II 

 
September 1, 1939. The war in Europe begins. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 13. 
 
I remember hearing when Hitler went into Poland, and how the Polish 
forces collapsed, and how the German tanks just rolled through the 
countryside. The thing I really remember was the invasion of Poland and 
the fall of France. Everyone had touted the Maginot line, and Hitler just 
flanked it. I remember thinking, “What will it be like if Hitler takes over 
the world?” That worried me a lot. 
 
1940. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 14. 
 

 
John Halem Merkling, Richard Edwin Merkling, and the ’25 Dodge touring car 

 
In the 9th grade, I was elected student government boys' Vice President. I 
thought it would be a good way to serve the school. I played revelry on 
the trumpet every morning as they raised the flag at the school at seven 
o’clock. Everyone was highly attentive to the New York World Series that 
year. They had a radio in the gym. As the World Series was going on, we 
were always trying to get someone to go to the gym and get the score and 
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the latest news. Anne was in the Ephebians: a service society, and she was 
dating a guy by the name of Richard Buckby. I wasn’t dating anybody. 
 
Anne: I received the American Legion award for outstanding citizenship. 
They picked a boy and a girl; Lyle Snow and I were the recipients. The big 
gold thing in the cupboard - that’s the award. 
 
I learned to drive in the ‘25 Dodge touring car we had moved cross-
country in. We would park it in an alley that had a little grade to it. I could 
jump in, push it off the grade, let it coast, put it in gear, and get it started. 
But it had a crank in front. If you got stuck someplace, you had to crank 
it. It didn’t have a battery starter. You would put it in neutral, put the 
brake on, set the spark and the choke on the steering wheel, then go 
around, pull it around onto a compressions cycle, then yank it up. That’s 
how I learned how to drive. 
 
When Carol first moved up to Eldorado Springs, as you turned off the 
freeway and into the canyon, the house on the right hand side had an old 
‘25 Dodge touring car sitting out there on the lot. I always intended to ask 
the guy to take a look at it. But he’s since disposed of it. 
 
I had a job delivering papers. They’d bring the papers as early as midnight 
the night before, and I’d hear the bundles get thrown off the truck. I 
could carry about fifty or a hundred of them if they were the small kind, 
but most of the time they were way too heavy for me to carry. Dad would 
let me take the car to deliver papers on my route. I was delivering 
shopping news that went to every house, which was paid for by the shops 
downtown. They’d get to be a hundred sheets. I’d fold them and toss 
them up onto the porches as I went. Sometimes I’d get done just in time 
to take a shower and go to school. Sometimes if they were smaller, I’d 
throw them quicker and get home in time to lay down and sleep another 
hour. I’d start delivering papers at four, four-thirty in the morning. 
 
1941. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 15. 
 
I worked at the Helms Bakery for two years. I’d get out of school at about 
three o’clock, go to work at three-thirty, then come home at eleven. And 
the bakery was about four or five blocks from home, across a big 
intersection. They used to have me take the bread off the bread wrapping 
machine and put it on racks. Across one of the great big areas in the 
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bakery, there was a place where they’d fill the jelly donuts with jelly. The 
bread came down from upstairs in a chute and out onto a table. I’d try to 
get ahead on the bread so I could run across and grab a donut. The bread 
wrappers had a bit of paraffin on them, so the bread wouldn’t slide clear 
across the table and fall off. It would slide across the table, and one would 
stop, and then they’d start to stack up. As they’d stack up, they bread 
would start to get squished. I’d come back, and I’d have a dozen loaves of 
bread that were about two inches wide. I’d have to shake them out a little 
bit and put them on the racks, so that as they cooled they’d fluff back up 
and get to be their regular size. The guys that worked out on the loading 
dock, at about eleven o’clock, they’d always manage to drop a pie. You 
could eat everything in the bakery, except pies. And they’d drop one. And 
then, we’d all have a piece of pie in the night. It was a crazy time. 
 
Anne: The bakery had vans they’d drive around town, like ice cream 
trucks, to deliver their bread. You could smell the bakery for miles 
around. It was a wonderful smell. 
 

 
Richard Merkling high school student identification card 

 
December 7, 1941. Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. 
 
I was reading the funnies, laying on the floor. The radio was playing. They 
interrupted the program and announced that Pearl Harbor had been 
struck, and they’d lost three or four battleships and a bunch of other 
ships. I can remember the next evening listening to Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt say that December 7th, 1941, would live forever as a day of 
infamy. 
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1942. 
Location: Kendallville, IN, and Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 16. 
 
Mother had me move back to Indiana with my grandfather so that I, as an 
“essential farmworker,” would not be drafted. Grandmother had passed 
away, and Grandfather was there alone, so that was another reason my 
mother wanted me to go back. My family joined me in Kendallville; Dad 
went to work in Fort Wayne for a manufacturing company. But farming 
was not my thing. I convinced my mother that I should go back to 
California. When I tried to go back after six months, the train was so 
packed full of GIs I couldn’t get onboard. I figured out that the soldiers 
would be let onto the train first, so I made friends with three of them. 
One of the soldiers told the conductor that I was his brother, so I was 
able to board. It was so crowded, I had to sleep in the aisle. The next 
night I was able to get to Chicago. The military could access the dining 
car, but I had nothing to eat. I pulled into Omaha hungry, so I ran into 
the cafeteria, grabbed a sandwich and bottle of milk, but I forgot my 
wallet in my suitcase, so I just smiled, put them in a bag, and walked out. I 
got back to the train just as the conductor was picking up the steps. He 
said to me, “I was afraid you weren’t going to make it.” I can’t remember 
ever stealing anything else. 
 
I was happy to get back into the school that I knew. 
 
Anne: Dick and his grandfather were just at loggerheads. He didn’t like 
Dick particularly or think he was worth much. Obviously Dick didn’t like 
being a farmer. After a while, Linda could see how miserable he was, so 
she allowed him to go back to California by himself. 
 
I lived with Wilbur Edgley and his mother on Holt Avenue in Culver City 
for about a year while I went to Hamilton High School in California. 
Wilbur had dated Anne ahead of me. Mrs. Edgley was a disciplinarian, a 
good mothering figure, and a good support person. We met them through 
my aunt Florice and her husband Jack Dent. We used to go over for 
Sunday dinner with the Dents. Every so often, Mrs. Edgley and Wilbur 
would be there too. 
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Jane, Richard, Shirley, and John Merkling on the porch of the house on Holt Avenue, 

circa 1942 
 

 
John, Jane, Linda, Shirley, and Richard Merkling, circa 1942 
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After my folks moved back to LA, they got a little house on Holt Avenue. 
That house is still there. It didn’t have enough bedrooms for everybody, 
so Dad and I built a little room in the back of the house all to myself. It 
was about eight by ten, eight by twelve. It wasn’t very big, but it had a 
door, a desk, a bed, and a set of windows. It was up on concrete blocks. 
We paneled it with knotty pine, then varnished it. I slept in this little room 
in the back. I thought it was super. Later, I put a pigeon loft on the back 
of the house. We’d package them up and ship them off. Some of them 
would come back, and some wouldn’t. In those days, you could ship off a 
pigeon on a train and tell the train master to release the pigeon at a given 
place and time. The boy across the street had pigeons, and we’d race 
them. I had a weight set back there I’d use to exercise. 
 

 
Richard Merkling, circa 1942 

 
My physics class was best, without a doubt. Mrs. Davis was an unusually 
capable teacher. I fell in and really liked it. I like motion, energy, entropy. 
It was the best class I had. The worst was French. I had to take a foreign 
language. The last semester, the teacher said, “If you promise never to 
take French again, I’ll pass you with a D.” 
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1943. 
Location: Los Angeles, CA. 
Age: 17. 
 

 
Richard Merkling high school photo, circa 1943 

 
I got credit for a drafting class by working for Mr. Gillenswan with Anne. 
He formed a little company called Swan Engineering to do corrective 
work for the big aircraft companies. And he hired Anne, Willy 
Sornborgor, Wilbur Edgley, and I at fifty cents an hour to trace blueprints 
and do change notices on the big engineering drawings for Lockheed, 
North American, and Douglas Aircraft, for the B-25, B-26, and F-51. The 
drawings were about three feet wide and three, five, or fifteen feet long. 
The paper had a vellum to it, and we’d do the drawing in black India ink. 
The company would make its original drawings, and the engineers would 
take a look at them and make corrections with a red pencil. So they’d put 
down notes, and type out a sheet of changes, and give this all to us. And 
we’d unroll it and make the changes. The trick was to take a razor blade 
and scrape the India ink off, then rub a white soapstone and smooth it 
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out, and put the vellum finish back on. Then you could redraw it, without 
having to do the whole thing. If you were really good, you could fake it so 
they couldn’t tell where it’d stop and start. So old Gillenswan took 
everything out of his living room, set up three drafting tables, and paid us 
to do change notices. We would do one set for an aircraft company, and 
they’d be so impressed they would send us a great big load of them the 
next time. The company expanded to eventually include thirty employees. 
Anne’s mother, Maude Bowen, became his secretary and took care of the 
business and the finances. 
 
Anne: Mr. Gillenswan had to separate the boys and the girls from working 
together. There was a bit of flirting going on. The boys were in the big 
room, the girls were in the other room. Dick was horrified that Mr. 
Gillenswan had hired girls. The girls were looking over at Dick and 
wondering who he was. One girl said, “Have you checked out that guy 
who just came from Indiana?” I said, “Yes, and I’m going on a date with 
him tonight.” He had asked me if I’d like to go ice skating. It was our first 
date. The world would have been different if I hadn’t. 
 
I started to date Anne. Our first date was indoor ice skating at the Pan 
Pacific Auditorium on Melrose Boulevard. You could skate for hours for 
a couple of dollars. They had all kinds of things there. The date went well. 
We would take the bus. I didn’t like her figure skates; I used racing skates. 
I bought Anne a pair racing skates and converted her to those. 
 
I wondered how far I would get in school before I got drafted. I decided 
that the smart thing to do was to go down and enlist in the Air Corps 
Reserve. I entered the Army Air Corps in Los Angeles. I told the recruiter 
I wouldn’t graduate until June of 1944. They told me they wouldn’t call 
me up until I graduated, but the day I turned 18, I was called up.   
 
Mother worked for Douglas Aircraft about the time that I went into the 
army. They went through rationing: they had four gallons of gas a week, 
so they didn’t do a lot of traveling. Dad planted a garden on the back half 
of the city lot. I was gone until the war was over. As soon as the war was 
over, they cut Mother’s job. 
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Army Air Corps 

 
November 1943. Called to active duty. 
Location: Montana State, Bozeman, MT. 
Rank: Aviation Cadet 
Assignment: Student 
Age: 18. 
 

 
Cadet Richard E. Merkling, Army Air Corps 

 
I reported to Fort MacArthur in Long Beach, California, for three or four 
days of basic processes. I spent three or four days there before getting 
shipped to Buckley Field, Colorado, for ten days. At Buckley, I took the 
STAYNINE test, to determine whether I would be a pilot, navigator, or 
bombardier. I qualified for pilot. Then I went to Bozeman, Montana for 
college training until graduating in June 1944. The army had taken over 
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Montana State and turned it into a training center. It was one of the 
neatest years of my life. 
 
I took meteorology, English, navigation, mathematics, history, calculus, 
and analytic geometry. We had physical training twice a day. On Saturday 
mornings, I would run cross country with the rest of the cadets for 
training. The last ten cadets to finish would have to run it again. 
 
There was a small number of returning Air Corps personnel from Europe 
in their thirties. One Saturday, they went to the next town, Livingston, 
Montana, and lived it up. They came back the next morning on Sunday, 
and the townspeople reported them. They were immediately eliminated 
from the program and sent back to Europe. That’s when I got promoted 
to be the cadet colonel, which meant I directed the cadets to class and 
parades on Saturday, and I didn't have to go to study hall. 
 

 
Cadet Richard E. Merkling, circa 1944 
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Cadet Merkling, front center, circa 1944, between Miller on left and Ivan R. Norton 

on right. McKamie is smiling between Merkling and Norton 
 
When we started as cadets, they pulled Miller’s two front teeth. They were 
going to replace them, but never got around to it the whole time he was in 
the service. He got discharged without ever getting his two front teeth.  
 
I graduated Army Air Corps Cadet School in June, 1944. I never 
graduated high school. The principal of Hamilton High School, Walker 
Brown, told me that he’d give me a diploma if I entered the Army Air 
Corps. He went back on his word, and I didn’t get a diploma. 
 
June 1944. 
Location: Merced AFB, Merced, CA. 
Plane: PT-13 
Rank: Aviation Cadet 
Assignment: Student 
 
I was supposed to go to pre-flight in Santa Anna, then to flight school. 
But I never made it to Santa Anna. At Stockton, CA, the group was 
broken up, and I was sent on to Merced Air Force Base, CA. I remember 
General Hap Arnold, the Chief of Staff of the Air Force, coming in in his 
C-54, which was polished to the highest gloss. How impressed I was. 
 
The first plane I flew was the BT-13. We only got orientation, 
demonstration flights. I flew with an instructor. I was thrilled to be in the 
air. 
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August 1944. World War II starts for the US. 
 
The general feeling most folks had about the war was to buckle down and 
do everything we could to keep Hitler from winning, from taking 
everything. The British took a real trumping, France got the worst. Until 
Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt wasn’t going to enter the war. All he was going to 
do was provide logistic support. Most people thought that we were 
separated by oceans, and we didn’t have to get involved. We didn’t get 
much news at home: we didn’t get a paper, we might get news at night on 
the radio. My parents really didn’t explain to me much about what was 
going on. After Pearl Harbor, Roosevelt had to respond. Then we were 
into Europe as well. The strategists and tacticians of today agree that if 
Hitler had gone across the channel, he’d have taken the British Isles. But 
he didn’t. He made a bunch of bad decisions after that. 
 
December 1944. 
Location: Pecos Army Air Base, Pecos, TX. 
Planes: B-25 
Rank: PFC 
Assignment: Crew chief 
 
I was a crew chief on a B-25. I remember warming them up at about five 
o’clock in the morning so that they were ready to go for the flight crews.  
 
One night, the cadets took a B-25 out to drop big, dummy flour bombs 
on a target. The target was supposed to have a big letter “A” painted on it. 
Unfortunately, they missed the target and ended up dropping flour bombs 
on a gas station that just happened to have a big letter “A” as its logo. 
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Private First Class Merkling outside the barracks at Pecos Army Air Base, 1944 

 

 
PFC Richard E. Merkling, right, in Pecos, TX 
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I was going to get a tattoo. I seriously considered it.  It was going to be 
19207625: nineteen, twenty, seventy-six, twenty-five. I was going to put it 
on my hand, across my thumb right here. That was my serial number in 
the US Army during World War II. That was me. If I got shot up and all, 
and that part was left, they could tell who I was. We would fly without 
dogtags or rings, so you could answer however you wanted if you were 
shot down. You could say, “Yeah, I’ve got a family,” or “No, I don’t have 
a family,” or “Yeah, I’m married,” or “No, I’m not married.” You could 
give them a whole line of irrelevant answers, to keep them from 
blackmailing you. I just never got around to getting the tattoo. I got 
another number after ROTC.  
 
One of the guys, Ivan R. Norton,  that was in the Army Air Corps with 
me went back to Yakima, Washington, and got into the apple packing 
business, then became a national union steward. We were buddies 
together, because when we were lined up by size or last name, were 
wound up close together. He became a good friend of mine. 
 
August 6, 1945. Atomic bombing of Hiroshima. 
August 9, 1945. Atomic bombing of Nagasaki. 
August 15, 1945. Surrender of Japan. 
September 2, 1945. World War II ends. 
 
After Germany capitulated, we thought we were going to go to the Pacific 
because the losses there were heavy. Everyone knew that a march through 
the Japanese islands would be a bloodbath. Then President Truman 
decided to drop the bomb, and that ended it. I think it was right for 
Truman.  I think it was right to use the atomic bomb. I was glad he did it, 
I’m still glad he did it. I’m not sure Roosevelt would have had the guts to 
do it. He would have pussy footed around with Stalin. He thought he 
could work Stalin, and he really couldn’t. Stalin was a helluva lot smarter 
and tougher than Roosevelt was. They made concessions at Yalta, and 
Stalin went off to do his own thing. It was the right thing to do for all of 
us who were going to end up over there. Dropping the bomb was right 
for all those guys in those ships that were going to have to make those 
landings. All of us lost someone. Anne lost a cousin on Iwo Jima. I lost a 
cousin on Tarawa.  It was probably the only reason a bunch of young 
Americans lived through the war. I think it was right for the Japanese 
people: a lot more of them would have been killed if we had decided we 
had to invade. So I think it was a good decision. 
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I think it’s always easy to stand back and tell someone what you think they 
should have done. People who say that have a religious indignation that 
comes from the fact that they weren’t in the position to have to go over 
there and deal with a fifty-fifty chance of coming back. Those people 
weren’t there. They weren’t a part of it. 
 
December 1945. 
Location: March Air Force Base, CA. 
Rank: PFC 
Assignment: Discharge 
 
At the end of my time in Pecos, I was given a choice: I could continue my 
enlistment and go to West Point, or go to March Field and be discharged. 
I decided to go to March Field. 
 
I was discharged from the US Army Air Corps after thirty months. I had 
tried to become a pilot. I went through basic and the prep classes, and 
every once in a while they’d put us in the flying program for a month or 
two, but then they’d jerk us out and tell us we were going into the 
infantry. Towards the end, they decided they didn’t need us as pilots, but 
that we couldn’t go do something else otherwise they’d lose their reserve 
pool. When I left, I didn’t want to be in the reserves. That was a dumb 
move, because coming back to military later, my reserve time would have 
counted towards my longevity pay. But I didn’t understand all the rules at 
the time. I was a kid. 
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College & Marriage 

 
January 1946. Began undergraduate studies. 
Location: UCLA, Los Angeles, CA. 
 
I remember discussing with my academic advisor, Dr. Hall, that I did not 
have a high school diploma. He said I could go back and acquire one and 
waste two years, or keep quiet and go on. So I went on. Thus I’m a 
college graduate with no high school diploma. It’s called “being slippery.” 
 
Monday, September 16, 1946, 6:30 PM. Richard E. Merkling marries Anne 
Bowen. 
Location: Wee Kirk o the Heather, Glendale, CA. 
Age: 20. 
 
Anne and I were dating pretty heavily, seeing each other as much as we 
could. I proposed in front of my little Ford coupe in front of my house. 
She said yes. 
 
Anne: Dick’s parents didn’t want to us to get married. Their reasoning was 
that I would have a baby, and he wouldn’t get his education. My parents 
were helpful: they rented out my bedroom and bath to students, and gave 
us the rent money. And that fifty dollars paid our rent, and more.   
 
Jeff Elmendorf, who I knew from the Army Air Corps, was the best man 
at our wedding. Joyce Wisner was Anne’s maid of honor; she married 
Dale Pahlfreman, and they live in Ocean Side, CA. The only thing I 
remember about the wedding is standing at the altar and looking down 
the aisle and seeing this beautiful young lady in a blue dress coming down 
the aisle on her father’s arm. Some place in all our moves, we lost 
mother’s wedding dress. She was a beautiful bride. 
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Newlyweds Anne Bowen and Richard Merkling, September 16, 1946 

 
We had our honeymoon at Brent Bowen's fish camp in the high Sierras. 
After the first night, I got a call from Shirley. She said, “Dr. Hall just 
called. He said if you can get back here by eight o’clock tomorrow 
morning, they can sign you into your Veteran’s Administration program, 
you could get into the mechanical engineering program.” So we packed up 
and left our honeymoon early. We got over to Tioga Pass. I told Anne 
that we’d have dinner at the Yosemite Lodge, then head down to the 
highway that goes down the San Joaquin Valley. We got down to the 
bottom, and they were closed for the winter. No gas, no food, no lodging, 
nothing. So we nursed the car along until we could get gas on the 
highway. We got back to LA just before eight AM. 
 
In those post World War II-era years, the school was terribly crowded. 
The campus at UCLA came out of Westwood Village, which was an 
enclave of wealthy stores and people. Adjacent to that was the campus, 
which had a big football field and a medical center. Just inside the gate of 
the village they’d put a bunch of those World War II barracks buildings 
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that had been cleaned out and had desks put in them for classroom space. 
We took engineering design in one of these buildings just outside of 
campus. The little old professor always wanted to have the students 
spread out, to have a bell curve. And the tests just kept getting harder and 
harder and harder. And the last one I took with him, I could barely get 
started on the first part of the first question. What had happened was that 
there were three or four graduate students that entered in a false name for 
the class. These guys would take the questions from a test, slip out the 
back, solve it, then put the answers in a blue book at the front. The rest of 
us would be struggling to get anything down, and here’d be this blue book 
with all the answers in it. In the end, when they told him, I thought he’d 
have a heart attack right there in the classroom. He turned red, he 
couldn’t breathe. He was just flabbergasted. 
 

 
Anne Bowen and Richard Merkling, circa 1946 
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Anne and Richard Merkling in the backyard of the house on Cattaraugas Avenue in 

Culver City, circa 1946 
 
There was a big intersection close to where both our parents had lived at 
Venice and Adams. Down that intersection, through an alley, a friend of 
my sister’s named Felker had built three single-room apartments on the 
back of his residential lot on Burchard Street. We rented apartment 
number one for thirty-five dollars a month. Edith and Chris Peterson 
lived on the end. They were three or four years older, and they had a 
baby, little Chrissie. Next to us, Bob and Rita lived there for a while. Bob 
was my age, but he liked to drink a little bit, and Chris did to. There was a 
bar down the street. We would open the bathroom and front windows 
and get a breeze. One night at about one o’clock in the morning, Anne 
nudges me awake, and I hear someone talking outside our bathroom 
window. I realize they’re taking the screen off the bathroom window. 
Someone was breaking in. I thought, “Jiminy!” There was a three-foot 
walk along the back between the houses and a cinder-block wall. I can tell 
there’s two of them. I slide out of bed thinking, “What in the devil am I 
going to do?” We didn’t have a phone. I walk into the kitchen. I had dried 
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the dishes that night, and set all the stuff up on the table, and here was 
this ten-inch cast iron frying pan. So I picked that up and stood by the 
bathroom door. I hear him step through the window and onto the toilet. I 
thought, “Well, there’s two of them. I have to hit the first one hard 
enough that he’s not in the fight.” The adrenaline is flowing, and boy, I’m 
ready to smash him. And then I hear him say, “Hell Chris, this isn’t my 
house.” I hear him climb back out and put the screen back on. And then I 
listen and hear them break in next door. It was Chris and Bob, and Rita 
had locked them out. So I go back to bed. The next morning is Sunday, 
and there’s a knock on the door. And old Bob’s there, and he says, “Hey, 
Dick, I really apologize for your screen on the bathroom window.” And I 
said, “Don’t apologize. I’m just thankful that you’re here. If you’d have 
come in the door, you’d be at the hospital this morning.” 
 

 
First family car, a Ford coupe. Photo taken at John and Linda Merkling’s home on 

Cattaraugus Street in Culver City, CA 
 
There was enough room for two cars to park in front of the apartments. I 
drove in one afternoon after school. And Rita was out there watering the 
lawn. Rita was a little, short, fiery, Italian girl, and that day, she was a 
blonde. And I said, “Rita! What’d you do to your hair?” I go in the house, 
and I hear all this commotion next door, and about thirty minutes later, 
Bob comes over and says, “You really hurt Rita’s feelings. She’s over there 
crying.” Anne of course says, “Go over there and apologize.” So I go over 
and tell Rita I’m sorry. We got that patched up. About two months later I 
drove up, and Rita’s a redhead. And I think, “Well, I’m not going through 
that again.” So I don’t say anything. I go in the house. About thirty 
minutes later, Bob’s over at the house, and he says, “Hey, you ignored 
Rita.” 
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Bob was in the Navy reserves. Before I went to Waco, he got called into 
the Navy, to a unit in Tokyo. At one point, he was riding on a truck with 
his legs hanging over the side. Another truck hit him, and he lost his legs.  
 
After moving into that first little one room house, I tried to get a gas 
heater to light. It was a little space heater built into the studs of the wall. It 
had a little pilot light. The light went out. So I get up and light the pilot 
light. An hour or two later, the pilot light is out again. So I get up and 
light it again. We went through the night like that, with me getting up 
every couple of hours. The next morning as I investigated, I realized there 
was no pilot light. That was a leak in the gas line that I was lighting. So we 
could’ve blown the house up. Major fire. We lived there almost our entire 
college career. 
 

 
Anne and Richard Merkling at Big Bear, circa 1948 

 



 

 

34 

 

Anne had graduated and was teaching art down at Venice High School. I 
was going to school and trying to work. Sometimes for fun, we’d go up to 
Big Bear and play in the snow. 
 
While I was going to school, I worked on Saturday and Sunday at the gas 
station for Ray Shaw. Shaw was a real good friend of my dad’s. It was a 
big gas station on Robertson’s Boulevard, with about four or five lifts 
where he did grease jobs. And he had two sets of pumps, which was 
amazing in those days. Working at the gas station was a real business 
experience. The other young man that worked with me actually hauled the 
gas: he’d fill up a tank at Long Beach, and we’d pump it into the tanks 
underground. 
 
Anne: I worked at an ice cream parlor. He’d pick me up after work, I’d 
make him a malt, and he liked that.  
 
While working for Mr. Shaw, I needed to paint my 1932 Ford Roadster. It 
had a full race engine, a Thickston dual manifold, a padded top that I’d 
put on it, a Winfield racing cam, and four-inch lowered windshield. It 
wouldn’t idle at all, you had to keep it at more than six-hundred RPM just 
to keep it running. We would take the roadster out to the Murock dry lake 
beds, where they'd clock your speed with an electric sensor. I would take 
it up to a hundred. I painted it in his lube rack stall. It was a Texaco 
station, so it was green and white. Anything with close to where I painted 
the car turned a pale blue. Mr. Shaw took that pretty well: he didn’t kill 
me, he didn’t throw me out. Whenever I had free time, I worked on 
scrubbing it off. 
 

 
1932 Ford racing Roadster 
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On weeknights from three o’clock to nine or ten, I also worked for 
Sanford Elliason, who had a custom furniture and drapery business. I 
started with him as a substitute delivery boy. They soon realized I was 
handy enough to do installation of drapes, curtains, upholstery, and the 
like. He had quite a business. He had this upholstery business, but the 
business he really made money on was a French hand laundry. They’d 
take men’s shirts, and they’d come out hanging on a hanger. I never 
worked there. He promoted me at the upholstery business, and I worked 
for him throughout college. He offered to give me the company, which 
was unbelievable. I turned him down because I wanted to come back into 
the Air Force and fly fighters. He was a good guy. 
 
And in between working two jobs, I tried to do a little homework. It was a 
terrible situation. If I didn’t have three or four good friends in the 
engineering business, I wouldn’t have made it through college. For the big 
projects, we were a team, and they’d sort of carry you. I did my own test 
work and homework, but they’d do the big projects. One of the projects 
was to build a working steam engine out of a water heater. Piping, tubing, 
boiler, flame, gas, gas burner, and whatever, and we had to build a 
working steam engine. We had to come up with crazy things like that. 
 
September 1946 – July 1950. 
Location: UCLA, Los Angeles, CA. 
 
I studied and got my Bachelor’s of Science in mechanical engineering 
because I thought I wanted to be an engineer. I thought that would be a 
good thing. While I was at UCLA, I joined the ROTC. Somehow, the 
colonel who ran the program found out what my situation was. He came 
to me and suggested I join and get a regular commission. He offered to 
pay me thirty-five dollars a month, which was enough to pay my rent. On 
Fridays, I had to wear the uniform, but the rest of the days I could just 
wear any shirt with their pants and shoes. That supplemented my school. 
They bought some of my books. When I finished school, they offered me 
a regular commission. 
 
Summer 1947. 
 
Through a contract they had with UCLA, I went to work for Los Angeles 
Department of Transportation at the time when the first freeway was 
being built from west Los Angeles to Pasadena along the Arroyo Seco. 
They were running a survey on turn traffic on Wilshire. I did a study for 
them that showed where they should put the island and how to put in the 
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turn lane. Fifty years later, that island was still there. I did a study 
documenting lane changes and behaviors of distracted drivers on the 
freeway. It was my first real job. It was very interesting, in compiling the 
data, in trying to make sense as to why drivers did what they did as they 
approached this freeway. I don’t think we ever caused any accidents, but 
we came close. We put a tape across the roadway to do our 
measurements. Down from the tape, there was an overpass. We were on 
the overpass with our cameras and all, trying to document the lane 
changing and how fast it occurred. People would run across the tape, look 
up and see us with the cameras, get distracted, and every once in a while 
we’d have a near miss. I worked for them all summer. 
 
April 4, 1949. North American Treaty Organization (NATO) established. 
June 25, 1950. Korean War begins. 
 
When the war started, I remember wondering how it was going to affect 
our lives, about what would transpire as the Chinese hordes came across 
the 38th parallel. What was MacArthur going to do? I was sensitive to the 
give and take that Truman had with MacArthur. I knew that MacArthur 
had political ambitions, and I wondered how that would turn out. I 
remember thinking through MacArthur’s role in the Pacific. 
 
June 1950. Graduated UCLA as a Distinguished Graduate of the ROTC program. 
 
When we graduated from college, one of my army friends had gone to 
work for Howard Hughes, and he had a paid-for, big home up in Bel 
Aire, because when he’d had a successful test flight, Hughes would come 
out and just give him a check for $25,000. But then we had another friend 
that had done some construction work before the army, and when he 
came out, he and his wife bought a house in west Covina, and they were 
doing a full fix-it-up. He had his own construction company in three 
years. I haven’t kept in touch, but I wish I had. I get a Christmas card 
from one of that group, Johnny Morduff, who became a lawyer. He 
settled a divorce case in the late 60’s, and they were dividing up the 
property. They had a beachfront home in Newport beach, and they 
decided to sell it, and Johnny bought it. It’s right on the beach, fifty feet 
wide, a hundred and twenty feet deep. I imagine that property’s worth 
well over one-point-five million. 
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Training 

 
July 1950. Joined the U.S. Air Force at UCLA. 
 
July 1950. Began flight school 
Location: James Connelly AFB, Waco, TX. 
Age: 24. 
Planes: T-6 Texan 
Rank: Commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the U.S. Air Force as a 
distinguished Air Force Reserve Officer, Training Corps graduate 
Assignment: Flight school 
 

 
From left, John Jarrel, Mac McCullough, Richard E. Merkling, and Alex Piscotta at 

James Connelly AFB, in Waco, TX., circa 1950 
 
I reported to flight school at James Connelly AFB, in Waco, Texas. That 
was the first move we made with the military as a married couple. We had 
wonderful neighbors. We made many lifetime friends, such as the 
McCullough’s. And the flying was good. 
 
The T-6 was a two-seater. The guy who taught me how to fly, Wilbur, was 
a devil of a guy. We shot a lot of landings. Then he did a lot of strange 
things: he’d pick up the flaps when I was trying to land, and that changes 
everything. I caught him and would have to hold my hand on the flaps. 
He would bang me in the knees with the stick. We didn’t need an 
intercom: even with a four-hundred and fifty horse engine, I could here 
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him. He taught me how to spin an airplane. He believed that everyone 
should know how to get out of a spin. We’d do ten, eleven, twelve spins 
in a T-6, then he’d have me recover it. 
 
One day he said to me, “Well, you’ll probably kill yourself, but I’m getting 
out. Take it up and go around.” And that was my first solo flight, after ten 
hours. There I was, going along, thinking, “I’m up here, with this airplane, 
all by myself.” 
 
I remember, just like it was yesterday, a Saturday afternoon, beautiful fall 
day, warm, puffy clouds out, sun was bright. We were going to do our 
first solo cross-country flight in a T-6. I plotted everything out. It was 
about an hour’s flying time to west Texas and back again. I was at about 
10,000 feet. Everything was stable. I trimmed the airplane so it was pretty 
much flying by itself. Regulations said you had to fly with the canopy 
closed. So I’m flying out there in west Texas, I kind of reach up, open up 
the canopy, kind of put my elbow out like I’m driving a car. I remember 
thinking, “Wow, look at this.” I was twenty-six years old. I made all the 
checkpoints, didn’t get lost, got back, and made a safe landing. 
 
December 1950. 
Location: Williams AFB, Chandler, AZ. 
Planes: T-28, F-80 
Rank: Second Lieutenant 
Assignment: Fighter school 
 
Anne: It was amazing, coming into Williams and hearing the sounds of 
those jets and thinking that he’d be flying those. 
 
Mac McCollough and Cecil lived in the back half of the duplex, Anne and 
I lived in the front half. They would flood the lawn to water it. On the 
back side of the house was a patch of mint. When you’d mow the lawn, it 
would smell great. We used to drive from Mesa into Phoenix and up 
Central, past the Westward Ho hotel, to a malt shop. We would drive in 
with the McColloughs in their ‘41 Ford convertible.  We’d lay the top 
down, drive in there in the heat, get a malt, and drive back to Mesa. 
 
Years later, we learned that, when we lived on Center Street, our mailman 
had been Lora Bodine’s stepfather. 
 
Mac and I were out at Willy, checking out in the F-80s. And we were 
flying cross-country. We were supposed to fly this triangle, come back, 
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and land. We’re trailing each other, and we get on the last leg, and I join 
up on him coming back into Mesa. He indicates to me that he wants me 
to get in trail. He goes over to Mesa where we lived on Center Street, 
about two blocks up from Main on the west side of the street. He 
whistled down over there, right over the house, and ol’ Mac does a roll. 
He comes out of the roll, and all of his electrical goes out. No lights, 
nothing in the cockpit, but he could talk on the radio. I said, “Well, let’s 
go back over to Willy and land.” We get way out on initial. I called the 
tower and say, “I’m Air Force so and so, and I got a guy ahead of me with 
his lights out.” They gave him a green light, he lands, and that’s how we 
got back on the ground after that buzz job in Mesa. I don’t even know if 
the girls knew it. 
 
October 1951. Graduated from Williams AFB as a jet fighter pilot. 
 
My graduating class was 51-G. Being a fighter pilot was, for me, the first 
line. I always wanted to fly the newest, most high performance planes that 
Uncle Sam had. I wanted the best ones. That didn’t happen in Korea, 
because I wound up in the 84’s, and the best ones they had was the 86’s. 
 

 
Richard and Anne Merkling at home on Center Street in Mesa, AZ, circa 1951 

 
Anne made herself these maternity dresses for the graduation. We were 
going to have a dinner out at the base. The day of graduation, it was a 
hundred degrees, or over. We managed to get through that. That evening, 
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Anne wore a dress she had made that was reddish purple. I wish we had 
kept track of that dress.   
 
October - December 1951. 
Location: Luke Field, Glendale, AZ. 
Planes: P-51, F-84D, F-84E 
Rank: Second Lieutenant 
Assignment: Aerial gunnery school 
 
November 7, 1951. John Richard Merkling born. 
Age: 26. 
 
Having John was exciting. It was tiring. I was in the process of finishing 
fighter school. The two grandmothers came down, and Anne went into 
the hospital and didn’t promptly deliver the baby. I was gone early 
morning to Luke to fly, and got back at about three in the afternoon. The 
two mothers were there to help. Anne didn’t deliver. After staying for two 
weeks, Maude decided to go home, so she took the train home. Four or 
five days later, still nothing, and my mother decided she needed to go 
home. We took her to the train station, Anne was there, my mom, and 
me. The train pulled in, and as it did, my mom’s car went past the station 
and was up on the far end of the terminal. Anne couldn’t walk fast, so I 
hustled my mother up onto the train. The train pulled out. I came back to 
Anne, and she said, “I’m having labor pains.” I ran her back out to the 
hospital, and she had the baby late that night. They were crowded enough 
at the hospital that they couldn’t put her in a delivery room. They put her 
on a gurney and wheeled her into an open linen closet. I stood there and 
held her hand for maybe an hour, and then they said they were going to 
take her down to the operating room. As they started to wheel her off, 
Anne handed me off to a little Mexican girl. Anne said, “She doesn’t have 
anybody with her; stay with her.” Her husband was overseas. So I did, 
until they wheeled her off. Late that night, John was born. In those days, 
things were loose enough that I could call somebody at Luke and say that 
my wife was in labor and that I wouldn’t be in. About four or five days 
later, when I was going to take Anne and John home, they were checking 
this little Mexican girl out too. There was nobody there to get her. They 
asked us to take this girl home, so we did. We were on our way to 
Phoenix, and we stopped at the drugstore and bought a few things for all 
of us: baby wipes, diapers, talcum powder, and whatever. I’ve always 
regretted that I didn’t keep track of her. 
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John and Richard Merkling at Richard’s departure for Korea, 1951 

 

 
Anne, John, and Richard Merkling at Richard’s departure for Korea, 1951 
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We had moved from Mesa to north Phoenix on Montebello Street. It 
took a lot of time to take care of John as a baby. I was terribly tired taking 
care of a baby and then going off to Luke in the early morning to fly. I 
remember John in a high chair, and we’d tie a diaper around him so he 
wouldn’t slide out of the high chair. I’d feed him his Gerber baby food. 
He was terrible on carrots. He would spit them all over me. 
 
Anne: We eventually developed a system that worked. I would get up with 
the baby, and Dick slept through it. Dick had an alarm, and I slept 
through that. Plus, we had two grandmas there to help out.  
 
Ollie Olson, a short little Swede, was in our training class. One evening 
he’d had too many beers. We had one of those tugs that you’d tow 
airplanes around with. He was driving it, and went to go between two 
airplanes and tore a wing off a T-6. He was a master sergeant, and they 
took all his pay except for ten dollars to pay for the wing. When we all 
left, he was still paying for the wing. I don’t know what happened to him. 
 
I was flying F-84Es with Mac McCollough. We had graduated the night 
before on Friday and had a big dinner party because we were all headed to 
Korea. He and I had to finish up our hours after the rest of the class had 
graduated and left. So we were doing some instrument runs, and Mac told 
me to meet him over Superstition Mountain east of Phoenix. I pulled up 
on his wing, and he indicated to me to get in trail behind him. He 
proceeded to drive up the road that goes east out from Phoenix to 
Superstition. Mac’s down pretty low, and I’m below him. We were flying 
maybe fifteen, twenty feet off the road, and at the top of a ridge, we met a 
car. The car swerved off into a ditch. That poor guy – it wasn’t even fair. 
 We get into the backcountry and come across this farm, maybe fifty feet 
off the ground. Mac had scared this cow so bad it jumped the fence. 
When we got back to base, the operations officer accused of buzzing, 
flying in low, and that somebody had called in that we were scaring cows. 
We denied it. We said, “Oh no, that couldn’t be us.” The officer kept on 
us, saying that they’d gotten a phone call. We kept on saying it wasn’t us. 
Finally, the officer said, “Just kidding, we didn't receive a call about flying 
low.”  
 
John was only a month or so old when I left and went overseas. I packed 
up our stuff in our little 1950 Chevy coupe took them back to Los 
Angeles. 
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On the south side of Wickenberg, I came across an accident. There were 
four or five bodies on the road with blankets over them. It shocked me so 
bad and made me realize that I was driving tired, so I stopped in 
Wickenberg, got us a hotel for the night, and then continued on. 
 
We found a nice house on Mentone Street in Palms, California, close to 
where the folks were. Then I went off to Korea. I had mixed feelings 
leaving them. I was concerned about leaving them. I was very much 
concerned about what would happen to me as I went to Korea. Two 
kinds of concern: one for the family, and one for where I was going. But, 
my mother and dad would come over and get John, tuck him in his 
stroller, and take him for a walk, giving Anne a little bit of free time. My 
dad really liked John. John was really special for him. 
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Korea 

 
December 1951 - January 1953. 
Location: Taegu AB, Korea. 
Planes: F-84E, F-84G, T-33, C-54. 
Rank: Second Lieutenant 
Assignment: Line Pilot, then Assistant Operations Officer, 8th Squadron, 49th 
Fighter-Bomber Group, 49th Wing 
 

 
A flight of F-84s from the 49th Fighter Bomber Group, circa 1952.  

Photo by Richard E. Merkling 
 
About an hour and half into the flight to Korea, the pilot comes back and 
shakes me awake. “Hey, you’re rated, aren’t ya?” I said yeah. “Hey, we 
don’t have an augmented crew onboard. We’ve got to hand-fly this thing. 
How about coming up and sitting in the seat for a while?” I said OK. So I 
go up and sit down in the seat, and next to me is my buddy Mac. He and I 
were both going to Korea. The commander of the airplane climbs back 
into one of the bunks and goes to sleep. So here’s Mac, and here I am. 
And a few crazy things happened.  
 
As we were heading out, the navigator would tap on my knee and give me 
the heading. Four or five minutes later he’d give me the heading again. 
Another three or four minutes, he’s back again. At about this time, I’m 
about to tell him, “Hell, I know what the heading it.” Instead of doing 
that, I tapped on the glass of the heading indicator, and the arrow 
snapped to one side by about thirty degrees. We were that far off course. 
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In those days, it took about twelve hours to get to Hawaii. All of a sudden 
the old C-54 goes “Whooooooo!” We’re looking around, we’re looking at 
the gauges, and they’re all spinning. Then, “whooooo!” It happens again. 
Just about the third time, this guy comes scrambling out of his bunk, 
whistling up there, and switches this fuel switch. We’d been running on 
this one set of tanks, and they’d gone dry. Had they gone completely dry, 
we’d have had an air start of some sort. That was crazy. 
 
We had a bunch of army guys in the back of the plane. Every time they 
would walk to the back to go to the bathroom, the plane would tip 
backward and I’d have to correct for it.  
 
We showed up in Tokyo, at Tachikawa. We stayed at the BOQ [Bachelor 
Officer’s Quarters.] Slept for ten or twelve hours. After I got up, I went 
down to ops and said, “Hey, I’m supposed to show up at this place called 
K-2. Do you know where it is?” Nobody knew. They checked around, 
and all they could tell us is, “It’s a Korean base somewhere around there.” 
So I said, “How do I get there?” They told me, “Well, the best thing to do 
is get on a train here and go down to Atsugi, which was south of Tokyo, 
where the marines are. They fly in there all the time. They’ll know where it 
is.” So that’s what I did. Got on a train, went south. We’d gone aways, 
and I had to go to the restroom. There wasn’t one on the train. So I 
thought, “OK, next time we stop at one of these little stations, I’m going 
to jump off and run to the restroom.” So they stop, I jump off, I’m 
heading for what I think is the restroom, and these couple of ladies pass 
me and go in. Ladies restroom. I get back on the train. At this point I 
decide, it doesn’t matter if it’s ladies or not. If I find a restroom, I’m going 
in. 
 
From Atsugi, I flew with the marines to Busan, then Incheon, then Seoul. 
It’s in the morning at about nine o’clock. The ops building had all these 
bullet holes in it from the fighting. It’s all shot up. It’s just riddled. We 
didn’t stay there very long. We finally got over to K-2. The guys tell me, 
“Here’s K-2.” It really doesn’t look like a base at all. It’s just out in the 
boonies. We’d landed on a PSP [pierced steel planking] strip… that stuff 
with holes in it that’s linked together. And that was it. There was a bunch 
of 84s there. They said, “Have you ever flown this airplane before?” I 
said, nope. They said, “That’s OK: we’ll send you on an easy mission, 
we’ll send you over the peninsula. That’s pretty soft, without a bunch of 
anti-aircraft.” So I did that, and they said, “OK, you’re ready to go.” 
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When I arrived at K-2 [the designation for Taegu], it was snowing, and 
cold, and I checked into the BOQ [Bachelor Officers’ Quarters], and just 
got into bed to cover up and try to get warm. It was just freezing. The 
next morning, me being one of the new guys in the squadron, the 
squadron commander said, “How about you taking this truck and a 
couple of sergeants down into town and pick up the supplies from the 
train?” I had on long woolen underwear, my woolen uniform from World 
War II, and a heavy flying suit, my flying boots, a parka with a hood, and 
my gloves. And we were in this six-by, which didn’t have solid windows, 
just flappy windows. And we drove into Taegu, and it was just freezing. 
And the first thing I see on the street corner are these little tiny kids with 
those pajamas on, rubber boots on, backs out of the pajamas, digging in 
the garbage cans, looking for something to eat. That was my introduction 
to Taegu. I have never forgotten that picture. I can see that today. 
 
The BOQ was this open barracks. You had your cot, your mosquito 
netting, an ammo box as a closet, and just a couple of feet of space 
between you and the next guy. We had a fellow by the name of Bob Cass. 
He was kind of a rounder. He’d go over to a bar and have a little too 
much to drink. We had another fellow by the name of John Taylor. He 
was a real tiger. Taylor always wore a bandolier of shells and he carried a 
Luger. Cass came in one night, turned on the light, and started making all 
this noise. Usually you’d try to be conscientious of people trying to sleep 
when the lights were off because they might have to be up before dawn. 
And old John Taylor said, real quiet, “Hey, knock it off.” Cass didn’t pay 
any attention. Taylor says, “Hey, turn off the light.” Cass didn’t do 
anything, he’s still stumbling around. Taylor reaches over, takes his Luger, 
and goes, bang! Puts two shots right over his head. The light went out real 
quick after that. Cass later went on to work on the Thunderbirds. 
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Second Lieutenant Richard E. Merkling and his F-84E, circa 1952 

 
I was the assistant ops officer in the squadron. John Taylor asked me if he 
could have a week off. I thought he was going to go to Tokyo, so I lined it 
up so he could. And, jiminy! The army had a couple of guys that were 
going up into North Korea in some of those really small little sanpan 
boats looking for POWs. Taylor takes his time off, teams up with those 
guys, and goes into North Korea. That was his vacation. 
 
The patriarchs of the Korean society had white beards and long white 
kimonos and big white stovepipe hats. And John Taylor always used to 
say to us, “If I get shot down, I’m going to go kill one of those guys, take 
his uniform, and walk out.” And I believe he probably would have. He 
was tough. He used to really want to do tough missions. He’d want 
something where he could go shoot MiGs. I’d make the schedule, and 
Taylor would come in, take his Luger, spin it around on his finger, slap it 
down on the desk, and say, “What are you gonna put me on tomorrow, 
Dick?” And I always figured it was going to go off one of those days, and 
I hoped when it did it wasn’t pointing at me. 
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John Taylor flew about sixty-five missions with us, then he got a transfer 
up to the 86s. He shot down four MiGs up there. The last one was a 
MiG-15 that was trying to land at Mucton Air Field, which was way up on 
the Chinese side. He’s got his gear down, and he’s coming in on the 
runway, and John pulls up behind him and shoots him down. And then 
he goofed up because of the film to confirm his kill. The PIs [photo 
interpreters] looked at it and said, “Hey, that’s Mucton, and you’re over 
the line, and you weren’t supposed to be up there.” General Barcus was 
the three-star, and he gave John twenty-four hours to leave the theater. 
He just kicked him out. John came back to the states. Didn’t have a job. 
Finally got into the guard. And then the next time I saw John Taylor, we 
were in Europe. I was the ops officer for 4ATAF. We were running an 
exercise, and as a part of it, we were going to deploy a squadron of 105s 
from Texas to an airfield in the Netherlands. So I went up there to greet 
these guys. First flight comes in, lands, taxis up, opens the canopy, lead 
pilot takes off his helmet, slams it down, and who is it but John Taylor. I 
said, “John!” He didn’t have his Luger with him. 
 
I worked for Dolphin D. Overton III for about six months. He and I had 
some wild experiences when one of our guys got shot down near the 
Chinese border. Dolph got into the record books after he went up to the 
86 outfit, and got listed as the fastest Air Force ace. He shot down five 
MiGs in four days.  
 
Dolph and Taylor were pretty competitive. One day, we were going to fly 
with Dolph as number one [lead position], Clapham in number two, 
Taylor in number three, and me in number four. We were all equipped 
with JATO: jet-assisted take-off, these little cannisters on your tail that 
you could fire that would give you an extra boost to get off the ground. 
Dolph and Clapham used their JATOs to get off the ground. Taylor and I 
didn’t. As we formed up, Taylor indicated that he wanted me to hit the 
JATO jets in flight. We shot past Dolph and Clapham, and Taylor said 
over the radio, “I’ll take the lead.” 
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F-84G-25-RE Thunderjet serial 52-3249 of the 9th FBG/49th Fighter-Bomber 

Group being refueled over Korea, 1953 
Source: United States Air Force 

 
When I had about seventy missions, they asked Ed Trawick and I to take 
classified Army papers to the front lines. We took off in a T-6, and when 
we got up there, nothing looked right. We didn’t recognize anything. So 
we flew out to the east coast of Korea to get oriented. We had been way 
off course: we were used to flying faster 84s, and here we were in this old 
T-6. 
 
I took a maintenance test flight one day. The engine looked like it was 
doing fine. I was over Busan Harbor, which was sixty or seventy miles 
south of Taegu. I buzzed a Navy ship, which probably wasn’t a good idea, 
‘cause he could’ve shot me. Anyway, I was coming back, and the canopy 
blew off. The amount of dirt that flew up from the bottom of the plane 
was amazing. I couldn’t see for a minute or two. 
 
Cipriano Guerra and I worked together in ops and flew together in the 
84s. He extended and went up to headquarters in Seoul. He was always 
concerned about coming home because he was dating an Anglo girl in San 
Antonio, and her father had threatened to shoot him. I don’t know how 
that worked out, but he became the city manager and the biggest banker 
in San Antonio. He could probably buy San Antonio now.  
 
We would typically load up with whatever the frag orders called for: 
thousand-pound bombs or napalm. Sometimes we’d take four five-inch 
rockets, two on each wing. We’d carry the bombs on the center line. We 
could go up and bomb, then fire the rockets at whatever targets were 
available or were called for. I’ve thought about what the planners were 
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thinking about. The plan was to interdict the supplies from the Chinese to 
the 38th parallel. We used to go to a place call Suchon a lot. It was on the 
rail line from north to south on the peninsula. In peacetime, it terminated 
in Seoul. When I got there, it was cut off at the 38th parallel. Suchon was 
just north of the 38th parallel. We’d go up there frequently, sometimes in 
the morning and the afternoon. I’ve always wondered why we were always 
going back to the same spot, because it allowed the North Koreans to 
concentrate their anti-aircraft. Why didn’t we go ten or fifteen miles north 
of there? The targeteers didn’t think of that. 
 
One morning, we scrambled one time to go up and attack two trains 
inside North Korea that had come from China. They were stopped across 
the river up next to the Yalu River. I suddenly realized that big thirty 
millimeter fireballs were going past my right wing.  While we were trying 
to bomb these trains, a flight of MiGs had caught us. A Russian pilot in a 
MiG-15 came after me. He had a leather helmet on, goggles, and an 
oxygen mask. I was close enough to see his eyes looking at me. I can still 
see him pulling up in front of me, him right in the cockpit and looking at 
me. He proceeded to give me a hands-on lesson on both offensive and 
defensive maneuvering of jet fighters. Although I had several 
opportunities in the dogfight to shoot him, I never did. He would pull up 
about 10,000 feet above me from making a pass, and before I could turn 
180 degrees, he’d be right down on top of me. The airplane was real high 
performance. They ran us flat out of gas. We ended up right on the 
ground, trying to keep from getting shot. If the guy had just mashed on 
the rudder when he was shooting at me, he would have nailed me. I knew 
I couldn’t make it to Taegu, fifty miles south of the DMZ. So we landed 
at Kimpo, and I ran out of gas before I got to the parking lot. The flight 
commander was my squadron commander at the base, Lieutenant Colonel 
Bud Elrod. He thought in the engagement I had shot, and I had not. He 
was really mad at me. I had just thought about disengagement. Thinking 
about it now, if I had shot him, he was close enough to me that the 
wreckage would have hit me. Elrod said if I was dumb enough not to 
shoot, he’d put me in number four, and they could shoot at me. Four is in 
the back, tail end charlie. If anyone is going to get shot, it’s him. We 
refueled, got more bombs, and went back up. We didn’t find the MiGs, 
and we didn’t find the trains either. We just went up there, bombed the 
rail lines, and came back home. 
 
Everybody got a spot promotion over there. They’d go over, fly twenty 
missions, and get a spot promotion. It was an extra incentive for being in 
combat. But none of us in Bud Elrod’s squadron got a spot promotion. 
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His theory was that it had taken him thirty-six months to make first 
lieutenant, and none of us was going to make first lieutenant in less than 
thirty-six months. He was a big, all-american football star. I really felt 
sorry for him, because there he was, a spot lieutenant colonel, had the 
squadron, had a good combat record, and when I was a two-star and went 
up to inspect SAC, he was still a lieutenant colonel. He never made 
colonel. 
 
After a bombing run in northwest Korea, we climbed up to 28,000 feet, 
we realized George Clapham had used all of his breathing oxygen. He’d 
left it on during the bombing run. We used to have it on during takeoff, 
then turn it down. He’d been breathing one-hundred percent oxygen and 
had run out; he couldn’t go to altitude. We’d have him climb up to 28,000 
feet, then read the placards on the instrument panel until he couldn’t read 
them because he was blacking out, then drop down so he could take a few 
breaths. We were able to make it to Seoul like that. He managed to make 
it through one hundred missions. On one bombing run, he dropped a 
bomb while so low, rocks blew up into the canopy and wings. 
 
Chet Bogle: I met Dick about this time. We both had children. I didn’t 
drink and run around; neither did he. So we had common interests. He 
was our assistant operations officer, I was a flight commander. He went 
on R&R with me quite a bit: one time we went to Kyoto, which was the 
cultural center of Japan and the summer home of the emperor. We were 
both lieutenants. I had gotten my wings in World War II. When I was 
recalled as a first lieutenant, I went to Korea, and flew my hundred 
missions in nine months. Dick was a young lieutenant just out of flying 
school. He was good. We flew a lot of missions together. I kept a daily 
diary. On one mission that he doesn’t even remember, it was a close 
support, front line mission. The Chinese had a piece of artillery in a cave. 
They would slide it out, fire, then drag it back into the cave. We were 
tasked to try to slide a bomb into the mouth of that cave. No guidance. 
Just a dumb, general purpose, thousand-pound bomb. The name of the 
game was to get down, rush the cave just a little above the elevation, then 
at the last second, pip off the bomb and try to slide it into the mouth of 
the cave. As I was the flight leader, I went first, and the bomb didn’t go 
in. Number two didn’t do it either. But Dick was number three, and my 
diary says, “Dick Merkling put a bomb inside the mouth of the cave and 
blew the artillery piece out like it was coming out of a shotgun.” Yeah, he 
was good. 
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When we were in Korea, the Bogles had toddlers. Chet’s wife would send 
him thirty-five millimeter films of the kids, so once a month we’d watch 
films of the Bogle boys. 
 
I flew one hundred combat missions in F-84s over North Korea with the 
49th Fighter-Bomber Group. That was a complete tour, and then you were 
reassigned to something in the states or another fighter outfit if you 
wanted and you could wrangle an assignment. Not everybody could go to 
the 86s. 
 
Taegu is still there. It’s a big depot for the Korean Air Force. The last 
time I was there was in ’84-’85. 
 
The thing that amazes me is that Anne always supported me. She never 
asked, “Why are you doing this? Why are you putting yourself or us at 
risk?” She just gave me her quiet support.  
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Stateside: 1950s 

 
February 1953 - October 1954. 
Location: Laughlin, AFB, Del Rio, TX. 
Planes: F-80, F-84B, F-84C, F-86, T-33. 
Rank: Second Lieutenant, then First Lieutenant, then Captain 
Assignment: Fighter-gunnery instructor and assistant group operations officer, 3646th 
Fighter Training Squadron 
 

 
Lieutenant Richard E. Merkling, circa 1953 

 
I was a gunnery instructor at Laughlin, AFB, Del Rio, TX. I taught in T-
33 two-seaters. You teach someone to shoot from an airplane partially 
through instruction, talking them through it, and partially through flying 
with them in the T-33s. Targets were stationary and in the air. 
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When we first arrived in Laughlin, the Air Force was just reestablishing 
the base. It had been closed since World War II. Just before we got there, 
a contingent of Congressional representatives had gone to Washington 
and said, “Our economy is so bad we need help.” They convinced the Air 
Force and Congress to reestablish Laughlin. We were a part of that first 
contingent. The runway was short enough that it wouldn’t handle the T-
33, the F-80, or F-84. So we flew T-6s while they lengthened the runway. 
 
They had these worldwide gunnery meets to see who was the best gunner 
in the Air Force. They were tightly controlled, and very emotional. 
Everything was timed to the minute. I never participated as an active 
shooter, but I towed air-to-air targets. They would get so long on the 
target, and the target would have to be in a certain place. Well, I get out 
on the runway, and I reach down and try to raise the seat, and the seat 
goes clear to the bottom of the plane. I could barely see out of the 
canopy. I unstrap real quick and haul myself up and try to pull the seat 
back up and couldn’t get the seat up. Finally, the controller says “Click 
click click, it’s time for you, you’re off,” and I’m still sitting on the floor of 
the airplane. So I take off with this dang target, and I head up to Yucca 
Flats where our air to air range was. While I’m going up there, I try 
everything I can to get this seat to go up so I can see, and I just can’t do it. 
They had a map case where you’d keep your forms and paperwork, so I 
dug everything out and kept stuffing it under me. I crunched my helmet 
bag under me. And I could still barely see. I towed the target, got back, 
and told the crew chief to tear that seat out. 
 
You’d taxi from the parking area, make the turn to get onto the runway, 
and have to go around this corner. We would train Chinese pilots at 
Laughlin, and they were flying P-40s, and those were tail draggers. On the 
ground, they’d rest at an incline, with the nose pointed up. It had a big 
engine and a big prop, and if you gave it even just a little bit too much 
throttle, it would tip itself up so it was level. The Chinese would decide 
they needed more power going around that corner, and the plane would 
tip level with the ground, and the big prop would “whrrrfm!,” bang into 
the ground, and get all bent up. That’d kill the engine, the plane would sit 
back down on its tail, and there they’d be, dead, with all these other 
students lined up behind them. 
 
In the T-33s two-seaters, I’d sit in the back and the cadet would sit up 
front. I had this one Chinese cadet. I’d tell him to do something, and he’d 
process it, and it’d be so slow we’d be in the next county. We were 
shooting landings. We’d touch down, roll down the runway, and 
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eventually he’d get the power up and we’d take off again. And it felt like 
minutes before he’d do what I’d tell him. And I finally got mad at him and 
told him in kind of a harsh tone, “When I tell you to go around, I want 
you to push the power up and pick up the gear.” We did that the next 
time: he pushed the power up, picked up the gear, and golly, the engine 
takes a long time to spin up so we didn’t have much thrust. And we kept 
getting lower and lower. And I held on to the stick and kept him from 
pulling it back, because I knew if he pulled it back, we’d settle right into 
the ground, right then. So I hung on to it, and I didn’t think that airplane 
would fly so low. We were down to a cushion of air between us and the 
runway. And finally we lifted up. And I never said to him again, “hurry.” 
 
I had just fought the Chinese in Korea, and here I was training them at 
Laughlin. It didn’t make a lot of sense to me. I wasn’t savvy enough to 
know what Washington was doing, or the difference between the Chinese 
Communists in Korea and the Chinese Nationalists I was training. 
 
We had a wire fence around our house. John used to climb on the fence. 
He’d hang over the top of the fence. The neighbor had twin boys. 
 
July 27, 1953. Korean War ends.  
 
March 29, 1954. Vicki Merkling born. 
Age: 28. 
 
We were thrilled at having a daughter. We didn’t have a hospital at 
Laughlin; just an oversized dispensary. In about two weeks of delivery 
time, they’d take women to these cottages in San Antonio. A couple that 
lived behind us was a little further along than Anne. There was an old C-
47 they’d run people back and forth to the hospital with. They couldn’t 
get the engine to start, so they got an ambulance and headed for the 
hospital. Halfway there, she had the baby, the husband delivered the baby, 
and the technician fainted away. I decided that wouldn’t happen to us: I 
checked Anne into a local doctor. It was wonderful to have a daughter. 
She was the only little pink baby in the hospital. All the other little babies 
were Hispanic. I always kid Vicki about that. I say, “We went down to the 
river and got you from the other side.” 
 
I was flying with a guy by the name of Ed Adams. The Pecos River comes 
in and joins the Rio Grande about thirty-five miles north of Del Rio. It’s a 
steep canyon. At one time, the highest non-suspension bridge in the 
country was across the Pecos Canyon. Ed and I were running around; he 
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was up on the range, and I was supposed to be shooting instruments. I 
ran up the canyon, and here comes Ed the other way. And fortunately, he 
went one way, and I went the other. Unplanned. 
 

 
Captain Richard E. Merkling, third from the left, and Captain Chet Bogle, standing 

at the back at the center, circa 1954 
 
Twelve weeks in summer 1955. 
Location: Squadron Officer School, Maxwell AFB, AL. 
Planes: UC-78 
Rank: Captain 
Assignment: Student 
 
The thing I remember mostabout Squadron Officer School was a Czech 
exchange student. He was determined that our group would be the soccer 
champs of the school. So, we would practice at night, and we did win. We 
also had a chaplain, and he won a speaking contest. And we won the field 
competition. So, we swept the field while I was there.  
 
I didn’t follow the other instructors from Del Rio to Williams. They gave 
you a card, and asked you to put down what you wanted to do. We had 
been flying old F-84s. All these guys I had been with were going to fly 86s 
at Williams. My orders came out, and I was going to Eglin Air Force Base. 
And man, did that make me mad. I mean, here are these guys going to fly 
86s, and I’m going down to an unknown whatever at Eglin. Didn’t know 
anything about what they did at Eglin or what I was going to do. I made 
an appointment to talk to the group commander. I went in, and he knew 
why I was coming up to talk to him. So I asked him. He didn’t say 
anything to me. He slid this five-by-eight card across the desk. And in my 
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handwriting, “I want to be a test pilot.” That concluded that discussion. 
So we had to traipse off to Eglin. 
 
Our house in Del Rio didn’t sell right away. I wired Eglin and got an 
extension of thirty days to sell the house. So we sold the house and 
moved to Eglin. But it was a bad mistake to sell that house. The house 
lasted for thirty years. Another guy kept it and rented it out; we should 
have done that.  
 
November 1955 - April 1958. 
Location: Eglin AFB, Destin, FL. 
Planes: B-47, B-57, F-86, F-94, F-100, F-101, F-104, F-105 
Rank: Captain 
Assignment: Flight test pilot and armament section chief 
 

 
Anne, John, Vicki, and Richard Merkling at Eglin AFB, circa 1956 
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The Merklings at Destin Beach, FL. 

 

 
John, Vicki, and Richard Merkling, circa 1956 
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The Merklings at the Bowen Residence on Cadillac Avenue in Los Angeles, CA., 

circa 1956 
 
As soon as I got to AFAC [Air Force Armament and Test Center, the 
division responsible for the developing and testing of aircraft], I found 
out I wouldn’t be a test pilot. I saluted the colonel and asked him why I 
wasn’t assigned to test operations. They had looked at my record and 
found out that I had a mechanical engineering degree. And they said, 
“You’re more useful to us in charge of one of the sections and not as a 
test pilot.” I couldn’t do anything about that. As a captain, I was in charge 
of people who outranked me. Some outranked me by a great deal. Some 
had been captains longer than I was in the service, and they worked for 
me. A guy by the name of Wes Brothers outranked me. He told the 
commander he wouldn’t head the section. The commander told him, 
“OK, we’re putting a junior guy in.” That was me. Wes and Ellen 
Brothers became our best friends. They’re still living in Tennessee. 
 
I had the guns, rockets, and bombs section at Eglin, and a group of 
engineers working for me. About half of them were civilian. One 
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afternoon, I checked out a six passenger, two engine airplane, and we 
went down to Orlando and spent the weekend in Florida. You could get 
an airplane and go off and do what you wanted to do. We got along well. I 
never acted like I was a supreme boss, I just went along with whatever we 
were doing. I was the project manager for development of the M-61 aerial 
cannon and the F-104, F-101, and F-105 armament systems. 
 
We developed the M-61, or T-171, 20mm Gatling gun. General Electric 
had the support contract. The gun had an engineering problem for air to 
air applications. The gun was always jamming. It could run very well at 
low speed, but they had a problem running it at 6,000 rpm. It had a six 
20mm barrels, driven by an external electric motor at different speeds. 
Down at about six o’clock, there was a square block of steel with a cutout 
in the front that would pick up a 20mm round and hold it by the ring at 
the back of the round. As it rotated, this block would come up with a 
round, chamber the round, fire, and pull the round back out. The problem 
was that the loader block was ripping the ring off the brass extractor 
rounds, leaving the spent cartridge in the barrel and jamming on reload. 
Or sometimes the round would blow up right there. We switched from 
brass to steel cartridges. When we got that all solved, they went into 
production. Late model 104s and 105s were equipped with the guns, F-
15s were given them later. So they’ve been with the Air Force an awful 
long time. 
 
The newest airplanes were the F-101 and the F-104. I flew them as part of 
the various test programs. The 101 was a twin-engine, high T-tail airplane. 
Big airplane. I could walk under the wing. It performed very, very well. 
Years later, that got me up to Misawa, because I had time in the 101, and 
they were converting from F-84-Es to 101s. Time in the 104 got me to 
Ubon, because they were converting from 104s to F-4s. The 104 was 
probably the highest performance plane I ever flew. It was built to be a 
high speed interceptor. It would get up to Mach 1 in no time. It wasn’t 
real maneuverable, it wouldn’t turn as well as the 80 or the 86, it wasn’t 
good in a dog fight. But it was a good single point interceptor. It was a 
good looking airplane. 
 
We got hit with a hurricane. We were told to shelter our planes wherever 
we could. I parked mine under the wing of another big plane in a hangar. 
When the storm hit, all the trashcans got blown away and rolled off down 
the street. Then the storm calmed for a bit as the eye passed over us. 
Then when the storm picked up again, all the trashcans came blowing 
back to us. 
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We would go out to Edwards from Eglin on TDY  [temporary duty 
assignment] for the 105 testing. I went to Los Angeles first to visit my 
mother. She was almost totally in a wheelchair at that time. She had a nice 
little 1950 Chevy coupe. I borrowed it and took it up to Edwards. My 
companion in the test business was Howard Leaf. Howard smoked big, 
black cigars. We had her car up at Edwards for three or four weeks. With 
Howard, it got to be pretty smelly. When we were done, I took it to a car 
wash and had them fumigate it. Mother couldn't tell someone had been 
smoking in her car.  
 
Howard and Madonna Leaf were some of our best friends at Eglin. They 
have a farm out in Brandywine, Maryland. It had a tobacco lot. They 
could raise three, four, five acres of tobacco each year. Howard has passed 
away, but his wife, Madonna, still lives on the farm. It's got a big circular 
driveway with eucalyptus trees along it. So you have Madonna Leaf with 
her tobacco farm. 
 
On one occasion when I was at Edwards on TDY, they had a big missile, 
maybe two feet in diameter and twenty feet long. It had control fins to fly 
it, they decided it was going to employ a nuclear warhead. And the trick to 
this was, so that the blast of the shockwave didn’t get the airplane and 
you, to come in on the launch axis, launch the missile, and try to turn the 
airplane ninety degrees away from it with your right hand while you were 
controlling the missile with your left hand. The missile had a tracking flare 
on the back so you could see it, and that’s what you controlled: this little 
point of light. It would give you about a fifty mile standoff if you fired it 
from a high enough altitude. I was going to be the guinea pig and do this 
for them. They set up a simulator for me. It had a little four-position stick 
control. You’d launch the missile, the flare would come up on the TV 
screen, and you’d guide it down to the target. It was like trying to shoot 
pool with a wet noodle. I griped and fussed at them and worked with the 
engineers to try to get it right, but they said nope, that was it. So I kept 
training to the point where I could do it, but there was a lot of 
interpretation between what I put in on the controls and what I expected 
the dot to do. It was just horrible. The first missile I fired was exactly the 
same as the simulator. I fired a couple of them and got good enough to 
where they said we were ready for a real test. But first we did one more 
test up at Yucca Flat, with everything except the nuke. I fired the dang 
thing, and it hadn’t gone three hundred yards before it blew up. They 
worked on it for another month or so before they said they’d figured it 
out, that we were going to fire one more and then go for the nuke. Golly, 
the next one did the same thing. I said, “Hey, guys, we can’t do this with a 
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nuke.” Eventually after a lot of simulations and tests, they gave it up. We 
never fired a real one. We were supposed to fire one out on Eniwetok 
Atoll to see if we could do it, but we never fired a real one. 
 
I became acutely aware that there were no real practical applications for 
nuclear weapons. They were too big, too explosive, too catastrophic, too 
much collateral damage. They weren’t usable to the Air Force. Politically, 
the threat of nuclear weapons stagnated the Cold War, drew lines in 
Europe, and put everything in a stalemate position. 
 
November 1, 1955. Vietnam War begins. 
 
We could've ended Vietnam in the first week had we targeted the North 
Vietnamese population, but the Defense Department decided not to 
collapse the north Vietnam government. Hanoi was off-limits. An attack 
on North Vietnam would have forced the US government to explain why 
it was important to the Vietnamese people to take over South Vietnam. 
 
October 4, 1957. Sputnik 1 launched. 
 
April 1958 - December 1958. 
Location: Edwards AFB, Lancaster, CA. 
Planes: F-86, F-100, F-104, F-105, B-57 
Rank: Captain 
Assignment: Aerospace Test Pilot School for data acquisition and data reduction, then 
testing airplanes. 
 
I changed my mind about being a test pilot. It looked to me like a good 
way to get your hands on the latest equipment. I liked being a part of the 
development process.   
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Richard Merkling at Edwards AFB., Lancaster, CA., 1958 

 
May 23, 1958. Carol Linda Merkling born. 
Location: Edwards AFB, Lancaster, CA. 
Age: 32 
 
Carol was born up at Edwards. I was flying test work. We were living in a 
little house on the base. I was going to the test pilot school. Anne’s 
mother was with us. I can remember driving home from work on a 
Friday, and Maude met me as I drove up to park. She said, “Don’t get out 
of the car. Drive up to the hospital and see your wife.” I drove up there, 
and Anne had just had the baby. 
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Vicki, Richard, Carol, and John Merkling, 1958 

 
 

 
The Merklings, circa 1958 
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John, Carol, Richard, and Vicki Merkling, circa 1958 

 
 
At Edwards, I got assigned to the 105 test team. We had two planes: one 
with a down-powered engine, and another with a J-75. We were checking 
the clearing and release of a nuclear weapon of a bomb bay from a 105. 
 
A fellow by the name of Ivan R. Kinchlo was doing tests in the 104. He 
flamed out and couldn’t get it restarted. He could tell he wasn’t going to 
make it to the dry lake bed, and he had the sense to roll the airplane 
because the 104 had a downward ejection. He ejected, the plane crashed, 
but he floated into the flaming wreckage of the plane and got killed.  
 
There was a civilian pilot in our class named Irv Burrows. McDonnell 
Aircraft paid for his attendance. Just a few years later, he was the 
Executive Vice President. Really a bright guy, personable. He was superb 
in every respect. He lived out of St. Louis. 
 
One of the guys I’d flown with in training in Waco was in the 105 test 
program. He bailed out, the airplane crashed on the field. The firetrucks 
ran out to put out the fire, and they ran over him. Dumb errors like that 
shouldn’t have happened.  
 
I would do spin tests in F-86s. You’d put it in a complete stall, and it 
spirals down, and eventually crashes if you can’t get it out. I had to do that 
at Edwards. You pull it up, it stalls, then it goes out of control. As it goes 
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down, it eventually points straight down, but before then, it would slice 
off and roll under. And it would bang your head against the canopy. I 
thought I could hold my head away so it wouldn’t bang my head. The 
acceleration and yaw rate was real high. You measured everything on an 
oscillograph: angle of attack on the wing, dive angle, roll rate. You could 
fly for an hour, hour and a half, then you’d spend the next few days 
looking at the data reduction. You’d start the fall at 20,000 feet. You had 
to try to break the stall so that the control surfaces would take effect. If it 
was falling like a leaf, the controls wouldn’t do anything. You would put 
the rudder against the spin, then wait until you were pointed down, then 
pop the stick forward and then let go of the rudder, keep the nose down, 
pick up air speed, and pull out. If you put the controls in and she doesn’t 
stop spinning, and nothing’s happening, you tell yourself the proper 
procedure: come back in, pull the stick back, get the rudder into neutral, 
let it spin again, and try it again. But by then your heart’s beating pretty 
fast. 
 
When you broke the sound barrier, the gauges would go the wrong way. 
Airspeed would go the backward and the altimeter ran around, just 
because of the shockwave. The instruments relying on outside air pressure 
go crazy. The controls would change. It’s an interesting phenomenon 
from both an air and instrument perspective. 
 
I got trapped in a B-57 doing a crosswind ballistics test. It’s difficult to 
figure out crosswinds when you fire. An engineer had a bright idea to take 
a B-57, mount a gun in the nose, pointing straight down. Then when we 
fire it downward, we’ll know exactly what the crosswind was by measuring 
against the airspeed. We always ran that dang thing at night, because we 
got better pictures at night. That always screwed up a week’s worth of 
flying because of rules about how much rest you had to have. You 
couldn’t fly the day before or the day after. We took a lot of data, a lot of 
pictures, and screwed up a lot of flying time. 
 
We had a 104 equipped with thrusters for use in space. You’d run as fast 
as it would go at Mach 2, then pulled up to maybe 90,000 feet. At that 
altitude you’re in rarified air enough that the flight controls don't work. 
We had two 104s that were equipped that way. Chuck Yeager screwed up 
the thrusters program by trying to set an altitude record. He went out at 
about six-thirty in the morning. He got the instrumentations guys all 
ginned up. He ran out, zoomed up, lost control, went into a flat spin, he 
couldn’t get it out of the spin, and jumped at 8,000 feet. And that killed 
the program. The Pentagon said no more of that. Chuck was a hot shot. 
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I’d have killed him. I never have forgiven him. He thought he could do 
anything. He was the first guy to break the sound barrier. And he ended 
up being the first guy to make a million dollars selling Delco batteries. He 
lives up in Grass Valley, across the road from Brent. He gets his name and 
picture on the front of Aerospace Magazine every now and then. I’ve got 
the last copy of it with him on it, and I’ve intended to write to him and 
say, “Hey, Chuck, what are you into now? I’ve got a brother in law that 
lives up there by you.” See what he says. 
 
While I was at Edwards, they asked me to participate in a secret program. 
They told me, "We can't tell you where it will be, how long it will be for, 
or what you'll be doing, but it's called 'Mercury.'" I said, “What the hell’s 
Mercury?” And of course they wouldn’t give me any answers; it was 
classified. So I declined it. I have no regrets doing that, based on what I 
knew at the time. But, if they’d said, “Do you want to be an astronaut,” I 
would’ve said yes. If I’d have said yes, I would have stayed at Edwards, 
entered into the program, and eventually gone to the Cape, and maybe 
gotten a ride. Maybe. 
 
I think about how things might have been different. When I sit on the 
porch and look at the moon, I think about the offer I had to be part of 
the Mercury program. They couldn’t tell me what it was about, and I 
decided to pursue my regular career. I wonder what it would have been 
like to have been a part of Mercury and later Apollo. Those guys had kind 
of a single-point career. I had a lot of different experiences, so I’m glad I 
chose the path I did. 
 
Project Mercury was the first human spaceflight program of the United States running 
from 1959 through 1963. Its goal was to put a human into Earth orbit and return 
the person safely. Taken over from the U.S. Air Force by the newly created civilian 
space agency NASA, it spanned twenty unmanned developmental missions involving 
test animals, and successful missions completed by six of the seven Mercury astronauts. 
The Soviet Union put the first human, cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, into a single orbit 
aboard Vostok 1 on April 12, 1961. Shortly after this, on May 5, the U.S. launched 
its first astronaut, Alan Shepard, on a suborbital flight. Soviet Gherman Titov 
followed with a day-long orbital flight in August, 1961. The U.S. reached its orbital 
goal on February 20, 1962, when John Glenn made three orbits around the Earth. 
When Mercury ended in May 1963, both nations had sent six people into space. Its 
success laid the groundwork for Project Gemini, which carried two astronauts in each 
capsule and perfected space docking maneuvers essential for lunar travel, and the 
subsequent Apollo Moon-landing program announced a few weeks after the first 
manned Mercury flight. 
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There was a man by the name of Deke Slaton. I had worked with him 
before on the F-105 program. He was at Edwards, and he participated at 
the Cape, but never got to fly because in one of the physicals they found 
he had a slight heart murmur. His career got sidetracked: he tried to do 
something besides operations and failed, and became their public affairs 
guy. 
 
I spent one or two days spent in Tainan, Taiwan, using 100-inch focal 
length cameras on F-100s to photograph defense installations of the 
Chinese coast. They were mounted in the nose of the F-100 at a forty-five 
degree angle. The plan was to fly down at a high altitude and look about 
ten miles into Communist China. Those photographs were used to 
develop plans a year later. When I got down there, I was a year ahead of 
the airplanes. I checked in, then went back to the 5th Air Force. 
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Vietnam: First Tour 

 
December 1958 – December 1959. 
Location: Misawa Air Base, Japan 
Planes: F-84, F-86, F-100, F-101, T-33. 
Rank: Captain 
Assignment: F-101 reconnaissance pilot and 45th TRS (Tactical Reconnaissance 
Squadron) check pilot 
 
The US committed to verify the 38th parallel division in Korea as part of 
the Japanese surrender of World War II. We would photograph it once a 
month, and the intel guys would verify if there were any incursions or 
activity. 
 
We built a house up in Misawa. They just had VOQs at the time, but the 
base commander, Brigadier General Hetherington, had worked out a deal 
with headquarters to build houses that were privately owned but 
controlled and priced by the US government on the air base itself. The 
town of Misawa was nothing more than a couple of long piers with a few 
fishing boats. The price of the house was thirty-five hundred dollars. We 
lived in it for a year, then sold it to the next person on the list. 
 
Anne: When Dick was in the Philippines, the wives were having a 
mahjong party. The men called on the radio saying that a typhoon was 
coming, but we couldn’t hear them. At night, they typhoon struck. The 
wind and water was so strong it came in through the cracks in the closed 
windows. I was pregnant with Mark at the time. I pulled all the furniture 
into the middle of the room and put the kids in the middle of the bed. 
Then the roof started leaking on the bed. The roof was corrugated sheet 
metal. I went out and looked at the roof, and realized that the roof was 
rising and falling, up and down. I cut the rope off the swing and tied the 
roof to the porch rafter. I’m not sure if that held it on, but neighbors lost 
theirs and we kept ours. When I got back in the house, my pockets were 
filled with water. During the eye of the typhoon, base personnel 
canvassed the homes that had lost their roofs, set up blowers to dry 
things, and put up storm windows. It the first typhoon to have hit Misawa 
since the base was built. 
 
Vicki: I remember putting pots and pans around the house and towels 
around the windows and door. We got candles out. I vividly remember 
watching her outside in an opaque plastic raincoat. Her pockets would fill 
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up with water. There were times when she was holding on to a pole, and 
the wind was picking her up like a flag. I remember walking out in the eye 
of the storm. The calm was quiet and eerie. People were walking out to 
see the damage. Roofs were off houses, furniture was strewn across 
streets. We were trying to get candles lit to figure out how to get through 
the rest of the storm without electricity. Mom never seemed afraid. We 
thought of it as a grand adventure.  
 
Carol: I remember being in the middle of the room under the furniture. I 
remember my mom going outside and I remember her pockets filling up 
with water when she was strapping furniture down. I don’t remember 
being particularly afraid, but I remember thinking, “Wow, this is exciting.” 
I remember going outside afterwards, and seeing other people without 
their roofs, and having a weird, eerie calm.  
 
John: I have a memory of the rain whipping down in vast quantities. As 
that was happening, there was a little porch on the back of the house, off 
the kitchen a little bit, on the corner of the house and open on two sides. 
As the wind picked up, the roof on that porch started to lift off. It did 
that several times. Mom was afraid that, if the wind got really under that 
roof, it would rip the roof off of the house. She put on her plastic raincoat 
and went outside into the rain, and held onto the post as she threw a rope 
over that part of the house and tied it down. We were on kind of a raised 
foundation, and she got it all the way under the porch. She came back 
inside, completely soaked. The raincoat did nothing, in fact, the pockets 
were completely filled with water. That’s my most vivid recollection of the 
typhoon. 
 
At the time of the typhoon, I had taken a flight down to Bangkok, 
Thailand to take photos of Bien Dep Phu to support the French. While 
we were waiting to go up, the weather man was tracking the typhoon to 
make its way across the South China Sea. I called up Anne on a single 
side-band radio. I was trying to explain to her that this typhoon was 
coming, and she needed to tie everything down. She couldn’t hear enough 
of me to get the story. She was telling me how everything was fine, and 
how great the weather was. The next day, the typhoon hit, and you’ve 
heard Anne talk about that. My call was not effective. 
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Captain Richard E. Merkling, at Misawa, Japan, circa 1960 

 
Way back in the 1800s, the French had colonized Indochina. I was TDY 
to Clark Air Base in the Philippines, and from there we took 101s out to 
give the French reconnaissance support in Bien Dep Phu. That was an 
outpost in Laos way out on the west side, over towards Burma. The 
French had a garrison there, and the North Vietnamese had them 
surrounded. The French lost that outpost to the North Vietnamese.  
 
In Misawa, I was a check pilot. I helped with the conversion from F-84s 
to F-101s. A check pilot can write off other pilots as qualified to do 
instrument work, night work, day work… you were a test guy. 
 
The 101 had a six-inch nose camera that would really take good pictures. 
So we used to run around and take pictures of the buddhas on the hills 
and the monasteries. You’d go fly the DMZ [demilitarized zone] with big 
split-verts: the thirty-six inch focal length vertical cameras that mounted 
behind the nose. But then you’d have a load of film up front, and you’d 
take some of the fishing boats, or the boats docked, or the monasteries. 
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We had side-looking cameras too, and they were always trying to take 
pictures of buildings or bridges. So, for a mission that had no ordnance 
associated with it, that was a pretty good one. 
 
When I got my survival training, the old sergeant that was going with us 
said it would probably rain. We plowed through the jungle. If it wasn’t 
raining, it had rained the night before. You were always wet. We had 
chunks of parachute with us, and so we made ourselves hammocks. And 
then the sergeant said to me, “If you really wanted to fix this, run a line 
across the top, and lace these palm fronds across the top and make a 
shelter.” I didn’t have anything else to do, so I took my machete and laced 
them in there and made a good roof. There was about ten of us in the 
group. At about two o’clock in the morning, it just poured. It was like 
someone was pouring a bucket of water on you. I didn’t get a bit wet. And 
there were guys falling out of their hammocks and into the mud and just 
getting soaked. I just kept on sleeping. I enjoyed the rain; it sounded good 
on the palm fronds. 
 
One of my best dinners was a big old snake. Maybe it was because of the 
way they’d flavored it. Chopped it up and cooked it in chunks. The snake 
tasted like a cross between a fish and a chicken. And in addition to the 
snake, they took a big piece of bamboo and put rice, water, and a banana 
leaf in it and chucked it into the fire. And it’d cook, and we’d add water 
and powdered milk and sugar. 
 
December 1959 - July 1962. 
Location: Fifth Air Force Headquarters, Tokyo, Japan 
Planes: F-100, F-101, F-86, F-80, UH-1, and Korean F-86s and F-80s 
Rank: Captain 
Assignment: Check pilot, 5th Air Force Tactical Evaluation Team 
 
January 6, 1960. Mark Louis Merkling born, Tachikawa, Tokyo. 
 
We knew we were expecting a baby; didn’t know exactly when. One 
morning, I was out in the ready shack on the far side of the runway. It was 
snowing to where you couldn’t see across the street. We were all sitting 
around drinking coffee thinking nothing was going to happen. The 
colonel, Gus Hendry, gave me a call and said that they’d taken Anne into 
the hospital, and that I should take a plane to Tokyo. I looked at the 
snow, and I knew that the hospital wouldn’t let me near her. So I said I 
couldn’t do anything and would stay there. He said very quietly, “Dick, 
did you hear me?” I said, “Yes sir.” As I was doing the precheck, I kept 
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telling myself not to slip on the snowy wing and break my back. I got 
clearance. I couldn’t see a thing out the front. I took off looking out the 
side of the plane. I popped up out of the clouds, made it to Tokyo, got to 
the hospital, and got there just in time to see the nurse walk through the 
operating room doors with Mark. 
 
Mark’s ears stuck out. Just straight out. So we had them fixed, right after 
we got to Nellis. He was about three years old. The doctor took a chunk 
out from the back of his ears, and if you see him now, his ears lay real 
close to his head. The doc knew he’d done it too severely, but he said, 
“Well, they’ll grow back out.” But they never did. 
 

 
Richard and Mark Merkling, 1960 

 
April 17, 1961. Bay of Pigs Invasion. 
November 20, 1961. Construction of the Berlin Wall. 
 
The inspection team would take a helicopter out to the ranges. The guys 
would let me fly, but I wasn’t very good at it. We would go out north of 
Tokyo, then come back in the evening at Yokota. One night, I came in to 
land one of those Army service helicopters, the ones that could carry six 
or eight guys, and I slowed down above the pad. I must’ve done 
something wrong, because we dropped ten feet and hit hard on the 
concrete. I thought, “If I haven’t broken the landing gear, that’s the last 
time I’m flying a helicopter.” I didn’t break the gear, and that was the last 
time I flew a helicopter. 
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While I was at the Fifth Air Force Headquarters in Tokyo, they would 
send me out to the Philippines to check out pilots on various planes. 
Once when I was out there, a pilot was doing a LABS [low angle bombing 
system] maneuver and had to bail out. A couple of days later, I was out on 
the runway, and I saw, way over on this road that ran outside the fence 
around the base, a little old Filipino walking along with a frame strapped 
to his back. And on the frame was the core of the engine from the plane 
we’d lost. This thing must have weighed eight hundred pounds. He 
looked like he was seventy years old, and he was barely making progress, 
but he was moving forward, carrying this thing down the road. When he 
finally made it to town, he would have sold it for scrap metal for as much 
as he probably would have earned in a year of working.  
 

 
Captain Richard E. Merkling, circa 1962 

 
The second-in-command of the inspection group out of Fifth Air Force 
was a Lieutenant Colonel named Mac McClellan. He had been a B-26 
pilot in Korea who had got shot down and captured. They threw him in a 
truck, drove about halfway from the front lines to Pyongyang, stopped, 
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gave him a shovel, and told him to start digging. He thought he was 
digging his grave. He dug a pretty good size hole. Stayed at it for a while, 
and he had about an eight by eight by eight foot hole. They threw him in 
it, and threw a grate over the thing and left him there. And he stayed there 
for weeks, and managed to survive. When I worked for him he was a 
Lieutenant Colonel, back on flying status. When we'd come home from a 
trip on the road, we'd get together with our wives and go out for dinner in 
Tokyo. On occasion, I picked him and his wife up, he'd say, “Hello,” to 
me and that'd be the only word he'd say the whole night. His wife would 
order, he'd eat, he wouldn't say anything. I'd take them home, and not a 
word. He was just in a thick trance. It would worry me, but he was a 
stickler for regs, stickler for doing things right. One Sunday afternoon, I 
was going to lead a flight of eight T-birds, and we were going to go down 
to Okinawa and ring the bell and watch them deploy. And we were taxiing 
out of Yakota. And they gave me a clearance that was just unbelievable. 
“Pick up this heading, climb to this altitude, pick up this heading, go to 
Kasiyama, be over the cone at this altitude...” It was just unbelievable. 
And I wrote it all down, and I was having trouble repeating it back to 
them. I tried about twice. McClellan was in my back seat. He thought he 
was on intercom, but he was really on broadcast. And he says to me, 
“Dick, fake it.” The Colonel that was the head of the team was in one of 
the other airplanes. I looked at him, he looked at me, and he kind of just 
shrugged. So I faked it. The controller who was giving me all that garbage 
came back over the air and said, “You’re cleared to Yokohama.” I took 
off, picked up the homer, and headed south. 
 
Anne: The day we left Japan was the worst day of my life. The day they 
came to pack us up, we found out that a friend was killed in a plane crash. 
There was nothing we could do but leave. Our Japanese friends dropped 
by to say sayonara, and we were doing a lot of bowing. We had to take 
Nabui, our nanny, away from Mark, which was hard. We had to get to 
Tachikawa to catch our plane. It didn't leave until midnight. And we sat 
there, waiting, knowing we wouldn't come back. Mark woke up as we 
were loading on to the transport plane, took one look at the bright lights 
and the roar of the engine, and he cried and cried and cried, until we were 
ten or fifteen minutes out. And it was not a sweet little baby cry. When he 
finally went to sleep, the other passengers softly applauded. If we'd had a 
way to knock him out, we surely would have done it.   
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Stateside: early 1960s 

 
July 1962 - November 1966. 
Location: Nellis AFB, Las Vegas, NV. 
Planes: B-25 (towing targets), F-84 F, F-86, F-100, and the experimental F-4 
Rank: Captain, then Major 
Assignment: Operations officer and later director of the Research and Development 
Division of the Fighter Weapons School 
 
The best job I had was as the director of R&D at Nellis. I was running 
programs, I had twenty guys working for me. We had our own airplanes, 
we could do modifications to the airplanes. The flying was good, the 
living was good. We didn’t go down to Las Vegas much, but we’d go to 
the officer’s club and have the pool just to ourselves. We had a great time 
because of the freedom and the work we were doing. Colonel Floyd 
“Buckshot” White and George Similar were our commanders, and they 
were gracious gentlemen that just left us alone. We wrote our reports, we 
coordinated with the Navy at China Lake, and we did our job. Good 
flying time, good airplanes. On a Friday afternoon, you could check out 
an airplane and take it anywhere you wanted. I would go to Los Angeles 
to see my family. I went down the east coast of Florida to Homestead. I 
took an airplane to Phoenix. Ed Adams and I took a group of four 
students on a cross country, and during a stop in El Paso, Ed and I had a 
great Mexican dinner. We used to give the students a choice for what they 
wanted to do for a cross country, and ninety percent of the time, they 
wanted to go to Las Vegas. In those days, you could get a steak dinner for 
four dollars in Las Vegas, and get a free show if you bought a drink. I’d 
get a quinine and saw Sammy Davis Jr. and Judy Garland. I remember 
cruising around the upper part of New York State, looking at the leaves in 
the fall. 
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Captain Richard E. and Anne Merkling at Nellis AFB, circa 1962 

 

 
Major Merkling, probably during a stopover in Iceland on a ferry flight to England, 

circa 1963 
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Major Richard E. Merkling in an F-4, circa 1965 

 
16-28 October, 1962. Cuban Missile Crisis. 
 
I was at Nellis at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis. They told me to put 
together a squadron of strike guys. They told us to get ready to go to 
Homestead AFB on the eastern coast of Florida and get ready to take out 
the missiles. A few days we were about to leave, the commander, 
Buckshot White, gave me some classified intelligence: where they missiles 
were, how they were revetted, where the antennas were. He told me to 
stay behind and plan the attack. So I didn’t get to go to Homestead. We 
went out on the ranges at Nellis and built one of the sites we saw in the 
photos from Cuba. We built it the same way they had it, and attacked it 
with one hundred pound bombs loaded with flour to determine how to 
attack them. Following the Cuban missile crisis, we built a mockup of a 
bunker to try to practice unguided bombing of bunkers. I was the only 
one who could pull of a successful hit. 
 
In hindsight, when the Navy turned the Russian ships around and kept 
them from bringing the missiles in, that was the turning point in the crisis. 
The planned Air Force attack wasn’t what changed the course of events. 
It was an interesting, stressful time. Now, knowing about how the 
Kennedys were working behind the scene with Khrushchev gives me 
another perspective, because at the lowest level, my level, we were getting 
ready to take out the missiles. 
 



 

 

   79 

 

William L. Creech was in Nellis when I was there. He spent about three or 
four months training the Argentine Air Force. When he came back, he 
told me to “learn the rules of the game, then play by those rules as hard as 
you can.” He went on to become a four-star. His wife still lives in 
Phoenix.  
 
Anne: There was newer housing available, with air conditioning. An Air 
Force doctor showed up and asked to be placed in the newer housing, 
because of his rank and position and whatever. That provoked the 
housing people, so they came to me and said, “Would you be willing to 
move to Manch Manor tomorrow?” I said, “OK.” Who wouldn’t go to 
new housing with air conditioning? So Dick landed his plane, did his 
checks, and they handed him his key to Manch Manor. He said, “I’m not 
moving to Manch Manor.” They said, “Well, you’re moving tomorrow, 
and your wife authorized it.” The next day was a parade day. All of the 
men had to get out and march in this morning parade. So that delayed our 
move in. But the church men did their thing: they showed up with a 
couple of trucks, packed us up, picked up the decorated Christmas tree, 
and drove us across the street, and that night we ate in our new house, the 
dinner provided by the Relief Society. That was a funny move. 
 
Sometimes, when I was flying and wasn’t scheduled on the range or 
whatever, I’d go out there and run down that road to Searchlight that had 
flooded when we were moving out to Los Angeles. I’d tear off down the 
road, about twenty-five or thirty feet above it, then pull up on the far end. 
I thought a lot about how my dad had taken his shoes off, rolled up his 
pants, and felt along the road. And the searchlight just kept going. I can 
really remember that. 
 
November 22, 1963. President John F. Kennedy assassinated. 
 
We were at Nellis at the time. I was getting ready to fly. All of a sudden, 
the guys pulled us into the commander’s office. I remember Buckshot 
White standing outside the door. He said that they had heard over the 
radio that Kennedy had been shot. They cancelled all flying. We waited 
for instruction. I went back to our little house on Spring Street, turned on 
the TV, and watched from there. I remember the pictures taken at the 
entrance to the hospital: ambulances, the car. I remember clearly the 
swearing in of Lyndon Johnson on the airplane. I was terribly shocked 
that Kennedy had been shot. At the time, we didn’t know who had done 
it. I was in real grief and shock that we had lost our President. 
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Anne: I was at Nellis Elementary school at the time, teaching fifth grade. I 
remember all the teachers crying. The school was closed, we all went 
home. The whole country was in shock and mourning.  
 
Summer 1964. Yellowstone Camping Trip. 
 
Vicki: We were going up to the church general conference in Salt Lake. 
We rented a trailer that we pulled, camping along the way. We went up to 
Yellowstone and saw all the sights. It was one of the first family vacations 
I remember, other than going to see Grandma and Grandpa Bowen and 
Grandma and Grandpa Merkling. Mark Merkling talked to everybody. He 
made friends with everybody in the park. Nonstop. We had troll dolls that 
we took on the trip. It was the big toy then. My dad would always say, 
“We’re taking too much!” So we were rationed: we were limited with how 
much we could take. The car space was prime real estate.  
 
Vicki: We camped along the Snake River. We pulled up to fix dinner. 
Suddenly, the sky got very dark, like a storm. But it wasn’t a storm: it was 
a cloud of mosquitos. Dad had us jump in the trailer, and he drove off in 
the car… which was illegal, to drive with people in the trailer. But the 
mosquitos were just horrible. 
 
John: We rented a little trailer on this tour through Yellowstone. It wasn’t 
really big, no bigger than the size of a car, really. It had a raised loft we 
could crawl up above into, a couple of beds, a little toilet, and a small two-
burner stove. If it had more than two wheels, it was doing real well. We 
drove around, parked at various places, and saw Yellowstone. We stayed 
at Fishing Bridge Campground, we saw the geysers, Old Faithful, and the 
mud pots. We enjoyed the sights of the Tetons over the flat plain, they 
stood up like teeth. On the way back down, we picked up a hitchhiker. A 
young man. He was chatty. He had a word that he used for everything: 
“swinging.” You’d say something, and he’d say, “Oh, that’s swinging!”  
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The House in Sedona 

 
1962. Maude and Louis Bowen begin to build the house at 235 Circle Drive, Sedona, 
Arizona, 86336. 
 
The first time I came to the house in Sedona was when we first came back 
from Japan in 1962. I had been assigned to Nellis, and we’d put our 
names in to get housing, and we had twenty or so days of leave left. We 
came in, by way of Kingman, Seligman, Williams… all out there in the 
dry, dusty, desert. It was hot, it was in July, and we kept saying, “What did 
Mother and Dad do? What are they up to?” You know, just thinking, this 
was horrible. Golly, we pulled into Flagstaff, and of course Flagstaff was 
green with big trees, and that was nice. Then we turned down the canyon, 
and that was great and kept getting better. We got down here, and Dad 
and Mother were living next door in the basement over in Bert’s house. 
Their house had the siding on and the roof on, but it didn’t have the 
windows in. They had bought the land in about ‘60. He retired from Los 
Angeles Water and Power as a substation operator. They had a policy 
where, when you got within a couple of years of retirement, you could bid 
in a job at one of their locations, like in the Owens Valley, Mammoth, 
Ojai Valley, or the Colorado River, and they’d help move you there. Then 
you could continue to work the rest of your time, then retire and be where 
you wanted. So they looked at places like Lone Pine and Mammoth. At 
the time, their son Brent was in Phoenix working for Boswell 
Corporation, so he knew about Sedona. He suggested it to Mother and 
Dad. We had come up here when I was in flying school at Williams and 
Luke, but never really thought about it as a place to live. So they wrote to 
us and told us they were thinking about Sedona, and I wrote back and 
said, “Sedona is so far off the beaten track that none of your kids will 
come visit you.” Fortunately they didn’t listen to me. Dad and Bert came 
up. They pitched a tent and camped up in the canyon, and he was around 
sixty-five. At the time, this subdivision was just being opened up. They 
bought four lots: Bert’s house, the one in between, the one where they 
built their house, and the one next door. Dad had the two middle lots, 
and Bert had the ones on the sides. Bert bought a kit house. He and Dad 
with some help from the locals put it up fairly quickly in late ’61 and early 
’62. A man by the name of Bill Herrick excavated, laid the foundation, 
and framed the house. When we got here in the summer of ‘62, they had 
dug it out, put the foundation in, and put the house up. There was no 
paved driveway, and there was no carport. Just the frame of the house. 
We stayed for a couple of weeks, then went on to Los Angeles to visit 
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with my folks for a couple of weeks, and by that time it was time to get 
back to  Las Vegas and get to work. 
 
They moved us into base housing at Nellis. It was a poor little house. 
Terrible place. In the next couple of years, every time we could put 
together a three or four day weekend, we’d run down to Sedona from 
Vegas. I helped Dad put the wiring in for the electrical, I helped with the 
plumbing. He got an older man from Cottonwood that had been a 
professional carpenter to help him put the drywall up. When we got here, 
the only walls were around that center bathroom. You could look through 
the studs from one side of the house to the other. Mother had a sink set 
in a plywood counter. He’d laid the big concrete blocks for the fireplace, 
but he had just started to put the stonework on. It took him a couple of 
years to finish the fireplace. He had help with the foundation, framing the 
house, and putting the roof and siding on. After that, he took over. Over 
the next four years, he finished the rooms. He built the cabinets, including 
the walnut buffet in the dining room in the shop in the basement with a 
table saw he built himself. He had a good grade of linoleum in the 
kitchen. I helped him put up the ceiling and paneling in the basement. I 
painted the house the very first time it was painted. It still has its original 
siding. We’ve changed the roof at least a couple of times. The stairwell on 
the east side was originally open to the outside, but location was very 
windy. The kitchen door was occasionally blown off the hinges, so they 
began gradually closing in the stairwell. 
 
The Wedgewood stove was Anne’s. She bought it when we were in 
California but left it in Sedona when we realized the impracticality of 
moving a two-oven stove every few years. When we got to Del Rio, the 
Air Force base there was just being built. Properties were at a premium. 
We had to consider homes that were in pretty rough shape, and Anne 
couldn’t picture her new stove in a house with a floor that probably 
wouldn’t support the weight. 
 
Anne: It’s a little embarrassing when they call the stove an antique. I 
bought it new! 
 
In ‘68, Dad made the beds for the boys that are now in the basement in 
Sedona. He trucked those from Sedona out to Washington for us. At the 
same time, he put in the little room over the deck with the tin roof. That 
room stayed until after Dad died in 1990. 
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The area where we have the bathroom downstairs was just an open area. 
We had a septic tank up here; it was way up on the hill. We couldn’t put a 
bathroom downstairs because you’d have to pump the sewage up to the 
septic tank. Bert did that, but he was always having problems with it. So, 
Dad never put one in, and we didn’t have a bathroom downstairs until the 
city put the sewer in. 
 
Eventually, Dad decided he needed a carport. It had a deck, no rail, just a 
walkway with three boards. Dad was so afraid of one of the kids falling 
off the deck that he put railing around the deck. All the grandchildren 
loved to sleep out on the carport roof. They were unhappy when Dad put 
a tin roof and installed glass windows around the deck to keep the wind 
down. The tin roof always had a leak somewhere. 
 
Anne: We would all sit on the roof of the carport. I remember watching 
satellites go by overhead. At one point when we were visiting, Mark was 
petting his imaginary cat, and my dad said, “Can I pet your cat?” So Mark 
handed over the imaginary cat. After a few minutes, Mark told my dad, 
“You get your own cat.” 
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Vietnam: Second Tour 

 
November 1966 - June 1967. 
Location: Ubon Royal Thai Air Force Base, Thailand 
Planes: F-4 
Rank: Lieutenant Colonel 
Assignment: Operations Officer for the 555th Tactical Fighter Squadron (the “Triple 
Nickel”) of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing 
 
 

 
Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. Merkling and his F-4 at Ubon, circa 1967 

 
When I first went to Ubon, Anne and the kids moved from Vegas and 
lived in Scottsdale so she could be close to her parents in Sedona. They 
never joined me in Thailand. It was hard being separated from them; I 
missed them a lot. But the activity was so high, with maintaining the 
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aircraft, flying them, doing the missions, that you didn’t dwell on missing 
the family. You weren’t concerned about it all the time. 
 
The Commander of the 8th Tactical Fighter wing was Robin Olds. He 
later became the Director of Safety at Norton, then the commandant of 
cadets at the Air Academy. He had shot down five German fighters in 
World War II. He really wanted to shoot down five MiGs in Vietnam. He 
shot four, but couldn’t get the fifth. I was always worried he’d take a long 
range shot and hit one of our guys. He became the mayor of a ski town in 
Colorado. 
 
The director of operations was Chappy James. He was great, big black 
guy. He wasn’t a very good fighter pilot, but he always wanted to fly 
missions. I’d put two guys, Raspberry and Dick Pasco, with Chappy, and 
told them to bring him home. 
 
It was very routine. There just didn’t seem to be any of the big missions 
with the losses we experienced in Korea. I didn’t worry about navigation 
problems. I ran around Vietnam and Thailand like it was my own 
backyard. I knew where I was, where I wanted to go, how to get there, 
where the hot spots were. I don’t ever remember having a problem with 
navigation. There weren’t navigational aids: no GPS [global positioning 
system], no ADF [automatic direction finder], no beacons. Everything 
was visual. Rice paddies all look the same. Thatched huts, palm trees. 
Hanoi was a regular city. We used landmarks, like the Dormer Bridge that 
ran across the Red River.  
 
There was a huge rail yard to the northwest of Hanoi, and a big concrete 
building we tried to take down for months. Bombs would just bounce off 
of it. We even tried to lay “snake eyes:” big, five-hundred pound retarded 
bombs, through the front door. When I left, it was still standing.  
 
There was nothing like the feeling you got when you were rolling down 
the runway at eighty, ninety, a hundred miles an hour airspeed, and 
plugged the burners in on an F-4. Boy, those things light, and it’s just like 
someone kicked you in the pants. Just, whoosh! And the airplane controls 
would get real solid. Boy, it gave you a tremendous push. 
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A flight of F-4s from the 555th Tactical Fighter Squadron, circa 1967 

 
 
The B-66s were a two-engine converted Navy bomber that were doing 
electronic warfare, sensing, and jamming. The B-66 squadron had a pet 
python for a mascot, and they’d feed him chickens. My chief of 
maintenance lived in a trailer right behind me. The trailers had those 
perforated steel steps to get up to the door. At about three o’clock in the 
morning I heard this piercing scream. Just pure terror. I thought surely 
someone had gotten shot. I jumped up, put my boots on, and ran out the 
door. My chief of maintenance had come outside. This python was about 
eight or nine feet long, and three or four inches in diameter. Big thing. 
And it was laying at the bottom of his steps. And he came down the steps, 
and stepped on it. And he about took off. He was a full colonel, and the 
squadron commander was a lieutenant colonel. The squadron commander 
got ahold of the chief and held him back, while the chief was shouting, “If 
that snake is anywhere close to me, I’m gonna shoot him.” I don’t know 
what they did with the snake after that, because we never had any trouble, 
and I don’t remember them feeding him chickens after that. 
 
As I look at things today, those experiences have stopped influencing 
policy, politics, and literature. It hasn’t had much influence beyond a few 
memories.  
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Stateside: late 1960s 

 
July 1967 – December 1967 
Location: Air War College. Maxwell AFB, AL. 
Planes: UC-78 
Rank: Lieutenant Colonel 
Assignment: Student. 
 
UC-78s were two engine, reciprocating airplanes with capacity for six. We 
still had to get our flying time in. We’d go from Maxwell to Waco to get 
our hours. 
 

 
Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. Merkling, circa 1967 

 
While studying at the Air War College, I also received my Master’s degree 
in international affairs through George Washington University. I studied 
international relations. My graduating thesis postulated that Europe would 
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unite. My academic advisor was a Royal Air Force group captain, and he 
disagreed with the thesis. But sure enough… I’ve thought about that 
every once in a while. The reunification of Germany, the unification of 
Europe… it was all in my thesis. I wish he wasn’t so much older than me 
that I couldn’t look him up and tell him, “I told you so.” Some place in 
the crawl space in the house in Sedona is a copy of that thesis. 
 
December 1967 - November 1971. 
Location: Washington, DC, Pentagon 
Planes: UC-78 
Rank: Lieutenant Colonel 
Assignment: Chief of the Tactical Fighter Branch in the Office of the Deputy Chief of 
Staff for the Division of Research and Development at Air Force headquarters. 
Headed the Requirements division. 
 
April 4, 1968. Martin Luther King, Jr. assassinated. 
July 20, 1969. Neil Armstrong becomes the first human to step onto the surface of the 
Moon. 
 
I saw the moon landing on the TV. I was at Ogden, Utah at the time, at 
Hill Field, trying to solve an electrical problem on the F-4. The gear 
wouldn’t go up, down, or anywhere you wanted it to. Plugs were 
deteriorating, and we were getting shorts. We heard about the moon 
landing on the radio, at the VOQ. I was amazed that we could put a man 
on the moon, and yet here I was working mundane electrical problems. I 
didn’t have any desire to have been a part of the space program. I was 
happy with what I had done and the choices that I made. I felt that those 
guys who did Mercury and Apollo had a single-event career. They didn’t 
have any real operational experience: it was all dedicated to going to the 
moon. I’ve never been sorry about turning down the Mercury program. 
 
Charlie Joseph was a good guy. We worked together, running the tactical 
requirements division. We got the program for the F-15 going. We 
designed the F-16. We bought the A-10. We developed laser-guided 
bombs. We were working on GPS. It was a dynamic time. Everything was 
happening. It was a good time to be there. Sully Johnson was our A-10 
guy. We had a good team up there. I liked Charlie a lot. He was a real 
solid, easy going, careful-thinking, capable officer. 
 
Right in the middle of the Cold War, David Packard of Hewlett Packard 
figured out how to go to the Soviet Union as the Undersecretary of 
Defense for the United States. He was very personable, sort of like a big 
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old farm boy, but smart as a whip and genial. The Soviet Union let him go 
to talk to Mikoyan and Lishiun that were running continuous design 
teams. He wanted to know what the Soviets’ development cycle was. They 
kept with the same designer; we skipped around from Lockheed to Martin 
to Douglas. So he came home with that background, and he was very 
interested in design and pushing the state of the art. 
 
John Boyd was an old fighter pilot that had gone to Princeton and gotten 
a PhD in mathematics. He developed a set of quadratic equations that 
really identified what an airplane would do. It spelled out an airplane in 
total detail. Up until then, they evaluated airplanes on point performance: 
it could go so far, so high, so fast, or carry so many weapons. And none 
of that was integrated. For example, the F-104 could go Mach 2, but by 
the time it did, it was out of gas. Or it could go high, or it could go fast, 
but not both. There was no total picture. I’ve got the original briefing that 
explains John’s six or seven energy maneuverability equations. He was 
interested in what made the difference in air to air combat. John recently 
died, and the commandant of the Marine Corps wrote an article in 
Newsweek magazine that said that John Boyd had done more for the 
military than anybody in the last century. John left the fighter business 
and, in a little office in the basement of the Pentagon, analyzed how wars 
were conducted. He analyzed all the major wars in history It took him 
four hours to deliver the briefing, and I had to sit through it one time, just 
because I was a friend of his. 
 
We approached David Packard to do some prototyping. One of the 
bigger ones was the TOW missile, which was the wire-guided, anti-tank 
missile. We did three or four other munitions projects which were tank-
penetrators and anti-personnel, all of which were pretty successful. We 
didn’t spend a lot of money. We had a pretty good team. We interfaced 
with Air Force Systems Command pretty well. The guys working for me 
at the Pentagon kept asking me if we could prototype an airplane. If you 
had done that with McNamara, your career would have been over. He just 
didn’t believe in that, and that was something you absolutely didn’t 
approach. But these guys kept after me. So finally one day after I briefed 
an Army colonel in Packard’s office on a couple of successes, I asked him 
what he thought about prototyping a weapons system. He asked what we 
had in mind. I recommended development of the F-16, a short field 
rough terrain capability of the C-130, and a wire-guided bullet. And the 
colonel said, “Tell me how you’d approach this.” So I sat down with these 
guys, including John Boyd, and we sketched out how we’d approach it, 
and I went back the next week and showed him. And then he asked me 
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how much it would cost. I said I wouldn’t know until I talked to some 
people. But he gave us authorization to go ahead. We went out to each of 
the major aircraft companies and spent a week with their design engineers, 
like Kelly Johnson at Lockheed, Jones at Northrop, and Forrest at 
General Dynamics. John Boyd would give his energy maneuverability 
briefings, and we’d say that we wanted an airplane that was reasonably 
fast, that could sustain itself in a turning fight, because fighters always 
wind up in a turning fight. How long they could stay there, how long they 
could loiter, how far they could go out… we had all that down. Then we 
came back to the Pentagon and talked to the Secretary again. And he said, 
“How do you think we could pay for that?” And I told him that we 
thought the companies would put up some of their own money; we didn’t 
have to do it all on government funds. He had a twenty-five million dollar 
slush fund that he could do pretty much anything he wanted with. And he 
told me, “I’ll give you the twenty-five million dollars, and you see how 
many of those projects you can do.” So we split that up and decided we 
could get at least three. We made another soiree out into industry and 
talked to the presidents of the companies and told them what we wanted 
to do. We said, “Here’s how we’re going to approach this. Your engineers 
know all about it. We’re not going to fool around with something that 
doesn’t make sense. We’re going to put this much money against it, about 
eight or nine million dollars apiece, and you’re going to put the rest of it 
in. And we’d like to have all of you compete.” We ended up with four 
different designs. We picked two and built two airplanes. They eventually 
evolved into the F-16 from General Dynamics. That was the best thing I 
ever worked on. 
 
As we started to push into the old methodology of building a prototype, 
seeing how it flew, and deciding on who was going to build it, McNamara 
was against it. He had a scheme that he called “total procurement policy.” 
That was, you decided what you wanted to do, then took it to a contractor 
who did the development and the production. Our prototype thing didn’t 
say that. It said, we’re going to try all these things, then we’re going to 
meld something together, decide what we’ll do, and then compete the 
production. And whoever can produce them at the cost we want to pay 
gets the chance to build them. On the F-16, that turned into a three-way 
split: one company building the fuselage, one company building the wings, 
and one company building the avionics, with GE managing the overall 
assembly. 
 
The army was interested in getting a heavier, short-field, up-to-the-
battleline, airborne delivery system. And they asked us to prototype a 
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couple aircraft. Most of the guys on our team were fighter guys, without 
much interest in transports. But we ended up building two: the prototype 
17 and 18. The 18 ended up dropping out of the competition. The 17 
went on to become the C-17. It doesn’t look like the current airplane, but 
we prototyped the high-lift flaps, the rotating engines, the high-lift wing, 
the braking system… all the gadgetry that went into that airplane. The 
airplane grew to be twice the size that we were imagining, but by that time 
I was gone. But now, it’s the C-17, and it’s all over the world. They haul 
everything in that. Ours was a third the size. The two prototypes are 
down in Tucson in the boneyard. You could unmothball them, crank 
them up, and fly them. Those were the best programs to be in at that 
time. 
 
John Boyd and I were responsible for selling the F-16 to Congress. John 
did all the technical explanation. I gave the introduction and provided the 
continuity in the program. I testified to Congress a couple times. I 
explained all the great capabilities of the F-16 and how outmoded current 
airplanes were. 
 
I was a little nervous briefing to Congress, and the Air Force was nervous 
about me going, too. I went down to see an Air Force lawyer who was 
going to go with me. He said, “No matter what they ask you, even if they 
ask your name, count to ten before you answer. If I haven’t interrupted 
you in those ten seconds, go ahead and answer.” They took me in, sat me 
at a table, and they sat up on a raised platform in front of me. I tried to 
stick to my notes and not contradict myself. 
 
Boeing had the best design. There was a guy who was the vice chief of 
staff, who had shot down twenty-seven airplanes during World War II in 
England. He said, “We, as an Air Force and a nation can’t afford to have 
one company providing both our fighters and our bombers.” So we went 
with General Dynamics for the F-16. It was designed for air superiority, 
but we found we could hang bombs and all sorts of things off the wings 
and have it do a lot.  
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From left, Vicki, Anne, Mark, Richard, Carol, and John Merkling, circa 1969 

 
Vicki: If I were to pick the words my father used most frequently in his 
parenting, “steady. . . steady…steady” would be right at the top of the list. 
As a teenager my dad was often gone with work TDYs (temporary duty 
yonder) for extended periods of time. And even with a two year 
deployment in Viet Nam, he somehow managed to be there for one the 
most important passages in a young person’s life . . . . learning to drive 
and getting a learner’s permit. The place. . . .Fairfax, Virginia, and after 
finding the steepest hill in the middle of old town Fairfax, he put the 
classic beige Volkswagen Beetle into park, got out of the car walked 
around to the passenger side and told me to get behind the wheel. (And 
just for the record, I will never forgive him for giving that car to someone 
else.) We then remained on that hill until I could take it out of park, 
release the clutch and synchronize the gas pedal for a perfectly smooth 
ascent to the top of the hill. No rolling back, no lurching forward, and no 
stalling out. The coaching consisted of, “Steady, steady. . . .steady.” Okay 
let’s try it again, “Steady, steady, steahhhhhdy.”  I am proud to report that 
we were home before dark and I have an Indy 500 driver’s going from 0-
60 in approximately 7.4 seconds while smoothly shifting gears. Still to this 
day whenever I drive a stick shift or begin to accelerate from a stop, his 
voice is still in my head, “Steady. . . .steady. . . steady.” It has proven to be 
a metaphor and counsel for some of the toughest times in my life. When 
the impulse has been to leap to action, to decide too fast. “Steady. . . 
.steady. . . .steady” has prompted me to slow things down and to smooth 
out some of the bumps in my road before moving ahead. Thanks Dad.  
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Summer 1969: Thousand Lakes Canoe Trip 

 
Vicki: We took a canoe trip around the Thousand Lakes in Minnesota. 
On our first day of the trip, someone made lemonade in aluminum 
canteens. The people that drank it got deathly ill: throwing up, diarrhea. 
Mark and I didn’t drink it, so we were OK. We thought our trip was going 
to have to end, but we got through it and continued on our trip. Along 
the way, John, Carol, and I were in one canoe. There were these Canadian 
guides on the trip. John challenged us to see what the three of us could do 
with the Canadians. I remember coming back with serious arm muscles 
after that. We only had one book with us - the Book of Mormon, so we’d 
all pass it around. Carol and I went swimming in one lake, and came up 
with leeches. John, Mom, and Dad took matches, lit them, blew them out, 
and touched the burnt match to the leeches to get them to drop off. It 
was really horrible. I remember the sound of the loons at night.  
 
Vicki: Dad went up to use the latrine we’d dug out. All of a sudden, we 
heard him say, “Annie, get the kids into the boats and row out into the 
middle of the lake.” We looked over, and there was Dad right next to a 
brown bear. The bear was standing up, looking at Dad. We got into the 
canoes, Dad stayed there, still. There was a staring contest for a bit. The 
bear finally dropped down and lumbered off.  
 
Carol: This was the only vacation I recall with my Mom and Dad. It was 
very exciting because we were all going together. The packing was 
amazing: each canoe had these three big packs. We didn’t have guides, 
and Vicki and I were upset about that because when we saw the guides on 
the river, they were these gorgeous, mountain men-types. John was 
steering the canoe with Vicki and I, and everyone made fun of me, sitting 
in the middle like Cleopatra. Our first day out, everyone except John, 
Vicki, and I got sick from a canteen with lemonade. The first lake that we 
stopped at I got three leeches on my foot, and John came over and put 
salt on them so they’d let go. We hung our food up in the trees at night to 
keep it away from the bears. Dad and I went up one night to use the 
latrine, and this big bear stands up in the brush. I remember the loons 
were calling back and forth, and the rain on the water. There was a little 
lake called Portage Lake where you could only paddle three or four times, 
then you had to get out and portage the canoe, then paddle three or four 
times again, then get out, over and over. This was one of the few where 
we were all together, as a family. It was an amazing, amazing trip. 
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Richard: Carol didn’t paddle at all. She’d trail her hand in the water like 
lady Cleopatra. When we got to portage, she didn’t carry anything. She’d 
just walk. And when I got sick, I just thought I was going to die.  
 
Mark: Everyone got sick but me. John was the worst. He got sick first. 
Mom was happy when everyone else started to get sick, because she knew 
that meant John wasn’t dying.  
John: That was a great trip. We left at dusk out of Washington, D.C., and 
as we went along, the lights in the car dimmed, and faded away. So we 
made it to the first gas station and got a charge on the battery. The 
alternator was going out, and the battery kept losing its charge. We had to 
make these periodic stops to get a charge. We made it somehow into the 
boundary waters area.  
 
John: They loaded us up into the two canoes, with these big, shapeless 
duffle bags to carry our tents, and off we went, map and compass in hand. 
We did pretty well. I had Louis Bowen’s two-quart canteens, with those 
blankets on the outside that you could wet and cool. This was made out 
of tin, with a zinc oxide coating to keep it from corroding. I put lemonade 
in it. I had no idea that lemonade, being acidic, would eat away that 
coating. I had a little bit of that, and I got so sick. Fortunately, I got sick 
fast enough that I didn’t drink any more. A few hours, throwing up, laying 
on the side, groaning, and we were alright.  
 
John: There was some movement in the bushes. And along came our first 
bear, to see who these people were on the side of the island. And had they 
brought anything for the bear to make a reasonable living. We piled into 
the canoes and pushed off. We were fortunate we hadn’t unloaded, 
because he certainly would have gone through our packs and left them in 
ribbons. 
 
John: In the boundary waters, it’s lake, island, portage, paddle, and so on. 
Dad and I did several portages to get our things across. At one stage, we 
arrived, and we were resting because we were a little bit blown. As we 
rested, feeling significantly diminished, this young woman, eighteen or in 
her early twenties, came by with a backpack and a canoe over her 
shoulders, walked right passed us, threw the canoe in the water, threw her 
bags in, and paddled off. Much impressed. That was reasonably 
interesting.  
 
John: We went out and found a really wonderful island, with a nice 
campsite, smooth, where you could pitch tents. The camera got dropped 
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into the water. I don’t remember who was on the receiving end, so I can’t 
blame anybody. There it went, two or three feet down. Got it back out. It 
was probably an old Kodak. We got it dried, and took some pictures of 
some gorgeous sunsets. When we got them developed, it came to our 
attention that, for the latter half of the pictures, all the pictures had a red 
or yellow line, from left to right. Every single one. One large line, and one 
small line. We finally figured out that in taking the sunset pictures, Dad 
had burned the shutter of the camera, and created a pinhole leak in the 
camera.  
 
John: At the campsite, Vicki, Carol, and I waded out into the water, and 
Vicki noticed something was not quite right. She discovered to her horror 
that there were leeches on her legs. She screamed a pretty good scream, 
and leaped out of the water. I remembered some good Boy Scout training, 
and put some salt on the leeches.   
 
John: On the way back, we felt pretty comfortable with our paddling. We 
were paddling across a long lake, in sight of the take out point. I was in 
back, Vicki was in front, and Carol was laying across the packs, like 
Cleopatra. Because she was reclining, one leg bent, leaning on her elbow, 
perfect calm. There was a group of young men who noticed these two, 
good-looking young women in this canoe. It’s hard to prance in a canoe, 
but to the extent they could, they came up beside us. Vicki looked over, 
and she was not going to be undone by young men of any kind. I watched 
her shoulder stiffen, and her back straighten, and she dug her paddle into 
the water. I supported her on that. We were making better speed in the 
water, even with Cleopatra in the middle, than the young men. As it 
became apparent that they were not going to pass us, they kind of sidled 
off, to the extent you can do that in a canoe. And thus we came cruising 
in to the end of our canoe trip.  
 
Anne: The guides were French Canadian. They were gorgeous, with their 
muscles and bandanas. The girls regretted having chosen to not go with 
guides.  
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Vietnam: Third Tour 

 
November 1971 - February 1973. 
Location: Korat AFB, Thailand 
Planes: F-4, F-105E 
Rank: Lieutenant Colonel, then Colonel 
Assignment: 388th Tactical Fighter Wing Vice Commander and Commander. 
Flew an additional 135 combat missions in F-4s. The wing played a major role in 
stopping the North Vietnamese offensive in April 1972 and in counteroffensive 
operations which led to the signing of a cease-fire in early 1973.  
 
 

 
Colonel Richard E. Merkling with his F-4 at Korat AFB, Thailand with reinforced 

revetments visible in the background, circa 1972 
 
In the three tours I put in in Vietnam, I flew three-hundred and thirty-five 
missions. The wing I commanded was the 388th. When I went back to 
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Vietnam, I packed a foot locker and a duffle bag, carried my helmet and 
G-suit in a bag, and took a commercial airplane out of Dulles to Bangkok, 
Thailand. In Bangkok I caught a bus to Korat. It was a strange feeling, 
going into a combat situation flying with a bunch of civilians. The senior 
guys would get around that way, but it was a first for me. 
 
We had, along with the B-66s, F-105s, and F-4s, five or six C-130s that 
were configured with electronic sensing equipment. They could capture a 
half dozen frequencies or so. We’d tape them so they could be analyzed 
later. They’d fly surveillance up on the coast and the southern boundary 
of the 17th parallel. They’d go over at night and fly back and forth and 
record all the transmissions taking place. One night, the North 
Vietnamese moved an SA2 missile system down to the 17th parallel. On 
one run, this SA2 blows the airplane up. The pilot and copilot were killed. 
A reserve lieutenant colonel, who was there to fly just half a dozen 
missions, found himself floating in his parachute. That led to the 
circumstances that led to the movie BAT 21. A pilot got the lieutenant 
colonel on his emergency radio and talked him throug to South Vietnam. 
In the movie, there’s a scene where he lands in a machine gun nest that’s 
supposedly a village. They call in a napalm strike on the machine gun nest; 
I led the flight. That was one of the few times I used napalm. The North 
Vietnamese also had a radio, and nearly caught him using it. We went into 
the colonel’s file and found he was an avid golfer. We told him where to 
go by referencing golf courses he was familiar with. He made it to the 
river, and the South Vietnamese Marines picked him up. After it was 
done, he came back to brief the 388th. When he did, he placed his 
emergency radio on the podium and said, “I’m never going anywhere in 
my life without this again.” We never knew what happened to the pilot 
and copilot. 
 
The slickest way to get picked up if you got shot down was to get out 
over the water. The Navy controlled all that. Fortunately, I never had to 
do that. 
 
In May of 1972, Leo Thorness got shot down between the Black and Red 
Rivers in North Vietnam. I had a flight up there, and we kept straifing the 
North Vietnamese to keep them off Leo. We ran out to Haifong to refuel 
a time or two. They finally caught Leo. He ended up in the Hanoi Hilton, 
with much the same experience as John McCain. Leo got the Medal of 
Honor, and McCain didn't. They never said life was fair. 
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388th TFW F-105G Wild Weasels and F-4E Phantoms refuel at a KC-135 on a 

mission to North Vietnam, 1970 
Source: United States Air Force 

 
Vicki: The Vietnam War was front and center in our everyday life. When 
Dad was stationed in Korat, Thailand, we were living in Fairfax, Virginia 
on Portsmouth Road. John and I were attending Oakton High School. 
Carol and Mark were in elementary school and Mom was teaching art at 
Woodson High School. Every evening as we gathered for dinner, we had 
the TV on with Walter Cronkite reporting on the day’s news and the 
updates on the war. The pictures of the battles and bombings were 
graphic and there was an unspoken concern for Dad’s safety. My mother 
did an outstanding job of keeping our family functioning and running as 
normal as possible. Looking back, I marvel at her strength, courage and 
resourcefulness. She did everything while Dad was away and I never once 
heard her complain or break down from the stress or strain. She was truly 
remarkable. 
 
One of our primary missions was to escort C-130s over North Vietnam 
looking for trucks during the insurgency. We would fly at night, patrolling 
the Ho Chi Minh trail, orbiting south of Mu Gia Pass. The C-130s would 
take the doors off the back and mount Gatling guns. They’d shoot trucks 
as they came down the trail. We’d orbit above the C-130s to take out gun 
positions that threatened them.  
 
A man on a night mission came back at around seven o’clock in the 
morning and still had an AGM-45 onboard on the left wing. It collapsed 
the gear when he landed. The fire crew responded. I saw the missile. I 
tried to get the fire crew away, but was unsuccessful. The missile blew up. 
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It left me with my favorite scar, the one on my left wrist. It just about cut 
my hand off. It killed six of the ten fireman. The flight surgeon stitched it 
back together. He was concerned I wouldn’t be able to fly again. I 
exercised it and stretched it, and boy it hurt, but after two or three weeks I 
was back on flight status. 
 
Vicki: I was at school in music class with Mark, when one of the vice 
principals came to get me out of class. I was told that I was needed at 
home. When I arrived, Mom told us that Dad had been involved in an 
accident, that as far as she knew he was still alive and that she would get 
more of the details later. She had been teaching one of her classes and had 
looked up to see the principal and a military chaplain standing in the 
doorway. Of course I can only imagine what thoughts must have 
immediately gone through her mind and how sickening that initial 
moment must have been. The accident had occurred during an emergency 
landing of one of the fighter planes in Dad’s squadron. The pilot had 
made it back to the base with one of the bombs still attached to the wing. 
Dad was the wing commander and had rushed to the landing strip with 
the emergency vehicles, as he ran toward the plane to assist the pilots, he 
saw that the bomb was still on the wing and knew that there was 
imminent danger. He urgently signaled the rescue crew to turn and run. 
The bomb exploded and Dad was injured with cuts sustained from flying 
shrapnel. He drove himself to the hospital where he was treated and 
released. We were so blessed. Many of our friends’ fathers never returned 
and were killed in that war. I thank God for protecting him, for giving us 
these many years together as a family.  I asked him once during the 
Vietnam conflict how he could be engaged in that war, there were so 
many demonstrations, the nation was divided and the political landscape 
was fraught with dissention and internal conflict. He told me that first and 
foremost, he was a peace keeper and he hoped that whenever possible 
war would be the choice of last resort to protect the freedoms and human 
rights of people.  
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Colonel Richard E. Merkling with his F-4 at Korat AFB, Thailand, circa 1972 

 
One afternoon, we had been taking off out of Korat to the south. The 
missions had been delayed badly. A B-66, which is a 2-engine Navy light 
bomber, didn't recompute his takeoff roll for the afternoon sun. He 
ended up rolling off the end of the runway and sunk in the soil. There he 
was, a hundred yards off to the right of the runway in the grass. We 
couldn't get any more B-66s, and we were using them for their electronics, 
so we needed to keep the airplane. We eventually dug the thing out of the 
ground. The gear was sunk down into four-foot holes. We put steel 
planking in there, hooked a couple of tractors up, and started pulling. 
When the airplane slid, the whole belly of the airplane was planed off 
about two inches. One of the things I still have nightmares about is the 
one-inch steel cables we hooked to the landing gear of that plane. The 
tractors weren't moving; we were just stretching that cable, the plane 
wasn't moving. I thought, gosh dang, if that cable snaps and anyone's 
there, it'll cut them in two. I still get a pit in my stomach thinking about 
that. We took it to an abandoned hangar, and I told the maintenance guys, 
“If you want to take your free time and fix that plane, I'll buy the beer. 
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And the lunches.” They'd work on it for a few hours at a time, and 
eventually, just before I left, we flew that plane. 
 
Out close to the runway, we had a bladder that was filled with gas. And 
one night, my red emergency phone rings. I picked it up. This sergeant 
identifies himself and says, “We’ve had a fuel spill.” The F-4s used to vent 
fuel badly if you didn’t sequence it just right. When you were single-
pointing fuel, it would go through the tanks, come out the vent backs and 
spill out of the tail pipe. So I thought that’s what the trouble was. But the 
sergeant couldn’t give me any real good answers, and I thought, 
“Something doesn’t sound right.” So I zipped my flying suit on, got in the 
car, drove down there. About a block away, the APs are stopping people 
and asking, “Have you got any lit cigarettes? Have you got any matches? 
You’re not smoking?” They were making sure there was no fire getting 
through. So I got down there and saw that a seam had let go on the fuel 
bladder. This doggone thing was a great big, rubberized, canvas bag. The 
fuel just came out. We had it in a contained berm, but it had run out of 
one end, down alongside the runway, across the end of the runway, and 
into the mayor’s rice paddy. It was about four inches deep. So the fuel 
guys came down, put a couple of pumps in there, and pumped the fuel 
into some trucks. They picked it up pretty well: they got just about all of 
it, not too much had soaked into the ground. I fussed along about what I 
was going to do with it, and about four days later, I get this call from this 
two-star in Saigon I’d worked with before. He was a logistician. So he 
calls me, and he gets around to saying, “I understand you had a fuel spill 
up there.” I said yeah, we had, about 35,000 gallons of JP-4 out there on 
the rice paddy. “What did you do with it?” I told him that we’d pumped it 
out by hand using something that looks like a bicycle pump, and I asked 
him what we should do with it. He told me, “Dick, if you ran it through 
those pumps, that fuel is cleaner than what I’m shipping you. Go ahead 
and use it.” I told him I really didn’t want to do that. “OK, put it in a 
truck, and when you fill up your planes, use fuel from that truck and your 
other trucks, and eventually you’ll burn up that 35,000 gallons of fuel.” 
Never had any problems. There was always something like that going on. 
 
The rice paddy thing, I tried to fix that. I went down to the mayor. I said, 
“What can I do to take care of this?” He and a British missionary doctor 
were trying to get a hospital built in Korat. 
 
I went to the civil engineers and volunteered to buy them beer if they 
worked on the hospital. They took our heavy equipment and built a 
structure out of concrete block for him. I’m not sure who equipped or ran 
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it, but we donated a bunch of labor and equipment. It served everyone in 
the area. I allowed my doctors to take one day a week and go out into the 
country and serve in the dispensaries that the Thais had in the upcountry. 
Doing that led to the commitment to build the hospital. The building was 
Thai-style: open bays, big corridors where you could put people. 
 
We had a medical staff, and I had a civic staff officer to help with the 
relation with the host country. He and a few doctors and nurses would go 
out into the hinterlands, set up a clinic, and staff it for one or two days a 
week. They would treat the locals’ medical needs. 
 
The interesting thing was, we didn’t lose many guys out there. I lost those 
couple of guys in Haiphong Harbor, which was just a disaster, and I lost a 
guy up at Mu Gia Pass, but I didn’t really lose anybody in Hanoi. We flew 
those missions, and I had a loss rate that was one in a thousand, almost. 
That was really good. But things kept going on at the base. There was just 
something all the time. 
 
A 105 had attacked Hanoi, and in the process, this airplane had gotten hit. 
They headed out to the South China Sea. Before they got there, the 
airplane quit on them. They jumped out, floated down in their parachutes 
into the water. A destroyer was there in the harbor and launched a rescue 
helicopter with a paramedic. The paramedic jumped into the water. The 
pilots’ chutes, which were still on the seats, strapped in with a shoulder 
harness, didn’t collapse, and the paramedic couldn’t reach them on a 
couple of drops. The third time, the inflatable float of the seat collapsed 
and started to sink. The paramedic tried to cut the pilot out of the seat, 
but they were all being dragged down by the four hundred pound seat. 
The paramedic had to let go. Our part in that whole operation was to 
attack the gun batteries that were shooting the destroyer and the 
helicopter. We lost both of those young men. I wrote a series of letters to 
their families, trying to explain what had happened and why we weren’t 
able to get them. The family had a million questions. We wrote letters 
back and forth for several months after we lost them. We didn’t lose 
many. 
 
Mu Gia Pass came down from North Vietnam where the Ho Chi Minh 
trail came in from Laos to Saigon. It was highly defended. We were always 
trying to cut off the flow of materials. That was a never ending task. 
Whenever we had extra ordinance, we would go up there and try to close 
the road. One of our guys was on his way out, on the Laos side, late in the 
afternoon, and he got hit. He jumped out and the helicopters went 
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looking for him, but it got dark. The next morning, they got him. He was 
hurt. They sent him down to the hospital in Bangkok. When he 
recovered, he retired and started a restaurant in Bangkok. 
 
One Sunday afternoon I was just cruising around, and I drove down this 
one street that had the barracks on the side, and all of a sudden I could 
smell this marijuana. It was just, whoo! I mean, it smacked you right in the 
face. And it was so noticeable, I thought, “boy…” So I stopped. I went in, 
yelled attention, found the barracks chief, and said, “What the hell is 
going on?” They were having a marijuana party. I said, “You can’t do that 
guys, you gotta police that up, quit that.” But I didn’t stay to check, I just 
left it. But those guys went through terrible times. We had the airplanes 
parked in revetments, which were three-sided, steel-encased slots about 
ten feet high. That way, if an airplane blew up or had a fire, it wouldn’t 
just go down the line like it had done at Benoit. The armor guys that had 
to load the bombs and the ammo, along with the crew chief, would sleep 
on the loading tables in the revetments. They weren’t even going to the 
barracks, they were working so hard. Just working twenty-four hours a 
day, because we were flying twenty-four hours a day. Boy, they were good. 
Never had an explosive accident out there. 
 
The one thing I constantly sweated was an occurrence like what happened 
at Benoit, where the North Vietnamese sappers, these little three, four, or 
five man groups, got in and put satchel charges in the airplanes and blew a 
whole bunch of B-57s. Once the sappers had blown up a couple of 
airplanes, the rest went like dominos. I had revetments for some of the 
105s, but I couldn’t get the B-66s in a revetment, and the 104s were 
outside, so none of them were protected. I always thought that could 
happen at Korat.  
 
One night, security came in and reported that they’d picked up a sapper 
team. The team had a million dollars in cash with them, explosives, and 
guns, and they were slipping across the southern access to the base when 
they got caught. My interrogation guys were asking them questions and 
they were just getting nothing. I couldn’t get anything out of them. Across 
the base from me was a Thai Air Force wing. I had real good relations 
with Chuck-chai, a Thai two-star general that the base was under. So I 
told him what my problem was. He said to me, quietly, “Would you like 
to transfer them to me?” And I said, “Yeah, I think I would,” knowing 
what was going to happen to them. He took them, and within about an 
hour I had all the information I needed. He either pulled out their 
fingernails or cut their ears off or something. And he found out 
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everything: where they were from, what they were doing, the whole bit. 
We changed a lot of things right then: changed the security guard, 
changed people on the base. We turned the million dollars back into the 
government, sent it down to the ambassador. 
 
While I was at Korat, I would go on TDY to the Philippines. If you 
looked at the island of Luzon in the Philippines, Clark was up from 
Manila about a third of the way. There was a big valley that ran through 
there, and Mount Pinatubo volcano was right in the middle, not far to the 
west of Clark. Subic was on the southwestern end of Luzon; we had a lot 
of airplanes down there. When Mount Pinatubo erupted, there was a foot 
of ash over Clark and Subic Bay, and it closed the bases. We had to 
abandon them. We left everything there: equipment, facilities, housing. 
The facilities were inundated. Angeles was a little town outside of the east 
gate of Clark. The ash just covered that city. All transportation stopped, 
all livelihood stopped. I don’t know if they ever dug out of it. To my 
knowledge, we never went back. I’ve thought about the change in history 
as a result, because after World War I, Eisenhower and Marshall served at 
Clark Field. I can remember being at the VOQ with the big palm fans 
where Eisenhower stayed. 
 
In downtown Korat, the Thai army had built a big facility, like an 
oversized headquarters. Very presumptuous. It had a big, wide walk of 
concrete steps up to the front of the building. It was big, impressive, and 
cold. Even in the summer, it was cold. The Thai prince was going to come 
down and dedicate a temple site outside of Korat. As a part of the visit, he 
was going to come down to the army unit. And I was told, “The prince 
would like to meet you.” So we went over, the base commander, me, and 
Chuck-chai, the two-star Thai army general. And they lined us all up on 
one side of the stairs of this building. I was standing down at the bottom. 
The limousine pulls up, the door opens, and the prince steps out. The guy 
in the front jumps out with a little pillow. The prince takes his hat off, and 
he had a riding crop. And he lays his hat and his riding crop on this 
pillow. Then he walks over to the stairway. And he walks up to me, and in 
perfect English, he says to me, “How are you, Colonel Merkling?” Sticks 
out his hand, shakes my hand. We go up, and all the dignitaries are there, 
and of course the priests are there in their saffron robes. They had a big 
U-shaped table. He sat in the middle of the U, and I sat down on the 
corner. They served lunch, and we had steak and potatoes and carrots. My 
steak was just dead cold. I managed to get through lunch. And after it was 
all over, I got Chuck-chai aside and said, “Hey, I can help you guys out. 
I’ve got some cooks and civil engineers and they will figure out how you 
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can go from the kitchen in the basement of this big old monstrosity of a 
building to the dining room and still keep the food hot.” He gets this big 
laugh and says, “That’s not the problem. The prince likes his steak cold.” 
We had more crazy things like that nobody told you about. You were 
totally unprepared for it. 
 

 
Colonel Richard E. Merkling at Korat AFB with General Chuck-chai, circa 1972 

 
I tried to understand other people and what was important to them while 
we were conducting a military operation in their country. The prince was a 
young man, about my age. He had gotten his education in the United 
Kingdom, so he spoke perfect English. He was very gracious in allowing 
us to take over a big chunk of his homeland to run our operations out of. 
I met with him again when he went out to dedicate a piece of land. I 
explained to him why we were there and why we were engaged in the 
conflict. The north was trying to take over the south, and we as a country 
had decided to defend the south, and I was there to help with that. 
 
On New Year’s in the Thai military, the families on base would put on a 
little show. At the end, the chief of staff would pass around dollar bills to 
the kids. They were baht, but essentially dollar bills, and he’d pass out 
maybe a hundred dollars. That was big money to them. He and I sat on 
the floor; they didn’t have chairs. And they kept serving me this bowl of 
cold chicken soup where the chicken was partially raw. And he’d call a girl 
and she’d whistle over and give me another bowl of soup and I’d take a 
couple of sips and try to slide it off to the side. My flight surgeon had told 
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me, “If you eat that, you’ll have the worst case of… of… …whatever, 
that you can get.” I kept passing the soup on, made it through the night 
without eating very much, and didn’t get sick. 
 

 
Colonel Richard E. Merkling in Thailand, 1972 

 
I had a certain amount of trouble in my engine shop. Right at the end of 
my tour, they had integrated the women. I had two or three in the engine 
shop. One night, I get this call. So I got up, got dressed, drove down to 
the flight line. When I got down there, the engine shop had sent these 
girls out to change the engine on this 105. It was fairly straightforward: 
you put this dolly under the tail section, unbolted it, pulled the tail section 
off, went in, got the engine disconnected, and pulled it out. A lot of 
cranking and unscrewing big bolts and whatever, but it had started to rain 
the middle of the night, and they’d pulled the generators out and lit it up, 
and they couldn’t get the engine out. The engine shop manager was a 
senior master sergeant. He was mad at the girls and giving them hell. The 
girls couldn’t get the engine out. They called the Aps [Air Police.] I had to 
go down and separate that group: “You go home, you get more lights, and 
you get a tarp and put a tarp over it.” There was just something that took 
place like that every dang night. 
 
Integration made it much more difficult. If I had been in charge, I 
wouldn’t have integrated. The girls weren’t strong enough to do the 
physical work. We only had so many assignments for engine people, and 
they took up part of the numbers. We didn’t have enough guys to get 
around and do the hard work. That situation occurred a number of times 
in different ways, where they couldn’t do this, they couldn’t do that, they 



 

 

   107 

 

couldn’t handle the equipment. The young men in the unit had to pick up 
the slack. It introduced sexual opportunities we didn’t have before. There 
were occasions where something would get out of hand: a girl would 
accuse a guy of taking advantage of her. At Ubon where there were no 
women, we didn’t have that problem. The night shift would work the 
night shift, and there wasn’t any hanky panky. It was just a bunch of guys 
working. At Korat, it would get to be a little too intimate. I was generally 
against integration. 
 

 
Colonel Merkling in front of his F-4 at Korat AFB, Thailand, 1972 

 
Mele Vojvodich worked for me at Korat from ‘71 to ‘73. He was my ops 
officer. He was absolutely fearless. He led missions to drop chaff over 
Hanoi ahead of the B-52s.  
 
In 1961, Mele Vojvodich, Jr., had been a test pilot for the Central Intelligence Agency 
for the OXCART program. OXCART developed the A-12 at Lockheed’s 
Skunkworks, which was the predecessor to the Air Force’s SR-71 Blackbird. He was 
transferred out of the USAF and "sheep dipped" into the CIA to fly as Government 
service employee. He had been reinstated in the USAF when he was at Korat. 
 
I had some reserviced SR-71s stationed in Korat that were operating in 
North Korea and China. We got them there by taking them apart, 
standing them up on their sides, and loading them into a C-5. They would 
run across China from Taiwan, then Vietnam, then to us in Thailand. One 
of them came into Korat one afternoon after it had been up to western 
China. When it cooled off, it started to bleed everywhere. Hydraulic fluid 
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came out of just everywhere. It was this sort of purplish-red stuff. It made 
a real mess of things. 
 
June 17, 1972. Break-in at the Democratic National Committee headquarters at the 
Watergate office complex. 
 
Our news came from listening to Radio Saigon. I can’t even remember 
getting a newspaper. Nixon claimed he wasn’t a crook, but he really was. 
His paranoia about the opposition was just crazy. It just didn’t make any 
sense. But when I was in Vietnam, we didn’t track any of that at all. 
 
In '72, I was a colonel, in charge of the 388th tactical fighter wing. Bob 
Smith had the 313th and Carl Miller had the 8th. Late in the year, I got a 
message from the Nixon White House, asking what I would do if I were 
given a Mark-57 forty kiloton nuclear bomb. Talks had stalled. Kissinger 
was totally frustrated in Paris. So I called up Bob and Carl, and sure 
enough, they got the same letter. We talked about what we'd do with it. 
We couldn't drop it in Hanoi: too many casualties. We couldn't drop it in 
a rice paddy as a warning that we would turn them blue: no way of 
knowing if it might impress them. We couldn't drop it in Haiphong 
Harbor, because we knew there were a bunch of Soviet subs and Chinese 
ships around there and we didn't want to hit one of them as well as a lot 
of vessels in the harbor. And if you did that, a lot of stuff downstream 
would be contaminated, and that was the Chinese coast. We thought 
about giving them ten days warning before we dropped it, but we would 
have had to have had the determination to drop it if they didn’t show up 
at the negotiating table, plus the whole world would have been against us. 
So we responded in a classified message that we couldn't use one. In less 
than twenty-four hours, we had a reply asking us what we would 
recommend. That was like saying, “OK smarties, what's your bright idea?”  
 
We recommended that the B-52s get sent up to Hanoi. That had been off-
limits from the beginning of the war. They’d never been up there. All the 
fighter pilots agreed for years that that was what had to happen. The B-52 
chief was furious at me, but the plan was approved. They flew in 
December 1972.  
 
The wing I had was providing the initial electronic warfare intelligence 
with the 66’s sensing the SAM radars. The F-4s had chaff pods, and 
they’d lay down chaff at about 35,000 feet on the track where the 52’s 
were coming in. We took flights of two Wild Weasels and two F-4s in a 
flight of four with the Weasels leading to attack the SAM sites. That was a 
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wild mission because it was dead black. For me, it was as hard as any 
mission I’d ever done because when a SAM came off the launcher there 
was a big white flash, then the sustainer motor would kick on, and I 
couldn’t tell which way the missile was headed. I got shot at with a SAM 
half a dozen or so times. Things would go crazy, and you were trying to 
operate in a black fishbowl. And if you didn’t pay real close attention, you 
could possibly get hit by a five hundred pound bomb from the top. The 
52’s were just stripping them, right down a line. We lost ten B-52s on the 
first mission, with ten men each. A hundred men. It ended up being 
known as the eleven days of Christmas. But after that, Kissinger started 
getting pings from the North Vietnamese in Paris regarding the peace 
accords. And in January, the POWs started to come home. 
 
In retrospect, that revealed Nixon’s strong motivation to get us out of 
Vietnam. He didn’t want to be known as a war president. 
 
We could’ve done that in the first six months of the war. But we had 
made a diplomatic statement that we were in the conflict to ensure the 
sovereignty of South Vietnam and not change the government in North 
Vietnam. What we should have done was to change our diplomatic 
rhetoric to recognize that the north was trying to take over the south. 
Truman, Kennedy, and Nixon were always afraid that if we attacked 
North Vietnam the Chinese would come in to help. The Chinese were 
tied closely to the North Vietnamese. And there was a risk that Chinese 
and Russians would compete to see who was helping the North 
Vietnamese the most. At that time we were committing close to half a 
million men in Vietnam. What if the Soviets decided to take Germany? Or 
Poland? We couldn’t handle that and the Chinese in Vietnam. So the 
decision was made to say diplomatically that we weren’t there to influence 
the North Vietnamese government. So we had our hands bound. And we 
never could find a good leader in south Vietnam to pull things together 
and run the country right. They were all crooked. They all just went from 
bad to worse. Part of that was Ambassador Lodge’s problem. Part of that 
was Westmoreland's. There were a whole bunch of diplomatic failures in 
the south, and the diplomats were totally out of step with what was 
actually going on. We should have fully recognized the corruption in the 
South Vietnamese administration. 
 
They drew this arbitrary line along the 17th parallel. They had done the 
same thing on the 38th parallel in Korea. The 17th parallel is on this narrow 
neck of land between North and South Vietnam. The South Vietnamese 
marines came to the US forces and said they wanted to make an incursion 
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and move the line north about fifteen or twenty miles. The US wouldn’t 
let them do that. We should have said, “Heck yes, take it! It’s not like 
we’re attacking Hanoi, we’re just making it easier down here.” 
 
From Haifong to the 17th parallel, about halfway down, there was a place 
called Vihn. Vihn had a harbor, connected by roads, had a good railway 
that ran out, and it was a key resupply point. If we had let the marines 
move the line, we could have taken Vihn, and cut off the Ho Chi Minh 
trail at the start. But they wouldn’t do that either. It was just one mistake 
after another. 
 
Now, with his books and documentary, McNamara is trying to console 
himself that what he did was right. But he just lays out why what he did 
was wrong. He’s got a moral load to bear that I’m sure bothers him. 
 
Macarthur had had the right solution: he was going to unite Korea. That 
decision would have made a tremendous impact on the world.  
 
We had a regulation that said, “No touch and go landings after dark.” 
That was where you’d just touch down, then push the power up, and go 
out again. You’d do that for practice. In the daytime, it’s OK if you’ve got 
enough fuel. One night, a B-66 came in, and the guy flying it was my equal 
employment opportunity officer. He had been supporting the THUDs, 
the 105s. Nice kid. Just a nice guy, worked hard, was honest. He came in, 
shot a touch and go, dead of night, dark as pitch, a little drizzly rain. He 
pushed the power up to go around. He still had good speed. The airplane 
came up to a couple hundred feet. He did that a couple of times. But 
then, the right engine caught, the left didn’t. So she started to roll to the 
left. It would have taken somebody really cool to pull the right engine 
back. He didn’t do that, didn’t level it out, and the airplane kept rolling. 
There was a Thai housing unit on that side of the base. When he got more 
than vertical, about 115 degrees to the left, they decided to bail out. So 
they came out pointed partially at the ground. Three bailed out, two of 
them went through houses. It killed all three of them, but two of them 
went through these damned houses: in the roof, through the kitchen, out 
the other side. Kind of flimsy houses, but not flimsy enough. That was 
terrible. Just horrible. Didn’t kill any of the Thais, which was lucky. Tore 
up the houses, killed the guys. Chutes didn’t open. We never did anything 
with the houses. The Thais were sorry, I was sorry. We just wrote it off, 
both ways. It turned out to be the only qualified accident I had. 
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I lost some airplanes up north. Not many, but those were combat losses. 
This one was the only operational accident, not a combat loss. So I had to 
go up to our headquarters at Clark, the 13th Air Force, and report to Lt. 
Gen. Bill Moore. I had worked for him in the Pentagon in Washington. I 
was up at around three o’clock in the morning in the VOQ getting ready 
for my briefing, going over the flipcharts. I’m going over what I’m gonna 
say. I was worried. And then the phone rings, at three AM. This sergeant 
asks me to hold on a minute, “The general wants to talk to you.” I 
thought, “Oh man, I’ve had another accident. Something’s happened, and 
I’m not there.” But Bill Moore comes on the phone, apologizes for 
getting me up in the night, and said things would go OK with the briefing. 
He wasn’t going to let the staff beat me up too bad. Then he said, “I 
wanted to tell you that the BG [brigadier general] list just came out. 
You’re on it.” So things worked out. I gave the briefing. As soon as I 
could say goodbye, I got in the airplane and headed home to Thailand. I 
didn’t pin on my stars until I got clear over to Europe. They announce it, 
and then you get a date of rank. That happened when I arrived at SHAPE 
[Supreme Headquarters Allied Powers Europe] in Europe. 
 
When I left Korat, I was debriefed by General Moore. I thought he 
looked a lot like my dad. He was big like my dad, tall, balding gray around 
the edges, wore rimless glasses. He looked enough like my dad that I had 
to keep telling myself, “Don't call him ‘Dad.’” He looked completely like 
my father. He was a good guy. 
 
At this point, I had flown well over two hundred combat missions on this 
tour. The normal combat tour was one hundred missions. As a line pilot, 
when you flew one hundred, you went home. You kept track of your 
missions. I always looked forward to going home. I wanted to complete 
the job, but I wanted to go home, too. 
 
On the way home, I stopped by LA to see Mom and Dad while Anne and 
the kids were in DC. At that point in time, my mother was still counseling 
me that I should get out of the military and get a real job. She didn’t 
recognize that I had made a career out of the military. Didn’t recognize 
that at all. 
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Europe 

 
February 1973 - December 1973 
Location: Roeulx, Belgium. 
Planes: -- 
Rank: Brigadier General 
Assignment: Chief of the Air Section, Operations Division 
 
I took a thirty-day leave with the family before I started my new job with 
SHAPE. SHAPE was a NATO organization, but the US had the big 
presence. The French, Germans, and Brits were there, but really the US 
ran it.  
 
Anne and the kids were in Washington, DC. I met Vicki in San Francisco 
when she was in college at Brigham Young University. I spent four or five 
days with my mother and dad in LA. I spent the rest of the time with 
Anne and the kids in Washington before going on to Europe. While we 
were there, the house we were living in in Fairfax was hit by a tornado. It 
destroyed a lot of the homes around us, and damaged the school where 
Anne was teaching. Anne and the kids followed me to Belgium after 
school was out. 
 
I was in Belgium for about three days when I got the message my mother 
had died. I got to LA about an hour before the funeral. I was there for the 
funeral. I stayed for about twenty-five days, then went back to Europe. 
Dad lived by himself for a while, until Shirley started taking care of him. 
 
The politicians had just kicked SHAPE out of France. There was all this 
political rhetoric about France’s decision. But us, down at the working 
level, we still had a division of French troops in 4ATAF [4th Allied 
Tactical Air Force], they still reported to me. And we had all these plans 
that if the Soviets overran us, we were going to recover our forces in 
France. And we were making these plans at the same time the politicians 
were saying it wasn’t happening. 
 
We took a train from Ramstein, Germany into Berlin. To get there, we 
had to go through the part that was controlled by East Germany. Mark 
was impressed when we would pull into a train station that was absolutely 
gray, grim, drab, dreary, and patrolled by East German soldiers. The East 
Germans would run floodlights along the bottom of the train, and bring 
German Shepherds along to make sure no one had jumped the train. We 
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didn’t see people out on the highways or byways. It was the real world in 
Europe at that time. That really sobered Mark. It made him think a little 
more deeply about the circumstances of the world 
 
Mark: The East German guards were walking up and down the train at 
night, carrying their machine guns. They’re not supposed to interact with 
you. But Carol was standing at the window. One of the guys stops, looks, 
gives a little wave, and goes back to walking back and forth. 
 
I was working for Russ Dougherty, the Chief of Staff. He was the greatest 
general. When the notification came in that I was going to be promoted, 
he called me down to his office. He congratulated me, came around his 
desk, and he put his arm around my shoulder, and guided me toward the 
door. Russ told me, “All I can tell you is, run as fast as you can, but you 
probably won't win.” That meant I'd work hard but get fired anyway. My 
boss was going to be General David C. “Davy” Jones. 
 
Russ Dougherty and Davy Jones were both SAC [Strategic Air Command] 
generals. Their careers had paralleled each other, so they knew each other 
pretty well. I went to serve as Chief of Air Section under Davy Jones, who 
ran USAFE [US Air Force in Europe] in Ramstein, Germany. All US Air 
Forces assigned to Europe were under his command. Jones had just fired 
Taylor, another brigadier, a nice guy, from being the Air Force senior guy 
in the Forth Allied Tactical Air Force. Jones did it kind of brutally. He 
announced in a staff meeting that Taylor was no longer the DO for 
4ATAF. Taylor said back to him, “I don’t have an assignment.” Jones 
said, “It doesn’t matter. You’re leaving.” So it was a firing right in front of 
the whole staff. NATO guys were there, Germans were there. Taylor 
came home. So that put me in the hot seat trying to figure out what he 
had done that had gotten him fired. I told Anne, “We better buy a house 
in Redlands or something” because I figured I was going to be the end. 
But I took over the inspection business. 
 
October 1973. 1973 Oil Crisis. 
 
We were living in private housing in Belgium in Roeulx. The oil crisis hit. 
We were about to run out of oil. I had a contract with Fina to deliver oil 
to the house as needed, and they’d send me a bill. That managed to help. 
The customers who bought oil only when they needed had trouble. The 
military closed down driving: you could only drive on even or odd days, 
depending on your license plate. I wasn’t at an operational base, so I don’t 
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know what it did to flights. But they must have curtailed flights to stay 
within their limits. 
 
Carol: Mom noticed that every morning, the village women would scrub 
their sidewalks and halfway into the streets with buckets and scrub 
brushes. So my mom got a bucket and brush and started doing that. Until 
then, the American women that lived in our house didn’t do that. When 
the Belgian women saw that, they invited us to dinners and teas and 
festivals, even though we didn’t speak the language. My mom insisted that 
we would go have the experience. The village embraced us in a way that it 
never would have if my mom hadn’t done that. Mom never wanted to live 
on base, she always wanted to live in the culture.  
 
December 1973 - March 1975 
Location: Ramstein AFB, Germany. 
Planes: -- 
Rank: Brigadier General 
Assignment: Deputy chief of staff for operations, then the chief of staff for 4ATAF: 4th  
Allied Tactical Air Force, US forces assigned to NATO. Included responsibility for 
staff supervision and direction of all operational matters pertaining to 4th Allied 
Tactical Air Force. 
 
When I was the Director of Operations, Gerhardt Barkhorn was the 
4ATAF Chief of Staff. He was a German general who had flown on both 
eastern and western fronts. He shot down three hundred and two planes, 
many of them US. He was pretty quiet about that. And here he was, 
working for a US general. He was a nice guy, just absolutely a gentleman. 
He loved the kids. He'd come over for dinner. I'd dress up the kids in 
black and white, and they'd serve dinner. He liked it, but he wasn’t totally 
sure that was right. A sad note on that: He had a Mercedes, and would get 
on the auto route, and let that Mercedes go at a hundred miles an hour. 
When we were working together, he’d say to me, “Saturday morning, I’m 
going to go home, you keep tabs on things, I’ll see you Monday morning.” 
Well, he kept extending that. It got to the point where Friday morning 
he’d go home, and he wouldn’t come back until Monday night. So he was 
gone Friday, Saturday, Sunday, and part of Monday. His wife was a lovely 
lady, great couple. I knew he drove too fast. I used to try to get him to 
take a driver. One night, he was going home to Bavaria with his wife with 
him and didn’t make a corner. He hit the wall and killed them both. 
 
General Barkhorn had an attitude that you extended yourself and worked 
long hours when it was required by combat or politics. Dave Jones was 
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there, and he worked like crazy. He was always ahead of everybody else. 
He was working politically and militarily to make Germany a country 
again. Barkhorn didn’t see that as important: we weren’t at war, he had his 
home, and that was enough. I learned the importance of trying to go day 
by day and not get overwhelmed about the big picture. 
 
Secretary of Defense Schlesinger came over for three days to evaluate 
Jones for Chief of Staff of the Air Force. Schlesinger had daily briefings. 
He would ask questions, and Jones would kind of hand the question off 
to his staff to answer. That worked pretty well. They got everyone’s 
opinion, and it wasn’t just Jones and Schlesinger talking. Davy got the job. 
He left in July. They had a big send off. Everybody loved his wife; Lois 
was just a super gal. Jones shook all our hands, Lois gave each of us a kiss. 
And Jones flew the plane that took him. 
 
In December, NATO had a Christmas party. They’d brought in the 
NATO chiefs, so the Germans were there, the French were there. Jones' 
replacement as commander of USAFE was John Vogt, who was the 7th 
Air Force Commander in Saigon while I had Korat, so he knew me from 
Thailand. Jones wanted me to be Chief of Safety for the Air Force at 
Norton. John Vogt talked to me at the Christmas party, and said he'd tell 
General Jones I wanted to wait until the kids were out of school. The next 
week, John told me that he’d talked to Jones about waiting until the kids 
were out of school, and Jones said no: he wanted me then. So we picked 
up stakes and headed to Norton. 
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Stateside: 1970s 

 
March 1975 – June 1978 
Location: Norton AFB, San Bernadino, CA. 
Planes: F-16, T-33 
Rank: Brigadier General, Major General 
Assignment: Director of Aerospace Safety, U.S. Air Force Inspection and Safety 
Center, Air Force Inspection and Safety Center. Worldwide supervisory responsibility 
for the development and implementation of policies, standards and procedures for Air 
Force flight, ground, missile, space, explosives and system safety engineering programs.  
 
As Brigadier General, I took over as Commander after one year from 
Randy Adams, who had left to head the Organization of American States. 
Randy had taken over from Robin Olds, who himself had taken over 
from Chuck Yeager. Chuck Yeager was told to retire from that job. When 
I took over, there was no change of command ceremony. I just started 
work.   
 
We lived on the northwest corner of the base. When Randy Adams left 
and I became the Commander, we had to pack up the house and moved 
ourselves into the house next door. It was the same kind of house, so it 
was kind of a hassle. Later, someone said, “Why didn’t you just change 
the house numbers?” 
 
Near the house was a big pine tree with horizontal branches. Someone 
had laid two-by-sixes up there; I didn’t know why. When I commented to 
my neighbor about it, she said, “Oh, some kids are growing marijuana up 
there.” I ended up planting tomato plants. I grew so many and gave away 
so many that people ran from me.  
 
Randy Adams is still alive today, and lives in Alexandria, Virginia. We 
lived side by side. Carol had some real interface with Randy Adams. Carol 
wanted to go off to college some place. I said, “If you stay local, I’ll buy 
you a car.” She thought that was a good deal. We bought her one of those 
high-powered Dodges of the late 60’s. Like a Charger. Randy drove a little 
tiny European car. Carol was always saying, “You want to race?” She was 
always giving him a hard time. His wife’s name was Jeanette. She was a 
lovely lady. Anne will tell you that she was just super. 
 
I worked for Jack Flynn, the inspector general, and the most senior US 
POW in Vietnam. Jack would mentally check out. We had a briefing with 



 

 

   117 

 

Flynn all set up at the Pentagon regarding an accident. I had a few 
colonels that knew everything. We all sat down at big table, we had the 
charts all ready to go. He came in, we all snapped to attention, he shook 
my hand, and we started the briefing. I watched him, and he went into 
this trance. He didn’t say anything. He just sort of phased out. It seemed 
like forever. We just sat there. After a minute or two, I started to talk to 
him real quietly about why we were there, and what we were going to do. 
At some point, he popped back. We went on with the meeting from there. 
I knew it was post-traumatic stress of some sort. Flynn put on an 
Evaluation Review that I could replace Bryce Poe, a four-star in chart of 
AFLC [Air Force Logistics Command at Wright Patterson.] And 
somebody called and told me that. So the guys in personnel decided I 
needed to get some experience doing that sort of thing. But I was a long 
ways away from that. 
 
While I was there, I went from the safety job to being the center 
commander. All of the inspector general people under inspection and all 
of the safety people in flight, ground and nuclear safety worked for the 
center commander. I wasn’t there for very long before they sent me up to 
McClellan. 
 
April 30, 1975. Vietnam War ends 
 
May 24, 1975. John Merkling marries Janice Kay “Kate” Jones. 
Location: Plainview, TX 
 
Anne: We all rode out together as a family to Plainview to get there. On 
the way, Carol and Vicki were both hemming dresses. We had a lovely 
rehearsal dinner at one of the hotels. It was interesting to meet all of 
Kate’s extended Texas family.  
 
We stayed out in the motel with a courtyard. One morning, I pulled out of 
the courtyard to get on the highway, and I saw a truck coming quite aways 
down. I pulled out, and the truck was coming a little faster than I thought. 
He was right behind me the whole time. I pulled off into a grocery store, 
and he pulled off right behind me. I thought, “Well, I cut him off, and 
he’s going to tell me about it.” A man of about thirty-five, six foot two, 
cowboy hat, boots on, gets out and comes up to the car. He said “Hey, I 
saw your sticker! I wanted to get out and talk to you a minute.” On the 
back of the Oldsmobile was the USAFE sticker. So we had a nice 
discussion about the military and Europe, and it turned out he knew 
Kate’s parents.  
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From left, Anne, Vicki, John, Mark, Kate, Carol, and Richard Merkling at John 

and Kate’s wedding 
 
June 8, 1976. Vicki Merkling marries Mark Tarallo. 
Location: Sedona, AZ 
 
Anne: Grandma Bowen arranged the wedding in Garlands Lodge. They 
always referred to it at Garlands as “the Bowen Wedding.” It was 
memorable for Garlands, because they were wondering how they would 
keep the lodge going that month. Then they got a phone call, and the girl 
who answered told everyone, “I just rented the entire lodge and the dining 
hall!” Mark Tarallo arranged all the music. The chairs were set up in the 
garden area. There were about fifty people there, all staying at the cabins. 
Mark Tarallo’s parents attended. Our friends were Aunt Hazel and Uncle 
Bert, and Uncle Brent and his wife Anne and daughter Gwen. Vicki and 
Mark had four friends there. We had a lovely time. Dad had watched the 
kitchen when dinner was about to be served, and it looked like a bunch of 
college kids preparing the meal. He thought it was going to be a disaster, 
but it turned out to be a wonderful meal with peach ice cream.   
 
That dinner was a good indication of my predictive ability. I escorted 
Vicki down the little curved walk. I handed her off to Mark. I went and 
took my seat. About five white leghorn chickens wandered through the 
ceremony. It was a beautiful, sunny day. Just a lovely day. 
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Anne: One of my friends said, “I’ve seen a lot of weddings with beautiful 
brides, but this is the first wedding I’ve seen with a beautiful groom.” 
 
April 10, 1977. First grandchild, Joseph Legarde Merkling, is born 
Location: Provo, UT 
 
Anne: I got a call from Vicki one day, and she said, “Mother, Kate and I 
have just been over to the doctor to see if she was pregnant. And we both 
are!” Dick heard that, and he said to me, “Anne, didn’t you talk to her?”  
 
June 1978 – September 1979 
Location: McClellan AFB. Sacramento, CA. 
Planes: F-111, T-33 
Rank: Major General 
Assignment: Commander of Sacramento Air Logistics Center 
 

 
Major General Richard E. Merkling, McClellan AFB. Sacramento, CA., circa 

1978 
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I was Bryce Poe's deputy for four years. Jack Flynn became the IG at the 
Pentagon while I was Chief of Safety. At that time, we were helping move 
refugees from Vietnam. There was an accident, and two hundred orphan 
kids from Vietnam got dropped out of the back of a C-5. There were 
nurses in seats behind the cabin where the crew was, but the kids were 
sitting on the floor. Not strapped it: there weren’t any straps. They were 
just sitting on the floor. They left Saigon, and the plan was to go to 
Hawaii. The back door closed like clam shell, and then clamps lock shut. 
One side didn’t lock shut. At 10,000 feet the pressurization changes, the 
locks failed, one after another, the back door unzipped, and the kids fell 
out. All of them. A couple of young captains were flying. They managed 
to land in Saigon. 
 
We were going to buy these fan blades for the C-5, and General Electric 
came back with a quote of a little over $25,000 a fan blade. And we were 
going to buy several hundred. And my boss, General Poe, said, “Dick, I 
don’t want to buy the company. Get down to Cincinnati and figure out 
why they’re charging us $25,000 apiece. So I spent about a week going 
through their books and talking to their vice president. What had 
happened is they had disposed of the jigs and the machining, so they were 
going to have to build new machining to make the dang things. And 
nobody was making the titanium, so we were going to have to go out and 
get special titanium and meld it. I came home and said, “We’re getting a 
bargain at $25,000.” So I convinced Poe that we had to have them and 
that was the only way to get them. And some time later while this 
requisition was going through the system, the Secretary of the Air Force, 
Verne Orr, got ahold of it. He was a nice old man, but he didn’t have any 
operational experience. No aeronautical experience. No Air Force 
experience. No military experience. He had been a Cadillac dealer in 
Pasadena. So he didn’t know anything about this. I wrote him a few 
papers and briefed his staff. And then one morning at about six-thirty or 
seven, he wanted me to come down to his office. So I went down, and he 
got after me about these fan blades. I tried to explain to him, but after an 
hour, I wasn’t getting anywhere. Finally, I lost enough of my cool that I 
said, “Mr. Secretary, in your business, if you had someone come in with a 
1956 Cadillac, and he wanted a new transmission, and he didn’t want a 
rebuilt one, how would you go about getting a new transmission?” That 
was kind of a slam at him and I shouldn’t have said that, but right then he 
got the picture. Well, he threw me out of the office. Graciously. But, we 
got our fan blades. The criticism of “why didn’t you guys think about this 
when you were building them” to make a few spares, and the decision of 
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GE to scrap the jigs and machining and all the equipment that it took to 
build them was because neither decision made it to someone of my level. 
I would’ve said, “Wait a minute, don’t scrap it, put it in that warehouse 
and keep it.” 
 
The C-5 is amazing. When the first Israeli war took place with the Arabs, 
a C-5 pulled into McClellan, and we took the wings off of five of those F-
5s and stacked them inside it with the wings on the side. The next time 
that C-5 touched down was in Tel Aviv. 
 
The IG before Flynn, Gen. Don Nunn, had dinner with me in 
Washington. Mark should remember that dinner. At dinner, the table staff 
seems to “magically” appear, right when they were needed. Nunn would 
step on a button to signal the staff. 
 
Mark: We were having dinner in his quarters in Bolling Air Force Base, 
those little houses with those little old fashioned kitchens. I was nineteen. 
I’m sitting there, being polite, fidgeting. And the steward is VERY 
attentive. He is coming in and out of this door, checking on us. I’m 
thinking, wow, the service is great. The general leans over to me and says, 
“By the way, you know you’re doing that, right?” “What?” I said. “There’s 
a button on the floor, and you’re tapping on it, and that’s calling him in 
here.”  
 
I got a Distinguished Service Medal and my third star at McClellan, then 
went to Wright Patterson. Dewey Lowe took over for me. Bryce Poe was 
going to make the change of command, but he got deathly sick with some 
stomach problem. We had this thing all scheduled, the mayor was going 
to be there, the governor was going to be there, so we just saluted each 
other and I handed him the flag. 
 
July 7, 1979. Carol Merkling marries Robin Mark Bradbury. 
Location: In the garden of Merkling home, McClellan AFB, Sacramento, CA. 
 
After the wedding, the kids were going to drive away, and play taps over 
the loudspeaker, which they always did at nine o’clock. And one of the 
ladies turned to him and said, “How did they arrange that?” And my 
comptroller at the depot, this very serious, big man, said to her, “Didn’t 
you see the general motion with his hand?” And she believed him. It was 
a beautiful occurrence that just looked like it had been orchestrated. 
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Anne: It was coldest on record for that day in years. We had to tell people 
to bring sweaters. I had planned homemade ice cream for dessert, and I’d 
already made it. The official who conducted the wedding service knew 
Vicki from BYU. The day before the wedding, I came home and our 
military aid who helped us with the home said, “Close your eyes, Mrs. 
Merkling, I have a surprise.” And my heart sank, because I knew Gary. He 
had taken it upon himself to stain the antique brick flower boxes a bright, 
shiny red. Like Santa Claus’s fireplace. He had used redwood stain, which 
doesn’t dry. It’s supposed to soak into wood. And all the people coming 
would be in their best clothes. So the HAZMAT people from the base 
and Dad and I got a bunch of scrub brushes and scrubbed it all off.  
 
Richard: We finally fired Gary. 
 
Anne: Oh, you did not. 
 
Richard: I did. 
 
Anne: You did not. It’s a good thing I’m here.  
 
Summer 1979. Stanislaus River rafting trip. 
 
John: The equipment people at the base didn’t give us much of a heads up 
about the river. The river was very dangerous in certain parts. Where we 
put in, it was pleasant, with not too many rapids. Then, unfortunately, two 
–thirds of the way down, you passed your last pick up point, and it got to 
be serious rapids. We were in these little rubber dinghies. Hard to control, 
hard to steer. Not like a canoe. Like the Colorado, the river pooled, then 
dropped. We dropped through several of those. At one point, Dad was in 
one that flipped. He was into the rocks, and the little dinghy pinned him 
to the rocks. I was able to get over behind him and pull that raft off and 
help him out, but we came close to having a death. We felt very fortunate 
to get through that to where it quieted down again. I think Dad went back 
to the base equipment people and gave them some direction on what kind 
of advice they needed to give people who rented equipment. It was 
deceptively peaceful, then ferociously dangerous. 
 
Carol: At McClellan, after I was married, we went down the American 
Fork of the Stanislaus River. We didn’t see a line that went across the 
river with a sign that said, “Professionals Only.” We were out for this little 
day jaunt, and we got on this really intense part of this river that had rated 
rapids. We couldn’t get out because the canyon walls were too steep. My 
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mom went out of the raft, and John had to pull her in. I got thrown out at 
a place called Satan’s Cesspool, and we couldn’t get back in. The next 
week, an airman from McClellan died there. When we got through it, a 
really nice person pulled us into his boat. And here was Dad, who was in 
charge of Safety of the Air Force at the time.  
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Stateside: 1980s & Retirement 

 
September 1979 – July 1982 
Location: Wright Patterson AFB, Dayton, OH. 
Planes: -- 
Rank: Major General 
Assignment: Vice Commander Air Force Logistics Command 
 
My biggest job at Wright Patterson was to balance the workload and the 
financial resources of the five centers we had there. 
 

 
Major General Richard E. Merkling, Wright Patterson AFB, Dayton, OH., circa 

1979 
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Major General Merkling, right, greets President Jimmy Carter, left, at Wright 

Paterson Air Force Base 
 
While at AFLC, Major General Merkling testified to the House Armed Services 
Committee about problems he had encountered with the Defense Logistics Agency 
(DLA) since its establishment in the 1960s. Merkling told how a fuel line part which 
came from DLA caused a fighter plane to crash. The rubber line deteriorated when 
exposed to jet fuel, a problem Merkling claimed would have been detected by engineers 
working with the jet if they had been responsible for initially ordering the parts. 
 
I remember giving that testimony before Congress. Congress gave the 
military deference. They gave me time to talk and reflect back on things. I 
had a good experience with the testimony I had to give. 
 
April 12, 1981. Space Shuttle Columbia launches. 
 
August 22, 1981. Mark Merkling marries Lora Bodine. 
Location: Mesa Temple, Mesa, AZ 
 
Mark and Lora got married at the Mesa Temple. It was hot, we had 
trouble getting Mother in. Mark and Lora were driving Grandpa’s white, 
two-door Impala Chevy. They drove down to Mesa to have the reception 
at Lora’s parents’ home. Mark had mentioned that they’d used a case of 
oil coming down from Utah. I said, “You mean a quart.” Mark said, “No, 
I mean a case.” I opened up the trunk, and sure enough there was a case 
of oil. I climbed under the car, and it was just coated with oil. So we tried 
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to figure out why it was leaking, and couldn’t see anything. And we had 
the hood up and I was looking inside, and John was underneath, and the 
car was running. And all of a sudden, this little motion catches my eye. 
And I looked carefully, and there was a hole in the rocker arm cover, and 
it was throwing oil. This was the day after the wedding, and they’re getting 
ready to drive this car up to the mountains for their honeymoon. And 
John and I called all over the place trying to find a rocker arm cover. We 
found a junkyard way out at Five Corners that had one. The guy said, 
“I’m going to close in an hour and a half. If you can get out here, you can 
have it.” We tear out there, take our tools, take the cover, and had it done 
minutes before the reception. And then Mark took off with the car. 
 
July 1982 - August 1984 
Location: Pentagon, Washington, DC. 
Planes: T-39, F-100 
Rank: Lieutenant General 
Assignment: Deputy Chief of Staff for Logistics and Engineering. 
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Lieutenant General Richard E. Merkling, the Pentagon, Washington, DC., circa 
1982 

 
Billy Minter was the Deputy Chief of Staff for Logistics in the Pentagon. 
They wanted to send him to Europe and promote him to four stars, but 
they needed a replacement. And I was the replacement. I wasn’t smart 
enough at the time to ask to replace him in Europe after a couple of years. 
I should have done that. But really, at that point in time, making a fourth 
star wasn’t really important to me. 
 
I hated the Pentagon. It wasn’t a good choice to go to the Pentagon. I did 
it because it was good for Minter. The last job I had in the Air Force was 
the worst one I had. There really wasn’t anything for me to do. I was a 
title head. I went to staff meetings, I could talk to anybody I wanted to, 
but I had no responsibilities and there wasn’t much going on. It was just a 
do-nothing job. 
 

 
Lieutenant General Richard E. Merkling at the Pentagon, circa 1983 

 
I still found opportunities to fly at the Pentagon. AFR-16 is an Air Force 
Regulation that requires that you do this, that, and everything else. And 
one of the things that it requires is that you do is log so many hours of 
flight time. I would do that in this T-39 from Andrews, so I could come 
out to Arizona and see the folks or for business travel. There was always 
an IP [instructor pilot,] but I’d fly the plane myself. I knew the ops officer 
in the Andrews reserve outfit pretty well, and I told her I’d take weekends 
to deliver F-100s to the Tucson boneyard. Then I’d catch a commercial 
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flight and come back to DC. She was pretty nice to me, a big girl: she 
stood close to six feet, and big in proportion. They were just stacking up 
the planes up there in Tucson. Gary Sparks, who was in my same 
graduating class in flight school, ran the boneyard and cleaned it up. He 
was mad at me for a while: I was a general, and he was a lieutenant 
colonel. I also flew a National Guard F-100. That wasn’t authorized: I 
would just show up on base and do it. 
 
August 1984. Retired from the Air Force after 34 years of service 
Age: 58 
 
I decided I was going to too many dumb meetings. They weren’t going to 
let me get out of there to work any place, I was just going to have to put 
in time. So I quit. 
 
I retired at age 58 by announcing it to Vice Chief of Staff Jerry O'Malley. 
That was the dumbest thing I ever did. O’Malley was a really good guy: 
pleasant, easy to get along with, sharp. I should have gone into him and 
said I was tired of being in the Pentagon, and where else can I go? And if 
you don’t have a place for me, I’m going to retire. And he would’ve done 
something, he would’ve gotten me a job. But instead I told him I was 
going to retire, and he was upset with me for that. At my retirement 
ceremony, he gave me my second distinguished service medal. O’Malley 
and his wife Diane were killed in a plane crash. They took off from 
Andrews on his way to speak at a dinner and overshot the runway in a 
small airport in Pennsylvania.  
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Lieutenant General Richard E. Merkling, Brian Tarallo, and Vicki Tarallo, circa 
1980 

 
Brian: I was seven years old when Grandpa retired from the Air Force. I 
remember being in a small, dark briefing room at the Pentagon, and 
watching as he received a folded flag for his years of service. I knew what 
he had done was very important, and I knew that service was ending. I 
remember crying, and people asking me why I was crying, and telling me 
that I shouldn’t be sad, that it was a happy time. I didn’t have the words 
to say it at the time, but I was crying because I was so proud of who he 
was and how that day represented all he had done with his life. I 
remember saying, in front of everyone when the retirement ceremony 
concluded, “Goodbye, General. Hello, Grandpa.” 
 
After I retired, we moved to Sedona for a little bit to be close to Anne’s 
folks. We rented a house in the village. There was a bit of a shock going 
from being a general to “Dick.” 
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Post Air Force 

 
I had an offer from Pratt and Whitney in West Palm Beach, Florida, to be 
the division chief for engine development. I asked the Air Force if I could 
take the job. The Secretary of the Air Force, Verne Orr, had 
“reservations” about the job. He probably remembered what I had said to 
him about the C-5 fan blades. The Pentagon lawyers said that there was a 
reasonably high probability that the Secretary of the Air Force would cut 
off my retirement pay if I took the job. Pratt and Whitney said if that 
happened, they’d make up the difference. But I didn’t want to take the 
chance, so I turned down the offer. The whole notion of “double 
dipping” was just getting attention.  
 
1984. VP of Engineering for BDM Corporation 
Location: Albuquerque, NM. 
 
BDM started out with three engineers from Purdue: Braddock, Dunn and 
McDonnell. They were engaged with Wernher von Braun, reverse 
engineering German missiles in El Paso. BDM got into environmental 
issues, water conservation, security, and SALT [Strategic Arms Limitation 
Treaty] verification. Eventually, they sold BDM to Logicon. I just 
managed the technical people. My biggest job was writing proposals for 
new contracts.  
 
What really surprised me about that job was the corporate attitude. It 
didn’t have the same moral high ground of the Air Force. BDM was 
willing to do things that maybe weren’t illegal, but were tainted a little bit. 
For example, there was an offering from the federal government for a 
small business to do a job. BDM would line up a small business to win the 
job, then back them up. The small company would win, then BDM would 
just take it over. If the small business was supposed to get fifty percent of 
the work, BDM would ignore that completely. They would take it right 
over. The president of the company wasn’t at all bothered to do this. He 
had a philosophy of, “win at any cost.” That surprised me.  
 
June 29, 1984. Shirley Merkling marries Louis Goodman. 
 
January 22, 1985. Maude Bowen passes away. Maude and Louis had lived in the 
Sedona house from 1962 until 1985. 
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We were in Albuquerque. Louis and Maude were in Sedona. Anne had 
planned on being with them, but she postponed the trip a day. In that day, 
her mother died, and she’s always been sorry for that.   
 
Anne: I remember driving from Albuquerque when Mother died to be 
with Dad. I sat across from him at the kitchen table. He asked, “What’s to 
become of me?” I said, “Well, Dad, we want you to come and live with 
us.” He said, “Oh gosh, do you?” and looked as if the weight of the world 
was lifted off his shoulders. He went into his bedroom, packed a small 
suitcase, and was ready to go. He came to live with us in Albuquerque 
until he passed away in 1991. 
 
January 28, 1986. Space shuttle Challenger explodes on launch.  
 
I remember seeing that on TV, and thinking, “Oh my gosh.” I remember 
seeing that big streamer behind it.  
 
After 1985, the house in Sedona was rented out until Carol divorced in 
1987 and lived here for two years with her three children. Every so often, 
we’d have a bad rainstorm and it would tear part of the shingles off. I’d 
get the local guy to reshingle chunks of it. When we decided to put the 
sunroom on, we put the metal roof on. 
 
April 26, 1986. The Chernobyl Nuclear Power Plant in Ukraine suffers a 
catastrophic nuclear accident. 
 
I remember hearing about the meltdown, and how they couldn’t cap the 
reactor. It was leaking gasses. At the time, I had been working with the 
Sacramento Municipal Utilities District. They had a nuclear reactor at 
Rancho Seco. They were concerned about replacing fuel rods safely, and I 
remember having a number of conversations with the board of directors 
of that facility on safety. Chernobyl changed the focus of the meetings, 
from operations to safety. At one time, they came close to offering me a 
job as a general manager of the plant. Behind the scenes, I convinced 
them that I wouldn’t want to have to say no. 
 
Towards the end of my dad’s life, Shirley was taking care of him in LA. 
She had put in a lot of service hours with him. She called me up one day 
and said, “Hey Dick, it’s your turn. You need to come out and spend a 
month with Dad.” At first I thought she was being pushy, but I’m glad 
she did. Lou had done nice things for Dad: he had season tickets to the 
UCLA basketball games, and he’d take Dad to the games with him. And 
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then Lou would take him down when he went to the stock market. Lou 
and Dad got to be pretty good friends. After Shirley called me, I took a 
month off and went out. The house in LA was almost in Santa Monica. It 
was oriented east and west, with a nice big back porch with an overhang. 
We’d sit out on the back porch when the sun would go down. Those were 
some of the nicest evenings, just sitting there without anything pushing on 
us, just to sit and talk. 
 
My mother had always managed the money. I didn’t know why that was. 
And then, Dad told me. He said, “Your mom took over the money when 
we were back in Kendallville. And the reason was the crash of ’29. When 
my dad told me to get in line at the bank, I said, ‘No, the banker is a local 
guy, he grew up in town, he’s honest. He’ll do right by us.’” All of their 
money of the farm was in the bank, and they lost everything: their money, 
the farm, their house. Everything. That’s why, ever since, she took care of 
the money. 
 
June 10, 1988. John Halem Merkling passes away in Los Angeles. 
 
How peaceful and quiet it was. He was in bed, he talked to me. Shirley 
had seen him. He was very lucid. He asked me to go through the house 
and tighten the shower faucet because it was dripping. I came back, and 
he was lying peacefully in bed with his arms folded. And I saw that he 
wasn’t breathing. 
 
1989. Sedona house rented to Doreen Lily Falk. 
 
Doreen was a clothing designer. She rented the house in Sedona and 
opened a shop in town under the name “Lily of the West.” She converted 
the downstairs into a work area and employed two or three women 
making clothing. She got married and left the house in 1997. 
 
We decided to not rent the house from then on but to consider it a 
second home. We began to remodel the home, starting with the carport, 
which we turned into a sunroom. 
 
November 9, 1989. Berlin Wall falls.  
 
I was surprised at how everything changed. Reagan had made that speech 
where he said, “Mr. Gorbachev, tear down this wall.” The students took 
sledgehammers and pounded the wall apart. I can remember seeing the 
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interchange back and forth across the barrier. I was impressed that the 
two Germanys were going to come back together.  
 
May 30, 1990. Louis Bowen passes away. 
 
June 1990. Triple bypass open heart surgery. 
Age: 64 
 
I guess I wasn’t looking very good one morning. A guy by the name of 
Cliff Cizan said, “You need to go to the hospital and get checked.” I said, 
“No, I don’t.” He said, “Get in the car.” And he was bigger than me. If he 
hadn’t have done that, I wouldn’t have gone, and they wouldn’t have 
found my heart problem. I liked Cliff. He and I had a different philosophy 
on retiring. His was leveraging his experience and contacts. I felt like you 
shouldn’t do that.  
 
I went in one morning to the hospital for the surgery, and I remember 
looking up and seeing the letters “OR” on the lintels. And I didn’t equate 
that to the operating room. The next thing I remember was waking up at 
four o'clock in the morning. I was in what appeared to be in a basement 
room on a gurney. There were high, cellar-like windows. A few other 
gurneys were there; I wasn’t alone. The surgeon came up to me and asked, 
“How are you doing?” I said, “Well, I made it through the night.” With 
that, he took about four tubes that were in my chest cavity, and just jerked 
them right out of my chest. Stuff that was in the tubes splattered on the 
ceiling. That got me sitting upright quick. And he walked out without 
another word. After a nurse came in, I asked, “Is he always like that?” 
And she said, “Oh yeah, that’s his bedside manner.” When they got me 
into a room upstairs, I told my nurse, “If that doctor comes back in, I’m 
going to start screaming.” But I never saw him again. 
 
My chest was taped up with this big, two-inch tape. A nurse came in and 
said she could tear it off, or that I could get in the shower and peel it off. I 
chose the shower option, and it took me a half an hour to get that tape 
off. But after that, I had no problems, it was a smooth recovery.  
 
August 1993. Retired from BDM. 
 
I don’t remember my retirement from BDM as anything special, even 
after working for them for nine and a half years. And they’re still paying 
me: I took a retirement plan with Anne.   
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Retired Life 

 
There was a fellow, Rod Smith, I met in the church in Sedona who 
approached me and wanted me to run this company for him. He had a 
design to put a kit on a gasoline engine and convert it to dry gas. He had a 
block and an engine and part of the kit done, and he was trying to get it to 
produce enough horsepower to move a car. He had some engineers from 
Arizona State University who were donating their time to hopefully get a 
piece of the business. I found a guy who had been the head of General 
Motors’ power division. Another guy who ran the GMC dealership in 
Cottonwood was giving us engines to experiment on. I was supposed to 
organize and run it. I really got to work on it. We had it on a 
dynamometer and were measuring horsepower. He had a patent. All of us 
invested money; I invested $20,000. He talked a young man into 
contributing his parents’ retirement, and another man to put in $90,000 in 
equity from a gem shop. We needed to do machine work and change the 
cams and the valving and redesign the injectors, but even with all the 
investment, we didn’t have any money. And yet all these guys were putting 
money into it. I started to get suspicious: he had a lawyer who was always 
in and out. I told the guy who had invested the $90,000 to take a look at 
the patent. Rod was just furious at me for that. It took us a while to figure 
out he was taking the investment money to the Bahamas. At that point, I 
decided it was crooked and wanted to get out. Supposedly, the partnership 
papers I signed allowed me to get my money back. He had probably more 
than half a million dollars, and at that point, he left town. I put John on it; 
he wrote some letters. Eventually, the FBI answered John and said they 
knew about it, but they didn’t have the manpower to pursue it. He’d done 
it before, in Phoenix, in Utah. Then the guy shows up at another church 
in Boulder to get them to invest, and it turns out to be the one that Carol 
goes to. So she called me and said, “Rod Smith is here.” We couldn’t get 
the police to go after him, but John kept at him enough that he eventually 
paid me $10,000 back. In the meantime, he still hadn’t been arrested, but 
John kept track of him. Rod came back down to Phoenix, and I always 
thought he’d show up in Sedona, and I was really going to have him if he 
did. A year or so later when we were in Albuquerque, the UPS trucks and 
bus system converted to dry gas. 
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Richard E. Merkling, back left, Chet Bogle, front left, and Mac McCollough, front 

right, circa 1995 
 

 
Anne and Richard E. Merkling, fifth and third from the right, with Chet Bogle on the 

far right left and Cecil and Mac McCollough on the far right, circa 1995 
 
Circa 1999. Served a mission as a temple worker in Mesa, AZ Temple. 
 
The stake president asked us if we would serve a mission one week a 
month in the Mesa Temple, Tuesday through Saturday. We would stay 
with Mark Merkling’s in-laws, who lived within a block or two of the 
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temple. I enjoyed that: Mark’s mother-in-law was married to an man who 
owned property. He and I would go out and have a nice Mexican dinner. 
Then we’d leave and drive the four hundred miles back to Albuquerque. 
Sometimes we’d drive through Springerville when the weather was nice, 
stay there, then drive home the next day.  
 
October 17, 1999. Carol Merkling marries Bradford Heap 
Location: Eldorado Springs, CO 
 
The wedding was up in Eldorado Canyon. It snowed that day. Everyone 
going to the wedding had to park down by the bridge and get ferried up 
the canyon because of the muddy road. They got married on a sandbar in 
the middle of the stream.  
 
Anne: There were about twenty or thirty of us there, all of us wearing 
coats we hadn’t planned to wear. Carol had her neck in a cast from a 
horse riding accident a week or two before. Following the wedding, they 
had a reception in a little mountain town outside Boulder. Carol had 
friends who were musicians that were playing. A couple of men walking 
by looked in and recognized the musicians. They hadn’t seen each other 
for years. They came in and improvised and played together, and we all 
had a great evening of music. Carol and Brad had left before then, and we 
always said they missed the best part of their wedding.  
 
March 2000. Called as a sealer in the Albuquerque, NM temple. 
 
I got a call while I was at Brian and Liz’s wedding. The man asked if we 
could come to church office building in Salt Lake City. We met several of 
the general authorities; they would come over and introduce themselves. 
The secretary showed me in to see President Monson, who was a 
counselor at the time. I thought they would call me on a mission, but they 
asked me to be a sealer in the new Albuquerque temple. That led to some 
of the most special, wonderful times. There were a few couples we 
worked with, and it was really a rare and choice experience. The 
Albuquerque temple experience was a good one. They trained the staff 
before they opened the temple to visitors. We were part of the training 
crew that helped prepare the local people that were called up to work 
there.  
 
June 4, 2004. Fifteenth and sixteenth grandchildren are born, Madryn Maryn Heap 
and Colter Wilden Heap. 
Location: El Dorado Springs, CO 
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June 13, 2004. First great-grandchild is born, Caleb Franklin Merkling. 
Location: Lubbock, TX 
 
2005. Moved to Boulder, CO 
Age: 79 
 
We were living in Albuquerque. John was in Littleton. Carol was in 
Boulder with her twins. Mark was going to graduate school. We decided 
that we had a lot of friends in Albuquerque, but our family was in 
Colorado.  
 
2010. 
Location: Kodiak, AK 
Plane: de Havilland Canada DHC-2 Beaver 
Age: 85. 
 
I had an orientation flight in Alaska. The pilot let me fly, but I didn’t think 
to ask to land it. It was a float plane. I could’ve skimmed it in, held if off, 
and let it settle into the water. That would’ve been a good thing. 
 
Mark: The pilot loved everything about flying. Dad didn’t want to sit up 
front, but we told the pilot to bring him up. They started talking about 
how it handled, and had a conversation about aviation. The pilot landed 
on the lake. We saw bears on the weir, fifteen, twenty feet away. Then he 
takes off, levels, and we start back on the hour long flight. Then he looks 
at Dad and says, “Sir, would you like to fly us home?” Dad says “Nah, 
that’s ok.” The pilot says, “Go ahead, sir.” And he flips the yoke over to 
him. Dad takes it, and starts flying. And they keep talking all the way 
home. He flies it all the way back, and makes the turn to the airport. The 
pilot took the controls back to land. The pilot reaches out, takes his hand, 
and says, “Sir, it has been my privilege to fly with you today.” 
 
Carol: That flight was pretty incredible. That was one of the most beautiful 
moments. We took the plane out to Frasier Lake, and when we first flew 
out there, and we stepped out onto the pontoon. My mom took hold of 
my hand and told me she had always dreamed of going to Alaska since 
she was a little girl, that she used to have posters of Alaska around her 
bedroom. I didn’t know that about my mom. It was a magical moment. 
We hiked a little way to the weir and saw bears play. They were sitting 
under all these signs that said “No Bears Allowed.” Which was pretty 
funny. Like the bears were going to read the signs. On the way home, the 



 

 

138 

 

pilot said to Dad, “Sir, would you like to fly home?” Mark and I were 
holding hands, watching Dad fly this plane. Through his whole career, 
none of us had ever been in a plane with him that he had flown. It was 
just incredible. He flew it all the way home. He and the pilot were talking 
about how the plane flew, how it maneuvered. When we landed, he shook 
my dad’s hand and said what an honor it had been to fly with him. 
 
June 17, 2015.  
I don't feel old. I still like getting on the internet or visiting the local 
Goodwill and looking at cast off things. I lost my sister this past 
December and I regret not having stayed closer to her as we aged, but I'm 
in a great place in Sedona and have a loving wife and a good brother-in-
law in a town close by. I enjoy sitting on the porch and overlooking the 
town and its traffic. Good friends in Texas, and I have a great cat. I went 
through combat in Korea and Vietnam and came out well, so I can't 
complain about anything. I try to remember, I only have one day at a 
time, so I need to try to make the best of it. 
 
Looking back, I’m most proud of finding Anne and convincing her to 
marry me. She took a little bit of convincing. I’ve known her since I was 
twelve years old. It’s been a good seventy-seven years. We haven’t ever 
had a serious falling out. She supported me more than I ever could have 
hoped for, like going back to Vietnam twice, Korea, Edwards, Misawa… 
she supported me in all those things. Most of those things were much 
more challenging for her than they were for me. Anne supported me with 
everything I did. 
 
So that’s the story of my life. 
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Appendix A: Timeline 

 

Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Nov. 4, 1925 Kendallville, 
IN 

Richard Edwin 
Merkling born 
 

   

Dec. 21, 1926 Location: 
Brigham 
City, UT 

Anne Bowen 
born 

1   

May 21, 1927 Atlantic 
Ocean 

Charles 
Lindbergh 
becomes the first 
person to fly solo 
across the 
Atlantic Ocean 

2   

May 27, 1927 Kendallville, 
IN 

Shirley E. 
Merkling born 

2   

Oct. 29, 1929 New York 
City, NY 

“Black Tuesday,” 
NY Stock Market 
Crash 

3 
 

  

1931 Colorado 
River, NV 

Construction of 
the Hoover Dam 
begins 

5   

May 3, 1931 New York 
City, NY 

Empire State 
Building opens 

5   

Spring 1932 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Merkling family 
moves to 
California 

6   

Jul. 28, 1932 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Dolores Jane 
Merkling born 

6   

Nov. 1932 Washington, 
DC 

Franklin D. 
Roosevelt 
initiates the 
“New Deal.” 
 

6   

Dec. 5, 1933 Washington, 
DC 

Prohibition 
repealed 

7   

1934 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Began school at 
Shenandoah 
Grammar School 

8   



 

 

140 

 

Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

May 6, 1937 
 

Lakehurst, 
NJ 

The Hindenburg 
disaster 

11   

Jul. 2, 1937 
 

Los Angeles, 
CA 

Bowen family 
moves to 
California from 
Brigham City, 
Utah 

11   

Dec. 21, 1937  Disney releases 
Snow White and 
the Seven Dwarfs 

12   

1938 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Richard E. 
Merkling meets 
Anne Bowen in 
Mrs. 
Sommersville’s 
homeroom class 

12   

Sept. 1, 1939  The war in 
Europe begins 

13   

Dec. 7, 1941 Pearl 
Harbor, HI 

Japanese attack 
on Pearl Harbor 

16   

1942 Kendallville, 
IN 
Los Angeles, 
CA 

Merkling family 
returns to 
Kendallville. 
Richard E. 
Merkling returns 
to Los Angeles 
on his own 
shortly thereafter, 
then followed 
again by his 
family 

16   

Nov. 1943 Bozeman, 
MT 

Called to active 
duty in the Army 
Air Corps 

17 Aviation 
Cadet 

-- 

Jun. 1944 Merced, CA Learns to fly as 
an aviation cadet 

18 Aviation 
Cadet 

BT-13 

Aug. 1944  World War II 
starts for the US 

18   

Dec. 1944 Pecos, TX Crew chief on a 
B-25 

19 PFC B-25 

Aug. 6, 1945 Hiroshima, Atomic bombing 19   
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Japan of Hiroshima 

Aug. 9, 1945 Nagasaki, 
Japan 

Atomic bombing 
of Nagasaki 

19   

Aug. 15, 1945  Japan surrenders 19   

Sept. 2, 1945  World War II 
ends 

19   

Dec. 1945 March Air 
Force Base, 
CA 

Discharged from 
Army Air Corps 

20 PFC -- 

Jan. 1946 UCLA, Los 
Angeles, CA 

Began 
undergraduate 
studies 

20   

Sept. 16, 1946 Glendale, 
CA 

Richard E. 
Merkling marries 
Anne Bowen at 
Wee Kirk o the 
Heather 

20   

Apr. 4, 1949 
 

 North American 
Treaty 
Organization 
(NATO) 
established 

23   

Jun. 25, 1950  Korean War 
begins 

24   

Jun. 1950 
 

Los Angeles, 
CA 

Graduated 
UCLA as a 
Distinguished 
Graduate of the 
ROTC program 

24   

Jul. 1950  Los Angeles, 
CA 

Joined Air Force 
at UCLA 

24 Second 
Lieutenant 

 

Jul. 1950 Waco, TX Began flight 
school 

24 Second 
Lieutenant 

T-6 Texan 

Dec. 1950 Chandler, 
AZ 

Began fighter 
school 

25 Second 
Lieutenant 

T-28, F-80 

Oct. 1951 Chandler, 
AZ 

Graduated from 
Williams AFB as 
a jet fighter pilot 

25 Second 
Lieutenant 

-- 

Oct. 1951 Glendale, 
AZ 

Began aerial 
gunnery school 

25 Second 
Lieutenant 

P-51, F-84D, 
F-84E 

Nov. 7, 1951 Mesa, AZ John Richard 26   
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Merkling born 

Dec. 1951 - 
Jan. 1953 

Taegu AB, 
Korea 

Line Pilot, then 
Assistant 
Operations 
Officer, 8th 
Squadron, 49th 
Fighter-Bomber 
Group, 49th Wing 

26 Second 
Lieutenant 

C-54, F-84E, 
F-84G, T-33 

Feb. 1953 - 
Oct. 1954 

Laughlin, 
AFB, Del 
Rio, TX 

Fighter-gunnery 
instructor and 
assistant group 
operations 
officer, 3646th 
Fighter Training 
Squadron 

27 
 

Second 
Lieutenant, 
then First 
Lieutenant, 
then 
Captain 

F-80, F-84B, 
F-84C, F-86, 
T-33 

Jul. 27, 1953  Korean War ends 27   

Mar. 29, 1954 Del Rio, TX Vicki Merkling 
born 

28   

1955 Maxwell 
AFB, AL 

Squadron Officer 
School 

29 Captain UC-78 

Nov. 1955 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 
and TDY to 
Edwards for 
105 testing 

Flight test pilot 
and armament 
section chief 

30 Captain F-86, F-100, 
F-94, F-104, 
F-101, F-
105, B-47, B-
57 

Nov. 1, 1955  Vietnam War 
begins 

30 
 

  

Oct. 4, 1957  Sputnik 1 
launched 

31   

Apr. 1958 - 
Dec. 1958 

Edwards 
AFB, 
Lancaster, 
CA 

Aerospace Test 
Pilot School for 
data acquisition 
and data 
reduction, then 
testing airplanes 

32 Captain F-5, F-80, F-
86, F-100, F-
104, F-105, 
B-57 

May 23, 1958 Lancaster, 
CA 

Carol Linda 
Merkling born 

32 
 

  

Dec. 1958 -
Dec. 1959 

Misawa Air 
Base, Japan 
and TDY to 
Clark Air 

45th TRS 
(Tactical  
Reconnaissance 
Squadron) check 

33 Captain F-84, F-86, 
F-100, F-
101, T-33 
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Base, 
Philippines  

pilot 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1964 

Tachikawa, 
Tokyo, Japan 

Check pilot, 5th 
Air Force 
Tactical 
Evaluation Team 

36  F-100, F-
101, F-86, F-
80, UH-1, 
and Korean 
F-86s and F-
80s 

Jan. 6, 1960 
 

Tachikawa, 
Tokyo 

Mark Louis 
Merkling born 

34   

Apr. 17, 1961 
 

Playa Giron, 
Cuba 

Bay of Pigs 
Invasion 

35   

Nov. 20, 1961 Berlin, 
Germany 

Construction of 
the Berlin Wall 
begins 
 

36   

Jul. 1962 - 
Nov. 1966 

Nellis AFB, 
Las Vegas, 
NV 

Operations 
officer and later 
director of the 
Research and 
Development 
Division of the 
Fighter Weapons 
School 

38 Captain, 
then Major 

B-25 (towing 
targets), F-
100, F-86, F-
84 F, and the 
experimental 
F-4 

Oct. 16-28, 
1962 
 

Cuba Cuban Missile 
Crisis 

37   

Nov. 22, 1963 Dallas, TX President John F. 
Kennedy 
assassinated 

38   

1964 Sedona, AZ Louis and Maude 
Bowen begin 
construction on 
the house at 235 
Circle Drive in 
Sedona, AZ 

38   

Nov. 1966 - 
Jul. 1967 

Ubon Royal 
Thai Air 
Force Base, 
Thailand 

Operations 
Officer for the 
555th Tactical 
Fighter Squadron 
(the “Triple 

40 Major, 
then 
Lieutenant 
Colonel 

F-4 
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Nickel”) of the 
8th Tactical 
Fighter Wing 

Jul. 1967 - 
Dec. 1967 

Maxwell 
AFB, AL 

Air War College 42 Lieutenant 
Colonel 

UC-78 

Dec. 1967 - 
Nov. 1971 

Washington, 
DC, 
Pentagon 

Chief of the 
Tactical Fighter 
Branch in the 
Office of the 
Deputy Chief of 
Staff for the 
Division of 
Research and 
Development at 
Air Force 
headquarters 

42 Lieutenant 
Colonel 
 

UC-78 

Apr. 4, 1968 Memphis, 
TN 

Martin Luther 
King, Jr. 
assassinated 

42   

Jul. 20, 1969  Neil Armstrong 
becomes the first 
human to step 
onto the surface 
of the Moon 

43   

Nov. 1971 - 
Feb. 1973 

Korat AFB, 
Thailand 

388th Tactical 
Fighter Wing 
Vice Commander 
and Commander 

46 Lieutenant 
Colonel , 
then 
Colonel 

F-4, F-105E 

Jun. 17, 1972 Washington, 
DC 

Break-in at the 
Democratic 
National 
Committee 
headquarters at 
the Watergate 
office complex 

46   

Feb. 1973 - 
Dec. 1973 
 

Roeulx, 
Belgium 

Chief of the Air 
Section, 
Operations 
Division 

47 Brigadier 
General 

-- 

Mar. 6, 1973 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Linda Feller 
Merkling passes 

47   
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

away 

Oct. 1973  1973 Oil Crisis 47   

Dec. 1973 - 
Mar. 1975 
 

Ramstein 
AFB, 
Germany 

Deputy chief of 
staff for 
operations, then 
the chief of staff 
for 4ATAF: 4th 
Allied Tactical 
Air Force, US 
forces assigned 
to NATO 

48 Brigadier 
General 

-- 

Mar. 1975 - 
Jun. 1978 
 

Norton AFB, 
San 
Bernadino, 
CA. 

Director of 
Aerospace Safety, 
U.S. Air Force 
Inspection and 
Safety Center 

49 Brigadier 
General, 
Major 
General 

F-16, T-33 

Apr. 30, 1975  Vietnam War 
ends 

49   

May 24, 1975 Plainview, 
TX 

John Merkling 
marries Janice 
Kay “Kate” 
Jones 

49   

Jun. 8, 1976 Sedona, AZ Vicki Merkling 
marries Mark 
Tarallo 

50   

Apr. 10, 1977 Provo, UT First grandchild, 
Joseph Legarde 
Merkling, is born 

51   

Jun. 1978 - 
Sept. 1979 
 

McClellan 
AFB, 
Sacramento, 
CA 

Commander of 
Sacramento Air 
Logistics Center 

52 Major 
General 

F-111, T-33 

1979  Iranian 
Revolution of 
1979 

53   

Jul. 7, 1979 Sacramento 
CA 

Carol Merkling 
marries Robin 
Mark Bradbury 

53   

Sept. 1979 - 
Jul. 1982 
 

Wright 
Patterson 
AFB, 

Vice Commander 
Air Force 
Logistics 

53 Major 
General 

-- 
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Dayton, OH Command 

Apr. 12, 1981 
 

Kennedy 
Space 
Center, 
Merritt 
Island, FL 

Space Shuttle 
Columbia 
launches 

55   

Aug. 22, 1981 Mesa 
Temple, 
Mesa, AZ 

Mark Merkling 
marries Lora 
Bodine 

55   

Jul. 29, 1982 Washington, 
DC 

Confirmed for 
the position of 
Lieutenant 
General by the 
US Senate 
Armed Services 
Committee 

56 Lieutenant 
General 

-- 

Jul. 1982 – 
Aug. 1984 

Washington, 
DC, 
Pentagon 

Deputy Chief of 
Staff for 
Logistics and 
Engineering 

56 Lieutenant 
General 

T-39, F-100 

Aug. 1984 
 

Washington, 
DC, 
Pentagon 

Retired from the 
Air Force after 
34 years of 
service 

58 Lieutenant 
General 

-- 

1984 Albuquerque, 
NM 

VP of 
Engineering for 
BDM 
Corporation 

58   

Jun. 29, 1984  Shirley Merkling 
marries Louis 
Goodman 

58   

Jan. 22, 1985 Sedona, AZ Maude Bowen 
passes away. 
Louis Bowen 
moves to 
Albuquerque to 
live with Anne 
and Richard 
Merkling  

59   

Jan. 28, 1986 Kennedy 
Space 

Space shuttle 
Challenger 

60   
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Center, 
Merritt 
Island, FL 

explodes on 
launch 

Apr. 26, 1986 
 

Chernobyl, 
Ukraine 

The Chernobyl 
Nuclear Power 
Plant in Ukraine 
suffers a 
catastrophic 
nuclear accident 

60   

Jun. 10, 1988 Los Angeles, 
CA 

John Halem 
Merkling passes 
away  

62   

1989 
 

Sedona, AZ Sedona house 
rented to Doreen 
Lily Falk 

63   

Nov. 9, 1989  Berlin, 
Germany 

Berlin Wall falls 64   

May 30, 1990 Albuquerque, 
NM 

Louis Bowen 
passes away 

64   

Jun. 1990  Triple bypass 
open heart 
surgery 

64   

Aug. 1993 Albuquerque, 
NM 

Retired from 
BDM 

67   

1999  Mesa, AZ Served a mission 
as a temple 
worker in Mesa 
Temple 

74   

Oct. 17, 1999  Boulder, CO Carol Vilate 
marries Robert 
Bradford Heap 

74   

Mar. 2000  Called as a sealer 
in the 
Albuquerque, 
NM temple 

74 
 

  

Jun. 4, 2004 El Dorado 
Springs, CO 

Fifteenth and 
sixteenth 
grandchildren are 
born, Madryn 
Maryn Heap and 
Colter Wilden 

78   
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Date Location Event Age Rank Planes 

Heap. 

Jun. 13, 2004 Lubbock, 
TX 

First great-
grandchild is 
born, Caleb 
Franklin 
Merkling 

78   

2005 Boulder, CO Moved to 
Boulder, CO to 
be with Carol 
and her family 

79   

2010 Kodiak, AK First flight with 
family 

85  de Havilland 
Canada 
DHC-2 
Beaver 

Dec. 28, 2014 Los Angeles, 
CA 

Shirley Ellen 
Merkling passes 
away 

89   
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Appendix B: Planes, Dates, Locations, & Comments 

 

Plane Date Location Comments 

B-25 Mitchell 

 

Dec. 1944 Pecos, TX It was a good airplane. I flew as 
a crew chief on it in Pecos. 

Jul. 1964 - 
Nov.  1966 

Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 

I flew the B-25 as a tow 
airplane. You’d tow a target 
along a path, and the fighters 
would shoot at it. The bullets 
were painted, so you could tell 
who’d hit the target. I had 
these big mirrors to watch the 
fighters make their passes, and 
sometimes I’d have to yell at 
them if they were coming in 
too close. 

B-47 Stratojet 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

They wanted to see if they 
could do a LABS (low angle 
bombing system) maneuver 
with a B-47. That was where 
you’d pull up nearly vertical 
over the target, so when you 
released a bomb, it would fall 
straight down with no lateral 
movement. The bomber pilots 
refused to try it, so they asked 
us test pilots to give it a go. It 
worked.  

B-57 Canberra 

 
 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

We would test rudder power 
on the B-57. You’d shut off 
one of the two engines on the 
wing, pull the nose up, and see 
how high of an angle you could 
hold with the rudder before the 
plane would pitch over towards 
the dead engine.  

Apr. 1958 - 
Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 
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BT-13 Vultee Valiant 

 

Jun. 1944 Merced AFB, 
Merced, CA 

It had fixed landing gear, a 
tandem cockpit, and big radial 
engine. It shook. It was not a 
smooth-running airplane. They 
called it the Vultee Vibrator. 

C-54 Skymaster 

 

Dec. 1951 - 
Jan. 1953 

Taegu AB, 
Korea. 

It’s a commercial-type, four-
propeller airplane. It had a 
slow response, kind of like 
driving a truck. 

de Havilland Canada 
DHC-2 Beaver 

 

Aug. 2010 Kodiak, AK In the air, it was like a heavy 
airplane. I got it down to just 
about land it when I gave the 
control back to the pilot. If 
we’d had dual controls, I 
would’ve tried to land it. 

F-4 Phantom II  

 

Jul. 1964 - 
Nov. 1966 

Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 
(experimental 
version) 

The F-4 was a great utility 
airplane. You could do 
everything with it. The old F-4 
wasn’t much to look at. The 
tail’s bent, the wings stick out, 
it’s got that horrible nose on it, 
the fuselage doesn’t look good, 
it had two big afterburners. But 
it really operated. We hung all 
kinds of junk on it. 

Nov. 1966 
- Jun. 1967 

Ubon RTAFB, 
Thailand 

Nov. 1971 
- Feb. 1973 

Korat AFB, 
Thailand 
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F-5 Freedom Fighter 

 

Apr. 1958 - 
Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 

I flew it for a series of tests at 
Edwards. We’d put the bombs 
on it, then drop bombs off of 
one side, and we’d test what 
that did to your controls, to 
have an asymmetric load. It 
was a small, light, high-
performance airplane, so an 
asymmetric affected it 
noticeably. We equipped a 
squadron of South Vietnamese 
with F-5s as their fighters to 
defend Saigon. 

F-16 Fighting Falcon 

 

Mar. 1975 - 
Jun. 1978 
 

Norton AFB, 
San Bernadino, 
CA 

I flew all the fighters the Air 
Force had, up to and including 
F-16. I flew it when I was the 
director of safety at Edwards. 
It was a great experience. It 
was the highest performance 
airplane I ever flew. It was 
unusual: the control stick 
wasn’t between your legs, it 
was over on the right console. 
It didn’t really move: it had 
sensors on it that you’d press. I 
was used to all the positions on 
the stick. With this 
transistorized control stick, it 
didn’t move. Then sensors just 
recorded the pressure and the 
controls responded. It was a 
new sensation for me. I didn’t 
fly the airplane very much, so I 
never really got used to it.  

F-80 Shooting Star 

 

Dec. 1950 Williams AFB, 
Chandler, AZ 

When Lockheed first built that 
airplane in Burbank, it had a 
gray enamel coating. The fuel 
tanks were in the wings, and 
the fuselage. They made the 
crew chiefs that worked on 
them wear booties so that they 
didn’t scratch them. That was 
the first jet fighter. There was a 
Bell Cobra before that, but it 
never got into production. We 
flew these in Williams when we 
got into jets, then the 84 at 
Luke. 

Feb. 1953 - 
Oct. 1954 

Laughlin, AFB, 
Del Rio, TX 

Apr. 1958 - 
Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1962 

5th Air Force 
Headquarters, 
Tachikawi, 
Japan 
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F-84 Thunderjet 

 

Oct. - Dec. 
1951 

Luke Field, 
Glendale, AZ 
(F-84 D & E) 

It was a pretty good 
workhorse. It didn’t give us a 
lot of trouble. 
We had an immediate 
interdiction mission with the 
84s. In 84s, we were cutting 
rails and bombing supply lines 
and bridges, going up to the 
Yalu River. When I was flying 
84s, the 86s were hunting 
MiGs, having all the fun. 
A guy sheared off one of his 
elevators in a mid-air collision. 
It ended up getting stuck on 
another guy’s PITOT tube 
[airspeed indicator] that sticks 
out from the air intake. If it 
had gotten sucked in to the air 
intake or the tail had been 
more damaged, they’d have 
been in real trouble. As it was, 
they both made it back OK.  

1951 - Jan. 
1953 

Taegu AB, 
Korea  
(F-84 E & G) 

Feb. 1953 - 
Oct. 1954 

Laughlin, AFB, 
Del Rio, TX  
(F-84 B & C) 

Dec. 1958 - 
Dec. 1959 

Misawa, Japan 
(F-84 E) 

July 1964 - 
Nov.  1966 

Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 
(F-84 F) 

F-86 Sabre 

 

Feb. 1953 - 
Oct. 1954 

Laughlin, AFB, 
Del Rio, TX 

The F-86H was the neatest one 
to fly. My favorite. It was an 
honest airplane. It had a square 
intake. Earlier 86s had been 
having trouble against the 
MiG-17s. The H had a bigger 
intake, and a bigger engine. 
The F-86-E would go 
supersonic. It was kind of like 
getting into your car. 
Everything was comfortable. It 
was like running around in a 
roadster. Easy to fly, easy to 
land. I did the spin test at 
Edwards. You pull up into a 
stall and spin, and you get to 
forty-five degrees on the 
horizon. The airplane will yaw 
to the left about five degrees, 
then snap to the right, then go 
nearly vertical. It would always 
bang my head against the 
canopy. The E had six fifty 
caliber machine guns. The H 
had a big square opening in the 
nose, a bigger engine, and 
twenty millimeter cannons in it.  

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

April 1958 
- Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 

Dec. 1958 - 
Dec. 1959 

Misawa, Japan 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1962 

5th Air Force 
Headquarters, 
Tachikawi, 
Japan 

July 1964 - 
Nov.  1966 

Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 
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F-94 Starfire 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

It was built as an air defense 
fighter. It was going to carry 
those 2.75 rockets for air-to-
air, but the system never 
worked out.  
I only flew it on one test at 
Eglin. The engineers were 
working on the cross-wind 
effect of projectiles. They 
mounted an M-39 thirty caliber 
gun straight down in the nose 
of the F-94. We’d go out to the 
range at night, fire one bullet at 
a time, and they could track 
that and see where it hit. 
It was a night mission, and 
those were lousy, because it 
took you off the schedule for 
three days.  

F-100 Super Sabre 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL and 
TDY to Tainan, 
Taiwan 

The F-100 was a good 
supersonic airplane. It was 
called the ‘Lead Sled.’ It looked 
kind of like a shark. When you 
got it up, it was flat bellied, the 
fuselage was tapered. There 
were pretty good airplanes. I 
put a lot of time in those. 

April 1958 
- Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 

Dec. 1958 - 
Dec. 1959 

Misawa, Japan 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1962 

5th Air Force 
Headquarters, 
Tachikawi, 
Japan 

July 1964 - 
Nov.  1966 

Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 

Jul. 1982 - 
Aug. 1984 

Pentagon, 
Washington, 
DC 
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F-101 Voodoo 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

The 101 was a twin-engine, 
high T-tail airplane. Big 
airplane. I could walk under 
the wing. It performed very, 
very well. Flying them at Eglin 
got me up to Misawa, because 
I had time in the 101, and they 
were converting from F-84-Es 
to 101s. Real stable. A lot of 
power. It flew well. Had good 
range. When we put the big 
tanks on them, we could fly 
from Okinawa to Misawa and 
the northern tip of Honshu 
Island nonstop. We’d do that 
frequently. 

Dec. 1958 - 
Dec. 1959 

Misawa, Japan 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1962 

5th Air Force 
Headquarters, 
Tachikawi, 
Japan 

F-104 Starfighter 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

It was a slick airplane. The 104 
was probably the highest 
performance plane I ever flew. 
It wasn’t real maneuverable, it 
wouldn’t turn as well as the 80 
or the 86, it wasn’t good in a 
dog fight. The 104 was built 
for a particular purpose. It was 
an air-to-air interceptor. It was 
built to be a high speed 
interceptor. It would get up to 
Mach 1 in no time. It would 
get to get to 30,000 feet as fast 
as possible. Take off, streak 
out, fire missiles, and come 
back. Great airplane to fly. One 
bad thing about it was a 
downward ejection, so if you 
were close to the ground, it 
would fire you right into the 
ground. Old Kelly Johnson 
built it. When we got to the F-
16 program, we spent three or 
four days with the big design 
teams at General Dynamics, 
McDonnell-Douglass, 
Lockheed, North American, 
and Boeing. Johnson just 
wanted to put a 100 engine in 
the 104, with bigger wings. The 
104 took a country mile to 
turn: we needed a tighter turn 
radius. Johnson had come out 

April 1958 
- Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 
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of retirement to tell us that; he 
wouldn’t accept what we 
needed.  

F-105 Thunderchief 

 

Oct. 1954 - 
Apr. 1958 

Eglin AFB, 
Destin, FL 

It was the workhorse in 
Vietnam, whereas the F-4 was 
the air-to-air fighter. We 
essentially lost our total 
inventory of 105s from ground 
fire and MiGs. They would do 
the heavy bombing up north at 
Hanoi, Haiphong, and the Red 
River.  

Apr. 1958 - 
Dec. 1958 

Edwards AFB, 
Lancaster, CA 

Nov. 1971 
- Feb. 1973 

Korat AFB, 
Ubon, Thailand  
(F-105 E) 

F-111 Aardvark 

 

Jun. 1978 - 
Sept. 1979 

McClellan AFB, 
Sacramento, CA 

It had those folding wings. 
You could go from a straight-
wing to a swept-wing. It was 
very interesting to have the 
airplane configuration that way.  

P-38 Lightning 

 

Oct. - Dec. 
1951 

Luke Field, 
Glendale, AZ 

I flew the P-38 at Luke. Not a 
whole lot, just up and down 
the runway a few times.  
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P-40 Warhawk 

 

Oct. - Dec. 
1951 

Luke Field, 
Glendale, AZ 

It was a tail dragger. You had 
to do these S-curves down the 
runway to see where you were 
going.  

P-51 Mustang 

 

Oct. - Dec. 
1951 

Luke Field, 
Glendale, AZ 

When you were on the taxi 
way, you couldn’t see of the 
nose to get lined up. You had 
to do these S-turns to see 
where you were going. Once 
you got the tail up, you could 
see. It was the most fun to fly. 
It was even more fun than the 
swept-wing F-86. 

T-28 Trojan 

 
 

Dec. 1950 Williams AFB, 
Chandler, AZ 

It was a big North American 
airplane with tricycle gear. I 
shot my first instrument 
approach into Phoenix airport 
in one of these.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

   157 

 

 

T-33 T-bird 

 

Dec. 1951 - 
Jan. 1953 

Taegu AB, 
Korea 

It was our workhorse trainer. 
We had T-33s everywhere. 
When you really wanted a good 
utility airplane, that was it. 
You’d use it to go someplace 
to make a meeting. We did 
most of our flight checks and 
student flights in T-birds. 
They’re still around today. 
They’re a solid airplane. 

Feb. 1953 - 
Oct. 1954 

Laughlin, AFB, 
Del Rio, TX 

Dec. 1958 - 
Dec. 1959 

Misawa, Japan 

Mar. 1975 - 
Jun. 1978 

Norton AFB, San 
Bernadino, CA 

Jun. 1978 - 
Sept. 1979 
 

McClellan AFB, 
Sacramento, CA 

T-39 Sabreliner 

 

Jul. 1982 - 
Aug. 1984 

Pentagon, 
Washington, 
DC 

That was a six-passenger travel 
airplane. They were at 
Andrews. When you were 
going to take a group of people 
anyplace, that was a good 
airplane to take. It was a good, 
solid airplane. Easy to fly. We 
didn’t do any acrobatics with it. 
It was a straight, small 
commercial aircraft.  

UC-78 

 

1955 Maxwell, AFB It was a little utility airplane. 
You would start the UC-78 
with a key, like in a car. I 
would think to myself, I have 
to remember this is an airplane 
and not a car. They were two 
engine, reciprocating airplanes 
with capacity for six. We would 
use them to get our flying time 
in. We’d go from Maxwell to 
Waco to get our hours. 
It had a pilot, a copilot, and 
about four passengers. When 
we had to take anyone non-
rated somewhere, we’d take 
one of those and put the folks 
in the back.  

Jul. 1967 - 
Dec. 1967 

Maxwell, AFB 

Jul. 1967 - 
Nov. 1971 

Pentagon, 
Washington, 
DC 
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UH-1 Iroquois 

 

Dec. 1959 - 
Jul. 1962 

5th Air Force 
Headquarters, 
Tokyo, Japan 

I’d flown it a couple of times 
until that one flight from the 
range in Tokyo. I thought I 
could handle it. I couldn’t. 
After that, I quit being a 
hotshot. 
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Appendix C: Personal Decorations 

 

Decoration Meaning Image 

Distinguished 
Service Medal 

The Air Force Distinguished Service Medal is 
awarded to any member of the United States Air 
Force who has distinguished himself or herself by 
exceptionally meritorious service to the United 
States Government in a duty of great 
responsibility. 

 

Legion of Merit 
with oak leaf 
cluster 

The Legion of Merit is a military award of the 
United States Armed Forces that is given for 
exceptionally meritorious conduct in the 
performance of outstanding services and 
achievements. The decoration is issued to 
members of the seven uniformed services of the 
United States as well as to military and political 
figures of foreign governments. 
The Legion of Merit (Commander degree) is one 
of only two United States military decorations to 
be issued as a neck order (the other being the 
Medal of Honor) and the only United States 
military decoration which may be issued in award 
degrees (much like an order of chivalry or certain 
Orders of Merit). 

 

Distinguished 
Flying Cross with 
four oak leaf 
clusters 

The Distinguished Flying Cross is a military 
decoration awarded to any officer or enlisted 
member of the United States Armed Forces who 
distinguishes himself or herself in support of 
operations by heroism or extraordinary 
achievement while participating in an aerial flight, 
subsequent to November 11, 1918. 
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Air Medal with 
16 oak leaf 
clusters 

The Air Medal is awarded for meritorious 
achievement while participating in aerial flight. The 
Air Medal may be awarded to recognize either 
single acts of merit or gallantry in combat or for 
meritorious service in a combat zone. Award of 
the Air Medal is primarily intended to recognize 
those personnel who are on current crew member 
or non-crew member flying status which requires 
them to participate in aerial flight on a regular and 
frequent basis in the performance of their primary 
duties. However, it may also be awarded to certain 
other individuals whose combat duties require 
regular and frequent flying in other than a 
passenger status, or individuals who perform a 
particularly noteworthy act while performing the 
function of a crew member but who are not on 
flying status. These individuals must make a 
discernible contribution to the operational land 
combat mission or to the mission of the aircraft in 
flight. 
 
Examples of personnel whose combat duties 
require them to fly include those in the attack 
elements of units involved in air-land assaults 
against an armed enemy and those directly 
involved in airborne command and control of 
combat operations. Examples would be transport 
performing supporting “Dustoff” Medevac or 
resupply operations, or aircraft involved in 
reconnaissance over hostile airspace. Awards will 
not be made to individuals who use air 
transportation solely for the purpose of moving 
from point to point in a combat zone. 
The Air Force does not award the Air Medal for 
peace-time sustained operational activities and 
flights. 

 

Joint Service 
Commendation 
Medal 

The Joint Service Commendation Medal is a mid-
level United States military decoration which is 
presented for sustained acts of heroism or 
meritorious service. It is senior in precedence to 
the service-specific Commendation Medals. As 
such, it is worn above the service Commendation 
Medals on a military uniform. 
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Air Force 
Commendation 
Medal with oak 
leaf cluster 

The Air Force Commendation Medal is awarded 
to American and foreign military personnel in the 
grade of O-6 and below who have performed 
noteworthy service in any capacity with the United 
States Air Force. Qualifying service for the award 
of the medal can be for distinctive meritorious 
achievement and service, acts of courage involving 
no voluntary risk of life, or sustained meritorious 
performance of duty. 

 

 

Presidential Unit 
Citation 

The Presidential Unit Citation (PUC), originally 
called the Distinguished Unit Citation, is awarded 
to units of the United States Armed Forces, and 
those of allied countries, for extraordinary heroism 
in action against an armed enemy on or after 7 
December 1941 (the date of the Attack on Pearl 
Harbor and the start of American involvement in 
World War II). The unit must display such 
gallantry, determination, and esprit de corps in 
accomplishing its mission under extremely difficult 
and hazardous conditions so as to set it apart from 
and above other units participating in the same 
campaign. 

 

Air Force 
Outstanding Unit 
Award 

The Outstanding Unit Award is awarded to any 
unit of the U.S. Air Force (including the Air Force 
Reserve and the Air National Guard) which 
performs exceptionally meritorious service, 
accomplishes specific acts of outstanding 
achievement, excels in combat operations against 
an armed enemy of the United States, or conducts 
with distinct military operations involving conflict 
with, or exposure to, a hostile action by any 
opposing foreign force. 

 

Air Force 
Organizational 
Excellence 
Award 

The Air Force Organizational Excellence Award is 
a unit award of the United States Air Force created 
by the Secretary of the Air Force on 26 August 
1969. The award is presented to Air Force internal 
organizations that are entities within larger 
organizations. 
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Combat 
Readiness Medal 

The Combat Readiness Medal is awarded to any 
member of U.S. Air Force, Air National Guard, or 
Air Force Reserve, who have accomplished 
sustained individual combat mission readiness in 
an Air Force weapon system or who have 
undertaken the preparedness for direct weapon-
system employment. A service member must have 
completed 24 cumulative months of sustained duty 
performance for the medal to be received. 

 

Army Good 
Conduct Medal 

The Good Conduct Medal is one of the oldest 
military awards of the United States Armed 
Forces. 
The criteria for a Good Conduct Medal is defined 
by Executive Orders 8809, 9323, and 10444. The 
medal is awarded to any active-duty enlisted 
member of the United States military who 
completes three consecutive years of “honorable 
and faithful service.” Such service implies that a 
standard enlistment was completed without any 
non-judicial punishment, disciplinary infractions, 
or court martial offenses.  

 

American 
Campaign Medal 

The American Campaign Medal is a military award 
of the United States Armed Forces which was first 
created on November 6, 1942 by Executive Order 
9265 issued by President Franklin D. Roosevelt. 
The medal was intended to recognize those 
military members who had performed military 
service in the American Theater of Operations 
during World War II.  
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World War II 
Victory Medal 

The World War II Victory Medal is a service 
medal of the United States military which was 
established by an Act of Congress on 6 July.  
The medal was awarded to any member of the 
United States military, including members of the 
armed forces of the Government of the Philippine 
Islands, who served on active duty, or as a 
reservist, between December 7, 1941 and 
December 31, 1946. 

 

Army of 
Occupation 
Medal 

The Army of Occupation Medal is a military award 
of the United States military which was established 
by the United States War Department on 5 April 
1946. The medal was created in the aftermath of 
the Second World War to recognize those who 
had performed occupation service in either 
Germany, Italy, Austria, or Japan. The original 
Army of Occupation Medal was intended only for 
members of the United States Army, but was 
expanded in 1948 to encompass the United States 
Air Force shortly after that service's creation.  

 

National Defense 
Service Medal 

The National Defense Service Medal is a service 
medal of the United States Armed Forces 
established by President Dwight D. Eisenhower in 
1953. The medal was first intended to be a 
“blanket campaign medal” awarded to service 
members who served honorably during a 
designated time period of which a “national 
emergency” had been declared during a time of 
war or conflict. It may also be issued to active 
military members for any other period that the 
Secretary of Defense designates. 
Currently, the National Defense Service Medal is 
the oldest “service medal” in use by the United 
States Armed Forces. 
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Korean Service 
Medal 

The Korean Service Medal (KSM) is a military 
award for service in the United States Armed 
Forces and was created in November 1950 by 
executive order of President Harry Truman. The 
Korean Service Medal is the primary United States 
military award for participation in the Korean War 
and is awarded to any U.S. service member, who 
performed duty in the Republic of Korea, between 
June 27, 1950 and July 27, 1954. 

 

Vietnam Service 
Medal 

The Vietnam Service Medal is a military award of 
the United States Armed Forces established in 
1965 by order of President Lyndon B. Johnson. 
The medal is awarded to recognize service during 
the Vietnam War and is authorized to service 
members of each branch of the U.S. Armed 
Forces, provided they meet the award 
requirements. 

 

Air Force 
Longevity Service 
Award 

The Air Force Longevity Service Award is 
awarded for completing four years of Active, Air 
Force Reserve, or Air National Guard service. The 
ribbon is awarded to both officers and enlisted 
personnel, in contrast to service stripes which are 
only provided to enlisted members of the military. 

 

Small Arms 
Expert 
Marksmanship 
Ribbon 

The Small Arms Expert Marksmanship Ribbon is 
awarded for an expert qualification on either the 
M-16 rifle, M-4 carbine or the individuals AFSC's 
(duty) designated pistol. 

 

Republic of 
Korea 
Presidential Unit 
Citation 

The Republic of Korea Presidential Unit Citation 
is a military unit award presented by the 
government of South Korea to both South Korean 
and foreign military units. The award is currently 
given primarily to South Korean military units, but 
it may still be awarded to foreign military units. By 
order of the South Korean government, the award 
was retroactively authorized to every unit of the 
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United States Army that had deployed to the 
Korean Peninsula between 1950 and 1954. 

RVN Gallantry 
Cross with Palm 

The Gallantry Cross is a military decoration of the 
former Government of South Vietnam (Republic 
of Vietnam). The medal was created on August 15, 
1950 and was awarded to military personnel, 
civilians, and Armed Forces units and 
organizations in recognition of deeds of valor or 
heroic conduct while in combat with the enemy. 
Individuals who received the medal, ribbon, and a 
citation were personally cited at the Armed Forces, 
Corps, Division, Brigade, or Regiment level. The 
Republic of Vietnam authorized members of units 
and organizations that were cited to wear the 
Gallantry Cross Unit Citation Emblem with Palm 
and Frame. 

 

United Nations 
Service Medal 

The United Nations Service Medal for Korea 
(UNKM) is an international military decoration 
which was established by the United Nations on 
December 12, 1950. The decoration was the first 
international award ever created by the United 
Nations and recognized the multi-national defense 
forces which participated in the Korean War. 
 
The United Nations Service Medal is awarded to 
any military service member, of an Armed Force 
allied with South Korea, who participated in the 
defense of South Korea from North Korea 
between the dates of June 27, 1950 and July 27, 
1954. 

 

Republic of 
Vietnam 
Campaign Medal 

The Vietnam Campaign Medal is a military 
campaign medal that was awarded by the South 
Vietnamese government. Established in 1964, it 
was awarded to members of the Republic of 
Vietnam Military Forces for direct participation in 
major military operations. The medal was also 
awarded to foreign military personnel for service 
in South Vietnam. 
 
The medal was awarded for two different periods 
of service. The first period was from 8 March 1949 
to 20 July 1954. The second period was from 1 
January 1960 to a date to be determined. The 
government of South Vietnam ceased to exist 
before an ending period was decided. 
South Vietnam 
 
The medal is awarded to military personnel, both 
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Vietnamese and foreign, who have directly 
participated in, “a large-scale military campaign 
during certain periods of time.” Awarded in a 
single class, the medal was awarded under the 
authority of the Chief of the Joint General Staff, 
Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces. 
 
The Vietnam Campaign Medal may also be 
awarded to any service member who, while serving 
outside the geographical limits of the Republic of 
Vietnam, provided direct combat support to the 
Republic of Vietnam armed forces for a period 
exceeding six months. This stipulation most often 
applies to members who performed Vietnam War 
support from Thailand and Japan. In such cases, a 
U.S. service member must have been awarded 
either the Vietnam Service Medal or the Armed 
Forces Expeditionary Medal (for service in a 
Vietnam campaign) to be eligible for the Vietnam 
Campaign Medal.  

 



 

 

   167 

 

 
Appendix D: Patches 

 

 

Patch received while 
flight-checking the 
experimental F-4 at 
Nellis AFB 

 

Emblem of the 388th 
Tactical Fighter 
Wing, Korat AFB, 
Thailand 

 

Tactical Air 
Command, which 
accounted for all 
stateside assignments 

 

4th Allied Tactical Air 
Force, Ramstein, 
Germany 

 

MacDonald Douglas 
gave this patch for F-
4E pilots. I wore it at 
Nellis and in 
Vietnam 

 

34th Tactical Fighter 
Squadron in the 
388th Tactical Fighter 
Wing. I flew with 
them sometimes. 
This was Leo 
Thorness’s squadron. 

 

USAF Fighter 
Weapons School at 
Nellis AFB, Las 
Vegas, NV 

 

Air Force Inspection 
and Safety Center at 
Norton AFB, San 
Bernadino, CA 
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HQ 5th Air Force, 
Tokyo, Japan 

 

469th Tactical Fighter 
Squadron in the 
388th Tactical Fighter 
Wing at Korat 

 

Aerospace Test Pilot 
School, Edwards 
AFB, Lancaster, CA. 
The yellow rays on 
the front of the plane 
are shockwaves. The 
three blue bars 
across the middle is a 
slide rule 

 

I was a guest speaker 
at one of the 
International 
Aerospace Hall of 
Fame annual dinners 
in San Diego, CA. I 
shared the dinner 
with Lowell Thomas, 
the journalist. On the 
back of his program, 
he made notes of his 
career: where he’d 
been, what he 
covered. When he 
got up to talk, he 
didn’t talk about any 
of his notes 

 

I had this while I was 
Director of 
Aerospace Safety at 
the US Air Force 
Inspection and 
Safety Center, 
Norton AFB, San 
Bernadino, CA 

 

Air Force Systems 
Command. They ran 
Edwards. The patch 
is the desert and a 
supersonic airplane. 
They were 
headquartered at 
Andrews and Wright 
Patterson 

 

That’s my nametag 
on my flying suit. 
The wings meant you 
were a pilot. Wings 
and a star mean 
senior pilot. The 
wreath means 
command pilot 

 

Another command 
pilot flight suit patch 
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Appendix E: Combat Units 

 
The 49th Fighter-Bomber Group of the 49th Wing  
Second Lieutenant Merkling served with the 49th Tactical Fighter-Bomber 
Group from December 1951 to January 1953. 
 

 
The emblem of the 49th Fighter-Bomber Group 

 
The 49th FBG and its tactical squadrons began operations in the Korean 
War with F-51s and F80s in June 1950, first under its parent wing, then 
the 8th FBW, July-September, and finally the 6149th Tactical Support 
Wing, October-November. The group's first task in South Korea was to 
cover the evacuation of civilians from Kimpo and Suwon. Next, it flew 
close air support missions to help slow the advancing North Korean 
armies. Later, it turned to the interdiction of enemy troops, supplies and 
communications. Phasing out its F-51s for F-80s, the 49th FBG moved to 
Taegu AB on October 1, 1950, becoming the first jet fighter outfit to 
operate from bases in South Korea. It received a Distinguished Unit 
Citation for its combat operations during the first five months of the war. 
On December 1, the group again came under the 49th FBW. When the 
Chinese Communist Forces (CCF) offensive gained momentum in 1950-
1951, the group again concentrated on ground support missions. It 
converted to F-84s, June-September 1951, one squadron at a time, while 
the others continued combat operations. The 49th FBG earned another 
DUC for its contribution to the success of the UN Summer-Fall 
Offensive. Afterwards, it engaged primarily in air interdiction operations 
against the main enemy channel of transportation, the roads and railroads 
between Pyongyang and Sinuiju. Also, it flew close air support missions 
for the ground forces and attacked high value targets, including the Sui-ho 
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hydroelectric plants in June 1952 and the Kumgang Political School in 
October 1952. On July 27, 1953, the 49th FBG joined the 58th FBG to 
bomb Sunan Airfield for the final action of F-84 fighter-bombers during 
the Korean War. 
 
555th Tactical Fighter Squadron (the “Triple Nickel”) of the 8th 
Tactical Fighter Wing  
Captain Merkling served with the 555th Tactical Fighter Squadron from  
November 1966 to June 1968. 
 

 
The emblem of the 555th Fighter Squadron 

 
On 8 January 1964, the 555th was organized from elements of the 557th, 
558th and 559th TFS at MacDill, when the parent 12th Tactical Fighter 
Wing (TFW) reduced the number of aircraft from three squadrons of 25 
aircraft each to four squadrons of 18 aircraft at MacDill Air Force Base, 
Florida, operating the McDonnell Douglas F-4C Phantom II. 
 
The conflict in Southeast Asia was escalating and throughout 1965 the 
wing supported Pacific Air Forces (PACAF) Contingency Operations by 
rotating combat squadrons quarterly to Naha AB, Okinawa, in the Ryukyu 
Islands. At Naha AB the squadrons were part of the 51st Fighter 
Interceptor Wing (FIW) and performed as Air Defense Interceptor 
Squadrons for the Ryukyu Islands. The 555th had flown its planes to Naha 
AB in December 1964 on the first three month rotation. The 555th was 
chosen to return to Naha AB, out of normal rotation, and left MacDill 
AFB on 6 November 1965. The 555th relieved the 558th at Naha. The 12th 
TFW was slated to open Cam Ranh Bay AB, South Vietnam (RVN). The 
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air defense mission in Okinawa could not be abandoned and a decision 
was made to keep the 555th there until a replacement unit could be 
identified. The remainder of the 12th TFW deployed to Cam Ranh Bay 
beginning in December 1965. An F-102 squadron at Hamilton AFB, CA 
was picked to replace the 555th at Naha. The F-102 was not able to air 
refuel so the planes were modified to a probe and drogue refueling 
configuration and the pilots trained to perform air refueling, a new 
concept for an interceptor squadron. The F-102s arrived at Naha in late 
February 1966. A decision was made to send the 555th to Ubon Royal 
Thai Air Force Base (RTAFB) in Northern Thailand, near Vientiane, 
Laos, and not to join the other three 12th TFW squadrons at Cam Ranh 
Bay. It was felt that the proficiency the 555th had in air-to-air operations 
from two deployments as interceptors would provide a much needed air-
to-air capability over the skies of North Vietnam (DRV). The decision 
was validated in April 1966 when the 555th downed five MiGs. A sixth 
MiG was downed by an F-4C from DaNang AB, RVN. Ubon RTAFB 
was small and when a squadron of F-104As was brought there, it was 
decided to send two Flights, half the squadron, to Ubon RTAFB. There 
was not enough billeting for the entire 555th and what was available was 
not adequate for daytime rest. The 8th TFW was the resident unit at Ubon 
and were flying only night missions (Night Owl) into North Vietnam. The 
first two weeks at Ubon, the 555th planes flew day strikes into North 
Vietnam. A barracks type building was hastily constructed to house the 
entire 555th and the remaining half of the 555th was brought to Ubon in 
July 1966 and the entire squadron then began flying Night Owl missions. 
The new building was not air conditioned and so the 555th flew the sunset 
to about 2300 hours. The two squadrons of the 8th TFW flew the 
missions from 2300 to sunrise. Later in 1966, the 555th was transferred 
from the 12th TFW into the 8th TFW. 
 
The 8th TFW later became known as the “Wolfpack.” The 555th led the 
first strike against MiG airfields in North Vietnam. The 555 TFS launched 
night bombing attacks against North Vietnam on 29 September 1967. 
While at Ubon, the 555th downed additional MiGs, including four 
Mikoyan-Gurevich MiG-21s on 2 January 1967. The unit thus became the 
only “Quad Ace” Fighter Squadron to that point, with 20 MiGs to its 
credit. 
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388th Tactical Fighter Wing 
Lieutenant Colonel Richard E. Merkling served with the 388th Tactical 
Fighter Wing from November 1971 to February 1973. 
 

 
388th Fighter Wing emblem 

 
In April 1966 the 388th was sent to Korat Royal Thai Air Force Base, 
Thailand where it replaced the provisional 6234th Tactical Fighter Wing 
and assumed host wing responsibilities at Korat. The mission of the wing 
was to engage in combat operations over Indochina, conducting 
interdiction, direct air support, armed reconnaissance, and fighter escort 
missions. During the Vietnam War, numerous units were deployed to and 
stationed at Korat RTAFB and engaged in combat operations. As part of 
the rapid buildup of United States forces in Thailand in the mid-1960s, 
the 388th was the umbrella organization to as many as 34 operating units 
and about 6,500 USAF airmen. The wing also supported components of 
the Royal Thai Air Force, and a complement of Royal New Zealand Air 
Force (RNZAF) Bristol Freighters. 
 
The squadrons assigned to the 388th TFW at Korat were: 
 

 3rd Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: JH) 

 A-7D Corsair II, March 1973-December 1975 

 7th Airborne Command and Control Squadron (Tail Code: JC) 

 EC-130E Hercules, April 1972-May 1974[1] 

 6010th Wild Weasel Squadron: 1 November 1970 (Tail Code: JB) 

 Redesignated: 17th Wild Weasel Squadron: 1 December 1971 – 15 
November 1974 

 F-105G Thunderchief, November 1970-December 1974 

 34th Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: JJ) 
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 F-105D/F Thunderchief, May 1966-May 1969 

 F-4E Phantom II, May 1969-October 1974 

 F-4D Phantom II, October 1974-December 1975 

 42nd Tactical Electronic Warfare Squadron (Tail Code: JV) 

 EB-66C/E Destroyer, September 1970-January 1974 

 44th Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: JE) 

 F-105D/F Thunderchief, April 1967-November 1970 

 F-4E Phantom II, December 1970-December 1975 

 469th Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: JV) 

 F-105D/F Thunderchief, August 1966-November 1969 

 F-4E Phantom II, November 1969-October 1972 

 553rd Reconnaissance Squadron (no tail code) 

 EC-121R Constellation, December 1970 – December 1971[1] 

 Detachment 1, 561st Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: WW) 

 F-105G Thunderchief, February 1973-September 1973 
 

On September 29, 1972, the 354th Tactical Fighter Wing, based at Myrtle 
Beach AFB SC, deployed 72 A-7D Corsair II of the 355th, 353rd and 354th 
Tactical Fighter Squadrons and the 356th Tactical Fighter Squadron to 
Korat for a 179-day Temporary Duty (TDY). By mid-October, 1,574 
airmen from Myrtle Beach had arrived. In March 1973, A-7D aircraft 
were drawn from the deployed 354th TFW squadrons and assigned to the 
388th TFW as the 3rd Tactical Fighter Squadron (Tail Code: JH.) Some 
TDY personnel from the 354th TFW were assigned to the 388th and 
placed on permanent party status. 
 
On January 2, 1973, Det 1. 561st Tactical Fighter Squadron deployed from 
George Air Force Base to Korat flying specially equipped F-105Gs. With 
the end of combat in August, the squadron returned to the 35th TFW at 
George on September 5. 
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Appendix F: Descendants (as of November 2015) 
 
1- RICHARD EDWIN MERKLING FAMILY (Parents: John Halem Merkling 
& Linda Feller) 
Generation 1 = Richard Edwin Merkling 
Generation 2 = Children 
Generation 3 = Grandchildren         
Generation 4 = Great Grandchildren 
 
2- JOHN RICHARD MERKLING FAMILY 

GEN NAME DOB PLACE SPOUSE 
DOB/Place/Parents 

MARRIAGE 

1 Richard 
Edwin 
Merkling 

4 Nov 
1925 

Kendallville 
IN 

Anne Bowen 21 Dec 
1926 
Brigham City UT 
Louis C. 
Bowen/Maude 
Forsgren 

16 Sep 1946   
Los Angeles 
CA 

2 John 
Richard 
Merkling 

7 Nov 
1951 

Chandler AZ Kate (Janice Kay) 
Jones 3 Jun1952 
Plainview TX 
Charles C. L. Jones 
/Ella Mae Everett 

24 May 1975 
Plainview TX 
13 Aug 1976 
Manti Temple 

3 Joseph 
Legarde 
Merkling 

10 
Apr 
1977 

Provo UT Jennifer Leigh 
Bradley 22 Apr 1982 
Amarillo TX 
Kerry 
Bradley/Deborah 
Walterschield 

9 Mar 2002 
Houston TX 
Temple 

4 Caleb 
Franklin 
Merkling 

13 Jun 
2004 

Lubbock TX   

4 Rianna 
Merkling 

22 
Nov 
2009 

Cedar Rapids 
IA 

  

3 Kevin 
Lewis 

12 
Apr 

Salt Lake 
City UT 
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Merkling 1979 

3 Lowell 
John 
Merkling 

25 
May 
1982 

Provo UT Sarah Yvonne Anglin 
2 Aug 1981 Angleton 
TX 
Robert 
Anglin/Beverly 

28 Dec 2005 
Houston TX 
Temple 

4 Frederick 
Alexander 
Merkling 

9 Feb 
2007 

Lubbock TX   

4 Eleanor 
Yvonne 
Merkling 

24 Jul 
2009 

Lubbock TX   

3 Neil David 
Merkling 

20 
Apr 
1984 

Provo UT Shaynee Dean 15 
Oct 1984 

20 Mar 2009 
Denver CO 
Temple 

3 Owen 
Richard 
Merkling 

8 Jan 
1986 

Orem UT Cassanda Joy Baca 2 
Feb 1983 Denver 
CO 
Robert 
Baca/Margaret 

24 May 2008 
Denver CO 
Temple 

4 Ella 
Catania 
Claire 
Merkling 

12 
Dec 
2010 

Denver CO   

4 Gryffin 
Merkling 

12 
Sept 
2014 

Lafayette CO   

 
2 - VICKI MERKLING TARALLO FAMILY 

GEN NAME DOB PLACE SPOUSE 
DOB/Place/Parents 

MARRIAGE 

1 Richard 
Edwin 
Merkling 

4 
Nov 
1925 

Kendallville 
IN 

Anne Bowen 21 
Dec 1926 
Brigham City UT 
Lewis (Louis) C. 
Bowen/Maude 

16 Sep 1946   
Los Angeles 
CA 
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Forsgren 

2 Vicki 
Merkling 
Tarallo 

29 
Mar 
1954 

Del Rio 
Val Verde 
TX 

Mark Anthony 
Tarallo 
4 Dec 1953 Granite 
City IL 
Margaretta Lucille 
Brush 5/12/1911 
Guerrino Tarallo 
15/6/1915        

8 Jun 1976 
Sedona AZ 
Coconino 
CO 

3 Brian 
Joseph 
Tarallo 

19 
Jun 
1977 

Provo UT Elizabeth Lynn 
Benson 1 Jul 1977 
Houston TX 
Jane Elizabeth 
Zangel 
New Elm Minnesota 
May 4 1947 
Paul Douglas 
Benson 
Baltimore MD May 
23 1943 

4 Mar 2000 
Vienna VA 

4 Claire 
Anne 
Tarallo 

1 
Feb 
2006 

Mesa AZ   

4 Nora 
Marie 
Tarallo 

5 
Nov 
2007 

Mesa AZ   

4 Graham 
Nathaniel 
Tarallo 

3 Jun 
2010 

Falls 
Church VA 

  

4 Bowen 
Paul 
Tarallo 

3 Jun 
2010 

Falls 
Church VA 

  

3 Michael 
Andrew 
Tarallo 

27 
Feb 
1983 

Falls 
Church VA 
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2- CAROL MERKLING VILATE FAMILY 

GEN NAME DOB PLACE SPOUSE 
DOB/Place/Parents 

MARRIAGE 

1 Richard 
Edwin 
Merkling 

4 
Nov 
1925 

Kendallville 
IN 

Anne Bowen 21 
Dec 1926 
Brigham City UT 
Lewis C. 
Bowen/Maude 
Forsgren 

16 Sep 1946   
Los Angeles 
CA 

2 Carol 
Linda 
(Merkling) 
Vilate 

23 
May 
1958 

Lancaster 
CA 

1st Robin Mark 
Bradbury 
Jack Bradbury 
Marilyn Pulispher 

7 July 1979 
Sacramento 
CA 
Divorced 
1995 

    2nd Robert Bradford 
Heap 
17 Mar 1961 
Nancy Schneeloch 
Robert Allen Heap 

17 Oct 1999 
Boulder CO 

3 Criss 
Mark 
Bradbury 

10 
Aug 
1980 

Denver CO Emily Costabile 2 
Oct 1980 
Harrisburg PA 
Frank 
Costabile/Sandra 
Leib 

12 Jun 2010 
Sedona AZ 

3 Jassalyn 
Anne 
Bradbury 

6 
Apr 
1983 

Denver CO   

3 Camille 
Marie 
Bradbury 

14 
Mar 
1985 

Denver CO   

3 Madryn 
Maryn 
Heap 

6 Jun 
2004 

El Dorado 
Springs CO 

  

3 Colter 
Wilden 
Heap 

6 Jun 
2004 

El Dorado 
Springs CO 
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2- MARK LOUIS MERKLING FAMILY 

Gen NAME DOB PLACE SPOUSE 
DOB/Place/Parents 

MARRIAGE 

1 Richard 
Edwin 
Merkling 

4 
Nov 
1925 

Kendallville 
IN 

Anne Bowen 21 
Dec 1926 
Brigham City UT 
Louis C. 
Bowen/Maude 
Forsgren 

16 Sep 1946   
Los Angeles 
CA 

2 Mark 
Louis 
Merkling 

6 Jan 
1960 

Tachikawa 
Tokyo 
Japan 

Lora Bodine 20 Aug 
1954 
Provo Utah 
Billie G. 
Bodine/Nita Heder 

22 Aug 1981 
Mesa AZ 

3 Richard 
Earl 
Merkling 

1 
Nov 
1983 

Orem UT Bethany Chloe 
Elliot/ 14 Jan 
1984/Portland, ME 
Gary Elliot/ Carol 
Peeples 

4Aug 2006 

4 Nikolah 
Valjean 
Elliot 
Merkling 

29 
Nov 
2009 

Orem UT   

4 Xavior 
Michael 
Mark 
Merkling 

2 Apr 
2013 

Lone Tree 
CO 

  

4 Richard 
William 
Earl 
Merkling 

28 
Sept 
2015 

Castle Rock 
CO 

  

3 Scott 
Louis 
Merkling 

25 
Mar 
1985 

Littleton 
CO 

Ariel Joy Wootan 1 
May 1986 / Provo, 
UT / Brian 
Wootan/Toni Baca 

23 Apr 2010 

4 Odin 
James 

24 
Dec 

Lone Tree 
CO 
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Merkling 2014 

3 Rebecca 
Anne 
Merkling 

4 Feb 
1987 

Englewood 
CO 

Brett Thomas 
Collins 21 Dec 
1982/ Ft Lewis, 
WA/ Jason 
Collins/Cheryl Uder 

12 July 2012 

3 Alta Ray 
“Dexter” 
Merkling 

2 Apr 
1989 

Englewood 
CO 
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Lieutenant General Richard E. Merkling and Brian Tarallo at the Pentagon, 1984 

 
Brian Tarallo compiled stories told by Richard E. Merkling from 2004 to 2015. 
Thanks to Anne Merkling, John Merkling, Vicki Tarallo, Carol Vilate, Mark 
Merkling, and Chet Bogle for their additions to and perspectives on these stories. 

  
Special thanks to Heather Martinez for her invaluable design insight.  

Special thanks to Jack O’Connor and Jane Benson for their edits, revisions, 
suggestions, and keen attention to detail. 

 
If you have any additions, new perspectives, corrections, or revisions to these stories, 

please go to www.lizardbrainsolutions.com/steady, or scan this QR code: 

 
On the front cover: Captain Merkling with an F-101 at Misawa AB, Japan, 1959 

 
On the back cover: Colonel Merkling with an F-4 at Korat AFB, Thailand, 1972 

 
The silhouetted plane that appears on the covers and chapter dividers is an F-86H, 

which was “…the neatest one to fly. My favorite.” 
 
 

 


