
“LATE  ENTRY” 
 

-- OPERATION  THUNDERHEAD -- 
 

HC-7 RESCUE  141(1)      6-June-1972 (Tuesday) 
 
HH-3A Sikorsky Seaking helo     Det 110      Big Mother     #61 
USS   Long Beach  (CGN-9)    Combat Day (2)     
7 miles off North Vietnam coast 
 
 
Pilot – LT                 Craig A. Peterson  
Co-pilot – LT           William D. Young 
1st crew – ADJ-2      Timothy M. McCarthy 
2nd crew – ADJ-1     John L. Wilson III 
3rd crew – LCDR     Edwin Towers – observer (O-in-C, Op 
Thunderhead - code name “Black Beard”) 
 
 
RESCUEE(S):                    UNIT   CONDITION: 
LT.  Melvin “Spence” Dry  SEAL Team One     (D.O.A.) 
CWO1 Philip “Moki” L. Martin SEAL Team One 
LTJG John Lutz    UDT-11 
FN  Thomas Edwards  UDT-11 
LT  Robert W. Conger Jr   SEAL Team One 
PO  Samuel E. Birky   SEAL Team One 
LT  Tom McGrath   UDT-11 
PO  Steve McConnell  UDT-11 
 
“1 DOA,   7 hypothermic,  very tired” (5) 
 
 

In Brief: - CODE-NAME  “BRIGHT LIGHT” – 
The Untold Story of U.S. POW Rescue Efforts During the Vietnam War 

 



Operation Thunderhead; (A,B,C,D) 
 
 
5 June, 1972, rescue (HC-7 No. 134) of two SEALS and two UDT members returning to the 
USS Long Beach, the flight deck was cleared of all non-essential personnel, the helo lands and 
the team is escorted to officer’s area for isolation, debriefing and rest.  The team prepares to 
return to the USS Grayback. The team was emphatic about returning to the GRAYBACK.  Very 
brief communications between Long Beach and Grayback a night cast (drop) is planned, to 
return the four members to the Grayback.  The USS Grayback was to shine north (an infrared 
light).   5 June, 1972 at 23:30 hours, Big Mother had launched from Long Beach (22:58- (14)) , 
approaches the area for drop using an infrared receiver searching for the shine.  The night was 
overcast, high winds, no horizon and getting worse as time passed.  Big Mother’s plan was to 
slow to 10 knots at 40 feet.  Several passes of the area were made; one light found was of a 
village within North Vietnam, too far west.   Spotting a short burning flare, and later a strobe 
light, Big Mother makes an approach; water spray comes in the cargo door.  Crewman Wilson, 
standing at the cargo door instructs the pilot that they were backing down.  Pull up and try 
another approach.  Back around, find the strobe, “DROP - DROP”, it was now 6 June, 1972 0004 
hours.  The helo instruments showed the drop at 40 feet at 15 knots.  Moki, (SEAL) counted to 
one-thousand-one up to a count of  three as did Lutz.  ( Note: web site – National Aeronautics / 
Space Admin – 3 seconds fall from rest equals 144 feet).  Unknown to all aboard the helo the 
USS Grayback had launched a second team of four.  As before, their SDV’s battery had failed, 
all four were adrift and activated rescue signals.  The signal light seen by the helo crew was that 
of the adrift second team.  At 01:00, Big Mother 61 lands aboard the USS Duluth (LPD-6) 
stationed on PIRAZ. (13)  USS Grayback messages inform that team one was not dropped at their 
position.   USS Duluth sets flight quarters at 05:30, secures from flight quarters at 05:48 (13).   
Big Mother launches 05:50 hour for first light search, 06:09 in the area of the drop zone.  All 
eight team members were rescued.    THIS RESCUE .   Big Mother 61 lands aboard USS Long 
Beach at 06:29 (14).  All team and helo crew are ushered into the secured hangar for debrief.   At 
08:12, USS Long Beach sets flight quarters to launch Big Mother 61, vectored to USS KITTY 
HAWK, medical facilities for FN Tom Edwards and a morgue for the body of LT Dry.  08:40 
USS Long Beach fires Talos missile number 1161, to starboard, 08:41 self-destructed missile.  
12:10 flight quarters are set for Big Mother 60, landing at 12:22, to resume the surveillance 
flights for AGENTS. (14) Surveillance flights ended 19 June, 1972, no POWs had departed Hanoi 
Hilton. 
 
Of the first team,  LT Melvin S. “Spence” Dry was killed by striking a heavy flotsam, and LTJG 
Lutz suffered back and knee injuries, FN Tom Edwards, hurt bad, broken ribs.    
 
LT Melvin Spence DRY, was the last SEAL killed in action during the Vietnam War.  But due to 
the highly classified nature of Operation Thunderhead, he would not receive official recognition 
of that fact. (C) 
 
 
 
 
 



NO RESCUE REPORT 141 on file  
 
Returned at dawn to retrieve SEAL team members dropped previous night on 
special OPS.  1 member DOA, 7 others hoisted, all bodies recovered.   Located 
survivors, hoisted DOA first, then departed area to dump fuel since A/C was too 
heavy, returned to survivors and hoisted remaining team members aboard.  Cleared 
all weapons upon departure, returned to USS LONG BEACH. (5, 10) 
 
 
 

 
 
 
1) Numbering as per HC-7 Rescue Log (accumulative rescue number) 
2) HC-7  Rescue Log 
3) HC-7 Det 110 Rescue report - NONE 
4) Map – Google Earth 
5) Rescue after report by:  John Wilson 
10) HC-7 History collection; Ron Milam - Historian 
13) USS Duluth  - Deck Logs  
14) USS Long Beach (CG-N-9) – Deck Logs 
 
References: 
A. “Code-Name BRIGHT LIGHT”  by: George J. Veith 
B. “Hope for Freedom – Operation Thunderhead” by:  Edwin L. Towers, LCDR USN retired 
C. “Operation Thunderhead” – by: Kevin Dockery 
D.  “Never Fight Fair” by: Orr Kelly 
 
 



 
(Compiled / written by: Ron Milam,  HC-7 Historian  -   HC-7,   2-1969 to 7-1970, Det 108 & 
113) 
 


