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A BRIEF HISTORY:  174th AHC ASSOCIATION
_____________________________________________
     On a typical sunny and mild first day of October in 1965, a young PFC walked into the Orderly Room of the U.S. Army's fledgling startup company--the 174th Aviation Company (Airmobile) (Light)--at Ft. Benning, GA.  Having just transferred from the 2nd Armored Division, the 26-year-old aviation maintenance specialist had only one thought on his mind--get to war-torn South Vietnam as quickly as possible, do his duty, and return home a year or so later, alive and well.
     For the next year and a half, in the midst of an unpopular war, Ted Saunders did just that.  He performed his duties as a helicopter mechanic, crew chief, gunner, and a myriad of other tasks, often under hazardous and life-threatening conditions.  He also accumulated a lot of friends and his unit had changed its name to the 174th Assault Helicopter Company.

     Long after his Vietnam service, Saunders' thoughts turned to memories of his old comrades.  Having since departed the U.S. Army and transferred to the USAF, Saunders retired from active duty and eventually began working as a civil service employee at Eglin AFB, located near Fort Walton Beach, FL.  He and his Thai wife, Noi, made their permanent home in nearby Mary Esther.

     Longing to see his old combat buddies again, the persistent and determined Saunders found a solution to his dilemma---lure them to the picturesque Emerald Isle beaches of beautiful northwest Florida.  

     "I've got a plan," he wrote to a few old comrades.  "Let's have a reunion here in Fort Walton Beach and invite all of our old buddies."  After first sending a host of letters to former comrades about holding a reunion, letters which mostly received enthusiastic responses, Ted fired his first famous "FROM THE FISH POND" missile, inviting them all to the big blow out.  
*******
     "Greetings:
      It all happens in Ft Walton Beach, Fl on October 8 - 9 – 10, 1993.  Pensacola is 40 miles to the West and Panama City is 60 miles to the East. That should make it easier to find.

      I have made arrangements for a little get together for the men of the 174 AVN CO and their guests.  I wish that you all could come but I know that would be impossible and this town couldn't take it anyway. 

     The ones that can make it will find old friends and be able to make some new ones.  It will be time for hand-shaking and back slapping again."

*******

     After explaining many of the details he had personally worked out about important matters of transportation, hotel reservations, meals and recreational opportunities, 19 of his old buddies, a few with spouses or guests, promised to be there.  Ted's dream developed into reality and the infant 174th AHC Association was born.  

     The assurance of long-term success was manifested in an emotional gathering at that first reunion held at Shoney's Inn Motel in Fort Walton Beach.  During 8-10 October 1993--Columbus Day weekend--the 19 eager Vietnam veterans met again, some for the first time in over 25 years.    

     The vigorous handshaking, hugging and backslapping, spiced liberally with hours upon hours of war stories, both funny and sad, was only the beginning of a long and dramatically successful era for the 174th AHC Association.

     Following the reunion, Saunders issued the Association's first "official" After-Action Report on the history-making event.   

Here are excerpts from the October 1993 After-Action Report:
*******

     "Greetings everyone:  To everyone that was able to make it to Ft Walton Beach I thank you and (hope you) enjoyed the time that you were able to spend with all of us.  It was well worth the effort put forth by everyone.  For all of you that could not be here I send my condolences.  We had a great time.  Perhaps some of you will be able to come to the next one.  Start planning now.  I will start putting together something for "Columbus Day 1994."  The majority of the personnel that were here said that we should do it again.  If it turns out to be half as enjoyable as the first one it will be a rousing success.  The word will be sent out later giving you all the specifics on it.".

     "What a shame that it had to end for now.  It is not really over, just laying there like a dormant volcano waiting to pop.  Mention was made about starting an association.  If anybody has any likes or dislikes about that please put it in writing and send it to me.  I am working on a proposed charter and don't want to upset anyone needlessly.  That is why the mail is important.

     "Would anyone have a dollar or two that they would be willing to donate?  It does get expensive reproducing and then mailing over 400 letters and other items.  Anything that you care to send would be greatly appreciated."

*******

     Charter members attending the first Association reunion were:  Ted Saunders, Matt Brockway, Tom Larkin, Bill Murphy, Dick Legener, Marty Heuer, Rex Hurst, Billy Wood, Jim Story, Dale Wylie, Tom Burch, Roger Mitchell, Dennis Murphy, Paul Kunelius, Fred Taylor, L.P. Glover and Jack Dotterer.  Sam Kalagian and Jim O'Saile, 14th CAB CO and SGM, respectively, were also present.

     The 1993 reunion was by no means a matter of just pure luck.  It was the culmination of many laborious hours spent by Saunders in researching old 174th AHC records and commercial lists for names, home addresses and telephone numbers.   His old buddy, Eddie McNeill, was Saunders' left arm in doing a lot of the leg work and being a good sounding board for Ted's planning.
     Help also came from other willing comrades like successful business-owner, Marty Heuer, and the late LAPD police officer, Fred Thompson, themselves eager at the prospects of again enjoying the company of old friends. By this time, after extensive communications with potential reunion attendees, pleasant surprises and, yes, more than a few discouraging disappointments, Saunders had accumulated over 400 names of former 174th AHC personnel.  

     Although researching for names and addresses consumed much of Saunders' time and efforts, his obsessive goal also demanded that a multitude of other tasks be dealt with.  He polled local hotels for the best possible group rates for his "guests."   Good restaurants which would cater to the nutritional needs of the hungry (and thirsty) veterans needed to be negotiated with.  And, knowing full well that an exchange of even the best of war stories couldn't completely fill the entertainment and recreational impulses of the group, Saunders personally arranged tours of local attractions, golfing and deep sea fishing trips.

     The outcome of that first trail-blazing reunion was a unanimous conclusion by the group that arrangements for another blastoff in 1994 should begin immediately.  With 30 in attendance at that second successful reunion, success was virtually guaranteed for future annual reunions.  But, an all-powerful Mother Nature cast a temporary snag into those plans when Hurricane Opal pummeled the Florida panhandle with devastating blows in 1995.  That year's big party was doomed to be largely a washout.  Headlines emblazoned in Saunders' ensuing newsletter read:  "OPAL WARN'T NO LADY."  

THE GROWING YEARS

     From the early reunions, more formal plans began emerging, including the need for a set of bylaws.  With the help of Heuer and other behind-the-scenes supporters, Saunders developed the first documents and arranged for their approval at the 1996 reunion.  A thorough review by Heuer's personal attorney resulted in a good legal fitness report and a slate of officers for the Association was placed on the agenda for that historic occasion.  
     By the time the reunion was held, Saunders had 422 names in his address book with another 570 on his "find list."  Plans were also being made to make the Association more official-looking in the eyes of the "big boys" with their national reunions.  Election of officers and bylaws were discussed and plans laid for holding the election.
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     Down but not beaten after Hurricane Opal, a determined Saunders, with substantial volunteer help coming from Heuer and Thompson, kept gnawing away at his "find list."   A newsletter was developed with Butch Elliott doing much of the composing and Mike Banek doing the layout work.  Heuer donated time and effort getting the newsletters in the mail and delivered.  For this fledgling Association, time was on the march.

     The Association's first elections were held at the 1996 reunion in October at the Rodeway Inn on Santa Rosa Boulevard.

     The Association's newly elected charter officers were:  President, Ted Saunders; Vice President, Walt Bergmann; Secretary, Ralph "Butch" Elliott; and Treasurer, Jim Yocum.  Board Members elected were: Marty Heuer, Eddie McNeill, Marty Wifholm, Ken Johnson and Steve Ratcliffe.

     Ted Saunders thus officially became the Founder and first President of the 174th AHC Association.  The Association was destined to become one of the most successful, enduring, widely recognized, company-size veteran's organizations in America.  It still is!

     In 1997, the reunion was again held at the Rodeway Inn.  Eddie McNeill became Vice President as well as being the Association's perennial "official" auctioneer.  His talents brought in extra bucks for the small but growing treasury.  In 1998, again at the Rodeway Inn, the jobs of secretary and treasurer were combined and Bernie Cobb was elected to fill the vacant positions of outgoing officers, Butch Elliot and Jim Yocum.  

      In 1999, Saunders took advantage of the newly constructed facilities of the Best Western Beachfront Hotel and its attractive group rates.  The Association moved its reunion site to that hotel which was later to "officially" become the permanent home of the 174th AHC Association.  A periodic attempt was made by a few members to make the reunion a more mobile event with a new location selected around the country each year as a reunion site.  After studying the pros and cons, the general membership overwhelming supported a motion to keep the annual reunions in Ft. Walton Beach, FL.

     The year 1999 was also an historic year as Ted Saunders announced his resignation as president to attend to the needs of his flagging tour bus company.   An election followed the next year and Wallace H. Nunn became the Association's second president.  Mel Lutgring was elected Vice President and Bernie Cobb elected to continue serving as Secretary/Treasurer.  Later, after having served for five years in that capacity, Cobb stepped down from office and Bob Jones elected to fill the vacancy.  Nunn, Lutgring and Jones were both re-elected at the Association's next election in 2003.
     Once again, in 2004, damage to the beaches and the hotel by Hurricane Ivan caused that reunion to be cancelled.  Hotel spokesperson, Peggy Mahone, reported that Pensacola and Navarre beaches had been leveled and the pool deck of the Best Western reunion headquarters "was toast."  A few of the brave and the hardy met anyway in the Ft. Rucker area, but there was no official reunion recorded for that year.  There were other scares and near misses along the way, eventually resulting in a schedule change of the annual reunions from October to May, so as to avoid the hurricane season's unpredictable wrath.
     Regardless of the temporary setbacks, attendance at the annual reunions has grown by leaps and bounds.  At the big blast in 2003, Bob Hope Village, Shalimar, FL, 114 members and spouses attended, along with their 12 guests--a total of 126 happy souls.  Recent reunions at the Two Trees Restaurant, Ft. Walton Beach, FL, Golf Course, continue to boast of large Roll Calls.
     Marty Heuer was elected President in 2006.  Martin Henry Wifholm became Vice President and Jones was re-elected for a second term.  Two of Heuer's stated primary goals as new president were to write a new set of Bylaws and to continue the quest for identifying more former 174th warriors and recruit them into the Association.  His new set of proposed bylaws was adopted by the general membership in 2007.  Heuer's goal of identifying more 174th AHC veterans and recording them on the 174th database lists continues and is an active, ongoing project with top priority.
TODAY AND THE FUTURE

     Now, and into the future, one of the premier forces in supporting and promoting the 174th AHC Association is the Web Page, created, owned and managed by Web Master, Jim McDaniel.  An alumnus of the celebrated 174th AHC era, McDaniel devotes his entire web site to the men who served.  Found at www.174ahc.org/, the widely popular military internet site continues to not only attract former 174th AHC veterans, but thousands of military history buffs around the world.  It has been invaluable in bringing together old buddies and for recruiting new members into the Association.

-3-

     Another feature created and maintained by McDaniel is the 174th Listserver(s).  Those with E-mail capabilities can subscribe to the "informal" Listserver and use it to exchange messages of general interest with old and current 174th buddies.  An "official" Listserver is primarily for use by McDaniel and Association officers to pass along important announcements of interest to all ex-174th AHC veterans.  Controversial political and religious messages, as well as obscenities and advertising, are prohibited.   Those not currently on the Listserver may subscribe to it at:  http://lists.blue.org/mailman/listinfo/174ahc-list; or via E-mail send a message with the word "help" in the subject or body, to:  174ahc-list-request@blu.org. 
     When Marty Heuer became president of the Association in 2006, he made the following statement:

      
     "When asked to stand for election, I was also asked what my goals would be for the Association.  I said that identifying every former member of the 174th was a top priority, and having all of them attend our annual reunions would be a close second.  Over the years, Ted Saunders, Eddie McNeill, Fred Thompson, Jim McDaniel, Bernie Cobb, Bob Jones, and others found over 1,200 former members, but there are about 500-600 we've never heard from.  Shortly after the last reunion, we began to compile and maintain a number of databases for the Association.  As the format for each database evolved, we decided to create a database that could be published and shared by members of the Association and any other interested person or group."  
     That goal, as stated by Heuer, remains a top priority of the Association's ongoing business agenda.

     To enhance the longevity of the Association and its surviving 174th veterans, a major project is underway to expand and maintain that exhaustive historical database alluded to by Heuer.  Begun in mid-2007 by volunteer Administrative Assistant, Bernie Cobb, with support of the Association officers, the 174thHistoricalDatabase was created. Every person who served in the 174th AHC is strongly urged to get his data entered onto that historical listing.  It is being shared with all former 174th AHC personnel and even with the general public upon request.  Information on how to submit personal data can be found on the 174th AHC Web Page or by contacting the current Secretary/Treasurer of the Association.

     "How do I become a member of the Association?"  That is an often-asked question and the answer is quite simple.  If you were ever assigned to, and served for any length of time in the 174th AHC, you are eligible to be a member of the Association.  Simply complete the Membership Enrollment Form on the next page and complete the historical information database input form on the following page.  Mail it, along with your $10.00 check for annual dues (down from the original $20.00), to the Secretary/Treasurer.

     This has been only a brief history of our fine Association.  Conventional writings usually follow a time-worn, consistent pattern--the beginning, the middle, and the end.  Our history, of course, will eventually have an end as we all inevitably take our final flight to that great airfield in the sky.  But, fortunately that end is not in our sights quite yet for most of us.  Until then, your 174th AHC Association will continue to work to preserve the memory of those who have left us, and to enhance the camaraderie of those of us who remain bound to our worldly surroundings.  As stated so eloquently not long ago at a recent reunion, we'll be here for you until, "the last man has finished the last drink." 

*******

     (Editor's note:  There is a full and complete history of the Association currently underway. It is an on-going "work-in-progress," authorized by the elected Association officers and members of the Board of Directors.  Beginning with the 2008 Annual Reunion, an unfinished draft copy of that historical document will be on display for attending reunion members to view.  Using this brief history as the foundation stone, the full history version will contain copies of original supporting documents such as minutes of the yearly business meetings, rosters of attending members, membership lists (which will include the names of those who are members in good standing but unable to attend that year's reunion), after-action reports, newsletters, and the newly created  "174HistoricalDatabase."  
     Because the master document could be viewed by other than Association members, copies of annual financial reports will not be included.   Members viewing the draft copy of the full history are encouraged to use available comment sheets to record their recommendations for correcting any errors noted, deletions, additions and to make other suggestions if they so desire.
*******
"NOTHING IMPOSSIBLE"
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MEMBERSHIP ENROLLMENT FORM
174TH AHC ASSOCIATION

NAME (Please print):____________________________________________________________________

                                                 Last Name                         MI                                   First Name

HOME STREET ADDRESS: ______________________________________________________________

CITY:___________________________________STATE: _____  ZIP_____________________________  

TELEPHONE NR: ________________FAX NR   (if available):__________________________________

E-MAIL ADDRESS: _____________________________________________________________________

NICKNAME:_____________SPOUSE’S FIRST NAME OR NICKNAME: _______________________                                                       





   (If no spouse, name of Significant Other if applicable)._______________
DUES--$10.00 PER YEAR (thru Sep 30, 2008):                                                                                  $ 10.00 
DONATIONS (Applied to unexpected expenses):                                                                               $ _____ 










  TOTAL DUE:
      $ _____
__________________________________________

(Signature and Date)

PLEASE MAIL THIS COMPLETED FORM AND CHECK, MADE PAYABLE TO THE 174th AHC Assn., TO:   Bob Jones, Secty/Treas., 10305 NW 40th Ct., Coral Springs, FL 33065-1542.

Please go to next page and complete the historical record before mailing.
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Membership Enrollment Form
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HISTORICAL DATABASE RECORD

Note:  Please complete this historical record form in its entirety, including grade(s) held, your awards and decorations recommended for while serving in the 174th AHC. These items are for historical purposes only and will not be used in connection with Association social activities and events without first having your express permission. 

All data should pertain only to your time served in the 174th AHC.

DATE OF BIRTH: _____________________________________________________ ______________________

DATES SERVED: ____________________________________________________________________________

GRADE(S) HELD: ____________________________________________________________________________
JOB TITLE(S):_______________________________________________________________________________
PLT/SEC /DET. ASGD: ________________________________________________________________________

AWARDS & DECORATIONS: _____________________________________________ _____________________

SECOND TOUR w/174th AHC (if applicable):

PRESENT STATUS: (i.e., Discharge or Ret U.S. Army, date, Civ employment, etc.)__________________________

____________________________________________________________________ _________________________

ADDITIONAL REMARKS (if any):__________________________________________ ____________________

______________________________________________________________________________________________
Thank you for completing this form.  The data will be entered on the 174th AHC Association database lists.  The “Current Database” will contain your address telephone number, and e-mail address and is “closely held” information to help protect your privacy.  It will be used primarily by the Secty/Treas for communicating reunion information and other important announcements.  The “Historical Database” will contain the information on this page pertaining to your service with the 174th AHC.  It will be shared with other members, routinely, and with non-members and members of the public on a request basis. 

“NOTHING IMPOSSIBLE”
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