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indigenous people of Vietnam’s 
central highlands. Two helicop-
ters whisked the seven-man team 
from Dak To, Vietnam, across the 
border into Cambodia. 
 The terrain was steep and thick 
with triple-canopy jungle, mak-
ing a landing impossible. Instead, 
Shorten and his men descended to 
the ground on aluminum ladders, 
exposing them to risk of enemy fi re.
 Once on the ground, the group 
quickly ascended the fi rst of three 
hills they planned to search. Sud-
denly, Shorten’s radio squawked 
to life with intel from above. 
 “One of the aircraft above me 
said, ‘You’ve got six trucks and 
armored cars full of troops coming 
after you,’” Shorten recalled.
 As the team crested the hill, 
details of the crash scene began 
to unfold. They saw bunkers, a 

graveyard and a gathering of huts 
known as hootches, which included 
a North Vietnamese fi eld hospital.
 The men made a startling 
discovery: a jungle boot with a 
severed foot inside. Huberth and 
Trent’s F-4D had taken out some 
of the huts and even an enemy 
soldier as it crashed.
 The rescue party also found 
pieces of the Phantom but not the 
fuselage itself—and no signs of 
life. By the time they swept the 
village, as many as 350 North Viet-
namese soldiers were upon them. 

Narrow escape
 An intense firefight ensued. 
The choppers backed up the men 
by strafi ng the enemy. Then one 
chopper picked up half the team. 
 By that point, enemy soldiers 
were coming through the bushes 
and fi ring at Shorten and his three 
remaining men. An RPG explod-
ed, and shrapnel stung Shorten in 
his neck and arms. Then one of the 
choppers hit a tree and lost 2 feet 

of its rotor, but it stayed aloft.
 “They dropped ladders and we 
hooked in, and they just lifted up 
and took off,” Shorten said.
 Still, the enemy fi re persisted, 
and the chopper took about seven 
hits as it made a narrow escape. 
From the air, the team glimpsed 
the wreckage of Huberth and 
Trent’s F-4D. The rescue effort, it 
seemed, was a lost cause. 
 “We could see the jet laying 
there on the third hill,” Shorten 
said. “It would have taken hours to 
get there. I told them, ‘I don’t see 
how anybody could live through 
that.’”
 It would be more than 20 years 

before Americans would return to 
the Cambodian crash site. 
 By then Shorten, who over the 
years moved on to other military 
endeavors, including underwater 
operations and Air Force para-
rescue, had become a doctor. But 
the missing pilots remained in the 
back of his mind. 
 “I had 37 missions. That was 
the only mission I didn’t com-
plete,” he said. “It just really 
bothered me over the years.”

Back to Cambodia
 Unable to fi nd closure, Shorten 
tracked down Huberth’s surviving 
sisters in Thousand Oaks in 2002. 
At fi rst, they were skeptical of this 
stranger offering help and won-
dered what he wanted in return.
 Eventually, he earned their 
trust and renewed their hope that 
they could get some long-sought 
answers about their brother’s fate.
 “He opened a can of worms,” 
Suzanne Huberth, Eric’s young-
est sister, said of Shorten. “There 
was just some extremely helpful 
information that he gave. He said 
he even saw the fuselage. We 
were told the plane disintegrated 
on impact.”
 That same year, Shorten em-
barked on a self-funded expedition 

to the crash site in Cambodia. 
He hired six local rangers for a 
journey on foot to the remote 
northeastern corner of the country. 
 For 10 days, Shorten and his 
crew trekked 100 miles through 
jungles, up and down hills, and 
across rivers. Finally, they came to 
the area where Shorten had made 
his fi rst search for Huberth and 
Trent over 30 years earlier.
 Shorten and his crew searched 
the site for three days without the 
proper excavation equipment.
 “I got pieces of the aircraft. . . . I 
brought back a piece of the jet and 
gave it to the family,” Shorten said, 
adding, “I didn’t fi nd anything of 
the pilots’.”
 For that trip, Shorten said, he 
spent $35,000 of his own money—
and the Huberth sisters said he 
didn’t ask them for anything. 
 The next time, the U.S. govern-
ment would foot the bill.
 After years of advocacy by 
the Huberth sisters, the Defense 
POW/MIA Accounting Agency 
launched a more extensive ex-
cavation in 2017, with Shorten 
on board. The military put the 
former Green Beret back on active 
service, and on its payroll. 
 Shorten and the DPAA team 
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‘I had 37 missions. 
That was the only 
mission I didn’t 
complete. It just 

really bothered me 
over the years.’

— James Shorten
on why he was inspired to go in 

search of Eric Huberth and 
Alan Trent

NOT GIVING UP—At left, members 
of a group that went to excavate 
the Cambodian crash site in 2017. 
Below, a photo of James Shorten 
and another team member on 
that trip in front of the fuselage 
from Capt. Eric Huberth’s F-4D 
Phantom, shot down in May 1970 
while the 25-year-old and his co-
pilot attempted to bomb a bridge 
on the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

Photos courtesy of James Shorten
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For an appointment with Amanda
Call (805) 496-4747

Amanda grew up in  the 
Moorpark area and loves this 
community. As a little girl, she 
was creative and loved doing 
any kind of craft or project. 
As she grew up, she realized 
she had a passion for hair 
because she was always giving 
herself a new haircut. Amanda 
decided to go to beauty school 
which ended up being the 
perfect place for her. She loves 
doing hair, behind the chair 
is her Happy Place! Come 
see Amanda at Jamie’s Hair 
Design for any of your haircare 

Visit: www.jamieshairdesign.com
2940 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Suite G • Thousand Oaks

34T304S

needs, specializing in Color, Cutting, Hair Extensions and Keratin 
treatments! Come in and receive a Complimentary Haircut & Blow 
dry ($50 value) with a color service. “I look forward to seeing 
you in the chair.”
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