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THE DMZ ANGEL AND THE DUSTOFF PILOT 
 

   Sandy Peterson was raised in Rochester, New York, graduated from high school in 1966, and 
entered college in a nursing program. She was, of course, aware of the war in Vietnam and decided 
to join the US Army as a registered nurse upon graduation. She graduated from Army basic training 
and was sent to the 18th Surgical Hospital in Quang Tre Province, Vietnam, about fifteen miles 
south of the Demilitarized Zone.  
   A nurse’s day in the hospital was filled with long hours and little sleep. She often worked twelve-
hour shifts, sometimes for two or three days straight. A few hours of sleep were obtained on a 
stretcher on the floor. The routine was fifteen to twenty minutes with each patient prior to surgery. 
Once her preparation of the patient was complete, it was on to another. Often, she did not know if 
her guy lived or died. 
   “There were times when the injuries were so bad, I just sat by their bed side,” Sandy said. “I 
talked to them so they knew they weren’t alone . . . so their mothers would know they didn’t die 
alone.” 
   Chief Warrant Officer Robert Oren Hill, Jr. was a DUSTOFF pilot assigned to the 237th Medical 
Detachment. DUSTOFF is an acronym for Dedicated Unhesitating Service To Our Fighting 
Forces. A DUSTOFF pilot flew an unarmed Bell UH-1 Iroquois helicopter, known as a Huey, into 
the heat of battle to rescue the wounded and transport them to field medical units. These men were 
the bravest of the brave, defenseless and dedicated to one mission: providing the wounded with a 
chance to live.  Hill and the other pilots were stationed at Phu Bai, south of Quang Tre. They flew 
the wounded to the hospital where  LT Peterson worked. 
   Bob and Sandy became close friends. Bob brought the wounded in, and Sandy prepared them 
for surgery. Several times, Bob invited Sandy to fly with him during periods of downtime. He 
taught her to handle the Huey for short periods and even gave her the call sign DMZ Angel and a 
pink pilot’s helmet. One can image the surprise of the ground crew as a female voice came over 
the intercom requesting permission to land. 
   On 27 September 1970, Bob was the copilot of a flight directed to search for a missing Huey that 
was transporting a very badly burned Vietnamese child to the hospital in Quang Tri. His helicopter 



crashed while trying to operate at a very low altitude in extremely adverse weather. All the crew 
perished. 
   Sandy left the Army after fifteen months of war and continued her career as a registered nurse 
in Lodi and later in Stockton, California. She retired from Dameron Hospital as the endoscopy 
department manager. She passed way in Stockton on 6 August 2021 at the age of seventy-two. 
   First Lieutenant Peterson’s donations may be viewed in the glass case marked B-14.   
 


