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MiG killer F-4D 66-7661/FO of the 8th TFW is seen on the prowl over Vietnam in April 1968. It returned to the USA in 1981 after a long PACAF career, flying with the ANG’s 113th TFW before going on display at Andrews AFB in January 1990. (via Peter Schinkelshoek)
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PREFACE

Tremendous advances in fighter design between the Korean and Vietnam War years introduced afterburners for speeds of up to Mach 2.5, radar and infra-red missiles to replace guns, coupled with long-range airborne radar to detect enemy aircraft so that they could be destroyed without the need for conventional aerial combat, and in-flight refuelling to extend range. Most fighters were also given a nuclear strike capability that endowed each aircraft with the destructive power of an entire World War 2 heavy bombardment group.

Epitomising all these trends, McDonnell’s F-4 Phantom II quickly became the pre-eminent US fighter in South-east Asia. Operating with US Navy, Marine Corps and Air Force units, the aircraft flew countless attack missions in what was predominantly a bombing war. As a major contributor to over 100,000 air superiority sorties flown by American aircraft, it often faced supersonic MiG-21, transonic MiG-19 and subsonic, nimble MiG-17 defenders, flown with great determination under tight, Soviet-style ground control as part of a highly developed air defence system.

In practice, virtually all air combat was conducted at speeds below Mach 1.2 and altitudes below 20,000 ft. Most fights rapidly degenerated into visual, turning engagements in the ‘primary manoeuvre region’ (Mach 0.5 to Mach 1.0). High fuel consumption (quadrupled by the use of afterburner) and the F-4’s limited turning ability kept these dogfights short. Long-forgotten skills in aerial combat once again became relevant, and World War 2 veterans like Eighth Air Force ace Col Robin Olds were luckily in place to reintroduce them. Within two years of the conflict starting in earnest, USAF F-4 crews were using pod-mounted guns to destroy MiGs. Conventional weapons such as the cannon, combined with old-fashioned cunning rather than cold technology, were employed to outwit the enemy in enterprises like Operation Bolo.

In all, despite many factors weighing heavily against their success, USAF F-4 crews claimed 107.5 enemy aircraft during the war, 59 of them prior to March 1968. This book explores the central role of USAF Phantom IIs during the aerial fights of the Rolling Thunder period, with many of the MiG-killing encounters of the time recounted by those who took part in them.

I am indebted to the following for sharing their experience and insights – Capt Bob Blake, USAF (Ret), Ben Backes, Tom Brewer, Robert F Dorr, Maj Ray Dudley, USAF (Ret), Michael France, Jerry Geer, Lt Col Bill Gordon, USAF (Ret), Capt Doug Hardgrave, USAF (Ret), Jay Hargrove, Chris Hobson, Alan Howarth, Don Jay, Col Klaus Klause, USAF (Ret), Jo Ann King, Maj Gen Don Logeman, USAF (Ret), Lt Col George H McKinney, USAF (Ret), Cdr Peter B. Mersky, Col Jack Morris, USAF (Ret), Brig Gen Robin Olds, USAF (Ret), Lt Col J R Pardo, USAF (Ret), Maj Gen Richard M Pascoe, USAF (Ret), George Pennick, Jim Rotramel, Peter Schinkelshoek, Col John Stone, USAF (Ret), Col James T Talley, USAF (Ret), Norm Taylor, Brig Gen Robert F Titus, USAF (Ret), Col Steve Wayne, USAF (Ret), Col Norm Wells, USAF (Ret), Col Ralph F Wetterhahn, USAF (Ret) and Brig Gen David O Williams Jr, USAF (Ret).

Above all, I am grateful to Col Ron Thurlow, USAF (Ret) for his invaluable support for this project.

Peter E Davies

Bristol

January 2004


FIRST FIGHTS

The Vietnamese Peoples’ Air Force’s initial complement of 36 MiG-17 and MiG-15UTI fighters was a gift from the Soviet Union, which had trained another 30 North Vietnamese pilots by mid-1965. Although this force was placed on alert status from 1 June 1964, its MiGs were not moved from their Communist Chinese training bases to North Vietnamese airfields until 6 August that same year, and these precious fighters were not launched against the earliest US air strikes on the North.

The small MiG force was initially deemed insignificant by the Americans, although initial US plans for attacks on North Vietnam included attacks on MiG bases. However, these were cancelled by Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara. MiG pilots were thereby allowed to continue preparing themselves for battle with the American aircraft that they knew to be technically superior to their own MiG-17 ‘Silver Swallows’. They studied USAF and US Navy tactics, noting the strike formations’ predictable ingress routes and the American fighters’ lack of manoeuvrability when weighed down with heavy external fuel tanks and ordnance. They concluded that close-in gun attacks would force the US jets to jettison their war-loads and engage in defensive dogfights, where the MiG-17’s exceptional turning capability could be used to advantage.

The VPAF 921st Fighter Regiment’s first aerial victories were scored on 4 April 1965 when two 354th TFS F-105Ds were hit while they orbited their target with heavy bomb loads. Both pilots ejected and one drowned. The two MiGs evaded the F-100D fighter escorts and escaped.

Although it was the USAF’s most numerous tactical fighter, the F-100’s perceived failure to protect the F-105 bombers on 4 April (despite a ‘probable’ MiG kill by Capt Don Kilgus of the 416th TFS) meant that it was quickly withdrawn from escort duties over the North.

Col (later Brig Gen) David O Williams commanded the 522nd TFS and flew many escort and BARCAP sorties in F-100Ds from Takhli and Da Nang ABs at that time, occasionally sighting contrails from MiGs that chose not to engage. In his opinion;

‘The F-4 was successful at fighting MiGs largely because of the high thrust from its J79 engines, its rapid acceleration to supersonic speed, its good radar and its radar-guided AIM-7 Sparrow missiles. The F-100 lacked all of these features.’

The Super Sabre’s move to the ground-attack role was accelerated by the USAF’s desire to prove its new McDonnell F-4C in combat. McDill AFB, in Florida, was home to the first USAF F-4 training unit, the 4453rd Combat Crew Training Wing, which formed on 4 February 1963 with some of the 29 F-4Bs (designated F-110As by the Air Force) it had loaned from the Navy prior to the arrival of the first F-4Cs on 20 November. The 4453rd CCTW trained the first two frontline F-4C wings (the 15th and 12th TFWs), which achieved Initial Operational Capability in October 1964.
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This aircraft was one of the original batch of F-4C-22-MCs used by the 45th TFS during its detachment from the 15th TFW at McDill AFB to Ubon RTAB on 4 April 1965. Remaining in-theatre until August of that same year, the 45th TFS was the first USAF F-4 squadron to fly combat missions, and it scored the Phantom II’s first two MiG kills on 10 July 1965. Return to the USA was followed by conversion to the F-4D in 1967 and FB-coded F-4Es the following year, before re-assignment to Alaskan Air Command in 1970. Late in 1965 buzz numbers, which had been carried aft of the U.S. AIR FORCE titling, were painted out, usually with a darker shade of grey paint. F-4C 64-0686 is seen here carrying a full complement of AIM-7D and AIM-9B missiles over the South Vietnamese coast (via Michael J France)

The 12th TFW’s 555th TFS ‘Triple Nickel’ became the first squadron to deploy to the Pacific with the F-4C when it flew to Naha AB, Okinawa, in December 1964. However, the 45th TFS was the first unit to take the new fighter into combat, its F-4s detaching from the 15th TFW to Ubon Royal Thai Air Base (RTAB) on 4 April 1965. The 45th duly performed the first USAF Phantom II strike sorties and had scored the first two F-4C MiG kills by the time it returned to McDill AFB on 10 August 1965.

The squadron’s aerial victories were both claimed on 10 July 1965 during a cleverly devised variation on the standard Phantom II-escorted F-105 strikes. The Vietnamese People’s Air Force’s fighter force, then still in training, had seldom intervened, and had already lost three MiG-17s to US Navy F-4Bs on 7 June (see Osprey Combat Aircraft 26 – US Navy F-4 Phantom II MiG Killers 1965-70).

On 10 July the VPAF pilots were deceived into thinking that a section of 45th TFS F-4Cs was the final flight in an F-105 formation. MiG pilots tended to pick on the last elements in a strike, as they knew the escort fighters would be low on fuel. On this occasion the four F-4Cs of ‘Mink’ flight had taken off 20 minutes later than usual and flown to the Yen Bai target area at 20,000 ft and 0.85 Mach, simulating a delayed F-105 flight.

‘Mink’ orbited the target several times before the MiGs rose, but on the final pass the F-4 element leaders (‘Mink 01’ and ‘03’) made radar contact with VPAF fighters at a range of 33 miles. One F-4 had radar-searched ‘high’ and the other ‘low’, while the wingmen flew a weaving pattern behind them, making a visual search. As the Phantom IIs turned towards the MiGs, the element leaders, already low on fuel, made a visual identification (VID) of the MiG-17s and turned aside to allow ‘Mink 02’ and ‘04’ to drop back and fire AIM-7D missiles at the correct minimum range. In fact, this manoeuvre did not allow enough safe separation to fire without hitting the lead F-4s, and the MiGs passed them head-on.

Drawn into a turning fight rather than the intended ‘textbook’ head-on AIM-7D interception, flight leader Maj Richard Hall and ‘GIB’ 1Lt George Larson, with Capts Harold Anderson and Wilbur Anderson in ‘Mink 02’, moved into an orbit outside the fight to watch for further hostile aircraft. The other two F-4s were soon under heavy gunfire, and ‘Mink 03’ (Capts Kenneth Holcombe and Arthur Clarke) used afterburner to gain separation from the MiGs, while ‘Mink 04’ (Capt Tom Roberts and Ronald Anderson) split the enemy jets up so that one followed each Phantom II.
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The first MiG-killing F-4C (64-0693), boasting 21 bombing mission symbols on its vari-ramp, provides the backdrop for two of the earliest USAF F-4 MiG killers, Capt Tom Roberts (left) and Capt Ronald Anderson (right). George Larson (second from the left) was ‘GIB’ for ‘Mink’ flight leader Maj Richard Hall. Capt Harold Anderson (centre) flew in ‘Mink 02’ (USAF via Robert F Dorr)

Holcombe dived away, losing his MiG, then climbed vertically over it, with his opponent attempting to follow. As the VPAF fighter ran out of energy, Holcombe reversed into it. He fired an AIM-9B Sidewinder (since his radar had malfunctioned) which failed, followed by three more, two without the correct launch ‘tone’. Nevertheless, both Sidewinders detonated sufficiently close enough to the MiG to turn it into a fireball. Holcombe and Clarke’s grey F-4C had scored the first USAF kill for the Phantom II.

Meanwhile, ‘Mink 04’ had also accelerated away from its MiG pursuer in a climb, leaving it several thousand feet below. Timing his manoeuvre carefully, Roberts turned back
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LESSONS LEARNED
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