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BAZ ORIGIN

The political situation in the Middle East initially enabled Israel to become the world’s first export customer for the McDonnell Douglas F-15 Eagle, and since then the Israeli Defence Force/Air Force (IDF/AF) has been the only foreign operator of all the variants built to date. Over a 23-year period from 1976 to 1999, Israel accepted a total of 50 F-15A/Bs, 31 F-15C/Ds and 25 F-15Is.

The IDF/AF was also the first air arm to engage Soviet-manufactured fighters with the Eagle, in June 1979. And in keeping with the IDF/AF’s philosophy of platform versatility, Israeli F-15s were adapted to perform the air-to-ground mission years prior to the service introduction of the multi-role F-15E Strike Eagle with the USAF in 1988.

An Israeli desire to operate F-15s can be traced back to the October 1973 Yom Kippur (Atonement Day) War, which lasted just 19 days, but cost the IDF/AF more than 100 combat aircraft destroyed in action.

French-built jet fighters had provided the IDF/AF with its cutting edge from 1955 to 1969, Dassault’s Mystere IVA being synonymous with the October-November 1956 Sinai campaign and its Mirage IIIC becoming the symbol of the IDF/AF’s stunning victory during the June 1967 Six Day War. Israeli pilots might have wanted to have been flying the North American F-86 Sabre against Egyptian MiG-15s in 1956 and the McDonnell Douglas F-4E Phantom II against Arab MiG-21s in 1967, but they nevertheless achieved aerial supremacy in their Dassault fighters. As with the future F-15 buy, politics rather than pilot preference dictated the type of aircraft flown by the IDF/AF during the 1950s and 1960s.

Having blocked arms sales to Israel in the past, the US government finally gave permission for it to be supplied with defensive weaponry, including HAWK surface-to-air missile (SAM) batteries, in the early 1960s. Approval was then given for Douglas to fulfill an IDF/AF requirement for a light attack aircraft to replace the elderly Dassault Ouragan and Mystere, as there was simply no suitable French designed and manufactured combat aircraft available. Some 48 A-4H Skyhawks were supplied from December 1967.
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Old and new, and both built in St Louis, Missouri! The IDF/AF’s best multi-role combat aircraft prior to the introduction of the F-15 was the F-4E Phantom II, and in this January 1977 image, the crew of Kurnass 141 from No 119 Sqn taxi past Baz 620 and 646 after landing at Tel Nof. This particular Phantom II had claimed two kills in the Yom Kippur War whilst being flown by Moshe Melnik, who would duly score the F-15’s first victory on 27 June 1979. With 5.5 Phantom II kills to his credit, Melnik added 3 victories to his tally in the Baz. The air superiority-optimised Baz was not a direct replacement for the multi-role F-4E, and the IDF/AF only found a true successor to the Phantom II in the F-16C/D and F-16I. The F-15 was, and still is, in a class of its own
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During the late 1970s the IDF/AF’s fleet of Mirage IIICs doubled as ‘Red Force’ bandits in DACT sessions that were flown in an effort to hone air combat skills for pilots flying F-15s, F-4Es and Kfirs. Typically, ‘Red Force’ units would conduct ‘roadshow’ deployments to air bases in order to fly DACT sorties with the resident squadrons, and this photograph was taken at Tel Nof in the late 1970s during just such a visit. With the Mirage IIIC boasting similar performance figures to the MiG-21, ‘Red Force’ DACT sorties were very important to the F-15 pilots, as their primary opponents at that time were Syrian ‘Fishbeds’

Incensed by this deal, the French government had placed an embargo on the future supply of arms to Israel on 2 June 1967. Three days later the IDF/AF’s French-built fighters launched the famous pre-emptive strike that saw the outbreak of the Six Day War.

The overwhelming success of the Mirage IIIC in this conflict resulted in considerable export sales success for the delta fighter. Indeed, orders for the Dassault jet more than doubled in the wake of the Six Day War. The IDF/AF did not derive any benefit from the Mirage IIIC’s combat exploits, however, as the French embargo remained in place, affecting an Israeli contract for the supply of Mirage 5MJ multi-role jets. The delivery of A-4H Skyhawks was also temporarily suspended as the US government re-evaluated its arms policy in the region following the Six Day War.

Having seen almost 25 per cent of its frontline fighter force destroyed in the conflict, the IDF/AF now found itself unable to make good these losses. Isolated by the western world through trade embargoes, Israel decided to embark upon an indigenous jet fighter programme. The two-phase Raam (Thunder) project covered the local production of the Mirage 5 in Israel as the Raam A and the development of the improved Raam B delta fighter. The former entered IDF/AF service as the Nesher (Vulture) in 1971, whilst the latter became the General Electric J79-powered Kfir (Lion Cub) fighter, which made its frontline debut in 1975.

US trade restrictions were soon lifted, and IDF/AF service personnel welcomed the shift from French to American equipment, as hardware from the latter source was generally superior – especially in respect to avionics, powerplants and weapon systems. This technology came at a price, however, as the US government has always viewed the export of weapons to Israel as a tool of diplomacy in the Middle East. For the past 40 years this has meant that the IDF/AF has had to tailor its operational requirements to suit American willingness to supply it with aircraft.

While the US government complied with its pre-Six Day War contract to supply F-4E Phantom IIs to Israel from 1969 as an alternative to the embargoed Mirage 5MJs, ongoing deliveries could only be assured if American diplomatic goals could be achieved in the region. Unhappy with this proviso to any future deals, and in light of the French embargo, Israel pressed ahead with its indigenous jet fighter projects.

In 1969 the Israeli Ministry of Defence directed the IDF/AF to outline the operational requirement for a fighter that would succeed the F-4E and the Raam B in service in the 1980s. Beni Peled, who headed the IDF/AF’s Air Department from 1971 until 1973, duly created a team to evaluate future fighter designs under the codename Team Hadish (Modern).
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Moti Hod (right) handed over command of the IDF/AF to Beni Peled (left) on 10 May 1973. Hod, who had been in charge of the air force since 1966, received great praise in Israel for his leadership skills during the June 1967 Six Day War. In contrast to Hod, Peled courted controversy during his time in charge of the IDF/AF. He was a strong believer in ‘responsibility-authority’, which meant that a commander could only be held responsible for the actions that took place within the jurisdiction of his immediate command. In the wake of the October 1973 Yom Kippur War, Peled restructured the IDF/AF so that it better reflected his ‘responsibility-authority’ dictum. A staunch supporter of the F-15 and F-16 High-Low fighter mix, and a bitter opponent of Israel’s indigenous combat aircraft projects, Peled commanded the IDF/AF until October 1977

IMMEDIATE THREAT

As Team Hadish was trying to define the IDF/AF operational requirements for the 1980s, Egypt and Israel clashed again. No diplomatic solution had been reached at the end of the Six Day War, with Egypt’s President Abdel Gamal El-Nasser publicly announcing soon afterwards that ‘what had been taken by force will be returned by force’. This statement was further reinforced on 1 September 1967 when Arab leaders adopted the ‘Three Nos’ policy at the Khartoum Summit – No recognition of Israel, No negotiation with Israel and No peace.

In light of this diplomatic dead-end in the region, limited-scale hostilities continued in the wake of the Six Day War. Perhaps the most significant lesson learned by the Arab countries during the June 1967 conflict was that their fighter pilots, flying Soviet aircraft and employing Soviet tactics, were no match for their Israeli counterparts. Chastened by their losses, the Egyptians and Syrians now decided to challenge the superiority of the IDF/AF not from the air but from the ground.

The first step in this direction came in 1968, when the Egyptians created an Air Defence Force (ADF) to protect their airspace. With help from the USSR, they would rapidly establish a network of SAM sites, overlapping in coverage and protected by anti-aircraft artillery (AAA) and newly-delivered MiG-21 interceptors. These sites would also be supported by control centres and radar stations.

Confident in the capabilities of the restructured Egyptian armed forces, President El-Nasser launched the War of Attrition in March 1969. By early 1970 Israel had secured an advantage in this principally static conflict, which was fought along a 160-kilometre front west of the Suez Canal. Following a series of pin-point strikes on key ADF sites, the SAM threat crumbled, allowing Israeli F-4Es to attack strategic targets all over Egypt virtually unchallenged. Yet despite the reduction in its ability to wage a war of attrition, the Egyptian leadership refused to terminate hostilities without having first achieved some kind of military victory.

Countering the attacks being made by the F-4Es was seen by President Nasser as the key to Egyptian success, so he made an emergency visit to Moscow in late January 1970. Once in the USSR, he persuaded his hosts that the only way to avoid another humiliating defeat for Soviet technology was through direct communist intervention.

There were already 1500 Soviet advisors in Egypt at the time, and every regiment-sized military unit in the country had at least one Russian within its ranks – several had also been killed in the war to date. In the wake of President Nasser’s visit, these advisors were joined by a complete Soviet ADF division, which included an integrated MiG-21 air brigade.

Equipped with AAA, radar stations, command & control facilities and the latest versions of the SA-2 and SA-3 SAMs, the Soviet division initially assumed responsibility for the defence of Alexandria, Cairo and the Aswan Dam. The deployment of the Soviet division in turn freed up hard-pressed Egyptian ADF units to engage the IDF/AF in the battle for air superiority west of the Suez Canal.

Thanks to the introduction of the latest Soviet technology, operated by Soviet troops, the balance of power swung in favour of the Egyptian ADF. By mid-1970, SAMs had downed five F-4Es and badly damaged two more. These losses proved the new-found effectiveness of the Egyptian-Soviet Integrated Air Defence System (IADS) west of the Suez Canal.

By the time the undeclared War of Attrition ended in August 1970, thanks to a US-brokered peace deal, the success of the Egyptian-Soviet IADS had given President Nasser the victory that he had sought in order to accept a ceasefire agreement. However, the latter was fragile, and both sides prepared for the resumption of hostilities at any time, as none of the basic issues that had triggered the conflict had been resolved.

Having suffered such losses to the ADF, the Israelis were keen to monitor the proliferation of SAM sites in Sinai and Egypt. Unable to fly over the IADS, the IDF/AF needed a platform capable of Long-Range Oblique Photography (LOROP) from the safety of Israeli airspace.

Conversely, the Egyptians had no such problems monitoring IDF movements east of the border, as they had direct access to intelligence data collected by Soviet MiG-25R ‘Foxbat-B’ reconnaissance aircraft that began flying missions from Egyptian bases from March 1971. IDF/AF F-4E crews attempted to intercept the high and fast MiG-25Rs, but the Phantom II was no match for the Soviet aircraft.

Clearly an interceptor superior to the F-4E was needed to intercept the ‘Foxbat-B’, but none existed at the time. The only option available to the IDF/AF was to improve the Phantom II’s rate of climb and top-end speed, so the Israeli Technion Institute of Technology’s Jet Engines Laboratory commenced a study into the application of Pre-Compressor Cooling (PCC) so as to increase the thrust of the fighter’s J79 turbojets.

The threat posed by the MiG-25 was not unique to Israel, and the USAF had already contracted General Dynamics to develop a PCC Phantom II, known unofficially as the F-4X project, in conjunction with McDonnell Douglas. In order to allow the equipment associated with PCC to be installed in the airframe of the F-4, extensive modifications had to be carried out to the jet’s air intakes. Two water tanks were duly bolted onto the airframe above the intakes, each tank having the capacity to hold 2500-US gallons of water. These tanks also featured self-contained systems that included all the necessary pumping equipment so as to avoid further structural modifications having to be made to the jet.

Water sprayed into the air inlets from the tanks increased the mass of the airflow into the engine, thus boosting thrust at high speed and high altitude by 150 per cent. Although the PCC tanks added drag and weight, the performance gains expected were big enough to offset these penalties.

The F-4X was designed to achieve dash speeds of Mach 3.2 and cruise at Mach 2.4. Although such performance figures might have allowed it to intercept the MiG-25R, the existence of the F-4X threatened the future of a major USAF project that was expressly designed to counter the ‘Foxbat’. McDonnell Douglas’ F-15 Eagle was
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