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FIRST ENGAGEMENT

April 1965 – the war in South-East Asia was barely nine months old. Yet, except for the first reactionary raids following North Vietnamese PT-boat attacks in August 1964, and particularly the preceding February after a Communist attack on US barracks in Saigon, the area had been quiet. It was much like the ‘Sitzkrieg’, the ‘Phoney War’ of late 1939 and early 1940 when, after a flurry of fighting in Europe, the Germans had relaxed, lulling the Allies into a somnambulant state before the fall of Francek, and subsequent near-disaster at Dunkirk.

The only relatively constant activity, so far as the US aircraft carriers and their embarked squadrons were concerned, involved training flights, occasional reconnaissance sorties and the odd scramble to investigate a blip on a radarman’s scope.

The growing influx of troops and supplies would soon become a flood. The 16,000 American advisors would eventually swell to more than half-a-million soldiers, sailors and Marines within five years. But in the early spring of 1965, bombing raids and even aerial encounters with the enemy were too few and far between to add up to any good O-Club stories.

The main concern was the constant stream of supplies sliding southward from North Vietnam down the circuitous Ho Chi Minh Trail. Some planners thought the solution to this problem required hitting this vast network of jungle trails, while others demanded strategic strikes at the head of the trail where the flood began – the ‘North’, especially its two major cities of Hanoi, the capital, and Haiphong, its nearby port city. These population centers were the hubs of the spiderwebs of railroads and rivers, the latter spanned by large bridges built mostly by the French.

The North Vietnamese were not oblivious to the strategic value of these tempting targets, and they had ringed many sites with impressive arrays of anti-aircraft artillery – AAA or flak, in the airman’s vernacular.

On 3 April 1965, a strike group of Air Wing 21 (CVW-21) aircraft from USS Hancock (CVA-19) launched for a mission ‘up north’, four F-8Es from VF-211 escorting three A-4Es of VA-212 and three A-4Cs of VA-216. The aircraft would hit various railroad yards and bridges. The F-8s would attack the enemy flak sites, and each was loaded with 450 rounds of 20 mm cannon ammunition and eight Zuni rockets. The A-4s would try to hit the Dong Phong Thong Bridge, near the soon-to-be-famous Thanh Hoa Bridge. However, as the group neared the target area visibility decreased to about a mile in haze, mist and fog.

While a MiGCAP of F-4s from another carrier patrolled high above, the ten Hancock jets descended. Typically at this early stage of the war, there was little or no co-ordination between aircraft from different ships, resulting in the pilots of the F-8s and A-4s being totally unaware of the radio frequency their MiGCAP was on.
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Three senior naval aviators, each with more than 3000 hours in the Crusader and hundreds of combat missions over Vietnam, pose in 1987, some 20 years after their time at war. Jerry Unruh, David Morris and Bud Flagg (left to right) retired as flag officers, Unruh as a vice admiral and Morris and Flagg as rear admirals. Bud Flagg was the high-time F-8 driver with 3272 hours in all models

The Crusaders flew with the A-4s until the time came to ‘punch’ in afterburner, accelerate in front of the ‘Scooters’, and roll in on the flak sites that protected the bridge.

Three of the VF-211 Crusader ‘drivers’ were experienced, while an ensign flew wing on the flight leader. Lt Jerry Unruh and his wingman, Lt Bobby Hulse, followed Lt Cdr Spence Thomas and his new ‘wingie’ down as they dove toward the guns. The plan was to fire Zunis, then swing around for a strafing run with cannon, but the weather was not co-operating, and the first section quickly lost sight of the target after pulling off their first run.

Lt Cdr Thomas climbed to 10,000 ft as the A-4s tried their luck, but the Skyhawk pilots were also having trouble seeing their target. Now it was the second F-8 section’s turn. The two Crusaders made their runs and pulled off, turning their attention to finding the new wingman, who was calling that he was lost. Using their radio’s direction-finding capability, the senior Crusader aviators located the wayward ‘nugget’ just as Lt Cdr Thomas reported taking enemy fire.

At first, everyone thought they were over a flak site, but they soon realised that they were not alone in the air – the fire was coming from four North Vietnamese MiG-17s, the first time enemy fighters had appeared. While the flight leader had been orbiting at 10,000 ft, the MiGs had slid in from behind and started making runs on him.

Beset by the quartet of MiGs, Thomas hit his ‘burner and blasted away from the ‘swarm of hornets’ he had attracted, whilst Lt Unruh dragged his flight of three Crusaders past the A-4s to rejoin his flight leader. Apparently, the MiGs had managed to ‘mix’ with the bomber flight during their pass at the ground targets. The lead F-8 was the only US Navy jet hit during the MiGs’ fleeting pass, although Thomas’s F-8E (BuNo 150845) had been badly damaged, taking cannon strikes in the canopy, wings and tail. The jet’s utility hydraulic system was gone as well, preventing its pilot from raising the F-8’s wing for a proper landing back aboard ship.

He therefore diverted to Da Nang where, after blowing down his landing gear with the emergency air system, he landed – Thomas was not injured, but his Crusader was a mess. The F-4 MiGCAP had not known the group they were supposed to be protecting was having problems! The rest of the Hancock strike group recovered safely.
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The four North Vietnamese MiG-17 pilots of the 921st Fighter Regiment who tangled with VF-211 Crusaders on 3 April 1965, claiming two F-8s, although all the Navy jets recovered. Left to right, Pham ngoc Lan, Phan van Tuc, Ho van Quy, and Tran minh Phuong (via Dr Zoltan Buza)

‘The flight lead was never worried about himself over the target’, now-retired Vice Adm Unruh observed years later. ‘He was typical of the Crusader “drivers” at that time. He wanted to stay to protect the A-4s, and up to that point, the MiGs had never challenged us.’

Back at their base at Gia Lam, east of Hanoi, the MiG-17 pilots were proudly claiming two F-8s destroyed in this first aerial clash of the widening conflict. Pham ngoc Lan, Phan van Tac, Ho van Quy and Tran minh Phuong were members of the 921st ‘Red Star’ Regiment, the first North Vietnamese interceptor unit, which had been established little more than a year earlier. However, while the young MiG ‘drivers’ had certainly shaken up the American formation, their claims were erroneous for their target had recovered ashore, and having probably been claimed twice by the different Vietnamese People’s Air Force (VPAF) pilots who thought they had shot down two different Crusaders.

It was not an auspicious beginning to the combat career of America’s premier naval fighter, but in the coming four years the F-8 was to prove itself in several engagements with Communist MiGs, and in the larger war that would last nearly five more years, Vought’s sleek jet would also show itself to be quite an ‘earth-mover’.


SETTING THINGS UP

By the time of the so-called Gulf of Tonkin Incident in August 1964, Vought’s F-8 Crusader was no stranger to the South China Sea, Navy and Marine Corps squadrons having operated in South-East Asia since 1961. That March, VMF-312 and VMF-154 had taken their 34 F8U-1Es (F-8Bs, after October 1962) to the Philippines to show the flag during a period of tension in Laos. In May of the following year, VMF-451 deployed eight of its Crusaders in Hancock to bolster the carrier’s Navy air wing as it cruised the South China Sea during another crisis in Laos.
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Vietnam, 1967 (Stephen D Oltmann, cartographer – courtesy Nautical and Aviation Publishing Company of America)

Navy carrier groups had been plying the waters off the Vietnamese coast for three years too. A-1 Skyraider pilots of various air wings had trained for inland bombing raids, and had even made a few actual attacks whenever the situation warranted. Further inland, naval aviators had been advising South Vietnamese pilots on flying newly-supplied examples of Douglas’ sturdy, powerful, attack-bomber.

Six Navy AD-5Qs (EA-1Fs) of VAW-13’s Detachment 1 from the carriers Hancock and Coral Sea (CVA-43) had also supplemented US Air Force efforts to counter Communist attempts at supplying their insurgent forces in South Vietnam by air.

Carrier-based Crusader units trained off Vietnam, but the only real combat runs had been by the RF-8A photo-Crusaders of VCP-63 and its descendent, VFP-63 – the careers of the RF-8A and RF-8G are discussed in depth in the companion Osprey Combat Aircraft volume RF-8 Crusader Units in Cuba and Vietnam.
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Route Packs and major bridges in North Vietnam, 1968 (Stephen D Oltmann, cartographer – courtesy Nautical and Aviation Publishing Company of America)

The early Crusader units operating in South-East Asia were flying day fighter missions only, which meant exclusively engaging other enemy aircraft. Their load-carrying capabilities were limited to a somewhat comical speedbrake-mounted rocket pack. Besides, any Crusader ‘jock’ worth his gold wings blanched at the thought of cluttering up his thoroughbred with unsightly ‘iron’ bombs. It was enough that he had to carry Sidewinder air-to-air missiles against his cockpit canopy, but at least they were part of his air-to-air mission.

The F8U-2 (F-8C) arrived in 1958. It was instantly distinguishable from previous F-8s thanks to the prominent rear-fuselage ventral fins, which gave increased stability at high speed – the new fighter also sported a more powerful engine. The ‘Charlie’ was still strictly a day-fighter, and increased the earlier two-Sidewinder load to four. The F8U-2N (F-8D) was originally intended to be a nightfighter, and both of these newer models could also tote four pods of Zuni air-to-ground rockets. The combination of the rocket pods and the F-8’s four internal 20 mm cannon created a powerful ground-attack ‘weapons system’ suitable for knocking out flak sites and supply trains.

The ‘Delta’ had improved radar and avionics and still more engine power – many Crusader ‘drivers’ considered it to be the fastest of all the F-8s. It also offered the pilot a quantum improvement in engine control with the approach-power compensator (APC).

Like many new naval aircraft, the often-skittish F-8 had developed a reputation for being an ‘ensign-killer’ during its early service introduction, especially when landing aboard ship. The APC helped all F-8 pilots, but particularly junior aviators, during the tricky carrier approach, which was made all the more difficult in the Crusader due to the jet’s relatively high approach speed of 147 knots. The APC assisted pilots in maintaining a consistent airspeed – the key to a good approach – by detecting changes in acceleration and angle of attack.

The ‘Delta’ also finally dispensed with the much-maligned, and seldom-used, ventral rocket pack featured in the earlier models.

The final development of the original F8U line, the F8U-2NE (F-8E) appeared in June 1961. Again offering upgraded avionics (mainly to fire the Bullpup air-to-ground missile, which was also seldom, if ever, used), the ‘Echo’ included a strengthened wing with two hard-points. For a long time the F-8E was the only Navy fighter capable of carrying the Mk 84 2000-lb bomb. The Marine Corps, in particular, was to make great use of the ‘broad-shouldered’ ‘Echo’ during the first half of the Vietnam War.

By mid-1964 Navy and Marine Corps Crusader squadrons were well-established and comfortable with the mounts, several units having already made deployments in carriers and to bases in Japan and the Philippines. The bugs had been largely worked out, and the early models that had served as trainers for the type’s first years of service were gone, replaced by the models that would fight America’s longest and in nearly every aspect, most debilitating and ultimately unsatisfying war. Even the way the conflict started was confusing . . .

By 1964 only two Atlantic-fleet fighter squadrons still flew F-8s, VF-13 and VF-62 usually being paired up in the same air wing. All other former F-8 AIRLANT fighter units were either transitioning to McDonnell’s big, twin-engined, F-4 Phantom II, or had simply decommissioned. VF-13 and VF-62 would soldier on until they too decommissioned in 1969.

Several utility (VU) squadrons still operated various early model Crusaders into the early 1970s, and the Naval and Marine Corps Air Reserve also flew similar types in combined squadrons into the late 1960s, their F-8s carrying the somewhat ignominious label ‘NAVY/MARINES’ on their rear fuselages – the two separate organisations shared resources on different weekends.

The two replacement air group (RAG) squadrons – VF-124 at NAS Miramar and VF-174 at NAS Cecil Field – continued training newly-winged naval aviators and seasoned veterans returning to the fleet in the Crusader. However, VF-174 would be redesignated VA-174 in 1966 as the RAG for Vought’s newest product, the A-7A Corsair II. VF-124 ‘Crusader College’ thus became the only F-8 training squadron until it too changed aircraft types in 1970 when it began training Navy crews for the two-seat Grumman F-14A Tomcat, the latter jet considered to be the successor to the F-8 and, eventually, the F-4. In the mid-
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