
  AUTHOR’S NOTE


  LONG BEFORE THE “Hunter Killer” appellation was borrowed by others, there was an elite group of aviators called the Wild Weasels who truly earned the title. These men weren’t watching on a screen thousands of miles from danger. They were right there, firing their cannons and dropping bombs; hunting and killing the most lethal anti-aircraft systems created by man. They knew that real combat is not pushing a button from the safety of an air-conditioned bunker or a trailer.


  It takes a unique, intelligent, and very dangerous man to duel with missiles and to knife-fight with anti-aircraft guns. With unproven tactics, experimental equipment, and sheer guts these first Hunter Killers never hesitated. They attacked threats hundreds of miles behind enemy lines and too often they never came back. Sometimes they simply disappeared, leaving friends and family waiting for answers that never came.


  This story begins in 1965, in the Southeast Asia theater of operations, an area rapidly escalating into war. During the previous decade the Korean War had been largely fought with technology and pilots brought back into service, often reluctantly, from World War II because there was no other choice. Even when new methods and technology became available the tactical mentality hadn’t changed much since the Second World War, nor were there many reasons to do so.


  But by the early 1960s jet aircraft had proliferated, and so had countertactics against these complex, fast-moving threats. Radar systems had vastly improved from the primitive Freya and Chain Home stations of the 1940s, and they were now being used to precisely aim weapons. As the threat posed by high-altitude, nuclear-armed bombers grew in the minds of world leaders, so did the necessity to bring them down.


  Enter the surface-to-air missile.


  Through the eyes of those who fought, I present certain seminal events to illustrate the technology, threats, abilities, and challenges of the Hunter Killers. The cockpit viewpoints were written after extensive interviews with the surviving men who flew the missions, and this book was reviewed and rewritten until they approved. In the cases of those missing or killed, narratives were reconstructed utilizing eyewitnesses, squadron mates, government records, and POW network archives.


  As in my previous works, real men and actual combat situations are utilized to reveal the historical and political context that put them there. This is done for those of us who came later—those of us who were neither taught the reasons for the conflict nor encouraged to discover them for ourselves.


  The war in Southeast Asia was a Gordian knot of issues, and most will never be unraveled or satisfactorily explained. This is not an intentionally political work, yet in one sense it is impossible to accurately describe any post–World War II struggle without accounting for politics. For Americans there hasn’t been a black-and-white, unambiguous war since 1945 and Vietnam, in the minds of many, is a perfect train wreck of idealism, shortsighted diplomacy, and failed opportunities. Politics, like geography, history, and technology, are discussed within these pages, as they are the very sinews of any war.


  One challenge with this type of approach is to objectively expose error without casting the slightest shadow on those who took the oath and honorably fought for their country. Two words, fought and honorably, are key. Many protested the war—not the soldiers, but the war—out of genuine conviction, and they had every right to do so. The belief in such liberties was one reason the men in this book were fighting, and our fellow citizens who exercise such hard-won privileges would do well to remember that. Those who physically fought, bravely and honorably, deserve the respect, obligation, and admiration of us all.


  Finally, this book is a tribute. To those maintainers, crew chiefs, flight docs, and everyone else who made certain that even if the Weasels went to combat with one hand tied behind their backs, then the hand they had was the best it could be. Most of all this is for the pilots and electronic warfare officers who fought, and often died. It is for those who languished in the hell of captivity, tortured and lonely, and to everyone who found their way home and went on with life.


  The men I was fortunate enough to interview and meet became living heroes to me personally, and as I researched those who had died fighting in Southeast Asia they became very real to me, much more than nearly forgotten names on a page. Each had once been a small boy growing up somewhere in America, had gone to school, played sports, graduated from college, and found himself in a Wild Weasel cockpit. They all had a story; they’d all been men with families, hopes, and dreams. Each said goodbye to someone and, with the unique confidence of warriors, each planned someday to return.


  As a former Wild Weasel myself, I fervently wish every tale could be told; as an author I know they cannot. But my sincere hope is that wherever warriors spend eternity they will feel that this story is enough of a tribute—for now, anyway. In the end, this is not my story ... it is theirs.


  Dan Hampton


  CHAPTER 1


  SPRING HIGH


  A LONG WHITE tongue.


  That was it. The pilot shoved up the helmet visor, squinted, and shook his head. Well ... that’s what it looked like, he thought, leaning forward to stare over the canopy rail. Sunlight sparkled on the water, edges feathering as it spat from the green cliffs, then tumbled onto rocks a thousand feet below. Amazing. The pilot risked another long look and saw a copper-colored pool wrapped in floating gray mist.


  “Isn’t that beautiful?”


  He flinched, startled. Not the normal type of radio call one heard on a combat mission. Especially this one. Captain Vic Vizcarra, flying as Rambler Two today, watched the magnificent sight disappear as the four F-105 fighters rumbled past, accelerating to 480 knots over northern Laos. Extra chatter on the way into Vietnam was never good, so he merely double-clicked the mike. Vic was certain the flight leader, Major Art Mearns, would have something to say about it later when they landed.


  Powerful and big, the F-105 was built to fly fast and dangerously low. Nicknamed the “Thud,” it was designed to drop tactical nuclear bombs on the Soviet Union, though by necessity it was now being used in a different war for completely different reasons. Wriggling his shoulders against the seat harness, Vic stared out at the untamed highlands of the border provinces, struck, as always, by their untamed beauty. Hope I never go down here. The pilot shook his head.


  Weathered gray rock formations poked up like old teeth through the startling green foliage. Far off to the right, layered in shimmering indigo shades, lay the Gulf of Tonkin. Left of the fighters, some sixty miles north between Vietnam and Laos, he could see the peanut-shaped valley of Dien Bien Phu. France’s colonial empire had met its fate there, and Vic had very nearly met his own three days ago on another strike mission. Another place I hope I never see again. He chuckled humorlessly. Today was different. This was revenge. Forty-eight F-105s out of Thailand were headed into North Vietnam to obliterate the SAM sites that killed Ross Fobair three days earlier.* Rambler was part of six flights from Takhli air base, named for classic automobiles, while Korat’s six flights of four Thuds were named for trees.


  As the distant valley passed away under his wing, the four fighters headed northeast and began dropping steadily. Vic’s eyes continuously measured distances, speeds, and the other jets around him. His left hand subtly slid the throttle forward and back, adding and taking away power while his right hand gently twitched the stick.


  Well designed and relatively roomy, the Thud cockpit was set up around a T-shaped center console. Every few seconds Vic glanced inside the cockpit and cross-checked a gauge or switch. He didn’t bother with the big attitude indicator or horizontal situation indicator in the middle console just forward of the stick. Neither did the side consoles, by his knees, concern him, as they mostly contained the UHF radio, navigation control panels, lighting, and other miscellaneous systems he’d set up on the ground. The combining glass, a transparent rectangle mounted directly above the glare shield, did get a look and Vic could plainly see its multi-ringed, bright orange circle glowing against the afternoon sun. Normally he would use it for aiming, and it could be set for the airspeed, altitude, and weapons required on an attack. Not that it would matter today, since they would be dropping on their leader’s command. Revenge. His dark eyes blazed briefly at the thought of Leopard Two.


  Passing through 10,000 feet, Vic looked around at Laos. The Plain of Jars was well behind them; just to the right of his nose lay the Barthelemy Pass, a narrow gap through the border mountains. In the steep valley along the foothills he caught the metallic gleam of the Ma River, and he frowned. They’d have to get down quicker since the ingress plan was to cross into North Vietnam at 100 feet and 480 knots. Hidden in rough terrain the Thuds should be invisible to any watching radars, and at that speed they’d cover sixty miles to the next turn point in eight minutes. Too quick, hopefully, for any sort of detection or counterattack from the North Vietnamese Air Force and its MiG fighters.


  “Green ’em up.”


  Major Mearns sounded tense. Passing 5,000 feet, the dive steepened as the mountains loomed ahead, and Vic cracked the throttle back a bit. Eyeballing the armament selector switches at the bottom left of the center console, he knew there’d be no time to check again in a few minutes. The WPN SEL knob was set for CONV BOMBS, meaning no nukes, and the MODE selected was for a manual delivery. It was really the only way to use the four big BLU-27 canisters, two under the wings and two more on a belly-mounted multiple-ejector rack. Glancing left again, he caught Rambler One rocking his wings. Taking another quick glimpse inside, he squinted as he scanned the smaller engine and fuel gauges on the bottom right of the center console.


  Tachometer, oil pressure, and all three hydraulic systems were “in the green,” reading just what they should.


  Nudging the stick left and inching the throttle up, Vic smoothly slid in closer. All four fighters were now within several hundred feet of each other as the earth rose up to meet them. Shallowing the dive at about a thousand feet, Rambler One then carefully dropped lower. Vic swallowed again, flexing his shoulders against the straps. This is what Thuds did—fly low and fast. Its system accuracy, however, was problematic and would be an ongoing issue for the F-105. It began the war with a circular error average in excess of 1,000 feet,* because accuracy wasn’t really important for its original mission of delivering a combination of nuclear weapons with a two-megaton yield. They weren’t engineered for formation mass attacks against a forewarned, alert enemy—and this target had been printed in the New York Times!


  Up ahead, just left of where the Ma River bent back to the south, a string of valleys wound their way north into Vietnam. Mearns veered off to fly along the western side of the foothills rather than going straight up the valley. Not as much fun, Vic thought, but easier on the wingmen, and they could all remain concealed a bit longer. On the far right side of the formation Vic lagged back, flying more aft of the leader so he could keep the hills in the corner of his eye. For the last eight miles through the passes, Vic felt the familiar pure joy of flying. The jet he loved throbbed in his hands, stick and throttle moving in time with his eyes, instantly making countless little adjustments. Terrain blurred past, but his mind took snapshots: a hut perched on a terraced hillside; strange red-brown hills that were bald at the bottom but forested along the top, just the opposite of anywhere else in the world.


  Lit up by the sun, the startling, jade-colored valley floor stretched away south and west, but it was gloomier up ahead, where they were going. Maybe it was the mountains or the shadowy ravines, but Vic felt like he was flying from light to darkness. For a minute he was totally occupied with the jet: weaving through the higher terrain, pulling hard when Rambler One angled away, then snapping upright, his eyes catching the bobbing shapes of Rambler Three and Four on the other side of the narrow gorges. Hamlets flashed past, ramshackle wooden shacks clustered in tiny clearings, the thin smoke trails from cooking fires very gray against the green trees.


  Suddenly the fighters crested a ridge, and he blinked.


  A wide, flat valley stretched out before them, running west to east as far as he could see. Rambler One dropped into the last, funnel-shaped gorge and Vic followed, bumping the stick forward and grunting as cockpit dust floated up in his face. Shoving the throttle forward, he nudged the fighter right and spread out slightly. As the terrain flattened, the Thuds leveled off at 100 feet, so low he could plainly see details on the ground: a wooden sign, a man on a bicycle, farms.


  Feeling exposed as the fighter shot into the open, Vic’s skin tingled with adrenaline, his chin slippery against the rubber oxygen mask. He held the Thud steady. Letting go of the throttle, he slid the dark helmet visor down just as the other fighters emerged out of the gorge into North Vietnam’s sunlit Son La valley. Rain-swollen and churning, the Da River flashed beneath his wings. Up ahead, the emerald and tan valley floor fell away against the mottled dark green mountains jutting up before him. Beneath a brilliant powder blue sky it was a striking picture—then voices crackled loudly in his helmet.


  “Stay with it, Two!” The voice crackled through his helmet and Vic flinched.


  “... smo ... got smoke in ... the cockpit.”


  “Stay with it ... try to get over the next ridge!”


  Weaving through the hills, Rambler had been unable to hear what was happening to the front end of the strike package, but now, in the flats, everything suddenly came through. Someone was hit. Vic swallowed. Who was up ahead now? His eyes flickered to the clock. Based on the timing it was most likely one of the Korat flights. Vic swallowed. Or maybe Healy flight, the first fighters over the target from Takhli.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  The chilling wail from an emergency beacon made him wince. Beacons activated automatically when a pilot ejected—somebody was down. With one quick movement Vic flipped up the visor, wiped his forehead, turned the radio volume down a notch, and dropped his hand back onto the throttle.


  “... in the river! Saw a chute ... over the river.”


  “Blue Bells are singing.” This came from an orbiting RB-66 aircraft and meant that Fansong radars were on air.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  The first twelve Takhli jets were all from the Ace of Spades, the 563rd Tactical Fighter Squadron, and he didn’t know any of them well.* Maybe, he thought, maybe it was a Korat guy. I knew it. He thumped his knee, anger boiling up from his gut. What the hell did Washington know about killing SAMs in Vietnam? Somebody sure thought they did. It was a stupid plan, but there was nothing any of them could do about it.


  Takhli was putting twenty-four Thuds against Site 7, supposedly one of the SAMs that shot down Leopard Two, the F-4C from Ubon, three days earlier. Coming in from the north, flying down along the Red River, were Healy, Austin, Hudson, Valiant, Rambler, and Corvette. Each four ship of fighters would plaster the SAM site or support facilities with a mix of cluster bombs and napalm. Korat’s flights of Pepper, Willow, Redwood, Cedar, Hickory, and Dogwood would come up from the south to simultaneously hit Site 6.*


  “Redwood and Cedars ... Healy One is west of the river at two K. Capping.”


  “Roger that ... two minutes out for Redwood.”


  “Triple A ... Yen Bai ... both sides of the river.”


  Triple A. Anti-Aircraft Artillery fire and apparently lots of it. Like all fighter pilots Vic was well aware that the rapid firing guns were a deadly threat. He listened and tried to build the picture in his head. Healy One was capping west of the Black River at 2,000 feet. Only reason for that was to look for a wingman. So it had to be Healy Two who’d gone down. This got the leader out of the way of the incoming flights, but in the heart of the envelope for anti-aircraft fire or any waiting SAMs. Nodding slightly, he figured the timing and decided it had to be Hudson calling out anti-aircraft fire over Yen Bai. Two other flights would be over each target right now and behind Hudson came Valiant ... then Rambler.


  Vic stared ahead at the rocky karst terrain and tree-topped, jagged hills. The Thuds were skirting the southern edge of the Hoang Lien mountain range, which ought to keep them shielded from prying radars. The other jets were gradually moving closer together as the valley narrowed, hills rising steeply up on both sides. What got Healy Two? Vic wondered. Triple A or a SAM? The “blue bells” call came from an orbiting RB-66 electronic warfare aircraft and meant that enemy radars were operating. But he’d never heard anyone call out SAMs.


  “Two went in! Just south of the target!”


  Which Number Two?


  Vic’s mouth dried up. Had to be one of the Korat guys. He took a deep breath. Everyone shot down so far was a Number Two, just like him. Shit. The radios sucked, too; that was the problem with forcing forty-six jets to use the same frequency. Confusion. He sighed and concentrated on flying.


  “Blue bells are silent.”


  “Pickle ... pickle ...”


  “... on fire ... didn’t see a chute from Two.”


  Which Number Two, dammit!


  “Valiant Two is now Valiant Five.”


  Bursting from the dark valley, the four Thuds suddenly shot out into the sunlight and everyone wobbled a bit in the glare. Instinctively, the pilots moved out and Vic’s eyes darted back inside the cockpit. Yen Bai, the last turn point before the target, was two minutes ahead. Rambler One was staying a bit north but the terrain was flatter and this would keep the fighters lower for longer. It also kept another line of low, bumpy hills between them and the Red River valley, where all the SAMs were supposed to be.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  Another beacon! Vic shook his head and forced himself to breathe normally. It was 1405 ... five minutes past 2 p.m., and he tried to remember the target area flow. Healy and Austin should be off the northern target, but he wasn’t sure about the Korat guys to the south. Valiant, twenty miles in front of Rambler, should be near the Red River turning south and Hudson would be about over the target.


  “Valiant ... take it down. Triple A ... over Yen Bai ...”


  “Redwoods, hard left!”


  “Triple A ... ah, over Yen Bai ...”


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  So Valiant was over the river heading south. Vic risked a last look at his weapon switches; three green lights were on, one for the centerline pylon that carried a pair of napalm canisters and a light for each outboard pylon. Everything was getting power and set correctly to release: all he had to do was hit the pickle button. If I live that long, he thought grimly. They cleared another smaller ridgeline, and from the corner of his left eye there it was ... a wide, tan-colored river snaking off to the southeast.


  “Pickle!”


  “Blue Bells are silent.”


  “Three is Bingo.”


  Head swiveling, Vic watched the other three jets and the picture unfolding off to the south. The hills rapidly fell away, spreading the Red River valley out before him, and off at his right at two o’clock there was smoke. Lots of it. Black columns reaching up stark and clear against the blue sky. The target. Hudson was carrying sixteen canisters filled with JP-4, a jelling solution, and a powdered aluminum soap called naphthalene palmitate—napalm. Despite sucking the oxygen from the air, the stuff burned everything. Worse, it stuck to whatever it hit. But it was an area weapon, designed to flatten forests and kill soft things like people. It wasn’t great against entrenchments, and the detonations obscured everything for minutes afterward ... tough on whoever was coming in behind it.


  Like Valiant and Rambler.


  Nodding again, he glanced at his fuel, the clock, then the map on his left knee. Yep ... right where the Black and Red rivers joined up about twenty miles to his southeast. It was 1411.


  “Hudson Two’s hit!”


  Vic groaned. No, not again. Then another voice, nearly screaming. “Hudson Two ... pull up!”


  “Kile ... get out! Eject ... eject!” That sounded like Billy Sparks or Hudson Four, Marty Case.


  Rambler One rolled up slightly, cheating off to the left of a small line of hills. As the other three corrected, he rolled the wings level, sunlight flashing from the polished silver skin. Easy to see ... too easy. Vic shook his head and swallowed. None of the jets had been camouflaged and they still wore their peacetime, stateside bright colors over shiny metal. As they’d taken off, he’d seen red and white stripes on the tails and wingtips of the 563rd jets. Stupid.


  Suddenly a flash overhead caught his eye. Then another.


  Lifting his eyes, Vic saw a string of ugly black and gray popcorn balls erupt in the sky over the river. They were maybe three miles off the nose, but he knew what they were. He’d seen them before. Anti-aircraft guns ... 37 mm junk from Yen Bai.


  “Triple A. Eleven o’clock high,” someone said, but he couldn’t tell who it was.


  “Two went in.” The voice was angry and shocked.


  “Four ... did you see a chute?” That was Paul Craw, the Hudson flight leader.


  “Negative.”


  Ramping down the last hillside, Vic sat straight up in the seat, the heavy stick solid in his right hand as he jockeyed the throttle. Incredibly, Rambler One was still creeping lower, and at that altitude Vic could do nothing but fly and stare at the other Thud. Barely fifty feet above the trees ... if he sneezed he’d be splattered all over North Vietnam. Ignoring the chatter, the Triple A, and his own thumping heart, Vic tensed up for what was coming. A curve in the river filled his right eye and buildings from Yen Bai appeared, along with roads and a few boats.


  He swallowed. Surely they wouldn’t blast over the town at fifty feet.


  “C’mon,” he muttered. “C’mon!”


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  Another one down. Three Thuds lost in less than fifteen minutes ...


  Rambler One suddenly rolled up toward him, and Vic instantly yanked the throttle back, pulling back hard on the stick. The big 105’s wings were perpendicular to the ground, vapor streaming from the wingtips as it slid across the horizon toward him. Vic immediately let the nose drop off, flicked his wrist sideways, and pulled away.


  “Shit ... we’re lined up with the SAM!”


  Vic blinked. That wasn’t Art Mearns, but it might be Valiant One, Major Phil Coll. Unlike the first Takhli flights, Valiant, Rambler, and Corvette were all “Headhunters” from the 80th Tactical Fighter Squadron, and he knew their voices.


  “Well don’t make another pass!”


  Despite himself, he smiled at that. It was his buddy J. C. Atkinson, Valiant Two. Overbanking, he cobbed the power back a bit, then snapped the fighter halfway out of the roll, staring off his left wing. Vic saw immediately that he’d done it right and was actually a bit aft of where he should be. Rolling out, he shoved the throttle forward and exhaled loudly. What a stupid way to fly. ... He was more worried about hitting the other Ramblers than he was about the SAMs, Triple A, or the target.


  “Blue Bells are singing.” The distant voice was disembodied, almost mechanical.


  “Redwoods ... roll out heading two-two-zero ... climb!”


  Rambler One began rocking his wings to bring everyone into close formation. Vic took a deep breath, added more power, and nudged the stick left. Darting a last look at his fuel and the weapons switches one more time, he ran a dry tongue over his dry lips.


  Mearns was going lower.


  The lead Thud leveled off at 20 feet over the valley and held 500 knots. Vic swallowed, the spit catching in his dry throat. This is crazy. As his breathing quickened he closed up to fifteen feet off Rambler One’s right wing. Not fingertip formation, but close enough. Too close for combat. Apparently the others felt the same way, and he saw visored faces from Three and Four staring down at Mearns as the fighters bobbled slightly in the hot air. Everyone else was stacked a bit higher than the leader, so Vic could see his whole plane, not just the wingtip. They’d cut across a big bend in the Red River but were now directly over the water, following it into the target.


  “Valiant ... pickle ... pickle.”


  It was the dust that caught Vic’s eye and his mouth dropped open slightly. Rambler flight was so low over the rice paddies that their exhaust was shooting rooster tails of dirt into the air. Blinking several times, he desperately wanted to sneak a look ahead but didn’t dare. Not at 30 feet above Vietnam at 600 knots and eleven miles from the target. But the corner of his right eye picked up the bright orange flash from Valiant’s cluster bomb attack.


  “Heads up, heads up! Thuds on the nose!”


  “Hard left ... hard left!”


  “Valiant, take it down!”


  Vic didn’t have to see it to know what happened. Forty-six fighters simultaneously hitting two targets barely three miles apart from opposite directions. Now, on top of the wrong weapons, Triple A, and every gomer down there with an AK-47, they all had to worry about hitting one another.


  Brown against green, the river appeared, disappeared, then reappeared under the wings. Paddies in orderly rectangles zipped past, and thin smoke fingers rose up from cooking fires. Close, he thought. We gotta be close.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  “Four is Bingo.”


  “... left ten o’clock low!”


  Wide, flat, and muddy, the Red River was in plain sight beyond Number Four’s wing. Green fields stretched out past it to the east, and he could see a long, prominent ridge stretching south, pointing like a finger to the sea—and to Hanoi. He took another deep breath. The North Vietnamese capital was only forty miles away.


  Gray paths ran alongside the water and he was surprised to see people on them. Near the banks the soil changed to the deep red color that gave the river its name. Suddenly Rambler One bumped up slightly and the others followed. He didn’t go far, though, maybe up to fifty feet, then banked slightly left. Everyone corrected, and as Vic rolled wings level again, Mearns began to count.


  “Ramblers ... five ... four ...”


  Vic moved his right thumb slightly, hovering over the red button on the top of the stick. Chalky blue water from the Black River suddenly appeared under him, then vanished as they flashed overhead.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  “Triple A! Yen Bai.”


  “... three ... two ...”


  There. Red tin roofs!


  “... one ...”


  From the corners of his eyes Vic picked up a cluster of whitewashed, two-story buildings. Red tin roofs ... the barracks for the SAM support facility that was their target.


  ... pickle!”


  He mashed down quickly and smoothly on the release button, then held it. The four BLU-27s fell away and the jet kicked up slightly as the extra weight came off. In the blink of an eye, he saw twelve canisters peel away from the bellies of the other fighters.


  “Vic ...”


  Hearing his name, he instantly broke to the right, slammed the throttle forward to the stop, and pulled the stick into his lap.


  “You have the lead!”


  They had to clear off right immediately to avoid the Korat flights that were attacking from the south. Grunting, he concentrated on a perfectly level turn ... not easy at 30 feet while getting shot at. He tried not to think about going belly-up to the guns and the other Thuds.


  “Hickory ... pickle!”


  It felt good to look right instead of left, and Vic braced his helmet against the red leather headrest as the 105 muscled its way across the horizon. Normally you’d drop low in a turn but there was no low here ... only dirt and death. For an instant he saw the whole target area, like a snapshot: billowing black smoke, particles hanging in the air, and fire blazing on the ground.


  As his nose came through south, he spotted a huge oily cloud hanging above the other SAM site. At that moment Rambler was over a U-shaped flat area between the rivers, maybe two miles wide. Anti-aircraft fire was everywhere. Nasty little yellow or orange explosions that became ugly gray smudges ... hundreds of them.


  Sweat leaked from under his mask and ran down his chin. Another drop trickled into his eye, stinging it. The radio was garbage; everyone still talking so he mentally tuned it down to background noise. As the Black River appeared in the corner of his right eye, Vic snapped the fighter upright, bunted forward on the stick, and leveled off so low that he could see rocks under the shallow water.* Also two other smoke pillars, thinner and darker than anything caused by napalm. He gritted his teeth; Hudson Two and Healy Two ... had to be.


  Roaring down the Black River, Rambler sprinted for the safety of the hills to the southwest. Sunlight flickered on the water, then disappeared as they crossed to the west bank. Vic glanced left and saw the other three Thuds. They’d made it out ... so far. Dark specks were everywhere along the horizon as the Korat fighters hit their target and then dashed for higher terrain away from the guns.


  “Rambler One’s got the lead on the left.”


  The other Thud surged ahead as Mearns lit his afterburner. Vic double-clicked the mike, rotated the throttle outboard and shoved it forward. More flashes overhead ... and off the left wing.


  “C’mon ...” He was leaning forward, willing the big jet past 600 knots and into the foothills.


  “BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR BEE-EAR.”


  “Hudson Three ...”


  “Blue ...”


  “Bingo.”


  “... are singing.”


  Then they were there.


  Green mountains suddenly stretched from eyeball to eyeball, filling his vision as they made it to the foothills. Falling farther aft, Vic mirrored Rambler One as he wove through the rising hills, putting them between the 105s and the SAMs.


  Mearns began a slight climb up to 500 feet and Vic took a deep breath.


  “Sonuva ...” He reached up and unclipped the mask. A wave of cold air immediately hit his sweaty face and it felt marvelous. Four more minutes and they’d be in Laos, then a zoom climb up and straight to the tanker. Survived again! His skin prickled and a wave of relief swept through him as he tried to relax his muscles. They were still thirty-five miles inside North Vietnam, but there weren’t any known threats between them and the border. None they knew of, anyway, he thought with a grin, pulling the power back to avoid flying ahead of Rambler One.


  The thrill faded as he thought of the guys who went down. Dead ... or worse. Too far into Indian Country to be rescued. Alone. One of the Cedars from Korat had also gone in, and he sighed, dragging a gloved hand across his forehead, up under his helmet.


  Was it worth it?


  Mearns banked into him and the four Thuds skirted around the western slope of a jagged peak. As they passed by, heading for the basin beyond and the Laotian border, their thundering engines shook trees and vibrated the earth. Hidden from view along the base of that peak, sad metal fragments were strewn about, twisted, charred, and barely recognizable. A wingtip, colored strands of badly melted wire, and attached to a mangled strut was a perfectly intact nose wheel from an American fighter jet.


  A large piece of metal, torn at the bottom, lay at the base of a tree. Fin shaped, about six feet tall, it was partially burned, but some markings remained since it hadn’t been on the ground long—maybe only three or four days. There was a painted shield, blue on the top and red on the bottom, with a sword on top. A long, yellow lightning bolt ran diagonally through it and disappeared into the burned area. Had there been anyone to see, the numbers on the strut were plain to see: 63-7599.


  It was all that remained of an F-4 Phantom called Leopard Two.


  *Forty-six actually got over the target. Two Thuds from Korat aborted.


  *Circular error average, or CEA, is essentially the “miss distance” of a bomb impact from the target.


  *The 563rd deployed to Takhli in April 1965, from McConnell Air Force Base, Kansas.


  *Redwood Two was Captain Chuck Horner, who would later
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  Ed Rock, fighter pilot and editor of First In Last Out: Stories by the Wild Weasels, gave up an incredible amount of time ensuring that the details were correct, proofreading, correcting my errors, and answering literally hundreds of questions. Research is fine, but there is simply is no substitute for firsthand sources from those who had been there and done that. Thank you, Ed.


  Stan Goldstein gave freely of his time, expertise, and knowledge. An inexhaustible source of contacts, he always knew someone who could answer my interminable, pesky questions. Going far beyond that, he sacrificed a considerable amount of time on the golf course to track folks down for me. Incidentally, despite my own fighter background (or perhaps because of it!) several of these people would only consent to speak because of Stan’s introductions. He was also a proofreader, sounding board, and reality checker rolled into one extraordinary, humorous individual.


  Allen Lamb was kind enough to put me up for several weekends, share his single malt scotch, and relive his experiences as a Hunter Killer during Wild Weasel I. He and his lovely wife, Frances, also provided a considerable amount of personal photographs, papers, and maps—without which this book would not be what it is.


  Howard Plunkett is an amazing source of information regarding the Vietnam war in general, and specifically for anything pertaining to the F-105. I will presume to say that the man knows everything about Thud operations in Southeast Asia, and no author could wish for a better source of hard data. Howard also kindly agreed to read each chapter as I finished and his blunt, accurate, and wholly necessary corrections have saved me much embarrassment. He has my unflagging admiration and gratitude.


  Another wonderful man, former USAF Flight Surgeon Dr. Phil Steeves, freely volunteered his time to read every chapter, offer insights, and discreetly point me in the right direction. A Yale-educated consummate gentleman, his tact and diplomacy in a world of large egos is truly astounding and sincerely appreciated.


  Vic Vizcarra, former Thud driver, made the “Spring High” chapter possible. A computer simulation had been created of that particular pivotal mission, and Vic was kind enough to let me use it to get every detail correct. As an author, having such a remarkable tool, as well as getting insights from the men who flew the actual mission, was invaluable.


  Chapter seven, “A Full Day’s Work,” was only possible due to the assistance of Leo Thorsness and Jerry Hoblit. Each took the time to look at my sketches, review the writing, and dredge up memories of a very bad day long ago. My personal thanks and best wishes to both men.


  Being able to discuss the “Bauman Mod” and its implications was only possible because Weldon Bauman cheerfully volunteered his expertise and time. Twenty-five years after the fact, the fighter jets I flew all had derivatives of his extraordinary contribution, and it is no exaggeration to say that the modification he created makes modern Weaseling possible.


  Denny Haney was kind enough to “close the loop” for me regarding Linebacker II and the combat debut of the F-4C Weasel. A fine writer himself, Denny’s lucid account, technical memory, and details (like Hanoi’s lights on Christmas Eve), were greatly appreciated.


  Among the many others who deserve very public acknowledgement for their contributions are Guy Aceto, George Acree, Jack Broughton (Thud Ridge, Going Downtown, and Rupert Red Two), Marty Case, Liz Carroll, Paul Craw, Bill Freeman, Ben Fuller, Bruce Giffin, H. Lee Griffin, Russ Greer, Dan Hampton Sr., Biddie Hampton, Chuck Horner, Mike Jackson, Patti King, Bob Klimek, Frances Lamb, Bob Lilac, Rich McCubbins, Dr. John Mearns, Erica Mearns, Dave Moody, Rick Morgan, Paul T. Mudge, George Nolly (author of the Hamfist series), John Revak, Don Shepperd, Joe Telford, Erin and Frank Thompson, Ken Wicks, Garry Willard, and Darrel Whitcomb.


  A special thanks to Greg Anderson, Marilyn Chang, and Matthew Burchette of Wings Over the Rockies Air and Space Museum in Denver; Josh Staff of the Cradle of Aviation Museum on Long Island, and Gary Lewi of the American Airpower Museum. Also Richard Poulsen, managing editor of Squadron Signal Publishing and Lou Drendel, author and very talented aviation artist.


  As always, my sincere gratitude and appreciation to the talented group at HarperCollins: my publicist, Lauren Jackson, for making me look better than I really do; art director Rich Aquan for his superb cover; editorial assistant Nick Amphlett for his ability to juggle the details; my editor, Peter Hubbard, for his endless patience, skill, humor, and ability to transform raw ideas into new books; and, finally, to William Morrow’s publisher, Liate Stehlik, for giving everyone in this paragraph the chance to tell a story that needed to be told.
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  APPENDIX C


  THE BAMBOO DRAGON: BACKGROUND NOTES ON HO CHI MINH, FRANCE, AND THE ORIGINS OF THE VIETNAM WAR


  IN 1911, at the age of twenty-one, Ho Chi Minh sailed from Saigon on the Amiral Latouche Treville, a French freighter bound for Marseilles. A wanderer, writer, and jack of all trades, Ho would not see Vietnam again for three decades. After a year in France, he left for the United States, spending another twelve months in San Francisco and Boston. Returning to Europe, Ho became a pastry chef at London’s famous Carlton Hotel before again taking up residence in Paris. Mixing with French socialists, he wrote articles and penned a wickedly satirical play called The Bamboo Dragon.*


  When the Great War ended and the Treaty of Versailles delegates arrived in Paris, Ho rented a tuxedo and tried to see President Woodrow Wilson, whom he greatly admired for his democratic principles, but was unable to gain admittance. Unable to put down roots, he left for Moscow in 1924 and would meet Lenin, Trotsky, and other prominent Soviet leaders while adding Russian to the fluent French, English, and Cantonese he’d already mastered. Yet during the traveling decades Vietnam never left his thoughts and, in 1941, as the world went back to war, he crossed from China into the Tonkin province and finally came home.


  That summer, through the Atlantic Charter, both Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt vowed to “see sovereign rights and self-government restored to those who have been forcibly deprived of them.” A grand statement, but one constructed more to instigate rebellion than as a genuine end to colonialism. Churchill in particular was utterly dedicated to the preservation of the British Empire and had no desire to liberate anyone.* The United States, whose main concern at present was to win World War II, and overly selective about allies, as support for the Soviet Union demonstrated. Though eminently practical, Ho Chi Minh believed the idealism of the charter, so without hesitation he declared against the Japanese and began to fight.


  However, he miscalculated the negative impact of his communist status and the reaction that this provoked in U.S. decision makers. The ideological genie of communism was every bit as evil to those in the late 1940s and 1950s as global terror is today. With World War II ending, the necessary but strained coalition with Moscow would not last. An enormous, well-armed, and belligerent Soviet Union was a very real threat, as was the bloody struggle in China between Chiang Kai-shek’s nationalists and Mao Zedong’s communists. Indochina became an ideological line in the sand for Paris, and the United States wasn’t interested in interfering.


  Yet.


  Retrospectively, then, Ho’s enthusiastic welcome of American OSS agents in 1945 is truly sad, and there is a sense that the future U.S. military involvement in Vietnam might have been avoided with a bit of intelligent, far-thinking political support.* The tragedy of missed opportunities would become a recurring theme in Southeast Asia. Those on the scene could certainly see it; American captain Archimedes Patti helped Ho draft up his own declaration of independence, unashamedly borrowing from the United States with “We hold the truth that all men are created equal. That they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights, among them life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”


  At one point, Ho even applied for a U.S. visa and had personally received a signed photograph from Claire Lee Chennault, of Flying Tiger fame, whom he greatly admired. During a July 1945 covert mission, Paul Hoagland, an American medic with the OSS, most likely saved Ho’s life from malaria and dysentery. Following the Japanese surrender in August, with French credibility nonexistent, Ho Chi Minh had reasonable expectations for the success of his independence movement. Earlier in the year, Boa Dai, the last Vietnamese emperor, had abdicated in favor of the Viet Minh, stating, “I would rather be a simple citizen of a free country rather than the king of a subjugated people.” A noble sentiment, but his decision likely had more to do with personal survival than with principle.


  In any event, the way seemed clear as Ho now stood in Hanoi’s Bao Dinh Square and declared independence on September 2, 1945. By filling the power void in Vietnam, he had hoped that Washington, in the postwar spirit of freedom sweeping the world, would support him. He didn’t regard the United States as a threat, stating that it was “a democracy without territorial ambitions.” Ho also openly stated he would have in his country “a million American soldiers ... but no French.”


  Unfortunately, he overestimated world interest in Vietnam, misread French postwar intentions, and underestimated Washington’s commitment. In fairness to the White House, potential conflicts with a nuclear-armed China and ongoing competition with the Soviet Union far outweighed ideological sympathy with colonial Vietnam. In fact, it was this very threat vis-à-vis Moscow that prompted U.S. support for the French in Indochina. Ships, aircraft, maintenance, and, above all, money were provided to Paris in the hope that a French-controlled Vietnam would remain a deterrent against the rising communist movement in China.


  This situation was brought to a head by the terms of the Potsdam Agreement and the disposition of Japanese forces surrendering in Vietnam. Those north of the 16th parallel were to be disarmed by Chiang Kai-Shek’s Nationalists, and to that effect some 300,000 rapacious Chinese soldiers crossed the Tonkinese border headed for Hanoi. Looting, raping, and pillaging became common, so northern Vietnamese communists immediately began fighting back. Japanese soldiers in the southern provinces were disarmed by British general Douglas Gracey’s 20th Indian Division, which had been diverted on its way home to keep the peace.


  Cochinchina, the southern zone containing Saigon, was the real problem.


  Ho subsequently found himself boxed in geopolitically and, as he saw it, betrayed diplomatically. French troops were back in the South and the Chinese were brutalizing the North. Beset on both sides, in 1946 Ho cut his losses and compromised with Paris. If Vietnam’s independence was recognized and the Chinese would withdraw, he would garrison 25,000 French soldiers for five years. It was, he felt, the lesser of two evils, and Ho pragmatically reminded his opponents that “the last time the Chinese came they stayed a thousand years. The French are foreigners. They are weak. Colonialism is dying. The white man is finished in Asia. But if the Chinese stay now, they will never go. As for me, I prefer to sniff French shit for five years than eat Chinese shit for the rest of my life.”


  Paris then declared Vietnam a “free state” within the newly created and grandly titled French Union. Again, Ho Chi Minh was betrayed by the French, who had no intention of leaving Indochina and were using the Vietnamese resistance movement to rid themselves of the Chinese. Certain they could conquer Vietnam anytime they chose to, Beijing agreed to withdraw after the fall opium harvest, and if France would relinquish Shanghai. With Washington’s full support, the French agreed and the deal was quietly done. Then abrogating their own agreement, in May 1946 France established a separate government for Cochinchina—as always, with Washington’s collusion.


  UNIFYING THE COUNTRY under the auspices of the French Union meant occupying and subduing Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam. Militarily, the next few years were generally spent in a tit-for-tat fashion as the French tactically experimented with various commanders. Forts were constructed in the northern frontier area, particularly along Route Coloniale (RC) 4, which ran north from Hanoi to Cao Bang, on the Chinese border. The goal was to disrupt arms and ammunition flowing in from China while Operation Lison aimed at defeating enemy strongholds between the Black and Red rivers. French troops now controlled the fertile rice lands of the Red River delta and forced the Viet Minh back into the hills—temporarily.


  Yet despite their long experience in Indochina, the French never learned quite how to fight the Vietnamese. Fixed fortifications were even less effective in Indochina than they had been against the Germans in 1940. A mobile enemy, with room to infiltrate and maneuver, could go around them, ambush patrols, or cut them off. Or all of that—which is precisely what the Viet Minh did. There was little air support at the beginning of the conflict, and what eventually appeared came from the United States, along with mechanics and support personnel. Helicopters had not yet made a significant tactical appearance on any battlefield and, as the Americans later discovered, were really the only effective means of transport and supply. The terrain was ideally suited for native defenders who could live off the land and walk to a fight and didn’t rely on the trucks, tanks, and heavy equipment that became useless during Vietnam’s rainy season.


  Time, as always, favored the Vietnamese since French domestic support for the war was problematic, at best. Initially, French nationalists had enthusiastically beat the war drums, hoping to erase the shame of defeat and collaboration from World War II. Mortally afraid of appearing weak and realizing that weakness in Indochina would encourage rebellions in her other colonies, France had begun strengthening its CEFEO* from 50,000 to about 150,000 men by 1949. But patriotic fervor thinned rapidly against the economic realities of postwar France and Ho was well aware of this. Paris attempted to offset this by appealing to Washington for aid, and most Americans in 1949 would have been shocked to learn that they were subsidizing more than 30 percent of the war’s expense.


  French politicians also misunderstood, as would their American counterparts a decade later, that to the Vietnamese this was war, not a conflict. A war of independence from colonialism; a war of reunification that they were prepared to fight and die to achieve. This caused immediate issues with French field commanders, who did not receive supplies and the reinforcements needed for combat. This was partially due to France’s tottering economy, but also to the higher prioritization of the Soviet Union and Germany to European security issues. Paris wasn’t alone in this; Washington also considered Indochina a sideshow compared to the threat of an East-West war in Europe. Additionally, President Harry Truman was a stalwart Europeanist and did not actively oppose French and British colonial interests.


  Paris was quick to paint the struggle in Southeast Asia in flaming communist red to play on U.S. fears of spreading Chinese and Soviet influence. In late October 1949, as Chinese Nationalists under Chiang Kai-Shek were defeated, Mao Zedong declared the formation of the communist People’s Republic of China, alarming Washington. This was exacerbated in April 1950 when Beijing signed an assistance pact with the Viet Minh. Full-scale panic then set in during June when ten North Korean divisions crossed the 38th parallel heading south toward Seoul. The city fell two days later and the United States found itself back at war. Britain was thoroughly enmeshed with India and Pakistan, so France was left unhindered to do as she pleased in Indochina.


  General Marcel-Maurice Carpentier, a World War I veteran who fought with the Free French during World War II, rightly concluded that the existing line of frontier forts was ineffective. In the fall of 1950 he planned a rollback withdrawal, north to south along Route Coloniale 4, of all the emplacements. General Vo Nguyen Giap, the Viet Minh field commander, moved rapidly to disrupt the move and cut the French to pieces. A lawyer by profession with no military schooling, Giap had learned his new trade rapidly and proved a naturally gifted general. He also intimately knew the terrain and had the advantages of regular aid from China and the local population.


  Despite fierce resistance from the Foreign Legion garrisons and paratroopers, many of whom were World War II veterans, Giap’s twenty battalions annihilated the defenders. Nearly 7,000 French soldiers began the southward trek and barely 600 survived. Captured intact, the main frontier arsenal at Lang Son contained enough weapons to supply a 10,000-man division. Neutral or uncommitted Vietnamese now openly considered whether they might be better off supporting Ho Chi Minh against the French.


  Buoyed by his successes, Giap then mistakenly attempted to fight the French on their own terms, in open country, and was severely mauled. Against American-supplied heavy weapons and aircraft Giap lost nearly half of his regular infantry. However, learning his lesson, the general put together three divisions, boosted operations in Cochinchina to assault the French rear, and took to the hills. As guerrilla operations extended into the Thai highlands and northern Laos, the new French commander, Henri Navarre, launched a series of small, quick operations against the Viet Minh.


  By 1953 several pivotal outside events had occurred that would impact the outcome of the First Indochina War and set the stage for a conflict with the Americans. Joseph Stalin had died in March and the Soviet Union, seeking to cast aside its pariah status, openly suggested resolving European security issues that troubled the Western powers. There were ulterior motives with this, of course, such as keeping France and West Germany out of any anti-Soviet military pact, but it was a start.


  China was a wild card for several reasons. First, Beijing was certain that the French would lose in Indochina and was equally sure that the United States would step into the void. The Chinese knew they could deal with the French, militarily or diplomatically, but as the Korean War had proven, the United States was a different matter. Also, Mao’s communist economy was failing and Beijing desperately needed trade with the West if the new government was to survive. This hadn’t been possible while the Korean War persisted, but that conflict had been concluded following the July 1953 armistice.


  As for the United States, President Dwight D. Eisenhower had taken office the year prior promising to end the war in Korea. After agreeing to stop fighting in one Asian country, he couldn’t very well start again in Indochina, despite Paris’s wishes. Also, by this time French military ineffectiveness and duplicitous diplomatic behavior were wearing thin. John Foster Dulles, the U.S. secretary of state and ardent crusader of communist containment, had arranged $500 million in aid to France with the understanding that any peace negotiations with the Viet Minh would be delayed. Paris simply took the money and ignored the conditions. None of this sat well with Eisenhower as Washington was now paying 40 percent of French expenses in Indochina, more than $100 million per year, and it still wasn’t enough for a victory.


  So with the foreign and domestic tide turning against them, Paris ordered Navarre to rapidly conclude the war. Faced with morale problems, low supplies, and a reenergized enemy, he formulated what became known as the Navarre Plan. The general envisioned an “air-land” base constructed deep in the heart of Viet Minh territory, a fortified striker camp that could be resupplied by air. He chose the only flat land in the region, an eleven-by-five-mile valley near the Laotian border containing an old Japanese airstrip near a wretched little town the Vietnamese called Dien Bien Phu. Navarre believed his air-land base could connect French garrisons in northern Vietnam with Sam Nuea in Laos. This would severely disrupt Viet Minh supplies of rice and munitions and, most important, would halt the wide-scale opium trafficking that provided a major source of Hanoi’s revenue. Drug money was then used to purchase some six thousand tons of armaments, and food each month from China.


  Navarre, as an ex-cavalry officer, believed implicitly in fire and maneuver tactics, so he’d convinced himself that such a base would also draw the Viet Minh onto open ground. Anticipating mass wave attacks reminiscent of World War I, he planned to then destroy the enemy with artillery, or the ten M-24 Chaffee light tanks he’d airlifted into the valley. It looked good on paper from an air-conditioned headquarters in Saigon, but several of his highly experienced combat officers knew better. Navarre’s maps didn’t depict the thick, tangled brush that broke up fields of fire, nor show the effects of the miserable spring weather. Monsoon season was fast approaching with its torrential, soaking rains and French intelligence was finding evidence of a massive Viet Minh buildup. But Navarre shrugged it all off, confident in his tanks, artillery, and American-supplied air transport.


  So at 0500 on November 20, 1953, a solitary C-47 Dakota lifted off from Hanoi and arrived over Dien Bien Phu by 0700. Three generals on board (Navarre was not among them) decided that despite fog covering the valley, the drop, called Operation Castor, could proceed. Sixty-five more Dakotas finished loading 1,800 French paratroopers, five battalions in all, and took off in two waves. By noon, Major Marcel Bigeard, a tough, up-from-the-ranks veteran combat officer, jumped with his 6th Colonial Commando Parachute Battalion and the battle was officially joined.


  Initially taking the village and shoring up the defenses, the French then waited for the enemy to come—and so they did, but not in the way Navarre planned. General Giap, who rode between the valley and Ho’s headquarters on his horse, did what the French considered impossible. Using captured American trucks, provided from the Chinese by way of Korea, he brought his heavy weapons as far forward as the roads allowed. Offloading 140 howitzers, 80 recoilless guns, rocket launchers, and about 50 heavy mortars, the Viet Minh promptly disassembled them. Distributing the components among tens of thousands of porters and solders, they hiked through the highlands onto the hills overlooking Dien Bien Phu. Under thick cover Giap assembled 120,000 men, 200 anti-aircraft guns, and hundreds of thousands of artillery shells. The 10,000 French soldiers, hunkered down in their string of pillboxes, failed to appreciate the scale of the deployment.


  Then it began to rain. And rain.


  Clouds lowered and resupply by air became problematic. Some 36,000 tons of material were required to sustain the fort, yet barely 4,000 were delivered. The hard-packed valley floor that was supposed to allow armored maneuver became a wet, clutching morass, and the tanks remained stuck in place. Incredibly, the French commander also neglected to dig in his twenty-nine pieces of field artillery, or adequately entrench his thirty heavy mortars. This was hardly surprising given that Colonel Christian Marie Ferdinand de La Croix de Castries was, like Navarre, a cavalry officer. He trusted the artillery commander to site his own guns, and when Colonel Charles Piroth pompously stated that “no Viet Minh cannon will be able to fire three rounds before being destroyed by my artillery,” de Castries believed him.*


  After tightening the siege for another month, Giap launched his attack on the afternoon of March 13, 1954. Following an intense artillery barrage, the Viet Minh 312th Division used a network of carefully constructed tunnels to assault pillbox “Beatrice,” which finally succumbed just after midnight.* A single afternoon of fighting was enough, and the French plaintively begged the United States for help. Paris was finally aware that the garrison would not survive and absolutely did not want to enter the upcoming Geneva Conference from a position of weakness.


  Despite the insertion of the 5th Parachute Battalion on March 14, the French pillbox “Gabrielle” fell the next day. Colonel Piroth, the optimistic artillery commander, met the tactical situation by lying down in his tent with a hand grenade and blowing himself apart. Some 4,300 additional paratroopers jumped in during the next month, but after “Ann-Marie” was taken the Viet Minh were able to place 37 mm anti-aircraft guns on the hillside near the airstrip. During the next fifty days more than 10,000 close air support and evacuation sorties would be flown, but to no avail. Forty-eight aircraft would be lost and another 167 damaged as the French attempted to break the siege.


  By May 4, Giap managed to bring up his Soviet-made Katyusha rockets and began systematically shredding what remained of the miserable camp. Two days later the skies cleared and a French fifty-plane relief airdrop was flown into the valley. Nearly 200 tons of food, medicine, and ammunition floated down into the trees, most of it directly to the Viet Minh. More than one hundred American-made B-26 Marauders, Hellcats, Bearcats, and Corsairs attacked the hillsides surrounding Dien Bien Phu, but it was much too little and entirely too late. By late afternoon on May 7, with little ammunition and no real options remaining, de Castries sent the following message: “We’re blowing up everything. Adieu.”


  The radio operator added a “Vive la France!”


  Including reinforcements, 15,709 French soldiers, legionnaires, and auxiliaries ended up fighting in that narrow, bloody valley. A handful escaped to Laos, nearly 1,200 deserted, and Giap permitted the Red Cross to evacuate 858 of the most severely wounded. By nightfall on May 7, as the red Viet Minh flag was raised, 11,721 prisoners, half of them wounded, were shuffled off through the trees to prisoner camps in North Vietnam.* Of these a mere 3,290 were repatriated four months later, in September 1954. Beginning with 120 transport aircraft and 227 fighters, the French lost 56 destroyed and nearly 200 damaged. Of the casualties sustained by the five Viet Minh divisions engaged at Dien Bien Phu, there are no accurate records. French claims are exaggerated and Hanoi’s admissions are underestimated. Still, it seems likely that about 8,000 were killed and some 15,000 wounded, with an unknown number later perishing from poor medical care.


  On May 8, while de Castries and his battered men staggered through the steaming, stinking trees on their way to oblivion, the Geneva Conference opened. It was an attempt, although one laced with subterfuge and private agendas, to resolve the situation in Indochina. The French defeat certainly complicated matters, and the Viet Minh were in no mood to compromise. However, Hanoi’s backers in China and the Soviet Union were. The United States had detonated the H-bomb at Bikini Atoll several months earlier, so both communist governments were quite rightfully leery of American military power. Also, as mentioned, the Chinese much preferred French influence in Indochina rather than a U.S. foothold just across its southern border.


  In the end, France gained at Geneva what it failed to gain through combat while the Viet Minh lost through diplomacy much of its victory in the field. Vietnam would be temporarily partitioned into northern and southern regions at the 17th parallel, pending the reunification that would follow a 1956 national election. Ho retained control of the North while French forces were to remain in the South. It was likely the best resolution possible at the time since it stopped the fighting and provided some hope for the future. France, the USSR, Laos, the People’s Republic of China, Cambodia, and Ho Chi Minh’s Democratic Republic of Vietnam were all signatories. South Vietnam and the United States were not.


  Unfortunately, it became rapidly apparent that the U.S.-backed prime minister in Saigon, Ngo Dinh Diem, had no intention of complying with the Geneva settlement. As soon as he returned to Saigon in July 1954, Diem began replacing key government officials with friends, backers, and family members. Hopelessly out of touch with the needs of the people, and not interested in a rapprochement with the North, Diem was a disastrous choice. Opposition to him grew daily, an unlikely assortment of religious and political sects thrown together by a hatred of the French, the communists, and the Saigon regime.* Though the U.S. Joint Chiefs opposed intervention and the training of Vietnamese troops, they were overruled by the White House. In all fairness, it must have seemed that if the fragile Saigon government fell, the entire South would be ripe for a communist takeover, so with U.S. help the first coup attempt was crushed. In late October 1955, Diem proclaimed himself president of the newly created Republic of Vietnam.


  To no one’s surprise, Paris proved utterly unequal to the task of managing Indochina, especially without American funding and equipment. In the wake of Dien Bien Phu, the French gave up again and pulled out of Vietnam in April 1956, creating a void that had to be filled. Amid long-term economic turmoil coupled with a deeply conflicted national identity crisis, France would subsequently lose Cambodia, followed in 1956 by Morocco, Laos in 1957, and finally Tunisia in 1962.


  Diem justified his failure to hold the mandated 1956 elections by asserting they would never be “fair.” The Eisenhower administration backed him with a $300 million assistance package, then permitted him to ban political parties and public gatherings and to rule by decree for six years.* Colonel Edward Lansdale, a former OSS officer, was sent to create the Saigon military mission and to ensure Diem’s survival by rigging the next election. Lucky red ballots were used for Diem while any opponents were forced to use “evil” green paper. Green votes were often thrown away or destroyed outright; coercion was actively practiced, and in Saigon the final tally for Diem was greater than the number of eligible voters.


  With the United States as his bodyguard, Diem defied China and dismissed the Geneva settlement, which he’d never signed anyway. In a rather unorthodox effort to keep peace the Soviet Union, with Hanoi’s approval, proposed a permanent partition of Vietnam at the 17th parallel. If accepted, this certainly would have eliminated the immediate pretext for war and perhaps avoided it altogether. Not surprisingly, the White House refused the whole partition idea since it ran contrary to the anticommunism that was the lifeblood of Washington at the time. This inconsistent position has never been rationalized given U.S. support for the Soviet Union during World War II and recognition of Tito’s communist government in Yugoslavia.*


  But not Vietnam.


  On both sides of the 17th parallel things were going badly. Ho Chi Minh initiated a disastrous series of land reforms that only exacerbated the North’s shaky economic conditions. Continuous war had destroyed ports, railheads, rolling stock, bridges, and factories. The exodus of some 625,000 teachers, priests, business owners, and medical professionals also drained much of the region’s intellectual talent. Being cut off from the South also deprived the North of its primary rice supply, causing severe food shortages. Both Hanoi and Saigon resorted to military force to keep order, though Diem was generally worse since he never modified his position or explored other options. This led to numerous coup attempts, domestic distrust, and a spreading disenfranchisement among the peasantry.


  Still stung by the Geneva betrayal, Hanoi capitalized on Saigon’s problems by sending thousands of southern-born insurgents, many of them Viet Minh combat veterans, back into Cochinchina after December 1960. Organizing an effective propaganda system, they armed and trained supporters, then began conducting guerrilla operations. Hanoi called them the National Liberation Front for the Liberation of South Vietnam, and the fighting branch of this movement was the People’s Liberation Armed Forces (PLAF).


  To Saigon and the west they became known as the Viet Cong.


  *It played a single performance.


  *In 1919, Secretary of War Winston Churchill sanctioned the use of poison gas against the Kurds. It was not actually employed.


  *Office of Strategic Services—predecessor of the Central Intelligence Agency.


  *Corps Expéditionnaire Français en Extrême-Orient.


  *An amazing viewpoint to take, given that both men were World War II veterans who had witnessed the limitations of fixed fortifications during the ten days it took for the German Wehrmacht to defeat the French Army in 1940.


  *The pillboxes were all named for de Castries’s local mistresses: Beatrice, Gabrielle, Huguette, Ann-Marie, Francoise, Claudine, Isabelle, and Eliane.


  *Many were tortured in Camp 113 (Lang-Kieu) prison by a fellow countryman named Georges Boudarel: philosophy teacher, communist, and traitor.


  *Cao Dai, Hoa Hao, and the Binh Xuyen, among others.


  *Two new political parties were formed—both controlled by Diem’s brothers.


  *In fact, a substantial aid package was approved in 1951 when President Truman backed Yugoslavia’s bid for a seat on the UN Security Council.
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