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The United States should not, under any circumstances, get involved in land warfare in Southeast Asia.


—GENERAL DAVID M. SHOUP USMC, COMMANDANT OF THE MARINE CORPS, AFTER A 1962 VISIT TO VIETNAM
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PROLOGUE



FULL THROTTLE


The telephone rang in the wee hours. It was the duty officer in the ready room.* Time to rise and shine for a predawn launch, still two hours away. D. D. Smith’s roommate merely grunted and turned over in his berth. As usual, Smith staggered off to the head, came back, donned his dirty flight suit—he could get another day out of it—and steel-toed boots, and retrieved his pistol and shoulder holster from the tiny safe in his desk. He closed the door to the safe and spun the combination.


The ship was quiet—just the usual groans and creaks as she rode the back of the sea. Everyone who could grab some sack time was doing it; Smith was the only one in the passageways as he made his way to the wardroom, which was of course closed. But the stewards were cooking in the kitchen, and there was coffee—in the Navy there was always coffee. He grabbed a roll or two and coffee and headed for his squadron ready room.


Smith’s wingman was there—unshaven, with tousled hair, sucking a cigarette and drinking coffee from the pot near the duty desk. The squadron Air Intelligence officer (AI) was chatting with the duty officer. In minutes both pilots were seated in the front row by the blackboard, learning about their mission.


That’s the way it usually went. But one morning there was a new wrinkle.


On the flight schedule their mission was armed recce—road reconnaissance: rocket and strafe anything moving on North Vietnam’s north-south main highway, Route One.


The AI dropped the bomb. “A few hours ago during the night the Air Force hit the Thanh Hoa Bridge. They think they did some real damage and want the Navy to do some BDA [bomb damage assessment] at first light. You guys get the look.”


“Why us?”


“You’re the eyes of the fleet.”


“How come the air farce doesn’t do their own BDA?”


“As if I knew.”


Smith, the flight lead, immediately foresaw serious problems with this assignment. Just amble over the Thanh Hoa Bridge? No jammers or flak suppressors? There were a hundred guns around that bridge that would shred the two A-4E Skyhawks if they got anywhere near the bridge!


Well, they punched off the front end of the big gray boat in the predawn darkness, rendezvoused, and proceeded toward the beach. Smith had no plan on how this was going to go down. His mind was still fixated on a nice, peaceful road recce where they might shoot up a truck or maybe a road grader. His mind refused to think about getting anywhere near that bridge in their two little A-4Es. The Dragon’s Jaw Bridge at Thanh Hoa was the most heavily defended structure on the planet, surrounded by antiaircraft artillery (AAA) pieces manned by five battalions of gunners who got lots of practice. And above the envelope of the AAA were the SAMs—surface-to-air missiles.


SAMs could be brutally effective and very lethal. The only way to avoid them was to maneuver, and that would bleed off energy and drive the target aircraft down into the flak envelope, where North Vietnamese gunners could pick them off. The old tactic of cruising into bad-guy country at sixteen to twenty thousand feet was history.


Facing the problem, Smith decided to ingress at six to eight thousand feet, which allowed them to execute a quick dive for the deck in case of a missile launch. Yes, they were in range of flak guns at that altitude, but, hey, life’s a compromise.


The aircraft had been retrofitted with missile-detection gear that sounded an alert when the plane was acquired by search radar, when the SAM-fire-control radar locked up an individual airplane, and when a missile was in the air being guided toward it. The sounds that came through the pilot’s earphones as each of these evolutions took place were unique—and they couldn’t have been worse if a Hollywood horror–film composer had arranged them.


The beam of the sweeping search radar made a chirp each time it illuminated the plane, so these chirps were regular and a few seconds apart as the radar antennae made its circle on its mount. When the missile-fire-control radar locked on, the tone became loud and steady. As the pilot’s adrenaline level went into medical emergency overload, he waited… and waited… and then there it was: the tone began to cycle, a deedle or warble, indicating that the fire-control radar had been switched to a higher pulse repetition frequency (PRF) so as to locate you, the target, more precisely in three-dimensional space. Red lights, one on each side of the bombsight, illuminated on the glare shield above the instrument panel and said MISSILE, just in case the pilot was terminally stupid or humming an Elvis tune.


The finale occurred when the missile had been in the air for six seconds and the first stage dropped away: the earphone tone went to a screaming warble as the detection gear picked up the actual guidance commands that the fire-control radar was sending to the missile. The red MISSILE lights on the glare shield began flashing: the SA-2 missile was supersonic now and on its way to kill you.


That was a moment!


To make matters worse, it was not unusual for the North Viets to launch multiple missiles or, if they wanted to kill you badly enough, multiple missiles from different launch sites, which meant the deadly things came from different directions. The defense against a missile, whether one or many, was to outmaneuver it, which cost the planes’ energy and soon had them headed for the dubious safety of Mother Earth waiting below.


That miserable morning the two Skyhawks began their jinking routine as they approached the coast while listening to the chirp of the search radars. The dawn revealed the usual Vietnam soup-like haze: they couldn’t see crap in the early light. There was no way they could make out the details of the bridge from a reasonable distance, and overflying the bridge at three or four thousand feet would just get them killed.


Smith could see only one option. He figured swooping out of the haze with the rising sun at his back in his corkscrewing little A-4 gave him his best chance. Maybe he could surprise the North Vietnamese gun crews while they ate their breakfast of rice balls and fish heads or whatever. This was probably not a very bright idea, as the bridge defenders were undoubtedly on alert, waiting for an American plane to come motoring by to assess the effect of last night’s strike. The Americans were as predictable as the tides—they always sent a plane or two after an attack to do damage assessment. The Viet gunners had only to wait until the sucker showed up.


Yet that was the only idea Smith had. He gulped down a deep breath, detached his wingman, and told him to keep him in sight. He pitched off at about eight thousand feet and headed downhill at full throttle. About a mile or so short of the bridge he leveled at fifty feet above the Ma River while going about 650 miles per hour. So far, so good.


Uh oh, some tracers. Holy Crap! Lots of tracers—and some geysers in the water ahead of him! He was jinking as best he could while flat on the deck, and the bridge was coming up fast.


Smith pitched the nose up, rolled inverted, and flew over the bridge for a good look—leaning his head back and getting an unobstructed view of the bridge through the top of the canopy. The Dragon’s Jaw was still standing in all its majesty. He saw no damage at all.


Jinking like a wild man, he flew his adrenalin-drenched, pounding heart out of there as the guns hammered. Muzzle flashes and tracers strobed the gray morning haze like hot embers ejected from hell. Only every sixth or seventh shell was a tracer, so there were six or seven times more explosive shells in the air than he saw. Any one of them could finish him, send him on to whatever was afterward. Then…


Miraculously, he was out of it.


Out over the ocean his wingman was waiting.


Later, at the flight debrief back on the big gray boat, Smith asked him if he had had any trouble keeping lead in sight. “Oh,” he said, “I lost you right away in the haze, but I could tell exactly where you were by watching the tracers converge.”





* Adapted from Above Average, an Autobiography, by Commander D. D. Smith, USN (Ret) 2012, unpublished, used by permission of the author.
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“WE WILL PAY ANY PRICE…”


Bridges are the tangible products of the advance of a civilization that urges people to pool their resources and join together to construct a permanent way over a watercourse or chasm not only for their use but also the use of those who will come after them. When war comes, as it often does, bridges become the focal point of military strategy to exploit, defend, or destroy.


Military history is full of bridges: Xerxes’ boat bridge across the Hellespont in 480 BC, Horatius at the Tiber bridge, Scottish hero William Wallace at Stirling in 1297, the Old North Bridge at Concord, Burnside’s Bridge at Antietam, “the bridge too far” across the lower Rhine at Arnhem, the Ludendorff Bridge across the Rhine at Remagen—to mention just a few. Battles for bridges have determined the outcomes of campaigns and the fate of empires.


French colonial administrators in what was then French Indochina in the late nineteenth century were determined to build a rail network in Vietnam to tie the country together, and bridges were a key part of that plan. The Long Bien Bridge in Hanoi was named after the French colonial administrator Paul Doumer (Du-MAY), under whose administration the work was begun. It was completed in 1902, and for a time its mile-long cantilever design was the longest span in Asia.


Eighty miles south of that the French built another bridge across the Ma River (Song Ma) that, from time immemorial, people and livestock had crossed in small boats, or sampans. French engineers decided that the best place to bridge the river was nine miles inland from the Tonkin Gulf, a site three miles northeast of the provincial capital of Thanh Hoa, where the river flowed between a jagged limestone ridge on its west side and a small hillock on the east. The river gorge was about fifty feet deep. The Vietnamese who lived nearby thought these geological features looked like bones on the sides of a dragon’s jaw, so that became the popular name for the location and where the French built their bridge. Completed in 1904, the Cau Ham Rong, or the Dragon’s Jaw Bridge, was a single span of 532 feet, a double-steel arch with vertical beams supporting the deck.


After France surrendered to Germany in World War II, a pro-Axis Vichy French regime took over in Indochina, one that cooperated with the Japanese. Japanese troops occupied the country, which they probably would have done regardless of whether the French cooperated.


In 1945 the Vietnamese resistance, the Viet Minh, looking for a way to interrupt Japanese-Vichy logistics, decided to destroy the bridge at Thanh Hoa. Popular legend has it that they hijacked two locomotives, loaded them with explosives, and set them racing to crash head-on in the center of the bridge. Whatever the truth may be, an explosion did indeed destroy the bridge.


After World War II a new French government sent administrators and troops to reclaim their lost colony, only to run into a whirlwind of Vietnamese partisans. The war dragged on until 1954, when the French army was massively defeated at Dien Bien Phu. In 1954 a multination Geneva Convention divided Vietnam at the 17th parallel of latitude. President Diem refused to recognize the division, claiming that fair elections were impossible in the Communist north, a claim that was indubitably true. An estimated one million Vietnamese moved south of the 17th parallel, and Hanoi began supporting Communist guerillas in the south.


The fact that the Vietnamese partisans in the north were avowed Communists, led by a longtime Communist named Ho Chi Minh and supported by the Communist governments of China and the Soviet Union, was political poison in the United States. Despite the fact that Vietnam, a tropical backwater of rice paddies and mosquitos with a subsistence economy, was literally on the other side of the world from the United States, the conventional wisdom in the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations was that its fate was tied to all of Indochina and, ultimately, Indonesia and Australia. At the height of the Cold War no administration, Democrat or Republican, could afford to be called “soft on Communism.” The Eisenhower and then Kennedy administrations gave money and military assistance to the South Vietnamese government after the Geneva agreements of 1954.


In 1957, twelve years after World War II ended and three years after Vietnam’s partition into North and South, the Communist regime in Hanoi decided to rebuild the Thanh Hoa Bridge across the Ma River. The decision to rebuild the rail and road network along the coast that linked the nation—north or north-and-south combined—together was absolutely inevitable. The new structure was built in precisely the same location, the Dragon’s Jaw, as the old bridge destroyed by the Viet Minh in 1945. It was largely designed by Nguyen Dinh Doan, a structural engineer.


Some Westerners considered the bridge overengineered and overbuilt; certainly it was up to the task. Two steel truss spans met in the middle of the river on a massive, oval-shaped, reinforced concrete pier measuring sixteen feet across at the narrowest point. The cantilever spans from both banks were affixed to concrete abutments anchored against the bridge’s limestone ridge on the west and the hillock on the opposite bank, and the “free ends” met on the concrete pier. These free ends were moveable due to the stresses and natural flexing of the structure. Fifty-six feet wide, the bridge supported a narrow-gauge railway track with concrete roadways on either side. The bottom of the structure measured about fifty feet above the surface of the river at normal flow. The French design had been elegant; the Vietnamese was practical and designed to carry more traffic. Like the French bridge, the structure was oriented east and west, a location dictated by the natural channel of the river. The railroad approaches on both ends were about two miles in length.1


The North Vietnamese worked on the bridge for seven years, finishing it in 1964. Although the first train had crossed on May 15, the bridge was dedicated on President Ho Chi Minh’s seventy-fourth birthday, May 19. The Dragon’s Jaw Bridge represented North Vietnam’s emerging status in the region and was a source of national pride above the 17th parallel. Although President Ho was not there, the Vietnamese politburo was well represented at the dedication ceremonies. The luminaries included Prime Minister Pham Van Dong, Deputy Prime Minister Le Thanh Nghi, and other Communist officials, including the ministers of transportation and heavy and light industry and the first secretary of the youth central committee. Communist propaganda organs pulled out all the stops: newspapers all over the North trumpeted the brilliant work of engineers, factory workers, laborers, and, above all, the superb leadership of the Communist Party in bringing this grand national achievement to fruition.


The same month the Dragon’s Jaw was dedicated, the Americans began frequent reconnaissance flights over Laos, supporting the Laotian government in Vientiane, which was also under attack by Communist guerillas. Frequently the jets were fired upon, and in June Communist Pathet Lao shot down two US Navy planes. Both pilots were eventually recovered, but tensions between the United States and North Vietnam increased.
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While the North Vietnamese were building a bridge on the Ma River, John F. Kennedy was elected president of the United States.* In his inaugural address on January 20, 1961, he said, “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we will pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe in order to assure the survival and success of liberty.” Fine rhetoric, but even the most optimistic must have wondered just how far Kennedy would push it.


Behind that rhetoric was a policy dilemma with which the Kennedy administration was soon grappling. The Eisenhower administration had relied heavily on nuclear deterrence to keep world peace and allowed America’s military conventional war capability to atrophy from lack of investment. The Korean War, which lasted three years and ended in a stalemate, revulsed the American public, which was thoroughly sick of wars. Was there a compromise, some way between these two extremes to militarily resist Communist aggression? The Bay of Pigs incident at the start of the Kennedy administration, followed by the Cuban Missile Crisis, made these policy choices the subject of great debate in Washington.


Kennedy brought into his administration highly educated young men from the northeastern US establishment, the New Frontiersmen. Robert S. McNamara, the new secretary of defense, had been president of Ford Motor Company for five weeks and was a disciple of quantitative analysis. He staffed the defense department with his “Whiz Kids,” young men who believed wholeheartedly in quantitative analysis and distrusted senior military officers, whom they regarded as intellectually inferior fossils who relied upon “military experience,” which these Whiz Kids distrusted instinctively. The Whiz Kids were arrogant, condescending, and inclined to ignore the advice of military professionals, if they asked for it at all.


Kennedy’s national security adviser was former Harvard dean McGeorge Bundy, another tweedy elitist with self-confidence oozing from every pore.


Kennedy and McNamara found an ally in retired General Maxwell Taylor, former Army chief of staff, and they brought him back to active duty and again installed him as chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS). Taylor had written a book—always a door opener with JFK—in which he argued that the policy of massive nuclear response to Communist aggression was obsolete and needed to be replaced with one of flexible response. Taylor reveled in the role of the administration’s military Richelieu.* He gradually took over the function of the JCS and often failed or refused to pass the Chiefs’ policy positions to the White House, preferring instead to rely upon McNamara’s civilian staffers and his own infallible judgment.


There were civilian staffers who urged Kennedy to get more militarily involved in Vietnam—against the advice of the uniformed professionals. Army chief of staff General George H. Decker said bluntly that “we cannot win a conventional war in Southeast Asia,” so he was forced to retire after his first two-year term.


In his seminal work, Dereliction of Duty, H. R. McMaster wrote, “Already predisposed to distrust senior military officers he had inherited from the Eisenhower administration, the Bay of Pigs Cuban incident and the Laotian Crisis motivated the president to seek a changing of the guard at the Pentagon. After the Bay of Pigs, an unsatisfactory diplomatic settlement in Laos, confrontation with the Kremlin over a divided Berlin, and Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev’s bullying rhetoric persuaded Kennedy that the United States needed to ‘make its power credible.’


“‘Vietnam,’ Kennedy concluded, ‘is the place.’”2


So more money and military assistance flowed to the South Vietnamese regime in Saigon.


Yet during the Kennedy administration the South Vietnamese, even with American help, were losing the war with the Viet Cong. The Diem regime was blatantly corrupt and militarily incapable. It was obvious to Washington decision-makers that unless something changed, the Viet Cong, backed by North Vietnam, would eventually conquer the South. That truth was not shared with the American public.


South Vietnam was not a modern nation in any sense of the word. There was no concept of a loyal opposition or open and free debate on public issues. The government was venal and corrupt. So-called sects—or armed gangs—existed by shaking down the population. Military units were tied to the area from which their personnel were recruited and could not be used for offensive thrusts elsewhere in the country. The generals in charge of the military could be compared to feudal warlords. South Vietnam in the 1960s resembled England in the fourteenth century.


Several months before he died, hoping for a more stable government in Saigon, Kennedy authorized the CIA to arrange a coup, one that resulted in the murder of President Diem and his brother by South Vietnamese army officers on November 1, 1963. The situation in Saigon got no better, and in the ensuing months seven coups followed, one after another.


The assassin’s bullet that killed Kennedy on November 22, 1963, a mere three weeks after Diem’s murder, dropped Vietnam into Lyndon B. Johnson’s lap.
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Big, blustery, and quick-tempered, Lyndon Johnson’s political style tended toward intimidation more than leadership. Even his most ardent fans admit that Johnson had neither the intellectual capacity nor the executive experience to understand the consequences, intended and unintended, resulting from policy choices. Nor did he have the moral courage to be a war leader.


McMaster noted, “Both Lyndon Johnson’s self-doubt and his willingness to forego the truth would color his relationship with his principal military advisers and shape the way that the United States became more deeply involved in the Vietnam War.”3 Baldly, Johnson had a real propensity for lying for his own political benefit. In Robert S. McNamara he found a soul mate.


McNamara later stated that on his ascendency to the presidency,




Johnson was left with a national security team that, although it remained intact, was deeply split over Vietnam. Its senior members had failed to face up to the basic questions that had confronted Eisenhower and then Kennedy: Would the loss of South Vietnam pose a threat to U.S. security serious enough to warrant extreme action to prevent it? If so, what kind of action should we take? Should it include the introduction of air and ground forces? Launching attacks against North Vietnam? Risking a war with China? What would be the ultimate cost of such a program in economic, military, political, and human terms? Could it succeed? If the chances of success were low and the costs high, were there other courses—such as neutralization or withdrawal—that deserved careful study and debate?


Lyndon Johnson inherited these questions (although they were not presented clearly to him), and he inherited them without answers. They remained unanswered throughout his presidency, and for many years afterward.4





McNamara, although nominally only secretary of defense, became President Johnson’s principal adviser on Vietnam. “McNamara would dominate the policy-making process because of three mutually reinforcing factors: the Chiefs’ ineffectiveness as an advisory group, Johnson’s profound insecurity, and the president’s related unwillingness to entertain divergent views on the subject of Vietnam. Above all President Johnson needed reassurance.… McNamara could sense the president’s desires and determined to do all he could to fulfill them. He would become Lyndon Johnson’s ‘oracle’ for Vietnam.”5 And he would not raise these basic policy questions with the president that he identified in his apologia, In Retrospect: The Tragedy and Lessons of Vietnam.6





* It is not our purpose in this book to write a history of the Vietnam War but to illuminate Americans’ efforts to destroy and, to the extent we can, North Vietnamese efforts to defend just one bridge, the Dragon’s Jaw at Thanh Hoa. Still, to understand the battles over the bridge, we must see them in context, so a brief discussion of America’s involvement is in order.


* Cardinal Richelieu was the powerful minister of France who basically ran the country during the Thirty Years’ War (1618–1648) and drastically curtailed the power of the aristocracy. Taylor did the same to the JCS.
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A DAMNED TOUGH NUT TO CRACK


On the afternoon of August 2, 1964, the US Navy destroyer USS Maddox (DD-731) engaged three hostile torpedo boats off the North Vietnamese coast in the Gulf of Tonkin. The ship was monitoring North Vietnamese radio traffic and South Vietnamese commando raids against the north.


Due to intercepted communications, Maddox officers believed the Communist PT boats intended to attack, and so they retreated from several miles off the coast to about twenty-eight miles out. Maddox was capable of making twenty-eight knots at top speed, yet the enemy boats were capable of fifty. Maddox’s commanding officer (CO), Captain John J. Herrick, ordered his gunners to fire three warning shots when the enemy boats closed to ten thousand yards.


They did so, opening the battle.


The Vietnamese launched torpedoes that Maddox evaded as the enemy boats zipped along at high speed with machine guns hammering as the destroyer’s three- and five-inch batteries blasted away. It would have been quite a feat for the American gunners to hit tiny targets skittering along at fifty knots, and they didn’t, even though they whanged off 280 shells at the enemy. Still, it was a dilly of a little sea battle. Yet the Americans had backup. While the American destroyer and Vietnamese boats exchanged torpedoes and gunfire, four F-8 Crusader fighters from USS Ticonderoga (CVA-14)—the “Tico”—arrived and dove into the fight. The fighters shot up the boats with 20-mm cannon and rockets as the Vietnamese retreated toward the coast.


Four North Vietnamese sailors were killed and six wounded in the incident. The Maddox sustained one small hole from a North Vietnamese machine gun bullet. Interestingly, the Johnson administration conveniently forgot about the warning shots that Maddox fired and always insisted that the North Vietnamese fired the first shots.


Two days later the USS Turner Joy (DD-951) joined the Maddox to reinforce right of passage in international waters. With darkness falling, US shipboard radar detected a distant contact, prompting a hasty conclusion that the Vietnamese were attacking again. But they weren’t. The nervous sailors on the sonars and radars were seeing echoes, or ghosts. Once more, Tico Crusaders were summoned, and for more than two hours the Americans shelled and strafed the area.


Leading the fighters was Commander James B. Stockdale, who was asked by an intelligence officer when he trapped back aboard the Tico if he saw any boats. “Not a one,” Stockdale replied. “No boats, no wakes, no ricochets off boats, no boat gunfire. For goodness’ sake, I must be going crazy. How could all of that commotion have built up without something being behind it?”*1


Although evaluation of radar and sonar records produced no confirmation of hostile action on August 4, President Lyndon B. Johnson seized the hilt of the sword with both hands and jerked it free of the stone. With a presidential election barely ninety days away, Johnson was not going to risk being called “pink” in contrast to his hawkish conservative opponent, Senator Barry Goldwater. Johnson was the moderate candidate, but he saw the possibility of armed retaliation against the North Vietnamese as a gift from heaven, allowing him a political masterstroke. Johnson wanted to win the election “bigger than anyone had ever won.”2


Johnson ordered retaliatory air strikes against North Vietnam the next day, August 5, resulting in two planes shot down, with one US pilot killed, Lieutenant Richard C. Salter, and one captured, Lieutenant Edward Alvarez Jr. As a prisoner of the Communists, Alvarez would be subjected to torture and physical abuse for eight and a half years.


On August 7, 1964, Congress passed a joint resolution authorizing military action without a declaration of war.* There was almost no opposition; only two Democratic senators dissented. During the debate Wayne Morse of Oregon said, “I believe that history will record that we have made a great mistake in subverting and sabotaging the Constitution of the United States.” Although defeated for reelection in 1968, Morse would remain a leading Democrat dove for the rest of the war.3


The die was cast. The storm had been gathering for years. The Johnson administration was determined to escalate the conflict, and the fanatic ideologues in Hanoi had no intention of giving up their ambition to reunite the country under Communist leadership. An armed cataclysm with the United States, the most powerful nation on the planet, was inevitable.
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At first the American plan was to use air power gradually against North Vietnam, then the United States would increase pressure slowly. Robert McNamara’s “graduated response” was supposed to force the North Vietnamese Communists to abandon their goal of reuniting Vietnam while ensuring that Red China did not send troops across the border to prevent North Vietnam’s military collapse.


McMaster noted in his seminal work, Dereliction of Duty, “Graduated pressure depended on the assumption that the limited application of force would compel the North Vietnamese to the negotiating table and exact from them a favorable diplomatic settlement. There was no need to pursue military victory because negotiations would achieve the same political objectives with only the threat of more severe military action. The only question was when, not if, the enemy would be induced to negotiate.”4


It was a prescription for military and political failure.


Cyrus Vance, McNamara’s deputy secretary of defense during the Johnson years, said in 1970 that “we had seen the gradual application of force applied in the Cuban Missile Crisis and had seen a very successful result. We believed that, if this same gradual and restrained application of force were applied in South Vietnam, that one could expect the same result.”5 Of course, US troops were not fighting in Cuba, a fact that made the Cuban Missile Crisis and the Vietnam War incomparable, nor was the Soviet Union engaged in total war to unify the nation. Sadly, this flawed premise was the intellectual foundation for how the United States conducted the war in Vietnam during the Johnson administration.


As journalist David Halberstam said of McNamara, “He was—there is no kinder or gentler word for it—a fool.”6
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So the air-power storm was coming, and Thanh Hoa Bridge, that strategic target on Route One, was doomed. Or was it? The Americans soon learned that they lacked the air power weapons necessary to destroy the bridge, and the Vietnamese learned that they could bleed American air forces with guns, fighters, and missiles.


In 1964 there were 23,000 American military personnel in South Vietnam and 6,500 in Thailand. The numbers soon skyrocketed. In 1965 nearly 185,000 American servicemen were in Vietnam, 26,000 of them Air Force personnel; in Thailand, where the Americans had built air bases, there were another 9,000 Air Force servicemen.7


By June of 1965, ten months after Lyndon Johnson threw down the bloody gauntlet and seven months after he was reelected, the US Air Force had moved 460 aircraft to Southeast Asia, yet fighter-bombers were few: seventy-nine F-105 Thunderchiefs and eighteen F-4 Phantoms. The F-105s had been designed to deliver nuclear weapons in the event of total war with China or the Soviet Union. Both these airplanes had an air-to-air capability if they weren’t carrying bombs under their wings. They lacked any computer or radar that would simplify the pilot’s job of dropping bombs. This meant that conventional high-explosive bombs were delivered the same way they had been delivered since the 1920s, with the pilot looking through an optical-mechanical bombsight as he dove at the target and then pushing a button to release the weapons.


The F-105 Thunderchief had a single engine and single pilot and, thanks to a large afterburner, was supersonic—but not while carrying external weapons. The Air Force’s policy of demanding that all tactical aircraft be supersonic meant that the wings were not optimized for carrying bombs, so subsonic performance suffered. Still, the Thud, as it was called by those who flew and maintained it, could escape the target area at supersonic speed after the bombs were gone, an advantage Thud drivers came to appreciate.


The F-4 Phantom II was a Navy design and, thanks to the idiocy of the admirals, lacked guns. It was designed as an interceptor to protect the fleet. It was touted as a Mach 2 fighter and carried missiles—heat-seeking Sidewinders and radar-guided Sparrows. The two crewmen, seated in tandem, could also use the raw power of two internal engines and afterburners to haul bombs for visual delivery, then escape at supersonic speeds if fuel was not a concern. Air Force Phantoms were not intended to launch from and land aboard aircraft carriers, but they had the same landing gear, tailhook, and beefed-up airframe of the Navy versions. Amazingly, they were supposedly several hundred pounds heavier than the Navy version, the F-4J.


Twenty years after the end of World War II the conventional weapons available to tactical and strategic aircraft had changed little. General-purpose bombs, the Mark 80 series, were more streamlined than they had been in World War II and coated with a fire retardant, but mechanically and chemically they were essentially the same. Tactical aircraft delivered bombs in a dive, aiming them by means of the optical-mechanical bomb-sight that sat on the top of the instrument panel in front of the pilot. The pilot’s skill in doping the wind, flying his plane, and pickling the bombs at just precisely the right moment determined whether the bombs hit the target. This method was perfectly adequate in decent weather for something as large as a railway yard or shipyard, when an impact error of a few hundred feet in any direction was acceptable for government work, but when the target was a pinpoint target, for example, an enemy ship, or the center concrete pier of a steel-truss bridge, bull’s-eyes under heavy antiaircraft fire or while dodging SAMs and midair collisions with your friends became few and far between.


And the window for aiming had shrunk as the aircrafts’ speed increased. Most jet dive bombers planned to release the weapons at 500 knots true airspeed, or as close to it as they could get, so as to minimize their exposure to enemy weapons, which fired a greater volume of shells than the antiaircraft artillery (AAA) of World War II. Due to the speed of the aircraft, the angle of approach to the target had to be shallower. Gone was the 70-degree dive of the venerable SBD Dauntless of Battle of Midway fame; now a 40- to 50-degree dive was about all that could be attempted if the aircraft would be able to pull out of the dive without ripping the wings off before it went below thirty-five hundred feet, the approximate ceiling that small-arms fire could reach. In a 70-degree dive, retarded by dive brakes, the piston-engine Dauntless released its single weapon at about 250 knots—about two thousand feet above the target—and pulled out at two hundred feet over the ocean. Now, in a 40-degree dive, with a six-thousand-foot release altitude, Vietnam-era jet pilots found that the slant range to the target at weapons’ release was ninety-three hundred feet, which is one-and-a-half nautical miles.


Another major problem was the fusing of the bombs. The mechanical nose fuse was a tried-and-true design from the 1930s. Upon the release of the weapon from its bomb rack, a copper safety wire affixed to the rack was withdrawn from a propeller in the nose of the fuse, freeing it to turn in the wind. After a preset number of seconds, usually about six, the firing train in the fuse was properly lined up and the weapon would detonate when it struck something. The fuse could be set to give a few milliseconds delay to allow the bomb to penetrate if the target material would allow penetration. A solid concrete bridge pier reinforced with steel was not going to be penetrated by a thousand-pound bomb, assuming the delivery pilot was an ice-water-for-blood pro who could score a perfect hit. If the bomb didn’t bounce off, it was going to detonate on the surface and take off a few chips of concrete.


Both the Navy and Air Force were attempting to move beyond the mechanical nose fuse. Electric fuses seemed to hold much promise, yet during the mid-1960s they were a work in progress. Several aircraft were destroyed by their own weapons when the electrical fuse on one of the bombs malfunctioned and detonated the weapon at the end of the six-second arming time or even before if the bombs bumped against one another. Mechanical nose fuses were still in widespread use for free-fall bombs until the very end of the Vietnam War.*
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Hanoi knew that American aircraft could penetrate its airspace almost at will. The Communists’ goal was to make the effort as costly as possible. Ho Chi Minh and his colleagues did everything in their power to get ready. North Vietnam’s first class of fighter pilot candidates was sent to China in 1960 to learn to fly the MiG-15. In 1962 another group finished training in the MiG-17 in Russia. In 1964 the Soviets provided three dozen MiG-17 jet fighters to equip North Vietnam’s first fighter unit, the 921st Fighter Regiment, which was roughly equivalent to an American Air Force wing. The airplanes were a gift: apparently the Soviets could also read the writing on the wall and thought the North Vietnamese might just give the Americans a bloody nose. The second unit, the 923rd Fighter Regiment, equipped with MiG-17s, became operational in 1965.8


By any measure the North Vietnamese fighter pilots were novices, and they would be up against American pilots who were well experienced, often combat veterans, and masters of their machines. Many Americans arrived in Southeast Asia with a thousand or more hours of flight time. However, except in the US Navy’s F-8 Crusader community, dogfighting skills had been institutionally ignored since the Korean conflict.


Conversely, the Vietnamese pilot candidates received only about two hundred hours of flight training in Russia, which was made even more difficult by the language barrier. The first generation of North Vietnamese pilots tended to come from the ranks of the 1950s Viet Minh who had fought the French. The Vietnamese People’s Air Force’s (VPAF) first ace, Nguyen Van Bay, completed pilot training at the age of twenty-nine. It was said, “He went from the bicycle to the airplane with no stop in between.” Without US aviators’ education requirements, some applicants began flight training at eighteen or nineteen, winning their wings as soon as four years later.


First flown in 1950, the MiG-17 (NATO code name Fresco) was a subsonic swept-wing fighter-interceptor with an afterburning engine pushing it up to seven hundred miles per hour. Like the MiG-15, the 17 was a bare-bones, short-range defensive fighter. It carried a limited fuel supply, could not be refueled in the air, and, as originally designed, had no radar. In 1951 the Soviets obtained a captured American F-86 Sabre from Korea and copied the optical gunsight and gun-ranging radar. They installed the clones in the MiG-17, which became operational in 1952 yet never served in Korea.


The 17 was smooth where it needed to be smooth—mainly on the leading edges—and less refined elsewhere. Its boundary-layer fences atop the wing were a concession to expedience over engineering elegance, physically keeping a wing’s airflow from flowing outward and stalling along its swept span. It lacked refinement by Western standards, but it was cheap, easy to maintain, easy to service, and got the job done. Workmanship was just adequate, in keeping with the Soviet emphasis on quantity—after all, Lenin had famously noted, “Quantity has a quality all its own.”


The MiG-17 had a fatal design defect that would have been corrected had it been manufactured in the United States or Western Europe. Like the MiG-15, if more than half the fuel was used, an under-pressure condition could develop in the fuel tanks that could lead to tank implosions, crushing the main fuselage of the aircraft in midair. Apparently never corrected, the design defect led to roughly 30 percent of the 17’s accidents, and most of the implosions killed the pilot. The airplane was a flying death trap.9


The Vietnamese pilots must have known about the problem and flew the plane anyway. No doubt some of them died when their winged steeds imploded. Their patriotism and courage inspires awe, although it is awe tempered with a large dash of cold reality. North Vietnam was an absolute dictatorship locked in total war. Fighter pilots lived and ate better than the draftees sent south to battle the Americans on the ground or the AAA crews surrounding hard targets like the Thanh Hoa Bridge. Their chances of surviving combat and accidents were probably marginally better than the common grunt. Still, there were few cowards in MiG-17 cockpits.


Hanoi’s air defense system was dictated by its fighters’ capabilities and constructed on the Soviet model. Due to their limited fuel supply, MiGs rarely launched until an American raid was inbound. Radar controllers on the ground directed interceptors by radio to a favorable position against incoming Yankee air pirates while climbing for altitude, even telling MiG pilots when to arm their weapons. Most engagements were slashing attacks, with the Vietnamese making high-speed passes against US formations, preferably from a height advantage. If things degenerated into a dogfight—the type of air combat the Americans had declared obsolete—most MiG pilots were poorly trained in cut-and-thrust maneuvering against an opponent, though the MiG-17’s light wing loading—barely half that of an F-4 Phantom—was a tactical advantage.


Despite his 360-degree view from his canopy, the MiG-17 pilot coped with poor visibility. His ejection seat was nonadjustable, and the canopy fit close to the pilot’s head, partly hemming him in. Therefore, he wore a tight-fitting leather helmet and goggles of World War II vintage rather than the bulkier reinforced-plastic helmets of most of the world’s fighter pilots. The large lead-computing gunsight and thick windscreen glass also partially obscured the pilot’s view forward.


What’s more, at 450 knots (515 mph) the MiG’s unboosted controls stiffened up, becoming extremely difficult to move at higher airspeeds. The wise MiG pilot also tried to avoid the uncontrolled nose “tip-up” that occurred as the plane flirted with Mach 1. Furthermore, it could enter an uncoordinated “Dutch roll” at 375 knots that spoiled maneuverability. To offset the “energy” of their US opponents’ tactics, MiG-17 pilots sought an “angles” fight: come in as fast as possible, preferably in a slight dive, shoot at one plane, and dive on out of the fight.


The MiG-17 had deadly fangs: a 37-millimeter cannon with forty rounds and two 23-millimeters that could fire eighty rounds each. That was enough ammo for five seconds of shooting. A typical two-second burst delivered seventy pounds of metal downrange—a prodigious quantity, enough to shatter any airplane in the American inventory.10







[image: ]










By April 1965 the North Vietnamese fielded a dozen antiaircraft artillery regiments and fourteen independent battalions with about one thousand guns of all calibers. Twenty-two early-warning radars and four fire-control radars supported them.


That same month Hanoi’s electronics capabilities expanded as the Americans detected Russian-made SA-2 surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), with one SAM site growing to about a dozen by the end of the year.11


At the time of the bombing pause at the end of 1965 American aircrews reported flak on only 8 percent of their missions “up north.” Two months later they discovered that the Vietnamese had used the interval to boost their AAA capability threefold—with more increases to come.12


In 1967 US intelligence reckoned the Communist ammunition consumption in North Vietnam at twenty-five thousand tons per month. When the bombing ended in late 1968 the air-defense network had blossomed to more than eight thousand guns, four hundred radar stations, and forty SAM sites.13


Amid all this, the Thanh Hoa Bridge became the most heavily defended target in North Vietnam, which is to say, at that time in human history, the most heavily defended target on earth. In fact, more than a target, it became a symbol. American engineer-historian Gary Wayne Foster explained, “Destruction of the bridge became an intense obsession of American military planners. The Vietnamese, obsessing no less, fought to preserve the bridge, which for them had become the supreme symbol of their resistance to American air power. It’s not without plausibility then that the destruction of this sacred symbol by the Americans may have been more important than the destruction of the structure itself.”14


For much of the war, primary responsibility for defending the Thanh Hoa Bridge fell to the 228th Air Defense Artillery Regiment. In 1960 it had turned in its 90-millimeter heavy guns for smaller, faster-firing 57-millimeter weapons. Re-equipped by the end of June, the 228th deployed forty guns and five SON-9A radars, plus generators, spare parts, and ammunition.15


In May 1965, after the initial US attacks on the bridge, the 228th deployed to Thanh Hoa, relieving the 234th Regiment. The move was accomplished quickly, with the 228th established by the dawn of May 8. The regimental commander Nguyen Dang Tang and political commissar Tran Chau Kinh deployed 23-, 37-, and 57-millimeter guns around the town and the bridge.


At first the newcomers moved into the 234th’s positions, but the disposition was judged inadequate. Some crews set to work building roads and leveling hills to improve visibility and fields of fire, allowing better integration of the 228th’s five batteries. The third battery even built a floating firing position in a stretch of sunken paddy fields.


Meanwhile the 228th was augmented by the provincial defense force’s Third AAA Battalion, with three 37-millimeter batteries under Comrade Cao Xieu. He sited his guns atop the Dragon’s Eye and Jade Mountain Karsts, affording a relatively clear field of fire.


Reportedly, Nguyen Can Coi, commanding North Vietnam’s air defenses, personally supervised the installation of AAA weapons atop the Dragon’s Jaw. Disassembled guns were hauled up the steep slopes of Rong Mountain on the west bank and Ngoc Hill on the east, while other weapons were placed along likely aerial approaches. Putting guns on both ends of the bridge gave the gunners up-the-throat shots at any American plane diving on the bridge. It also was a very dangerous place to be, as, inevitably, bombs were going to be falling close to or on the guns.16


It is too bad that Lyndon B. Johnson and Robert S. McNamara couldn’t have been present that day to watch Nguyen Can Coi site the guns. The men manning these weapons were likely to die, probably when the next American strike rolled in on the bridge. Nguyen Can Coi knew it, the gunners knew it, and anyone watching couldn’t help but understand it. Here was visual, visceral proof that North Vietnam was going to be a damned tough nut to crack.


Gun crews and support teams worked around the clock, typically in twenty-four-hour shifts, whether in drenching rain or in the cloying Annam Province humidity and heat. Crews changed at midnight so they would be unlikely to be caught in transit by US aircraft. Similarly, small powered craft delivered ammunition to the river banks, sometimes fighting the current twice a night from distribution points downstream. Thus, the Dragon’s Jaw area was nearly always in flux, with gun crews going on and off duty, ammunition and supplies being delivered, cooking fires being tended under cover, and people trying to snatch a little sleep.17


The most common AAA weapon in North Vietnam was probably the Soviet-designed S-60 57-millimeter antiaircraft gun, which radical American actress Jane Fonda introduced to the American public by posing for the cameras on one in 1972. Of Korean War origin, the S-60 was produced in China as the Type 59. It was a five-ton towed weapon with a crew of seven. It was fed by four-round clips weighing nearly sixty-three pounds each. The mount could swivel 360 degrees, with 90 degrees of vertical elevation, an option seldom employed for obvious reasons. Rate of fire was continuous—typically seventy rounds per minute—as long as ammo clips were inserted in the feed tray.


The 228th also employed the ZU-23, a twin-barreled 23-millimeter automatic weapon. Usually mounted on a trailer, it was served by six men. The ZU was fed linked ammo from fifty-round boxes on either side. The two barrels could spit out a combined two thousand rounds per minute, but disciplined gunners usually maintained a rate of about four hundred rounds a minute of aimed fire. Maximum range against aircraft was rated at a mile and a quarter; on fast crossing targets the Soviets calculated a .023 percent hit probability. However, multiple weapons firing in the same cube of airspace offset the low single-mount success rate.18


Two other antiaircraft guns in Vietnam’s inventory were pre–World War II Soviet designs. The 37-millimeter automatic defense gun, M1939, was also produced in China as the Type 55. The weapon had a crew of seven or eight. Fed by five-round clips, the gun was rated effective to about fifty-five hundred feet.


Another 1939 design was the 85mm KS-12, firing a cartridge weighing 20.25 pounds. It shot a far larger projectile than the lighter weapons and had a greater reach. The 85-millimeter slant range was nearly twenty-five thousand feet, although the typical engagement range was up to eighteen thousand feet. Each shell contained 1.4 pounds of TNT that could inflict fatal damage on a jet with a proximity-fused air burst. Served by seven men, it sat on a wheeled carriage like the other AAA weapons.19


For optimum coverage of a given area, most North Vietnamese antiaircraft installations were laid out in geometric patterns, typically triangular or pentagonal shapes. This disposition had the advantage of creating overlapping fields of fire from multiple weapons, increasing hit probability beyond that of a single weapon.20 In 1965 all these weapons, with the possible exception of a few 85-millimeter guns, were optically aimed.


The Dragon was ready for the storm.







[image: ]










Suppressing Vietnamese antiaircraft fire became an occupational specialty for tactical airmen. Bonnie Dick A-4 pilot Lieutenant Steve Gray said, “Flak suppression was the most hazardous mission we flew. Once you began your attack on the gun site, the gun director knew immediately what you were up to and shifted the fire of his battery toward you. It became a ‘you or them’ situation. The easiest shot for the gunner was up-the-throat, firing directly at the diving airplane with no deflection or lead required. It was very common to see antiaircraft shells passing through the 100 mil ring of the gunsight [100 mils subtended to 100 lateral feet at 1,000 feet range]. But if they were firing at you they weren’t shooting at the bombers and you were accomplishing your mission.”21


Attacking an AAA site reduced modern war to its most basic element. The attack pilot was trying to kill the gunners, and they were trying to kill him. It was raw, visceral violence—to the death.


And it would last more than seven years.





* Thirteen months later Stockdale would be shot down and became one of the senior prisoners of war in Hanoi. For more than seven years he lived in dread that his captors would stumble on the fact that he had witnessed the nonevent on August 4 that Lyndon Johnson used as justification to escalate America’s involvement in Vietnam, but his secret remained unknown.


* Known as the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, Johnson signed it into law three days later.


* The Vietnam experience and the frustration of attempting to take down the Dragon’s Jaw Bridge and the Paul Doumer Bridge in Hanoi eventually convinced American military leadership that guided weapons were needed. We will explore the early use of guided weapons later in this book.















CHAPTER 3
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THE FIRST HAMMER BLOW


In November 1964 Lyndon Johnson had been reelected to his first full term as president. At the time his victory was the fourth-largest presidential landslide in American history. Johnson’s first priority was his domestic political agenda, the Great Society Program. With his aides and advisers, he also tried to determine what to do with this war in Southeast Asia that he had wanted a big piece of. The American politicians certainly didn’t appreciate the advantage that an absolute dictatorship bestowed upon the North Vietnamese leadership. What they did appreciate, though, was that North Vietnam and the People’s Republic of China shared a border, and if the war wasn’t handled right, they feared that China might send an army to prevent a military defeat of its Communist ally, as it did in October 1950 in Korea.


Being a tough anti-Communist was one thing, but embroiling the United States in another war in Asia against Red China would be an absolute disaster. The Johnson administration set out to walk a tightrope: fight the war in such a way that China would never feel that North Vietnam was threatened with national obliteration, yet apply enough military and diplomatic pressure to force Hanoi to stop trying to conquer the South.


Many have argued that the Johnson administration grossly misread the Vietnamese Communists, who had absolutely no intention of inviting the Chinese into their country under any circumstances. The Chinese were ancient enemies, and having gotten rid of the French, the Vietnamese didn’t want to risk becoming a satellite state or province of China either. And Beijing had its own problems, including the Great Leap Forward from 1958 to 1962, which caused widespread famine and starvation, followed by the Cultural Revolution in 1966. Nor were conditions stable in the Soviet Union. In fact, the Soviets and Chinese feuded over territorial, political, and ideological differences throughout the Vietnam War. They even exchanged gunfire along disputed border areas, notably Demansky Island for six months in 1969, with fatalities on both sides.


The feuding and instability in both Communist giants was evident to the Washington elite and anyone who read newspapers during the first four years of the Vietnam War. Still, Lyndon Johnson and his advisers took counsel of their fears, not the true situation of potential enemies. That Johnson and his advisers permitted the thin, nearly nonexistent threat of a wider war with Beijing or Moscow to restrict US efforts and goals in Vietnam—at unnecessary risk to American personnel—was unforgivable. Baldly, the Johnson administration had no intention of trying to win the war but intended to use “limited” force to induce the other side to bow to America’s political will.
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Be that as it may, in 1965 America had a war to fight. As the Viet Cong, supplied by the North Vietnamese, continued to wreak havoc on South Vietnam, the Johnson administration decided to unleash the tactical bombers upon North Vietnam. The air campaign was to be limited to the area south of the 20th parallel, about two hundred statute miles above the 17th parallel’s Demilitarized Zone, or DMZ, that the Geneva Convention of 1954 had established to separate North from South Vietnam. The operation was called Rolling Thunder—and the Dragon’s Jaw was one of its targets.


The operation was fatally flawed from the start. The objective was to make it difficult or impossible for Hanoi to keep supplying the Viet Cong in South Vietnam. It could not have possibly succeeded, as any second lieutenant or sergeant could have told the arrogant secretary of defense when Rolling Thunder was in the planning stages. The Johnson administration allowed North Vietnam to continue receiving supplies via the port of Haiphong while forbidding bombing within thirty miles of the Chinese border, thus preserving most of the Northeast Railway to China, which ran largely uninterrupted. The North’s fighter bases were also situated mostly around Hanoi and were off-limits to American fighter-bombers for years. MiGs could only be shot down if they attacked American aircraft, which of course they were going to do as often as they could. And there was the little matter of the porous, nonexistent western borders of both Vietnams, with roads and trails in Laos and Cambodia that allowed troops and trucks to move south mostly free of American harassment. Be that as it may, and lacking any other options, Lyndon Johnson and Robert McNamara decided to give limited bombing south of the 20th parallel of latitude a try.


The storm of steel and high explosives that Ho Chi Minh and his colleagues knew was inevitable had arrived.
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Rolling Thunder began in March 1965. In April three important bridges were targeted: Dong Phuong Thuong, Hong Hoi, and Thanh Hoa—the Dragon’s Jaw. As a sop to the professional airmen, for the first time the politicians allowed the pilots to drop unexpended ordnance on locomotives and vehicles in designated areas.


The sustained air campaign targeting the bridges began when Air Force fighter-bombers struck ordnance depots about thirty miles south of Thanh Hoa and forty miles north of Vinh on the coast. The defending gunners claimed they downed five American planes but, apparently, got none.1


Mission Nine Alpha was the name given to the first assault against the Dragon’s Jaw. The 67th Fighter Squadron at Korat, Thailand, did most of its planning. The squadron CO was Lieutenant Colonel Robinson Risner, a forty-year-old fighter pilot at the peak of his profession. He had earned his wings in the final days of World War II, gunned eight MiGs in Korea, and enjoyed a superior reputation as a pilot and leader.


Robbie Risner thrived on combat. He had been shot down on March 22 while attacking a coastal radar site when he violated a basic rule: never make a second pass at an alerted target. His Thud rolled out of control, and he ejected while inverted and landed in the water. Rescued by an amphibian aircraft, he was back flying a few days later. His survival and rescue were sufficiently dramatic to cause Time magazine to place him on the cover a few weeks later.


Risner believed in thorough planning and assigned the ordnance portion of the mission to his assistant weapons officer, Captain Wesley Schierman. Because the squadron’s senior weaponeer was on Okinawa, Schierman worked up a plan for the Korat strikers while those at Takhli with the 355th Fighter Wing did their own. Schierman was concerned about the lightweight Bullpup missile. He recalled, “The first thing I found was that we had been directed to use sixteen aircraft (I think it was eight from Korat and eight from Takhli) firing two Bullpup air-to-ground missiles each. The rest would carry eight 750-pound bombs. I advised Colonel Risner that the Bullpup with its 250-pound warhead was totally inappropriate for such a heavy target… and ours only had instant fusing available. I also suggested that multiple passes over a heavily defended area would be unnecessarily hazardous.”2


The AGM-12 Bullpup was America’s first mass-produced, air-to-surface command-guided missile. It was the tentative first step on the road to guided weapons. Almost fourteen feet long and eighteen inches in diameter, the missile weighed 1,785 pounds, was powered by a rocket engine, and had a range of ten miles. After firing it, the pilot or weapons officer of the attacking aircraft had to watch the Bullpup, which had a flare on the back to make it easier to track visually, and to use a control joystick to send radio signals to steer it toward the target. Stooging around after shooting the missile while trying to guide it to the target kept the attacking aircraft in the defenders’ cone of antiaircraft fire—not a situation conducive to long life. The best way to get a hit was to superimpose the missile upon the target and keep it there, which meant the pilot of the shooting aircraft had to follow the missile down, surrendering his ability to jink and evade enemy antiaircraft fire. Certainly, given the tiny 250-pound warhead and instantaneous fusing, choosing the Bullpup against a well-built, heavily defended bridge seemed not only ridiculous but something that foolishly endangered the launching aircraft… and, incidentally, the man in the cockpit.


Risner knew all about the Bullpup and kicked the subject up the ladder. Apparently it went all the way to the Joint Chiefs in Washington—an early indication of the micromanagement that would plague the entire nine-year Vietnam debacle. When he got his answer, Risner told Schierman that the pilots were required to “stick with the plan.”


That was not all. Fusing for the 750-pound bombs was a concern. Schierman recalled, “We only had old World War II–style bomb fuses, which only gave the option of instant or .25 second delay.” The instant setting would cause the bombs to go off in the superstructure over the bridge, and the quarter-second delay would allow the bombs to pass through the bridge deck and go off in the water. “What we needed was a .025 setting, but the newer fuses were not available because they wanted us to use up the old ones first! In essence, we were going on a mission in which sixteen aircraft, each exposed twice, had no chance of destroying the target, and the other thirty or thirty-two had a very low probability, due to using the wrong fusing.”3


The US Air Force generals appeared to have completely forgotten the lessons learned in World War II and Korea. Welcome to the Vietnam War, a wholly owned subsidiary of the US government.


Wes Schierman proceeded as best he could. He chose a 45-degree dive angle, descending from about twenty-two thousand feet and firing each Bullpup at around twelve thousand feet—giving a twenty-second time of flight to impact. A strong pull after impact would bring the jet level at eight thousand feet or more, well above light-caliber antiaircraft fire. Because the pilots needed a good view of the target to steer the missiles, the Bullpup shooters would attack first, before the free-fall bombs were dropped: smoke from bomb bursts and spray from hits in the river would obscure the target.


Risner briefed his men on all aspects of the mission, using reconnaissance photos of the bridge, defenses, and the surrounding area. He also addressed the onerous subject of rules of engagement (ROE) that would handicap American airmen throughout the war. Schierman added, “The ROE prohibited us from hitting any target, other than the bridge, for any reason!”4


Like most Air Force strikes, the overall plan was huge, involving nearly eighty aircraft coordinated over a large area, merging in time and space. Originally the strike was slated for April 2, but not enough aerial tankers were available. However, tankers and weather cooperated the next day, so the mission was a go. The Thailand-based aircraft were forty-six F-105s and ten KC-135 Stratotankers. The tankers—developed from the Boeing 707 airliner airframe—were positioned to support the Thuds in flight along four refueling tracks over Thailand. The attack element from Korat and Takhli approached Thanh Hoa from the southwest, overflying Laos into North Vietnam.


Thirty F-105s carried eight 750-pound bombs, but only half of them were targeted against the bridge; the other half were flak suppressors, assigned to hit enemy antiaircraft guns. If the suppressors could time their dives correctly, they would allow the attackers to do their work over the bridge relatively unhindered.


And there was more. From bases in South Vietnam came twenty-one F-100 Super Sabres, including two weather scouts, seven more flak suppressors, four on combat air patrol, and two flights (eight aircraft total), as a contingency to cover any rescue operations. Additionally, two RF-101 Voodoo reconnaissance jets would provide pre- and post-strike damage assessment photos.


Although it was showing its age, the transonic, single-engine-with-afterburner Super Sabre was a capable second-generation fighter. An outgrowth of North America’s fabled F-86 Sabre, it had entered service in 1954, a contemporary of the MiG-17 flown by North Vietnam. On the first Thanh Hoa mission the “Huns,” as they were called—short for “Hundreds”—were armed with their standard four 20-millimeter cannon plus Sidewinder air-to-air missiles or bombs and Zuni rocket pods.
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