
      
      [image: cover]

      

      

Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.





    
     Praise for bestselling author Robert Wilcox and
    

    
     SCREAM OF EAGLES
    

    A Military Club Main Selection

    “Tremendous…captures the dynamic enthusiasm and dedication of the Naval Aviators…. Extraordinary”

    —Stephen Coonts

    “What The Right Stuff was to the space program, Scream of Eagles is to Top Gun…. Excellent…very readable and exciting.”

    —The Hook, Journal of Carrier Aviation

    “Gripping…. Wilcox is very good at describing the three-dimensional world of dogfighting.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Fascinating…. An interesting glimpse into the mind of the silk-scarf set, the stresses they faced in combat, and the professionalism they exhibited.”

    —Air & Space Smithsonian

    
     
      WINGS OF FURY
     
    

    “Comparing elite fighter pilots to professional all-star athletes…Wilcox introduces readers to an impressive lineup of some of the country’s best fighter pilots.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “Wilcox…puts you in the cockpit of a hot jet with the stick in your hand and a MiG on your tail.”

    —Stephen Coonts

    “Revealing…frank and lively.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

   






    To my father, Lt. Col. J. G. "Jake" Wilcox, who inspired this book with his stories of the 8th Air Force in World War II England

   



    
     
      	
       [image: image]
      
      	
       POCKET STAR BOOKS,

a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

      
     

    

    Copyright © 1900 by Robert K. Wilcox 

Foreword copyright © 2005 by Robert K. Wilcox

    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

    ISBN-10: 1-4165-1455-4

    ISBN-13: 978-1-4165-1455-8

    POCKET STAR BOOKS and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

    Visit us on the World Wide Web:


     http://www.SimonSays.com

   



   
    
     FOREWORD
    

   

   
    As I write in 2004, most Americans still view the Vietnam War as a total failure. Many of our schools and universities teach it as such. But, in fact, the starting of Top Gun in 1969 produced a spectacular air victory for America—the story that is told in this book. More importantly, that victory was in the long run a precursor to fundamental change in the way American air generals and admirals prepared for war and thereby helped lead directly to successive US victories in the First Gulf War, Kosovo, Afghanistan, and Iraq.

    And it will continue to do so.

    After Vietnam, air leaders vowed that they would not let our pilots’ air fighting skills dissipate as had always happened following previous wars, most notably World War II and Korea.

    They kept that vow.

    Following the end of the Vietnam War, the navy expanded Top Gun, eventually making it a separate command, thus insuring that its fighter pilots would continue to get the latest air fighting instruction, technology, and practice, all of which are vital to maintaining air superiority. Without air superiority, no modern army, regardless of how good it is on the ground, can hope to win. It will most likely be slaughtered from above. The air force followed the navy’s lead, strengthening its own Fighter Weapons School which, in combination with Red Flag, simulated air strike practice in the Nevada desert, became a beacon for teaching air superiority to all the services. By the time the First Gulf War began in 1991, America’s fighter and bomber pilots were so honed in vital air fighting skills that they scored an unprecedented air victory—at the least, 33 shoot-downs to none (Possibly 33 to 1, depending on what actually happened to Scott Speicher who disappeared in his F/A-18 the night the war began.)

    Whatever the exact number of wins, that is a colossal kill ratio.

    The enemy didn’t have a chance.

    “One of the most prideful things for me,” says Darrell Gary, who helped create Top Gun, “is the realization that we questioned the status quo [in 1969] and found support in the command structure. And ultimately the legacy was proven out in the First Gulf War.” Gary, like most of the others involved in starting Top Gun, is out of the navy today. He’s a successful San Diego-based real estate developer. After leaving Top Gun as an NFO backseater, he became a navy pilot flying fighters and today owns and flies a propeller-driven Russian YAK trainer, one of several that he and associates hope to use to teach young fighter pilot hopefuls basic dogfighting skills even before they join the military. Like Dan Pedersen, the original Top Gun officer-in-charge, Gary worries that because American pilots haven’t seen a formidable air threat in the Middle East, dogfighting skills will, by default, dwindle.

    Pedersen, who also, among other ventures, went into real estate development after leaving the navy, speaks to audiences today about Top Gun whenever he gets the chance. He said he tells them, “We’re making the same mistakes today that precipitated having to start Top Gun originally. We’re always enamored with the latest, the greatest, the whiz-bang airplanes. But we’re numerically inferior again. We’ve fought a couple of wars where we’ve been unopposed in the air. Smart weapons are the thing. Everybody is banking it will be that way forever. I’m banking on China. China will bring 6,000 airplanes into play in a single day. Then what will we do?”

    At the heart of Pedersen’s concern is the fact that in 1996, the Navy Fighter Weapons School, as Top Gun is formally named, was moved from NAS Miramar, Ca., undergoing its own change, to NAS Fallon, Nev. It was downgraded from a command to a department, which meant it no longer had autonomy or its own resources, and integrated into Fallon’s Naval Strike and Air Warfare Center (NSAWC), essentially a bombing school. “They did it quietly, took it apart systematically, changed the curriculum,” said Pedersen. “They only have a department head leading them now. He has to clear everything with the Center. I don’t know exactly what their situation is with planes but they don’t have the latest. That’s what I hear from guys who used to work there and have gotten out.”

    Pedersen isn’t alone in his concern. Gary wonders what would happen should American pilots have to face hordes of very maneuverable fighters from China or North Korea, as does Mel Holmes, one of the best pilots amongst the original Top Gun cadre. Holmes, who flew for Northwest after leaving the navy, now runs his own flight school near San Diego. But Jim Ruliffson, another of the key originals, isn’t concerned. “The organization is alive and well,” he told me following a trip to Fallon in March 2004. “They still have first choice on who amongst the graduates come back to be instructors and all graduates are guaranteed to go back to their fleet squadrons and become training officers. That’s the bottom line. The knowledge is passed on.”

    Ruliffson, who returned to Top Gun in 1974 as its commanding officer before leaving the navy and starting a Washington, DC consulting firm from which he is now retired, said the school now has four classes per year, each consisting of “8 or 9” selected air crews. That’s a larger number than the originals taught and a longer instruction period. But the students still bring their own airplanes and fly against Top Gun instructors who, after using older airplanes, he said, are getting relatively new F-16s shortly. The little “Vipers” are very good adversaries and will be an upgrade. The greatly expanded (from 1969) course, which includes instruction in bombing, missiles, rules of engagement, and many new weapons systems, lasts approximately nine and a half weeks.

    The school “is better than ever,” says Willie Driscoll, who, along with Randy Cunningham, became the first U.S. aces in the Vietnam War and is a former Top Gun instructor. Driscoll, now a successful commercial real estate broker in Southern California, is one of the few aviators from the Top Gun founding days to regularly visit the current school. Since 1989, he’s been giving a speech on air combat at Top Gun graduation ceremonies four times a year. The school “attracts for its staff the very best fighter pilots the navy has to offer. The course is terrific. They don’t necessarily award the patch to everyone who shows. The student has to earn it. They’ve sent some home. Standards are very high. When I go up there to do my talk I get there the night before. Most of the time debriefs are still going on until 8 or 9 p.m. The next day, I get out there at 5 a.m. for a 7 a.m. talk. By 6 o’clock everybody is back. These guys work long hours. They fly twice a day. I used to be amazed when I was doing that kind of work that we actually got paid to do it. These guys share that feeling.”

    Driscoll usually flies in a fighter for the final graduation hop. “So I can speak from first hand experience. They emphasize ACM [dogfighting] more than ever: The guys who flew airplanes in the 1970-71 era are the same kinds of guys who fly airplanes well today. They know a lot about a lot of different things. There’s a lot more technology today. But they fly just as hard. My view is, whether in training or actual combat, you want to fly a fighter plane one inch from out of control at all times in a purposeful way. And that’s what they do. These guys are extremely passionate about the work, incredibly dedicated to making sure the quality of product that goes out the door deserves to wear the patch.”

    But it’s true that they are no longer just learning dogfighting skills. Today’s Top Gun graduate learns just as much about bombing as he does dogfighting, probably more. The F/A-18 “Hornet”, to which the navy has been switching almost exclusively for its bombing and fighting missions, is just what it’s designation implies, a fighter-bomber. It isn’t a pure dogfighter. In recent years, the F-14, the great fighter that has taken the navy through the last several decades, has become almost exclusively a bomber. And bombing itself has become a precision art. With the new smart bombs and sophisticated guidance systems, including satellite, today’s navy fighter pilot has so much more to master. The new “Super Hornets” are two seat and so the NFO back-seater, who became prominent in the Vietnam era, will continue to be part of the mix. Two sets of eyes have proved to be better than one when looking for danger. And with the increasing sophistication of a jet airplane and its systems, two brains can reduce the work load and stress.

    And the fighter role has definitely changed too. Missiles have become so deadly and versatile and tracking radar so much better that most air-to-air fights are expected to be “BVR,” or beyond visual range. That means missiles hopefully are loosed long before an enemy is ever seen with the naked eye and before planes get close enough to engage in a traditional close-in dogfight. In that sense, Top Gun has come full circle today because it was just that type of envisioned battle scenario during the Vietnam War that caused the school to be founded in the first place. Going into the Vietnam War, air planners believed jets would only have to “stand off” at long distances from their foes and loose missiles to kill them before they ever got close enough to see. But the reality of battlefield conditions changed that. Fear of accidentally hitting a friendly caused pilots to have to make positive identification with their own eyes before shooting. And that meant getting close and right back into the dogfight arena, something that they hadn’t trained for because of the reliance on their stand off weapons. While detection and recognition technology is much better today than it was at the start of the Vietnam War, there is still the possibility of malfunction in such systems and therefore the pilot again having to get close enough for the traditional dogfight. Will the same thing that happened in Vietnam happen again?

    We will have to wait for a war that has lots of airborne adversaries to find out.

    Unfortunately, some of those who helped start Top Gun are now gone. Jerry Sawatsky, Mike Guenther, Tooter Teague have died. Perhaps others. I haven’t been able to contact everyone involved. Randy Cunningham, after serving as a Top Gun instructor and then skipper of the adversaries who flew against Top Gun students, retired from the navy and was elected a U.S. Representative from the San Diego area. He serves in that capacity today. Most of the others—Jim Laing, Steve Smith, John Nash, are still in Southern California. J.C. Smith went back to Texas after leaving the navy. I’ve heard that all are successful in their chosen fields. I’m not surprised. Each was a special breed who rose to the occasion under the toughest of conditions. Theirs was a great adventure that benefited America greatly. They left a legacy that only the future will determine.

    

    Robert K. Wilcox

    April 2004

   

  



   
    
     PREFACE
    

   

   
    In 1968 American Air Force and Navy fighter pilots found themselves losing the battle for the skies over North Vietnam. Their kill ratio from engagements was a dismal 2-to-1, which meant that for every two enemy MiGs that Americans shot down, the north Vietnamese, virtual newcomers to dogfighting, shot down one American plane. American fighter pilots had never suffered such embarrassingly low kill ratios in American air warfare history.

    In actual numbers—approximately 25 American fighters had been shot down—the losses were not critical. But they could be if such ratios continued. Fighters after all, were the primary protection for the bombers on their runs into Vietnam, as well as for the U.S. fleet off the coast.

    In 1968 the North Vietnamese Air Force was just gearing up; its pilots were still learning. In the future, they could be expected to increase their number of attacks and cause havoc in the air. Since air superiority is a prerequisite to victory in modern warfare, not only would more American pilots and planes be destroyed, but also the outcome of the war could be affected. And what if we got into a larger, global war?

    Air Force leadership did not react to this threat during the Vietnam War. But the Navy, to its credit, did. Pooling its fighter pilot expertise, a small cadre of instructors assigned to Miramar Air Station, California, were charged with correcting the problem. At the time, none of those involved—instructors or students—realized the long-term significance of what they were being asked to do. They were simply responding to a war emergency. Eventually, however, they were to change the course of the air war by forging the only clear victory America was to win in the Vietnam War. Their largely secret efforts would change fighter training and tactics in the decades that have followed.

    This is their story—the story behind the creation of the Top Gunfighter pilot school
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      Chapter 1
     

    

    
     Dan Arthur Pedersen could see the contrails of two jet engines as far as eighty miles away, at the edge of the high desert east of Los Angeles. The vapor streaks led up, and then curled back down. Nothing horizontal, as you’d see in airline flight. Those jets were fighting—hassling—he was sure of it. He banked his jet, and accelerated toward them.

     It was a week before Christmas, 1958, one of those cold, clear winter afternoons when visibility was unlimited. Pedersen, 23, who would, almost a decade later, create and command a brand-new Navy fighter-pilot school known as Top Gun, was just a green ensign, not yet two years out of flight school, tooling around in his hot F4D Skyray.

      

     The Skyray was one of the Navy’s first supersonic jet fighters. It flew faster than the speed of sound, setting a world record of 753.4 miles per hour in 1953. What distinguished the Skyray from other fighters was its swept-back full-delta wing—an innovation influenced by World War II German Luftwaffe planes—and a powerful 10,000-pound thrust Pratt and Whitney engine with afterburner. Dubbed “manta-like” and “batwinged,” the Skyray, with its afterburner kicked in, could shoot to 10,000 feet in fifty-six seconds; 50,000 feet in two and a half minutes. Ensign Pedersen was driving a rocket. And the plane’s aerodynamics, especially the delta-wings, gave it great maneuverability.

      

     Born in Moline, Illinois, the grandson of Danish immigrants, Pedersen had all the attributes of a good fighter pilot: keen eyes, good eye-hand coordination, split-second judgment, love of flying, the body strength to handle the incredible physical forces his plane encountered as it roared and churned through the atmosphere, and the mental toughness to steel himself against the fear and stress that were always a fighter pilot’s enemy. At 6′3″, he had the big-boned frame and rugged good looks of a young Johnny Unitas. His size also gave him a certain swagger; it wasn’t so much cockiness as a way of standing forthright, sizing you up with a steady, measuring gaze, a hint of challenge on his face. The stare was usually followed by a big, lip-curling grin. And a voice that sounded at times like John Wayne’s.

     Pedersen had earned his jet fighter wings in the midst of a revolutionary era in fighter techniques. Missiles were replacing guns, especially in the Navy. Gone were the days, said experts in the Pentagon, of close-in, turning fights—what were commonly called “dogfights”; planes swirling at each other’s tails, looking for a deadly “six o’clock” shot (a shot of an opposing plane’s six o’clock position—his tailpipe). Korea had seen the last of the dogfighters, went the conventional wisdom. Jets were now too fast and too sophisticated for swirling, close-range machine-gun battles. This new era would see supersonic jets firing air-to-air missiles at bogeys that were often so far away they could be seen only on radar scopes. You didn’t have to be close. In fact, you had to be far enough away for the missile to track and arm its target. Once the missile was launched, the “interceptor,” as some fighter planes were now being called, would most probably streak away and its crew watch impact on a tiny onboard screen, or hear about it from a ground control center. Air combat maneuvering, or ACM, as they later called a high-speed turning fight in the textbooks, was nearly dead, relegated to a few approach-and-retreat maneuvers.

     “Air defense tactics” was the new doctrine, the new aerodynamic gospel, preached above all by the aircraft and armament manufacturers who were closest to the new technology.

     While many veteran fighter pilots were skeptical, all of the armed services were racing into rockets and missiles. Sparrow and Sidewinder were the fighter weapons most talked about at the Pentagon—small “air-to-air” rockets made to be fired from airborne interceptors at approaching bombers.

     Pedersen’s Skyray was one of those interceptors. It had guns, but it also had rockets, two pods under each wing. Pedersen was in the thick of the new tactics, flying daily intercept missions out over the Pacific, or inland toward the deserts and mountains. The mission was an intercept flown by an “interceptor.”

     Most of the time, Pedersen, like the other Navy pilots, flew strictly controlled intercept missions. Out to the target and back. Radar monitored all the way. But on days off, he could go over to maintenance control and pick up a newly-fixed or spare Skyray and take it up. He could cruise to a relatively untrafficked area over the ocean or desert, and push his machine to its limits, hopefully test it against another pilot.

     Close-in dogfighting was not only being phased out of the training syllabus, it was illegal. A pilot could get in serious trouble for doing it, even on his own. Those airplanes cost money, it was explained, and a dead pilot is not a Navy asset. But the more aggressive pilots did it, those who thought of themselves as one of the elite. Fighting, hassling, was the way to perfect your ability. It was also the way to establish the fighter pilot pecking order.

     A fighter pilot was a mathematician riding a roaring, mammoth blowtorch; a bucking, snapping, multi-ton package of explosive metal and circuitry, whipping around as deftly in the air as the lure on a fisherman’s line. The crushing G forces in the high-speed turns could flatten a pilot’s face, dim and narrow his vision, cause the blood to rush so quickly from his brain that if it wasn’t for his G-suit, he’d blackout forever. The stakes, the consequences of being less than best, of being second best, could be fatal. Hassling helped to perfect one’s skills. It forced a pilot to be alert. Intimidation and unpredictability were part of the point behind such fights. An adversary sometimes swooped so close that you could see his helmet markings. Anything less than perfect execution, total mastery of aircraft, and mastery of fear, would send your airplane into a sudden, uncontrollable spin, a loss of aerodynamics from which only the highest degree of expertise could pull you out. And there was always the danger of equipment malfunction. Yet, in spite of the rigors and dangers involved, there were fortunately few accidents in these sporting jousts, probably fewer than in normal operations.

      

     Pedersen was now approaching the high desert and could see clearly the two hasslers he’d spotted earlier. One was an F-8 Crusader, one of the newest, fastest planes in the Navy at that time. Silver and sleek, with a round-mouthed airscoop under its nose, swept-back, eagle-like wings draped from the top of its fuselage, the F-8 was the Navy’s last “gunfighter.” Although it would later be fitted with rockets and missiles, it now carried only 20mm cannons. The Crusader was the first operational carrier plane able to exceed 1000 miles per hour, approaching a sensational Mach 2. But the Crusader was getting beat!

     What was out-maneuvering the jet, the surprised ensign realized, was an old F-86 Sabre jet. The Sabre was a classic dogfighter; small, maneuverable; the scourge of “MiG Alley,” the best jet fighter plane, pound for pound, in the skies of Asia during the Korean War. In the last seven months of the Korean conflict, it had chalked up a terrific 17-to-1 kill ratio against the MiG—seventeen MiGs shot down for every U.S. plane lost. It was considered outdated, not part of the new missile-interceptor force. This one, he could see from its markings, was an Air National Guard bird, probably from Van Nuys, where he knew there was a Guard fighter unit. Guard pilots, usually former Air Force, might have blazed a trail of glory over the Yalu River in Korea, but now they were just “weekend warriors,” pot-bellied, gray-bearded old men who took the old jets up once a month to keep themselves and the airframes from rusting. Or so that was their image among the younger, active pilots. This Sabre was eating the F-8 alive. The F-8s were fleet “air superiority” fighters, the “hot-test” of the new jets. There was a big rivalry between the F-8s and the other squadrons.

     When the F-8 had had enough, Pedersen, figuring he could gain some points, jumped the Sabre himself. There’s a certain etiquette to observe in such fights: after coming alongside of and getting the F-86’s attention, the two raced off in opposite directions, like pistol duelers, only putting miles instead of feet between themselves. Then, like knights of old, they turned and charged each other, hell-bent-for-leather, flat-out, head-on at each other’s noses. They call it “making passes.” Then comes the jockeying for position. The object is to get on the other’s tail, and into a “valid firing envelope.” In order to maneuver into such position, the planes turn in to each other, each trying to gain the advantage. When a pilot turns, his airspeed goes down—he usually loses energy and altitude. Inevitably, in a good-turning fight, speeds get slower and slower. The advantage of high speed in a straightaway gives way to quickness and maneuverability while turning. A smart fighter uses his advantage. This is what the F-86 pilot did.

     While the Skyray was faster, the Sabre’s turning radius, or arc, was smaller, which meant it could turn within a smaller space. When Pedersen tried to brute-force his slower adversary, literally scare him into a bad move with a locomotive charge, the F-86 pilot coolly held his ground, then executed a maneuver Pedersen had never seen. It flipped the aircraft 360 degrees underneath Pedersen and turned it into Pedersen’s wake quicker than the startled ensign could turn the Skyray into his.

     This didn’t automatically give the F-86 a tail shot, because Pedersen quickly turned again. But every time Pedersen turned, the Sabre turned too—and quicker, in a tighter arc. The distance between them, the distance that would finally give the Sabre the theoretical killing shot, was closing. “Two or three turns, and he was all over me,” recalls Pedersen. “I was saddled. I couldn’t shake him.”

     Pedersen decided to go up, to use the Skyray’s afterburner to climb and gain some maneuverability. Hopefully, the climb would also cause the Sabre to lose sight of the Skyray in the high sun. It’s hard to keep track of somebody above you. And when a pilot loses sight of his adversary, he’s in big trouble.

     But the Sabre didn’t fall for it—just as he did not fall for it from the earlier F-8 Crusader. “He’d seen all these things.” Like a fox, he just hung below, keeping Pedersen in sight. When Pedersen came back down—and you always have to come back down—he drove right to a spot behind Pedersen’s wing and stayed there. It was smart fighting. He just didn’t fall into the trap Pedersen was setting. He knew the F-86’s strengths, and he stuck with them.

     “He kept working the inside arc,” Pedersen recalls. “You eventually have to run, or he gets you.”

     The young ensign finally pulled up and leveled his wings in concession. He was beaten—there was nothing else he could do. He’d underestimated his adversary.

     Later, the pilot of the F-86 called Pedersen. The Major had over 3000 hours in the Sabre, 2000 of which were in Korea. He was an ace. He knew the F-86 inside and out, and he knew the Skyray. “He pulled my chain something fierce, telling me what I’d done wrong and how he’d exploited it. He was an aerodynamist, and I was brute strength and awkwardness. I was eager and aggressive, but I didn’t really know the first thing about fighting my airplane. I hadn’t seen anybody that good yet.”

     It was his first realization of the difference in aircraft and pilots; what different planes could and couldn’t do, and how pilot knowledge and skill—not the airplane—were really the crucial factors in victory. According to its manufacturer, the Skyray was the best turning machine in the sky. But the pilot he was talking to had made mincemeat out of that claim.

     Pedersen realized he’d better learn a great deal more about his airplane, what it really can and can’t do—the things they weren’t teaching in flight school. He realized he had been stupid to jump in like that without knowing the first thing about who and what he was fighting. “Those contrails had looked inviting, like honey to the flies. But you’ve got to be prepared for the best. You can’t be guaranteed the guy’s going to be [as pluckable as] a grape.”

     It was the germ of perhaps the most important flying lesson of Pedersen’s career: experiment with your airplane. Find the ends of its envelope. Learn all you can about your potential adversary. And practice, practice, practice.

     The Vietnam War was still several years off. Pedersen had no inkling of what was ahead, or how important the lesson he’d learned would prove to be.

    

   



    
     
      Chapter 2
     

    

    
     Joining the Navy at a time when there was an excess of pilots, Mel Holmes—“Rattler” as his call sign would later become at Top Gun, and a pilot who was to become one of the best F-4 Phantom pilots in the world—had been remaindered with a lot of other young fighter hopefuls to a backwater, Utility Squadron 3—“VU3” in official designation. It was a kind of service unit to the fleet. The fleet, Holmes knew, was where the action and prestige were. If fleet ground control intercept (GCI) trainees needed practice vectoring fighters to bogeys, VU3 pilots were sent to stimulate the exercise. If they needed gunnery work, VU3 hauled the targets and drones. The squadron was a lackey, a nowhere unit from which Holmes, an ambitious, highly regarded pilot used to speaking his mind, was doggedly trying to extract himself.

     “I fought like the Sam Hill to get out. Can’t remember how many letters I wrote to the bureau [Navy Bureau of Personnel] to get into a fleet squadron. But I think in the long run it was good for me. We had the flexibility to basically do what we wanted in the airplane, where in the fleet you had to do the training the way it was programmed.”

     Based on North Island, VU3 was run by World War II and Korean War era officers who were nearing the end of their careers. “We didn’t have a lot of supervision.” But they did have a lot of Skyrays, and fuel. Consequently, once they’d completed the day’s work, they were usually free to roam “Whiskey 291,” the huge piece of military airspace off the Southern California coast (off limits to civilian aircraft), and jump any plane they found. They didn’t have to worry about COs grounding them or using too much fuel. “We fought our brains out,” remembers Holmes.

     As he looks back on it, he was lucky to be flying the Skyray. Despite its waning future, the plane, which at one time had held so many official world records, was a great-turning aircraft, and one which wouldn’t kill a pilot at the first mistake. “It was a tremendous learning tool for me…very forgiving. You could pull the hell out of it, and it always seemed to come back out of any maneuver.” This was largely due to its big delta wing. While the wing offered resistance to the wind which would cut speed, its large mass—557 square feet, and at one time the greatest wing area seen on a Navy fighter—acted almost like a parachute if the pilot got in trouble. A pilot could take it to the edge, stall, even spin, and it would recover relatively easily. Says Holmes, “It gave me a lot of confidence I might not otherwise have acquired.”

     The freedom these pilots enjoyed helped too. According to Holmes, “In the fleet [the training program] was all intercept. Protect the carrier. Long-range missiles. That sort of thing. There was little air-to-air maneuvering. But we were completely away from that, out of contact with what was really going on in the Navy. We were just up there pulling our brains out and thinking that was the way it was in the fleet…”

     In fact, as a result of the new intercept philosophy, the Navy had disbanded its dogfighting-bombing school, the Fleet Air Gunnery Unit, or FAGU. Only a dwindling number of fighter pilots, most of them in F-8 Crusaders, were left to pass on the tradition. More than any other single event, some were to feel, FAGU’s decommissioning was the beginning of the dark days that were to come.

      

     A star athlete, Holmes set college basketball scoring records at Eastern Oregon College. Six feet tall, square-shouldered, quick to shake your hand, he was outgoing and purposeful.

     A recruiter from the Navy had spurred his Navy aspirations, and he applied for a commission upon graduation. On a team trip to Alaska, he stopped off in Seattle to take the tests, but the taxi he was in mistakenly deposited him at the wrong door, and he ended up passing an aviation officer candidate test. “So instead of surface school, I was bound for Pensacola.

     “We had thirty-three pilots in my class. Twelve finished. At that time there was quite an attrition rate. The Navy didn’t need pilots. They had many more applications then. Pilots were staying in. The economy had a lot to do with it.” The actual flying of a plane—at least at first—was difficult too. The math was tough. So was the coordination of hand, foot, and eye. There were a million things to do and remember. “It was difficult. But I think having been an athlete, and having the aggressive attitude that you don’t like to admit or accept failure, helped me. Not so much the skills of an athlete, which you don’t necessarily need, but the inner drive to excel and perform. That’s how I made it through.”

     By the time he’d graduated and gotten his wings early in 1963, he’d been selected to continue in fighters. “He was an outgoing, leadership-type guy,” recalls Royal Cherry, a VU3 pilot at the time. “He was real motivated. Could take charge, get things done.”

     Early on, Holmes remembers watching a more experienced pilot, Tom Rodgers, fight an F-8.

     “I didn’t actually participate in the fight,” remembers Holmes, referring to a melee over San Clemente that cemented his coming of age as a cockpit strategist. “There must have been fifteen or sixteen fighters in the damn thing. We had demons [F-3 Hs], F-8s, a couple of A-4s. I just sat up there and watched. My God, Tom was aggressive. He just ate that F-8 alive.” Because Rodgers knew he couldn’t hope to out-speed the faster Crusader, he and the other Skyray pilots had developed a tactic of goading the F-8s down to a low-altitude, turning fight where the Skyray’s big wing would prevail. He pressed his advantage. “He wasn’t afraid to push the airplane, make it do everything short of going out of the envelope. He actually maneuvered until at the end of the fight he was about fifteen feet from its tail. When the F-8 finally gave up, he just moved up to its wing, looked at him and left. That’s the type of thing that unfurls the aggressiveness in you. It showed me I could be more aggressive and not worry about it.”

     It also taught him another important lesson—to use your airplane’s advantages. And don’t let your opponent use his.

     “You have to understand who you are fighting. I discovered this later on in the war. You don’t go down and start turning with a MiG-17.”

     Fighting another VU vet, Wayne Hanley, Holmes learned that “Your first move is your best move.” Speeding toward Hanley, “I’d always get beat on the first turn. I’d wonder, what the hell’s going on? I finally realized that your first angle is the best angle you’re going to get.” What Hanley was doing was cutting inside of Holmes’ first turn, and doing it so well that he was able to zip right to Holmes’ tail. “From a head-on pass, if you can get an angle on a guy and get so many degrees advantage on him toward his six o’clock [position], then you don’t have to ever make up that angle. You’ve picked up some degrees that you don’t have to give back…It’s really reacting, out-thinking the guy…If you can anticipate what he’s going to do and cut the angle, you’re ahead of him…If he takes the move away, then you know what kind of pilot you’re up against.”

     This ability to project an opponent’s next move, to anticipate it before he actually makes it, is akin to a linebacker instinctively moving to a hole before it opens, or a second baseman moving into position for a line drive before it is hit.

     “Exploding your eyes,” was another phrase Holmes used to describe that increased sense of awareness and anticipation, borrowing the phrase from running back O.J. Simpson. “Instead of closing his eyes when he got hit, [Simpson] would say he’d ‘explode’ them open so he had even more peripheral vision. Well, a fighter pilot is looking to areas and trying to estimate distance and refocus his eyes and imagine where the guy’s going to be next. Once you know the piece of sky he’s going to be in, you point your nose to it.” According to Holmes, to many, everything is happening too fast. It’s a blur of spatial disorientation. “It’s not the type of thing you can just pick up. Some guys have it, and some don’t.”

     Holmes had it, a natural ability to make sense out of a three-dimensional chunk of sky filled with planes and missiles. He’d sit high in the cockpit, “as high as I could get so I could see off to the sides. I’d lean forward with my eyes up as far front as I could get them. I could handle myself a little better that way.”

     It was always a problem seeing out of a cockpit, especially to the rear where the wings and fuselage created a blind spot. The pilot had to twist his head back and forth to keep his opponent constantly in view. After a fight, he’d return to Coronado “wringing wet, sopping wet. And this happened every engagement I had—my right arm was physically tired. The muscles would be cramped because I’d be pulling so hard. My neck would be sore trying to hold it up under the strain.”

     Tom Rodgers remembers, “Mel was interested in making sure he did a good job all the time. Even if he lost a fight, he’d be right back, equally determined to win against the same person the next time.

     By early 1964, Holmes was one of the squadron’s ACM (air combat maneuvering) leaders. “I think it’s the exhilaration. Your blood’s pumping…. It’s like a joust. You’re going out against another guy to see who’s better. My God, competing against another individual to see who’s best. I can imagine what the knights of old thought. I haven’t been able to find that kind of exhilaration anywhere else.”

     Occasionally, he’d run into the new F-4 Phantom, the plane that would be so much a part of Mel Holmes’ future—the plane that would soon become the front-line fighter for both the Navy and the Air Force. “Biggest, meanest-looking airplane I’d ever seen. My God, the wings droop, the wing tips angle up. The stabilizers [tail fins] angle down. It had this big, ugly nose, and it sorta sits there on its haunches looking you right in the eye.”

     Resembling a prehistoric reptile, its two huge General Electric J79 engines bulging its sides, humpbacking its 58-foot fuselage, the “brute,” or “monster,” as the Phantom was sometimes called, was already the talk of the Navy. It was rewriting the record books for speed—1606 miles per hour (the previous record had been hundreds of miles per hour slower); and sustained combat altitude—66,000 feet (it could climb to 100,000 feet if necessary). With afterburners a pilot could slam in a combined 35,000 pounds of thrust with the movement of a throttle; the plane could climb at a stupendous 30,000 feet per minute. Its weapon load alone was twice that of a World War II B-17 bomber. “It was the best,” recalls Holmes, “and everybody, including me, wanted to fly it.”

     Ironically—at least to Holmes’ way of thinking—the F-4 crew members weren’t much interested in fighting. “They’d just make a couple of passes and leave. They really wouldn’t get into it.” If Holmes had been in the fleet, he would have understood the reason. The Phantom was being touted as the supreme interceptor. With the latest radar tracking system, and a second crewman—the radar intercept officer (RIO)—in the back seat to operate it, the fleet brass didn’t feel the Phantom would ever need to mix it up close with other planes. So sure was the Navy brass of this prediction that they had made the unprecedented decision not to include guns on the plane, the traditional fighter weapon. The Phantom was to be the first U. S. “all-weather, multimission” aircraft armed solely with missiles: specifically, the radar-guided Sparrow and the heat-seeking Sidewinder, both newly developed for intercept.

     As G. G. O’Rourke, in his book, The F-4 Phantom II, recounts: “Cocky F-4 crews were soon telling…controllers, ‘Don’t give me all that lead pursuit positioning jazz…just point me at the target and shut up…. If we don’t get him coming through the first time, we’ll honk it around and catch him from behind.’”

     In other words, the pilots held the position that they would spot the bogey on their radar and destroy it with a long-range missile before the other plane realized the Phantom was there. And if they missed, they’d simply turn around, and get him on a second long shot. Everything would be head-to-head, with no close-in turning. ACM would not be needed.

     Not everyone bought the Navy’s strategy, but the F-4 tended to make believers out of doubters. The 44,000-pound jet literally shook the deck when it was catapulted off the carriers. Its fiery twin-barreled exhaust lighted up an entire carrier on night launch. It was the sort of new weapon that anyone whose job it was to wage war would love. And if by some freak accident it didn’t actually kill its target, pilots kidded, it would scare the poor devil to death.

     So impressive was the F-4 in so many ways that the Air Force, after much consideration, decided to order it as well—with slight modifications, including the addition of guns, for its own pilots, one of the few times the rival service had ever adopted to Navy planning. For the first time, the Navy fleet, long accustomed to being second best in the air because of carrier requirements, had the finest combat aircraft in the world.

     Or so, at any rate, it seemed.

     Holmes was well aware of the F-4’s reputation, and continued to pester the Navy personnel bureau to assign him to the fleet, either to an F-8 squadron, or, hopefully, to the F-4s. Pilots were being trained for transition into Phantoms at nearby Miramar in San Diego, which had become the support base and home station for all West Coast fighter squadrons. They were beginning to call the base “Fightertown,” as the U.S. military increased its readiness in response to the growing war in Southeast Asia.

     In 1964, shortly after the Tonkin Gulf incident officially launched America into the Vietnam war, Holmes’ wish was granted. He received orders to report to VF-121, the huge Replacement Air Group—the “RAG” for short—the unit that trained pilots how to fly the F-4.
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     On April 9, 1965, just five days after the first North Vietnamese MiGs challenged American planes in Vietnam, a Navy Phantom F-4 tried to dogfight with a MiG. It was shot down, and both of its crew members, LTJG Terence M. Murphy and ENS Ron J. Fegan, were killed.

     Information on the dogfight, which is still classified, was sketchy. The Phantom was one of several VF-96 planes from the carrier U.S.S. Ranger. They were on MIGCAP (guard patrol) off Hainan Island in the Gulf of Tonkin. Four MiGs attacked; “the crew,” says a Chief of Naval Operations document, “tried to turn against the MiG-17…bled off air speed, and was caught in the MiG’s gun sights.”

     The shootdown proved to be a dramatic example of the fact that the Phantom, the Navy and Air Force’s frontline warplane, could not normally turn successfully with a MiG. The plane was too heavy; its wings were too small to propel it through turns without a great deal of speed, which meant that the F-4 could not turn as tightly as the MiG. But few at this point took notice.

      

     J. C. Smith radioed back “feet dry,” indicating they’d just left water and were roaring over land. It was mid-morning, June 17, 1965. Smith was the backseater in the lead F-4 Phantom of a Yankee Station strike force from the carriers Midway and Bon Homme Richard; the strike force contained fourteen planes that were headed for the Thanh Hoa Railroad Bridge, later nicknamed “The Dragon’s Jaw,” because of its near invincibility.

     The massive concrete bridge was located 80 miles south of Hanoi. The bridge spanned the Ma River, an important part of Hanoi’s supply route to the south, which was becoming known as the Ho Chi Minh Trail. The fighters and bombers—mostly F-4s and A-4 Skyhawks—were part of Operation Rolling Thunder, the newly instituted U.S. strategic plan to move the bombing closer and closer to Hanoi until the North Vietnamese buckled under the onslaught and surrendered.

     The planes turned north, jinking back and forth, gaining and losing altitude, presenting as unpredictable a target as possible, although they didn’t expect much ground fire. Concentrations of anti-aircraft artillery (Triple-A)—so heavy that they eventually would be described as comparable or worse than that over Germany in World War II—were mostly clustered around the cities. The strike force was speeding over green jungle, which was high enough to avoid small arms fire, but low enough to be safe from any surface-to-air missiles (SAMs), the deadly “flying telephone poles” that would later put so many American flyers in North Vietnamese graves and prisons.

     SAMs weren’t a major threat yet. They’d only recently been spotted being positioned in the North and hadn’t been used. The strike force’s main concern was the sleek little MiG-17, the maneuverable Russian fighter that, although relatively old now, had made its Vietnam debut over the North several months earlier, downing three Air Force F-105 Thunderchiefs over the very bridge they were flying towards, and causing the U.S. command to decide to begin giving their bombing missions fighter cover.

     J. C.’s and five other Phantoms were flying TARCAP for the mission. When they arrived over the bridge, the six F-4s, in sections of two each—a leader and wingman—would take separate stations above and around the target and patrol for MiGs.

     While the North Vietnamese didn’t have much of an air force at this stage, even one unchallenged enemy fighter could wreak havoc on the bombers, whose pilots would be concentrating on the target. Even forcing the bombers to abandon their mission would be a victory for the MiGs. The F-4s were to act as the A-4’s bodyguards; their state-of-the-art radars, the lookouts, would search the skies in 60-degree sweeps that could detect other planes as much as 100 miles in ideal conditions.

     As a radar interceptor officer, or RIO, as the backseater was often called, J. C., a lieutenant commander, was busy operating the radar, giving navigational information to his pilot, CMDR Lou Page, and coordinating over the radio with the other RIOs in the flight.

     J.C. Smith loved flying, but as a 21-year-old pilot in the VA-126 attack squadron, he’d almost lost his chance to fly forever. He found what he didn’t like was VA-126’s mission: bombing. Nuclear bombing. Repetitious maneuvers. Four-G boring, he called them. The attack syllabus called it toss bombing. You come in low, swoop up into a backward loop called a half Cuban eight, toss the bomb several miles out in front of you, and run for home. You couldn’t just drop the bomb, because a nuclear explosion would destroy the bomber too. “Hell, it wasn’t even dive bombing,” he said.

     In later years he’d become known for talking on the airways. He told tall stories on the ground. “The Mouth,” “The Joker” they’d call him. It was a way of masking nervousness. Not fear of the risks or dangers of flying, but a fear of failure, of not measuring up to this great career of flying he had stumbled into almost by accident. Behind the earthy, quick-with-a-joke personality, beneath the fighter pilot brush-top and cool-under-fire attitude, J. C. was a very intense young man.

     Born February 20, 1936, in St. Louis, Missouri, he remembers wanting to fly even before he could run. “I can remember sitting under the sink with a plunger stuck on the floor, using it as a stick,” he recalled. His mother would drape the area like a cockpit. “The curved pipe was my gunsight. I’d fly that kitchen everywhere.”

     The family had moved to Belleville, Illinois, across the river from St. Louis, where his father was a millwright. J. C. inherited his father’s aptitude with machines. But they didn’t get along. He moved out of the house at age 17 and took a job as a mechanic at Brennan’s Phillips 66. With the little he had left over after living expenses, he enrolled in nearby Belleville Junior College. Two years later he enlisted in the Navy. He had no idea the Navy flew airplanes. “I just wanted to get out of there.” A Navy pilot told him about NAVCAD, a Navy flight program requiring only two years of college, which he had. He took some tests, and a month and a half later he was in a Greyhound bus on his way to Pensacola for preflight ground school.

     After flight school, he was selected for jets, training at Kingsville, Texas. In late August 1957, he begrudgingly reported to Miramar’s 126 bombing squadron. He considered himself a fighter pilot, and let them know it—which turned out to be his first mistake. After bombing practice, sometimes—if he could get away with it—even during practice, he’d jump out and start hassling. “This pushing that damn nose over in a forty-degree dive, holding it wings level, the ball perfectly centered…sucked.”

     He says none in the squadron could stay with him. “I was always fighting. They kept saying I was overstressing the airplane. I wasn’t overstressing it. I was just beating them.” He found himself in frequent meetings with the CO—at the CO’s summons. “I bitched constantly about dropping bombs. My attitude was very poor. But I was where I didn’t want to be.”

     Because of the way he threw the airplane around, pushing it to its limits, his planes were often “down,” which put him in conflict with the maintenance officer and crews. As a result, the CO called him into his office again. “I knew what I was doing with the machine, but I was naive about rank. I felt I was better than this CO because I could fly better, which was wrong. He had more experience than me, and I ignored that. I failed to realize that he was setting the pace, that he was supposed to be the example that we follow.”

     The only reason things didn’t come to a head sooner was the fact that J.C. was an excellent bomber. He was consistently one of the best in the squadron.

     Picked to help represent his squadron at the intra-service William Tell bombing competition at El Centro, where the Navy had one of its chief bombing ranges, he delivered, he says, the bombs that won. The brass, including his CO, were sitting in the bleachers, and J. C. decided to do a victory roll before landing. “I came off the target and went out over the city.” Unknown to him, he says, a squadron mate joined on his wing. “I wasn’t supposed to have anybody with me, so I wasn’t looking.” He came back over the field and made a couple of fast rolls. The other plane couldn’t follow and nearly crashed.

     His CO was livid. J.C. was promptly grounded. Later, after a weekend flight that, because of a malfunction, resulted in having to scrap his plane’s engine, he was summoned before an aviator’s disposition board. A week later he received word that an admiral had overruled the recommendation of the board—that he be taken out of jets altogether and sent to a prop squadron—and taken his wings. It was the lowest point in his life.

     Sometime after that a friend on the air staff at Miramar had shown him a bulletin on the new RIO program the Navy was starting up. With the F-4s coming into the Navy, the service was going to need a new kind of officer—a naval flight officer (NFO). The F-4 was so sophisticated, went the thinking, that it would take two people to fly it—the pilot and the radarman in the back. The pilot would concentrate on operating the mechanisms of flight, while the RIO would concentrate on the radar, and radio communications.

     In a combat situation, two heads were better than one. There was no way a single pilot could fly his plane, watch the bogey and radar scope, and operate the complicated new missiles. At least that’s the way the brass explained it.

     Most pilots were skeptical. Their basic attitude was, “I can handle it myself. I don’t need a backseater to help me” But the RIO was the wave of the future. For J.C., it was a chance to get out from behind a desk and back into an airplane.

     In August 1959, he’d reported to James Connelly Air Force Base, Waco, Texas, as one of the first Navy RIO trainees. The Air Force already had two-man crews in the F-80 Shooting Star and F-89 Scorpion. J. C. and a small class of about 19 others were going to learn the same operation and then become instructors to the Navy’s RIOs and pilots who were assigned to the new F-4s.

     Because Smith had been a pilot, he knew more about the work environment than the others, most of whom were enlisted radar operators commissioned upon graduation. Some of them had never flown before. He quickly became the leader of the group.

     They started out in an old reconfigured B-25, which had large radar scope around which six of them could gather while aloft. They’d practice picking out bogeys and plotting intercept courses. When he finished his training, he was sent to McDonnell-Douglas’ plant in St. Louis to familiarize himself with new F-4.

     The Phantom he’d come to learn about in St. Louis was the product of fierce airplane-building competition.

     Since making the Phantom I in 1946 (the first jet-powered carrier fighter), McDonnell-Douglas had considered itself the Navy’s fighter-supplier, a heady distinction. But in 1953, to its shock and surprise, it lost a fly-off to Chance Vought’s then new F-8.

     McDonnell-Douglas was suddenly outside, looking in.

     Without a contract, McDonnell-Douglas set about to regain its previous position. Within a year, its engineers, after polling the Navy for its needs, had produced a zippy little fighter mock-up with guns. They called it Phantom II.

     The Navy, recognizing McDonnell-Douglas’ initiative, gave the company a letter of intent, but later requested changes that radically altered the new plane’s design. They wanted a long-range, high-altitude interceptor for defense of the fleet. It would have to stay up for three hours at a clip, which meant much more fuel capacity (greater weight). It would have such an advanced radar that an additional crewman would be needed to operate it, and it was to be the first such plane with air-to-air missiles as its sole armament. The requirements meant that the plane was going to have to be much larger than the little mock-up—not a small, agile fighter.

     McDonnell-Douglas went to work. Chance Vought got wind of the new Navy requirements and jumped in by beefing up their Crusader. In a 1958 fly-off, the new F-4 beat the new version of the Crusader and put McDonnell-Douglas back in the saddle.

     Smith and the other RIOs spent three months in St. Louis and then headed for Miramar and VF-121, the F-4 training squadron. The 121 was to become the Phantom pipeline for the Pacific Fleet, the unit in which all the fleet’s F-4 pilots and RIOs would be trained before joining fleet squadrons.

     The Phantoms hadn’t yet arrived, so J. C. and the others had to make a syllabus for the others who would follow. With two men in the plane, teamwork had to be developed. The pilots had to learn what the backseater’s role was, and vice versa.

     Despite his radio and navigation functions, the RIO’s official job title was Weapons Systems Officer. The pilot had a scope in the front, but little control over it. He could do little more than glance at it. It was in the back seat that the radar was operated. Tweaking dials, using his own talent and hard-earned skills, the RIO sent a conish swath of energy pulses out from the F-4’s bulbous nose into the sky ahead of it. If the impulses hit anything, their echoes returned to the Phantom, etching an image on the scope, which could be intensified by increasing the scanning swath brightness. He had to intercept it, decide if it was indeed a target, or something else—weather, a cloud, whatever.

     Once the target was locked-on, the scope and its sides would come alive with vital information: position, speed, and course of the bogey. In the case of a Sparrow missile shot, locking the radar on the target was essential. The missile guided by following the radar beam between the Phantom and the bogey. If that beam was broken, the Sparrow would instantly stop following the target and go ballistic (straight, as if shot from a gun). In the case of the Sidewinder, the lock-on, although not essential, was still important. Although the Sidewinder didn’t need the radar to track (since it tracked on the enemy’s own heat radiation), the information being given by the radar—primarily the bogey’s position and speed—could mean the difference between a good and bad shot. The pilot, who now had his hands full with an aggressive, nearby enemy, and needed his eyes outside the cockpit, could use the radar information relayed by the RIO to maneuver for the proper angle. If the Sidewinder was loosed at too much of an angle, the speeds involved might prohibit it from being able to make the high-G turn to the exhaust.

     O’Rourke, commander of the Navy unit at St. Louis when J. C. was there, writes in The F-4 Phantom II that the RIO was “worth gold to the pilot: extra eyes, hands, another brain.”

     In the days to come, J. C. would fly with his share of pilots who resented RIOs. Often, it would take a scare, such as an episode of vertigo, or disorientation, to win the pilot over. Vertigo usually occurs in bad weather, such as in fog, or at night, when it’s hard to tell what attitude the plane is in. “Your eyes or ears are telling you you’re in a bank or turn, when you’re really straight and level…. There’s so many who’ve crashed, and you never know why.”

     One pilot he would fly with “was very good. But he had it bad. I said, ‘Pat, you got vertigo, tiger. Ease the nose up. Push your left wing down.’ I just talked it that way. I didn’t tell him to go to his instruments, because he wouldn’t have believed ’em. He did exactly what I said, and we popped up. And he said, ‘God damn. That’s the closest I’ve ever come to dying.’ We were in the soup. We would have gone right into the runway.”

     Out at sea, approaching a carrier, it was easier to get vertigo. It took guts to keep calm in a stickless backseat, with no way to control what happened except a reassuring voice.

     J. C. spent approximately two years at 121, becoming very proficient at intercept, preferring to play bogey in the training exercises so he could talk exceptional young pilots into “pulling the airplane around.”

     In early 1963, he got orders to report to Fighter Squadron (VF) 21 on the U.S.S. Midway. The Midway’s Air Wing 2 consisted of seventy-five airplanes in six squadrons and two detachments, including Phantoms, A-4s, Crusaders, A-3B Skywarriors, and prop-driven A-1 Skyraiders. Smith joined the carrier’s 3700 officers and men in “turnaround,” the training time between cruises. Soon he was off to Hawaii and Japan, with plenty of flying in between.

     In turnaround before the second cruise, he’d met pilot Lou Page. A veteran of combat missions in Korea, Page had replaced VF-21’s executive officer, who had crashed on a low approach to the carrier. J. C. respected him. “He was the only one of us who’d seen flack. And those silver-gray eyes, they’d just burn right through you.”

     Page thought J. C. the best RIO on the ship. “He was just extremely sharp, intense, knew the whole game.” They became fast friends. It wasn’t always possible to fly with the same man, but they managed it most of the time.

     Smith was now in his third cruise; the Vietnam War had heated up, and the Midway was in the thick of the action. It had been his roughest cruise yet. The “Freelancers,” as VF-21 was nicknamed, were the only F-4 squadron aboard. With the best radar, they got double, sometimes triple, duty. “We had the eyes. Anything they did at night, we had to go with them…. Sometimes you’d go four days without taking off your flight suit. Many times I’d just go to the state room, put on a clean pair of underwear and go to a brief.”

     They’d been shot at almost every day. And now they were on yet another dangerous mission—the bombing of Thanh Hoa railroad bridge.

      

     The strike force approaching Thanh Hoa reached the bridge and J. C.’s and another F-4—manned by pilot Lt. Jack D. Batson, Jr., and RIO LCDR Bob B. Doremus—headed off toward the TARCAP position farthest west, the most inland. Once positioned, they flew a race-track pattern, the two of them about a mile abreast of each other in what was called “combat spread”—the two planes watching each other’s six, as they guarded the strike force from MiG attack.

     The racetrack’s legs were about two minutes each—if flown at the same speed. But since the threat was to the north, they’d rush down the southern leg, make a quick turn back up, and then return at a slower pace coming back toward the north. The bombing target was about 20 miles southeast of them.

     “We could see puffs of smoke. Every once in a while one of them would pop up, but you couldn’t really see much of what was going on,” J. C. said.

     Everything below them was green. The two RIOs watched their scopes, sweeping the air space in front of the planes. The pilots kept visual lookout. They varied their altitudes from 9000 to 12,000 feet. Just above them, at about 14,000 feet, was solid overcast. They purposely stayed below it.

     “All we’re doing is guarding the fence,” recalled J. C., “looking for bogeys to the north and west, checking on our own positions and fuel states, listening to the attack boys [the bombers]; if one of them is shot and goes down, we can go over for suppression until the Jolly Greens [rescue helicopters] are called in. We’re all on the same frequency. Plus we’re doing a lot of scanning, seeing what the other’s got going. We’re both looking at the same piece of sky. Sometimes he’s got a cloud [on radar] and I verify, or vice versa.”

     They finally got a call from the bombers that they were “departing target.” Since they were the TARCAP farthest inland, they’d be the last to leave. That meant several more orbits. As they heard “feet wet,” meaning the strike force had reached the relative safety of the sea, they started to exit when J. C. got a strange feeling. “Lou, let’s make one more quick orbit,” J. C. said.

     Since they had the fuel, Page agreed. “Roger. Let’s make it tight.”

     They swung back up for one more northern leg. “We got just about where the radar was looking directly over Phuc Yen [a known MiG airfield on the northern outskirts of Hanoi]. I rolled the thumb wheel down slightly and picked up two contacts. They were about twenty-eight to thirty-two miles away, probably 2000 feet below us.”

     These weren’t clouds.

     “They were coming right at us. The sons of bitches had launched just as we were leaving. They had timed us so many times on our bombing runs that they knew how long we were going to be there, and when we were going out. They launched to come up our tails just as we were leaving, and we’d never known what hit us,” recalled J. C.

     This was the real thing. Somebody was going to be shot at and very likely killed in the next few moments.

     “I was buried on the tube. They were off to my starboard side. I told [Lou], ‘Steady.’” J. C. needed a few seconds to confirm. “Then I said, ‘I’ve got contact. Ten right. Thirty-two miles.’”

     To Batson and Doremus, he instructed: “Drop in trail.”

     “Roger,” they responded.

     Anticipating a problem most intercept planners hadn’t foreseen, J. C. was setting up a “visual identification,” or VID—a tactic he and Page had devised after many intercept practices. Although theoretically they could have fired a missile almost as soon as they got a radar “lock,” the reality was that they didn’t know if the distant blips were enemies or stray American jets. Despite the power of their new radar, it couldn’t distinguish between the two. They were going to have to get close enough for a visual identification.

     They wouldn’t be able to see the planes until they were less than five miles away, and a MiG coming straight on wouldn’t be distinguishable until it was less than two miles away, which was dogfight distance. Hence the maneuver: Once they’re visually sighted, they would angle off a little from the head-on course. When the MiG saw this, they hoped it would turn into them, anticipating the Phantom passing it and allowing the MiG to get on the Phantom’s tail. Once he turned, the MiG revealed its profile and other distinguishing characteristics.

     J. C. and Page were the lead; therefore, they would make the identification and run the fight. Batson and Doremus would drop back about a mile and a half as the main shooters.

     The two sides closed rapidly. The Sparrow needed a little over a mile separation to be effective. With the new formation, if the lead MiG was too close to the U.S. planes at the time of identification—which was looking more probable with each elapsing mile-they could still take a shot at the trailing MiG (the MiG behind the first MiG). J. C. informed their wingman he’d lock on the trailing bogey, or farthest target, and instructed Doremus and Batson to take the nearer, lead bogey—the plane they’d probably ID first.

     “We were both ‘Judy,’ meaning locked on,” recalled J. C.

     They next activated their missiles. This was a crucial step in the combat scenario. The switches weren’t turned on until the bogey was locked on. Once activated, the missile was hair-trigger. “I said, ‘Select and arm.’ He repeated it. ‘Select and arm.’ ‘I have a select light.’ ‘I have a select and ready.’ We were hot. We were ready to go.”

     They sped toward the target at “full military”—their fastest speed without afterburner. J. C. repeated the rapidly changing coordinates. One of the other retreating TARCAP Phantoms heard the radio traffic and asked to come back and help. But J. C. waved him off. “We had a helluva lot to do without having to talk to some airplane that was looking for us.”

     At about four miles, Page was finally able to see the bogeys with his unaided eye.

     “Tally-ho!” he yelled. But there was a surprise: There were four bogeys, not two! They were in rough parade formation, the kind of very shallow V the Blue Angels fly—one beside the other, the leads and wingmen so close that they showed up as single blips on the radar.

     The bogeys were still basically head-on, the two adversaries barely a minute apart from each other. J. C., behind Page, had a wall of instruments blocking his view, as did Doremus. J. C.’s eyes were glued to the scope. Only Page was looking at the bogeys, and he still couldn’t positively identify them.

     As planned, J. C. now gave him new course coordinates, which veered the two Phantoms to the right in an effort to get the advancing bogeys to turn into them and give Page a profile.

     It worked. The bogeys banked, flipping up their wings. Suddenly, Page saw the distinct “yawning” intakes, bubble canopies, and rounded wing tips unique to MiG-17s. They had silver bodies with red and yellow markings.

     “MiGs! MiGs!” Page screamed.

     J. C., seeing they were still within range, yelled, “Shoot! Shoot!”

     Page maneuvered the Phantom and squeezed the trigger.

     “I heard the Sparrow go off our wing,” remembers J. C. “Shhhhooooop. The next thing I know I see another Sparrow coming right across my wing tip.” Bateson and Doremus had fired the second of the finned, arrow-like missiles. Their target, the lead MiG, was just now flying over J. C. and Page, not more than a few hundred feet above, preparing to turn down behind them.

     At this stage in the war, it’s doubtful that the North Vietnamese knew much, if anything, about the Phantom’s head-on capability. Almost simultaneously, the MiG above them and the one they’d fired at exploded in fireballs.

     Debris from the closest MiG, they believe, was sucked up in the intake of its wingman, and so a third was damaged or downed, though they weren’t positive.

     The final MiG broke hard across their belly, giving J. C. his first good look at one. He knew that in the next instant, the exiting MiG’s tail would be pointing right at them.

     J. C. said that he called for Page to turn right on the exiting MiG, but Page headed left for a split second, and then had to pull the plane up and back over, all the while flying in cloud cover, in order to come back to the right.

     Page said that he was simply executing a practiced run-out maneuver in a vertical plane, where they’d have more energy than the MiG, to avoid getting into a horizontal fight.

     Whatever the reason, they lost sight of the MiG in the clouds, and by the time they came back down, the only thing in the sky was a parachute holding a MiG-less pilot.

     On the way back to the Midway, what had happened began to hit them: They had just gotten the first MiGs of the war!

     “We were extremely excited,” recalls J. C.

     Their hard work and planning had paid off. The kills—among the few, as it turned out, by Sparrows in the war—had been classic, nonturning intercept. The MiGs had been shot down from a head-on, relatively straight-and-level, far-away position without any dogfighting. Unfortunately, the fight reinforced the attitude that dogfighting skills were no longer needed. Flush from victory, the two crews landed to a celebration. Without even a change of flight suits, they were whisked to Saigon to be special guests of Gen. William Westmoreland, commander of all U.S. forces in Vietnam. For a full day, their lives were a blur of press conferences and information officers cautioning them about what could and couldn’t be divulged. They were the first U.S. heroes of the air war.

     Behind the scenes, the Navy tried to give J. C. a lesser medal than Page because J. C. was only a RIO—an attitude that would undermine teamwork in the Phantom. J. C. told them to stuff it; he’d refuse anything but an equal award. The Navy was anxious to avoid negative publicity, particularly with regard to its newest heroes. As a result, all four eventually received Silver Stars, the nation’s third highest military award.
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