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An F-11TA, wsing (it terrain-following radar, fllex a roller-coasier patiern during &
daviiehs Iraindng milesion in Thatland, Most getual missions were af .-||||._'|'|J'I rr
wealher, and af 20 feel thrauph this kind of landsoape

During the last four months of the Vietnam War, F-111s
of the 474th TFW set a phenomenal record for bombing
effectiveness, survivability, and combat readiness.
Here is an on-the-spot report on some very hairy
missions, and the overall performance of . . .

whispering Dealh:
The F-111 In SEA

By Wayne Thomis

HEN THE 474th Tactical Fighter
Wing brought its swingwing
F-111A twin jets to Takhli Air Base
130 miles north of Bangkok, Thai-
land, last September, a Seventh Air
Force operations officer, part of the

tcams controlling air combat over
Southeast Asia, asked:

“Do you people have smart
bombs?"

The reply, verging on the flip-
pant, was:

“No, but we've gol smart air-
planes.™

And the 474th proved its claim
The F-111s flown by two squadrons
(the 429th and 430th) of gung ho
airrcrews and maintained by dedi-
cated, hard-working maintenance
people “cut a new groove™ in aerial
fighting. They demonstrated in the
crucible of battle—final test of any
weapon or military theory—that the
low-level, high-speed penetration of
even the most sophisticated defenses
15 the nght way to go,

The Vietnam performance of the
d74th TFW's forty-eight aircraft
speaks for itself, Here is a brief
summary of these operations:

* Sorties flown: Approaching
3,500 at the time of cease-fire.

* Bombing effectiveness: Rated
by Seventh Air Force analysts as
very close to accuracies achieved by
the puided bombs (smart bombs),
In the case of the 474th, targets
were not hit by single bomb drops,
but rather by salvos of twelve to
sixteen iron bombs on cach sortie.
Al the end of the fighting, strike
planners were sending single F-1115
to it an arrfield, attack o SAM site,
or a railroad yard—with the cer-
tainty that the target would be hit
by that single-plane mission, flown
at night, in bad weather, against the
toughest ground defenses ifi the his-
tory of air warfare. Never, before
the puided bombs or the F-111s,
could single-plane missions be
launched with foreknowledge that
the strike would be cffective,

® Mission aborts: Less than one
percent. No other equipment in the
inventory had a lower abort rate,
even though the F-111s were in
their first full-scale combat assign-
ment. Weather scrubbed missions
only once, according to wing opera-
tlons records, and that at the height
of the year's worst monsoon rains

® Plane losses: An astonishingly



low total of only six, This represents
a combat loss ratio of one-sixth of
one percent of the aircraft exposed
to enemy fire. No other umits en-
gaged in Southeast Asia (F-4s, A-Ts,
B-525, A-6s) proved so survivable—
a fact apparently overlooked by cor-
respondents who I'E].'!IL'lr[l:d the final
davs of the air war, which intensi-
fied right up to the cease-fire,

“We certainly expected more
losses,” reported the F-111 crews
who were rotated back to the 474th
Wing home base at Nellis AFB,
Mev., in late January.

TFR: Making Believers

“We graduoally gamed great con-
fidence in our planes, our navigation
and bombing equipment, and thal
fantastic, really unbelievable TFR
[terrain-following radar]. All this
special electronics enabled us to go
in at very low altitudes. We went on
mission after mission [crews aver-
aged forty-five to fifty-three sorties]
without taking a hit,” an aircrew
member of the 429th told this
Wriler.

“By actual count, there were less
than ten hits taken by 474th aircraft
up to the time we left, about Janu-
ary 20. We know that one of the
planes that didn't return took SAM
hits. The crew so reported as they
punched out. Those boys are com-
ing home as prisoners—their names
are on published lists—so we'll get
the full account later,

“There was only one precaution-
ary landing away from Takhli be-
cause of damage. That was at
Udorn, in north Thailand. Inspec-
tion on the ground showed half o
dozen small holes near the tail, The
skin inspection plates were opened
up and routes of the fak traced.
Fortunately, the shrapnel cut no
lines, and the plane was flown to
Takhli with only tape across the
entry holes.”

Do not assome, however, that the
F-111 crews took combat light-
heartedly, Moments of terror, hours
of sober consideration of tactics and
flight planning, long hours of energy-

absorbing concentration while 11[ght:=.
were in progress are acknowledged
by all. Penctrations of the Hanoi/
Haiphong defenses and the Red
River delta with s SAMs and
AAA demanded the highest sort of
courage and sclf-control.

“We were always nervous, no
matter where we were targeted, be-
cause flying as low as we did and as
fast is inheremtly dangerous.

“You are only & quarter of a sec-
ond—at 500 miles an hour—from
hitting the ground if anything goes
wrong,” explained Lt Steve Glass,
Weapons Systems Officer,

“Think about flyving around in
daylight and good weather only 200
feet above the ground and going up
and down over hills and into val-
leys, keeping this height,” said Capt.
fackic Crouch, former F-105 pilot
with two earher SEA tours.

“Mow do this at night, in moun-
tamns and in heavy cloud when you
can't see anything outside the cock-
pit. That is really, really exciting,
even without the enemy threat.

“It takes real discipline to come
up over these mountains, as we did
at night, out on top of the cloud
layer in the moonlight We'd see
those jagged peaks all round us
poking through the cloud tops, and
we'd have to put the nose down
back into that mist, And as we went
down, the moonlight would fade,
and the cloud get darker, and we'd
know we were descending below
those peaks and were depending on
our radars and our autopilots—and
with Hanoi coming ap. . . .

“1 won't say that 1 wasn't worried.

“One night when the weather was
very bad, 1 was in cloud for the last
eleven minutes before bombs away
—and that means at the lowest
levels of the whole flight, going up
and down hills and keeping our
clearance still at 200 to 250 feet
above these obstructions.

“We didn't see a thing outside the
cockpit, not even afier the bombs
left us. For me, this thing was really
remarkable. Even now [ can't ex-
plain how fantastic it was, what
extraordinary instrumentation we

have, what systems—I find it hard
to comprehend even now.

“The confidence [ gained in the
airplane—it made a believer out of
me. I'll tell anyone in the Air Force
that, given a choice on a night strike
of going in high or going in low, I'll
go in low every time. And I'll go
anywhere in the F-111."

The crews had the highest pos-
sible praise for their TFRs—the
terrain-following radar that  elec-
tronically observes their height
above ground and directs the auto-
pilot during final phases of all strike
missions. The crews could pick the
height they wanted to maintain
above obstructions, and the TFR
plus the autopilot provided the con-
trol inputs to give it to them, re-
gardless of hills, mountains, trees,
valleys, or other ground irregulari-
lies,

Confident though they were, the
crews are overwhelmingly aware of
the proximity of the ground during
bombing runs. An indication of this
is a notice they posted on the bul-
letin board in the Takhli officers’
club. It said:

“Effectiveness of SAM: is less
than fifteen percent for all ﬁri:l_gs.

“Effectiveness of Triple A is less
than five percent, day or night.

“But—Effectiveness of the ground
rermains 100 percent, Don't let it hit

VO,
Headlines the Hard Way

The 474th was a bit shaken when
one of the first two planes launched,
within three hours afier the long
ferry flight from MNevada, failed to
return. Its fate and that of its crew
remain a mystery even today. In the
weeks of combat that followed, five
other F-111s also were lost, Of
these, four were 430th aircraft, and
two were from the 429th. The sixth
and last was hit by ground fire over
Hanoi. The crew was able to make
a radio report before they punched
out in the capsule. Both men made
it safely to the ground, but were cap-
tured.

During the first weeks of combat,



Whispering
Death

“I'll tell anyone in
the Air Force that,
given a choice on a
night strike of going
in high or going in
low, I'll goin low
every time. And I'll
go anywhere in

the F-111."

the F-111 crews mamntained radio
silence following takeofl as a secu-
rity measure, [his contriboted 1o
the mystery of the carly losses, In-
vestigators had no clues, or virtually
none, on which to base investiga
tions. By carly November, Seventh
Air Force changed the rules. Pilots
had to make a brief radio check at
course change points (o high-flying
radio-relay  planes. “Wewve got to
have some line on the F-111s"
headquarters sald.

“But this wasn't evervthing they'd
hoped for,” Captain Crouch said.
“We were expected to make those
calls when we were busiest. | got so
| just let them go, once | was down
Idw in final stages of a strike.”

Maj. Carlos Higgins, another
F-111 left-seater with the 429th,
saud: “Once you were low, you had
io momitor everything; vou had to
be thinking and looking—by radar
—a% far ahcad as possible s0 you
would know what the terrain was
like, and vou had to count on this
information from vour right-scat
man whose radar is better than the
small vertical indicator scope on the
pilot side. You count on your right-
seal man to Keep piving you word
on  obstructions so you could be
sure the autopilot was obeying the
TFR

“But, if you missed making a po-
sition report by Hve minutes, they

would call you, Often 1I'd come back

with, "Jumbo Two Four, still alive,
and let it go at that.”

F-111 crews never could under-
stand why Seventh Air Force and
PACAF Headquarters got so0 ¢X-
cited over F-111 combat losses,
Other types of plane were lost daily,
inevitably, in the hazards of a bitter
war. Such plane and créew casualties
were routinely reported and rou-
tinely accepted. But not so with the
F-111s. Captain Crouch voiced the
429th attstude:

*We never could figure why the
generals went straight up when an
F-111 failed to réturn. Navy could
lose an A-6, which was just as ex-
pensive and almost as sophisticated
in navigation, radar, and bomb de-
livery as we are, yet nothing was
said,

“The same attitudes were evident
when Air Force or Navy F-4s went
down, almost every day. Even with
the B-52s, when they began hitting
Hanoi—those shoot-downs werc
more or less accepted. But let an
F-111 be lost and everybody scemed
to go rnight through the roof, It
wasn't realistic,”

“Certainly we ourselves had ex-
pected to lose more than we did,”
said Capt. Paul Sperry, right-seater
for Major Higgins,

“Look how the airplane per-
formed in hartle,” Major Higgins
said, “We couldn’t understand all
the bad publicity it received during
development. But once in battle, s
performance was ignored, or the
publicity referred only 1o losses
[he F-111 played a major role in
the resumed bombing pressures on
Hanoi and did great work that was
never acknowledged.”

Close, But No Cigar

The North Yietnamese, the Major
said, respected the F-111s. They
called the plane “Whispering Death”
in propaganda broadcasts. This, the
429th crews agreed, is'a good de
scription of the only warning sounds
of an F-111 in a high-speed, very-
low-level bombing approach.

“This kind of a name indicates
the surprise with which we hit
them,” he said. “When we bombed
in bhad weather or rain, we won-
dered whether they could hear us in
acdvanee at all. I'hl.“:.' must have been
surprised when the bombs fashed
on impact in downpours, as they

fa 1.5 combagr miopony flown;
ahorf rafe, lese than ome percent.

often did. We thought the bomb
flashes were often the first clue—
other than their radar—of wheare we
were,”

Norith Yictnamese radar cOVErage
was ‘“wnbelievable,” all agreed.
“"There was no such thing as coming
in under it in the Red River defta,”
Major Higgins said. "The place is
so small, so heavily defended, so
flat, that they are looking in all di-
rections for attacks all the time,

“Once you came skiing over the

mountiing [crews called their



ground-hugging tactics "skiing" ], you
found wvourself within their radar
energy outputs. Thére was no es-
caping this,” he continued

“OF course, we NEVEr were sure
what return they were petting—
whether they actually could track ws
against the ground. OQur onboard

countermeasures cquipment told us
they were looking. But ground fire
—Iriple A—seemed to be rather in-
discriminate. Once there was firing
along vour track, the guns ahead
would shoot straight up with every-
Ef‘iﬂq_’, available, hi",;'tlng, Wi [I:mli._:'r'.'.,
that we would fly into the barrage.

“We werd all surprised how read-
ly and repeatedly we went in and
EATE Ol l.J;'.'.‘-|:1iIl.' |.!1l. l.|'.'|-l.'r'.'-.:'=;.. the
knowledge by the ground crews that
we were coming back night after
night, the certainty of the targets we
would hit. And those punncrs—
they've had more practice in the last
nwve years than any gun or missile
crews in hustory,”

“¥ou must remember that Hanoi;
Haiphong is a little bittv place—it
only took us five to siX minutes o
fly across it," said Captain Crouch,
“With all that lead we saw floating
arpund, we cxpected hits, bul we
kept coming back without a scratch
Lots of it came so close we could

hear the supersonic ‘whack’ as it
went by

“"One night, five rounds went by
s0 close we felt the passage and
heard it," said Licutenant Glass
‘We thought we'd been hit. Bat we
iooked over the panel and nothing
flickered. When we got -home, in-
spection turned up nothing.”

The 474th crews saw some “really
unusual sights,” they sand, during
their dusk-to-dawn  sorties, SAMs
are "very visible,” the fireball at the
tail being casily followed from the
moment of gnition on launching
rails “until they go by vou." As for
tiple A—it comes in all colors,
sizes, and trajectories, and at night

“really catches vour eve as it sur-
rounds you."

Zapping the SAMs
“SAM punners tried for us,” said

Captain Crouch. “Theirr equipment
let them guide the SAMs—if their

-

L:H*‘.-q _T -44;-:-'

radar could track ws, They tried of-
ten ¢nough. The hits we did take
usually were SAM shrapnel.”

The 474th had a special feeling
for 5AMs, anvhow, They were
turned loose by Seventh Air Force to
attack SAM sites on December 21
Ihey recall that, during the nights
of the cighteenth through the twen-
lieth of December, Air Force elec
tromic countcrmeasures planes and
crews flying high above the battle
reported cighty to 120 SAM firings,
mostly at the B-52s operating at
28.000- to 35,000-foot levels. The
Air Force count on expenditure of
aAMs in this period, by day and
might, totaled 600 firings,



Whispering
Dealh

The author, Wayne Thomiz, who
recently retired as Aviation Editar
of the Chicago Tribune affer forly
vears with that papar, has logged
12,000 hours of stick time since he
soloed in 1832, A Navy pilot in the
Paclific during World War II, he shot
down four enamy alroraft and was
himzelf shot down once. He has
covered a varielty of assignmenis
around the world, but is best known
for his reporting on civil and
military aviation. Mr. Thomis is
now living in Florida, whera he
continues to write for the Forf
Lavderdale Mews.

“On those nights, we saw plenty
of SAM fireballs,” said Licutenant
Glass. “After ‘bombs away,' I looked
back once and saw four rising to-
gether, a salvo. And over the com-
mon radio frequency we all moni-
tored, the countermeasures watch
never stopped talking, reporting
SAM tracks. | heard him call at
least fifty before we were out of
range.”

“The North had accumulated
quite a stockpile before December,”
Captain Crouoch said. “Their radars
were peaked up, and triple A had
plenty of ammao. They'd not been
using it while we kept the bombing
below the twenticth parallel

"“When we came back to renew
the Hanoi assault, they were ready
Hits on the B-52s and others were
sufficiently damaging that Seventh
Air Force sent us against the SAM
sites after the third mght. And a
SAM site, usually a big star with
launchers at the points and radar

Ar F L EEA, boaded with
rigfeen COU-58 cluster
homblers, ready to go,

and control trailers at the center, 15
a good target for us.”

“If you'd like a good figure for
comparison, after we went to work,™
interpected Captain Sperry, “the fir-
ings dropped way down immedi-
ately. We got counts of eighty to
120 firings during each of the early
nights; they dropped to twenty-cight
on December 21, and 1o cighteen on
December- 22,

“There were nights after that,”
concluded Captain Crouch, “when
not a single SAM was fired.”

Faster Than Lights Out

“I think we convinced Seventh
Air Force of our accuracy and our
value after those four tough days.”™

The two squadrons never will for-
get other experiences during that
bombing renewal, Maj. Jack Funke,
Captain Crouch, and Major Higgins
recall wividly the carliest sorties
flown the night of December 18,

“The delta weather was way
down, ceiling 200 feet or there-
abouts, and cloud piled up to
28,000 feet,” Lieutenant Glass re-

membered. “Talking it over later,
we agreed the North Vietnamese,
who long ago had turned the clock
arpund, working at night and rest-
ing by day because of the day at-
tacks, never expected anyhody to
hit them in such weather condi-
toms,”

"We came skiing down the moun-
tains and plunged out into the opén
under the lower edge of the over-
cast, and it seemed to us the entire
Hanoi wvalley was lighted up like
Las Vegas,” said Captain Crouch,
“Hanoi was bright with neon and
street hights, and the port was aglow
in the distance. On the roads lead-
ing out of town and on the moun-
tain switchbacks to the south, truck
headlights were blazing like strings
of pearls.”

“We happencd to arrive about
ten minutes to eight in the evening,
Hanoi time,” said Lieutenant Glass,
“We were coming so fast, we were
almost on release point hefore any
of those lights started going oul,
Bections of the town blacked out
one at a time, and we knew sirens
were screaming and somebody down
there was pulling master switches,
even as the bombs left us™

Captain Crouch and his right-
seiter, on December 19, in wvery
poor weather, had the unusoal ex-
pericnce of bombing Yen Bail air-
ficld while the runway hghts were
still on,

“The held s one of Hanoi's
fighter defense bases,” he recalled
in a slow drawl., “Atr 300 feet we
were running in and out of ragged
mist, but five miles out | could see
the runway lights. 1 couldn’t believe
it.

“Geary'’s stecring diréctions from
our equipment pointed right at them,
though, 1 thought cither they de-
cided nobody could go bombing in
this weather and were working on
the lights, or they had some MIGs
cutl and were trving to recover them.
Either way, I thought, it's fine for
us,



“Sull, we bombed on our own
radar. Looking down, after bomb
release, 1 saw the runway and some
blobs of building near it. No planes;
they keep their fighters at the ends
of five-mile taxiways, or taxi-tracks,
and operations must e buried some-
where nearby.”

The night attacks served to keep
Hanoi's technical-warfare people on
twenty-four-hour alert and contrib-
uted 1o a peneral fatigue factor that
could have had great importance in
breaking down the defenses. The
defenses had “fatled,” in the view
of the 474th crews. as bombing was
resumed on December 26, following
a thirty-six~-hour Christmas pause at
Presudent Mixon's order

Conclusion: One Smart Airplane

The F-111 is demanding of its
pilots; all low-level operations are
energy-draining. Men and equip-
ment are cranked o peak pertorm-
ance in these phases, matched by
no other combat arplanes, the
crews said.

*You are really busy, monitoning
everything, once vou get well into
a mission,” faid Major Higgins
“Things are happening so fast that
you have to stay well ahead, just
to keep up, Chances nre the equip-
ment is so good it would get you
where you want to go, if you just
sat back., But nobody can do that
once in & combat area.

“Our F-1115 are not fighters—
they're bombers, Demanding as it
is, the airplane will deliver an at-
tack in weather and against defenses
that are the very best the enemy
has shown at any time. And do it
over and over agam. It's got capa-
hilities no other aircraft in the n-
ventory can match.”

The crews agreed: “We always
planned our missions so we could
bomb manually and make a returm
fo base without our computer, more
or less by dead reckoning. But we
never did cither of these things

That speaks for the equipment re-
liability.™

This writer was told by Seventh
Air Force operations officers that
the F-111 had “really come out
smelling like a rose,” They sad
earlier doubts based on its rather
unsuceessful 1967 appearance in
Southeast Asia—Ilong before the de-
velopmental perniod was concluded

Muar dack Fuwie climbs
IJII'I.IIII'n'II I'-'-'r [d | ."‘fll r.ll.'l'l

Pexy trilxslon

and upon a somecwhat cool atti-
tude . toward F-111s held by Penta-
gon brass “werc completely dis-
pelled.”

“It’s a great airplane, and it does
a job like nothing else can in dark-
ness and bad weather," | was told.
“We had crews from Strategic Alr
Command out here sceing how the
TAC outht Hew, We had TAC
F-111 erews from England, and
from two US-based F-111 outfits.
And we had more than our share
of congressmen and senators from
Washington to observe the F-111s
in battle.

“They saw the birds gaing out of

Takhli, one by one—the crews

briefed, flight planned, rested, re-
bricfed on weather and the strike
areay and then senl off on their sol-
tary missions. Some two and a half
hours later when our men and their
hirds were back, the observers had
the chance at the club to sit and
talk to the people who had been
over Hunot that night

e conclusion 15 that we need
more F-111s. It's going to be a long
nme before we get anything else
that will come close 1o this aircrafl
and its systems—nothing at all be-
fore 1980 when the B-1 now 15
scheduled.”

Troe cost-effectiveness of the
F-111 in battle is only appreciated
by the combat planners, saud a Sev-
enth Air Force operations officer
while Linebacker I, the December
1972 campaign agamst military tar-
gets in the Hanoi/Haiphong area,
WL L[HI'I'IE! on

“When 500 planes fly strikes
against Hanoi—{rom Navy, Marine,
and Air Force sources—there arg
another 300 planes supporting them.
These supporting aircraft are around
and above the battie, but don’t
miake the sinkes. There are the F-4
combat air patrols, and the tankers
that muest mamiam  position  for
F-4s, A-7s, A-4s, and A-65 to get
a drink of fucl if they need it. And
there are the clectronic counter-
measures - birds, the traffic control-
lers, the communications relayers,
and the heavy commitment of thosc
gl'r_"i” :'l'ir FESCLEE CTEWS ill'il'.l li.'l'lr:lt'l:!"'i.

“The F-111s don't need this sup-
port armada. They can come into
an arca, fuel and arm at their home
base, then po out and bomb and
return ".:'.--1!1 I ‘\Ejppl:'lll"l {F-I!l!'ﬂ :|r!_'.'-
body else. Their low-level speed is
el 1_’['!.'?][ T gfl:i!h’.'r ft].’LI'I li."!:ll_'rl'lfl-'
fighters. and their legs are long
enough to bypass the tankers. All
this adds up to savings that are
dramatically in favor of the low-
level swingwingers—the F-1115"

Like the crews say, it's one smurt
airplanc, .



