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The United States launched its first air strikes against North Vietnam in August 1964 in response to the attack on the Navy destroyer, USS Maddox. Navy carrier planes hit four North Vietnamese coastal torpedo bases and an oil stor​age facility. On 2 December, the Presi​dent said he favored a limited air cam​paign against Communist lines of com​munication used to support the insurgency in South Vietnam. The second air strike against North Viet​nam, nicknamed "Flaming Dart I” was launched by the Navy on 7 February 1965 after enemy mortar and demolition teams attacked U.S. and South Viet​namese military facilities near Pleiku. The following day, as part of this riposte, VNAF A-1's-accompanied by 20 F-100's flying flak suppression sor​ties and 28 VNAF A-1H's, commanded by Lt. Col. Andrew Chapman of the 3d Tactical Group 2d Air Division ​dropped general purpose bombs on the Chap Le barracks. Several of the 20 ac​companying USAF F-100's attacked enemy antiaircraft artillery (AAA) sites. Three RF-101's provided photographic coverage. On 11 February, a third air strike ("Flaming Dart II”) was conducted by Navy, USAF, and VNAF aircraft against NVA barracks at Chanh Hoa and Vit Thu Lu. It was in response to another enemy attack, this time against U.S. facilities at Qui Nhon which killed more than 20 Americans.

A 19-day pause followed the second Flaming Dart strikes. When air attacks against the North resumed on 2 March 1965, they carried the appellation "Rolling Thunder." On that date, Gen​eral Moore dispatched 25 F-105's and 20 B-57's-accompanied by KC-135 refueling tankers and other support​ing aircraft-which hit an NVA ammuni​tion depot at Xom Bong about 35 miles above the DMZ, causing heavy dam​age.

The Rolling Thunder campaign was substantially different from those of World War I and II, resembling rather the geographically limited air war over Korea. That is to say, President John​son determined to avoid a larger conflict with China and the Soviet Union-imposed stringent controls on air operations. The strikes had a three-fold purpose: to raise the morale of the South Vietnamese, impose a penalty on Hanoi for supporting aggres​sion in the South, and reduce infil​tration of men and supplies into the South. The air campaign also was based on the hope that the gradual destruction of North Vietnam's military bases and constant attacks on its lines of communications (LOC's) would bring its leaders to the negotiating table.

The restrictions imposed upon the Air Force made execution of Rolling Thunder strikes very complex. Coordination of USAF and VNAF air operations devolved upon General Moore and his successors. Besides being responsible to Washington au​thorities and the commanders of the two unified commands-Admiral Sharp and General Westmoreland-the 2d Air Division commander also was required to work closely with the U.S. am​bassadors in Saigon, Vientiane, and Bangkok. In undertaking air strikes, political considerations were usually paramount. For example, squadrons based in Thailand could attack targets in North Vietnam and Laos but not in South Vietnam. In June 1965 General Moore was assigned the additional job of serving as MACV Deputy Com​mander for Air Operations, but it did not greatly increase his authority or alter his responsibilities for three sep​arate but related areas of operations​ South Vietnam, North Vietnam, and Laos.

The President retained such firm control of the air campaign against the North that no important target or new target areas could be hit without his approval. His decisions were re​layed through Secretary McNamara to the Joint Chiefs, who then issued strike directives to CINCPAC. The lat​ter, in turn, apportioned fixed targets and armed reconnaissance routes among the U.S. Air Force, U.S. Navy, and the Vietnamese Air Force, with USAF crews normally providing air cover for the VNAF, which later with​drew from northern operations to con​centrate on supporting ARVN forces within South Vietnam. In conducting operations over the North, the Ameri​can crews were enjoined to minimize civilian casualties as much as possi​ble. This policy-and the overall target restraints imposed by the White House and Pentagon officials-helped avoid in North Vietnam the heavy civilian losses that characterized bombings on both sides in World War II.

The initial air strikes were limited primarily to enemy radar and bridges between the 17th and 19th parallels. Later, the airmen were allowed to hit a number of other military targets below the 20th parallel. The first target hit above the 20th parallel, the Quang Soui barracks, was attacked on 22 May 1965 by Air Force F-105's and the first above Hanoi in late June. After mid-1965, the airmen were authorized to attack important bridges and seg​ments of the northwest and northeast rail lines between Hanoi and the Chinese border. For an extended peri​od, Washington exempted from attack sanctuary areas around Hanoi and Haiphong, a buffer zone near China, surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites, and MIG bases located within the Hanoi​ Haiphong areas. After the first few sporadic strikes, Rolling Thunder pil​ots on 19 March began flying strike sorties against individual targets and target areas on a weekly basis. Begin​ning on 9 July 1965, targets were pro​grammed on a biweekly basis; after 1965 new targets were selected peri​odically.

The first Air Force tactical strikes were by aircraft already in South Viet​nam and Thailand. As additional air units arrived, those assigned missions against targets in North Vietnam and Laos-and a portion of the B-52 fleet​ were sent to six large airfields, some newly built, in Thailand. USAF strength in Thailand grew from about 1,000 personnel and 83 aircraft in ear​ly 1965 to a peak of 35,000 personnel and 600 aircraft in 1968. U.S. Navy air​craft and South Vietnam-based Ma​rine aircraft also flew many missions over North Vietnam and Laos.

The principal Air Force tactical strike aircraft during Rolling Thunder operations was the F-105 Thunder​chief. Mass-produced after the Korean War, it served throughout the war in Southeast Asia. A newer fighter, the twin-seat F-4 Phantom II manned by an aircraft commander and a weapons system officer, initially was used in a combat air patrol (CAP) role. Committed to battle gradually, it flew its first strike mission at the end of May 1965 and its first armed recon​naissance mission in August. A third Air Force fighter, the twin-seat, swept ​wing F-111A, reached Thailand in March 1968, underwent combat evalu​ation that year, and was withdrawn. Subsequently, in the latter stages of the war, this sophisticated night and all-weather aircraft returned to Southeast Asia and flew regular combat missions.

A number of older, lower-perform​ance and more vulnerable aircraft were used briefly or sparingly over the North. The F-100 Super Sabre and the F-104 Starfighter saw action chiefly in a support role above the DMZ. Some Starfighters flew strike missions and the B-57 Canberra light bomber was employed largely in night operations. Eventually, all were withdrawn from northern missions, with the F-100 being used primarily for close air sup​port in South Vietnam.

The B-52 Stratofortresses made their debut over North Vietnam in April 1966 with a strike near Mu Gia pass. During the next 6 1/2 years, these heavy bombers were employed against enemy targets in North Viet​nam's panhandle, staying far away from the dangerous SA-2 missile sites located mostly in the Hanoi-Haiphong area. Based initially on Guam and later in Thailand, the B-52's were primarily employed to interdict North Vietnam​ese lines of communication leading to the DMZ and the Ho Chi Minh trail in Laos. On these missions, they normally dropped 25 to 30 tons of ordnance. Gen. John P. McConnell, LeMay's successor as Air Force Chief of Staff, remarked on the irony of the use of these strategic bombers to hit tactical targets. But it was only one of several improvisations introduced by the Air Force in waging the unorthodox air war.

The role played by SAC's KC-135 air refueling tankers proved vital to the execution of Rolling Thunder. Prior to 1965 they had been used primarily to refuel B-52's but they also had provided mid-air refueling service to tactical aircraft deploying from one part of the world to another. Gen. William W. Momyer, commander of the Seventh Air Force (1966-1968), observed that few airmen "foresaw that air refueling would be​come a basic part of the scheme of employment of fighter forces over North Vietnam." Since much of the USAF tactical air fleet was based some 350 nautical miles from their targets in the North, refueling was essential if the F-105's and F-4's were to deliver substantial ordnance loads on their targets. The KC-135's also enabled many fuel-short or damaged aircraft to return safely to their bases.

Among the problems facing U.S. airmen flying over North Vietnam were the heavy forests, the jungle terrain, and the annual northeast monsoon, which was most severe from mid-October to mid-March. All affected operations over the North. They also placed a premium on the ability of reconnaissance aircraft to locate enemy targets and assess bomb dam​age. To obtain this information, the Air Force employed a number of manned and unmanned aircraft. Perhaps the most famous was the U-2, which first attracted worldwide attention in May 1960, when Soviet missilemen shot one down over central Russia while it was on a high-altitude reconnaissance mission. Later, in the fall of 1962, a SAC U-2 detected the first Soviet stra​tegic missiles deployed in Cuba. In Southeast Asia, the U-2 flew recon​naissance missions over North Viet​nam beginning in 1965.

Throughout the war zone, the Air Force also operated other reconnaiss​ance aircraft, including the RB-57, the workhorse RF-101, the RF-4C, and drones. Some of these aircraft, equipped with infrared and side-look​ing radar, helped advance the technology of reconnaissance during the war. In 1965, SAC's Ryan 147D (and other model) drones made their initial flights over North Vietnam. Dropped from DC-130 transports, they were able to obtain photo intelligence over the Hanoi area. As North Vietnam began developing a modern air de​fense system, the Air Force also began using aircraft capable of obtaining target data via various electronic methods.

Rolling Thunder, 1965-1968

From the first handful of strikes over the North in early 1965, Air Force and Navy attack sorties rose from 1,500 in April to a peak of about 4,000 in Sep​tember. In October, with the onset of the northeast monsoon, they declined steeply. While the weather was good, U.S. pilots destroyed or damaged a variety of military targets: bridges, vehicles, rolling stock, barracks areas, supply and ammunition depots, fer​ries, watercraft, and antiaircraft artillery and radar sites. They bombed rail​road tracks and roads to prevent the movement of men and supplies. The results of the air strikes could not be accurately assessed and became the subject of considerable debate. But they reduced or delayed the enemy's operations and infiltration into the South. They led the North Vietnamese to adopt the practice of traveling under cover of night and bad weather -taking full advantage of forested or jungle terrain. They also diverted considerable manpower and materiel to repair their roads, rail lines, and bridges and increased their antiair​craft defenses.

Because of the limitations imposed on air operations, war materiel from the Soviet Union, China, and other Communist countries flowed in easily through Haiphong and other North Vietnamese ports and over rail lines from Kunming and Nanning, China - all of which helped Hanoi to make up for its losses and which facilitated a rapid air defense buildup. During 1965, for example, North Vietnam's AAA inventory expanded from an esti​mated 1,000 guns to 2,000 pieces and about 400 antiaircraft sites by year's end. These consisted primarily of 37​and 57-mm guns but included a few 85-mm and 100-mm weapons as well.  Smaller but deadly automatic weap​ons-which inflicted much of the loss​es and damage to U.S. aircraft also proliferated.

The Soviet surface-to-air missiles were first detected by a SAC U-2 air​craft on 5 April 1965. By year's end, USAF and Navy reconnaissance had pinpointed 56 SAM sites. The North Vietnamese, who took great pains to conceal them, readily abandoned sites to build new ones. By building a large number of sites, some of them equipped with dummy missiles to deceive USAF crews, they were able to use a "launch and move" tactic. They employed a similar tactic with their AAA guns. Another key element of Hanoi's air defenses was the North Vietnamese Air Force (NVAF), which was equipped with 50 to 60 MIG-15's and MIG-17's plus a few IL-28 bomb​ers. Although the MiGs began chal​lenging U.S. strike aircraft at an early date, they did not become a serious threat until 1966-1967. The sum of the enemy's array of AAA guns, automatic weapons, SAMs, and the MIG force backed up by an expanding defense radar complex-enabled Hanoi to build one of the most formidable air defense systems ever devised.

On 23 July 1965, after several months of USAF operations against North Vietnamese targets, the first F-​4C was downed by an SA-2 missile. Four days later, with Washington's approval, Air Force Thunderchiefs mounted the first strike of the war against the SAMs. In August, a Navy aircraft was downed by a SAM, which led to a series of special U.S. "Iron Hand" missions aimed at North Viet​nam's rapidly expanding SA-2 sites. At first, most of them were in the Hanoi-​Haiphong sanctuary area and thus could not be attacked, but others were emplaced along major rail and road junctions, bridges, and cities north and south of the North Vietnamese capital. In known SAM areas, Air Force pilots would drop to lower altitudes to avoid the SA-2's but this tactic made them more vulnerable to conventional AAA and especially to smaller auto​matic weapons. By mid-1965, the latter were credited with shooting down most of the approximately 50 Air Force and Navy aircraft lost over North Vietnam.

An electronic war subsequently ensued between U.S. tactical aircraft and the enemy's complex of radar​-controlled AAA guns and SAMs and other defense radars. The Air Force employed specially equipped aircraft to counter SAM radars. Initially, fight​er pilots relied on the electronically equipped EB-66's and "Wild Weasel" F-100's and F-105's to neutralize or warn them of radar emissions from enemy "Fan Song" equipment which signaled that they were being tracked or that a SAM firing was imminent. These countermeasures plus the SA​2's generally poor guidance system kept losses low. Thus, of the approximately 180 SAMs launched in 1965, only 11 succeeded in downing an aircraft, 5 of which were Air Force. Nonetheless, the inhibiting and harassing effects of the SAMs had considerable impact on air operations. After 1966, the fighters carried electronic countermeasure pods of their own. A number of EB-66's and Wild Weasel aircraft continued to be used, however.

The North Vietnamese Air Force, flying from airfields which Washing​ton officials decided should not be hit because of their location in the heavily populated Hanoi-Haiphong area, was not a major threat to USAF pilots dur​ing 1965. Although North Vietnamese pilots shot down two F-105's in a surprise attack in April, throughout the year the American airmen clearly held the upper hand in aerial fighting. In June Navy pilots downed two enemy aircraft. On 10 July the Air Force scored its initial kills, when Captains Thomas S. Roberts and Ronald C. Anderson in one F-4 and Captains Kenneth E. Holcombe and Arthur C. Clark in another were credited with the shoot-down of two MIG-17's.

Early in the year, several Air Force EC-121's were deployed over the Gulf of Tonkin to maintain a "MIG watch" over Southeast Asia. Flying missions off the coast of North Vietnam, these aircraft not only were able to alert U.S. fighter and support aircraft of approaching MiGs, but also served as airborne radar and communication platforms. They also warned American pilots who flew too near the Chinese border and they assisted air-sea searches for downed air crews. Later, the EC-121's equipment was employed in an integrated fashion with the Navy's seabased radars, enabling U.S. pilots to obtain a variety of additional timely information about the enemy's and their own air operations over the North.

The political restraints placed by the President on air operations over North Vietnam denied U.S. pilots certain advantages of surprise. Another problem was the relatively small geographical area overflown by Rolling Thun​der crews. It forced pilots to use specific air corridors going into (ingress​ing) and departing (egressing) a tar​get, a task made all the more difficult by the need to avoid civilian casualties as much as possible. A third opera​tional factor was the weather cycle in North Vietnam, which generally al​lowed optimum operations in late mornings or afternoons when clouds and fog were minimal or absent. All of these factors contributed to stereo​typed American air tactics which the enemy quickly became aware of and which enabled him to deploy his AAA defenses to great advantage. Also, the relatively short duty tours created much turmoil in air operations. Experienced airmen were constantly departing and less experienced re​placements arriving, which diluted both planning and flying expertise in the theater.  To reduce mission interference between land-based Air Force and Navy carrier aircraft operating over North Vietnam, in December 1965, after consulting with Air Force and Navy officials, Admiral Sharp divided the bombing area into six major "route packages." Generally, the longer-range USAF fighters attacked the inland route package targets; the shorter-range Navy aircraft con​centrated on those near the coast. In April 1966, General Westmoreland assumed responsibility for armed reconnaissance and intelligence analysis of the "extended battlefield" area of Route Package I above the DMZ as it affected allied operations in South Vietnam. CINCPAC continued to con​trol air operations in the other route packages.

The Bombing Pauses

During the first 2 years of operations over the North, President Johnson periodically ordered bombing pauses in an effort to bring Hanoi's leaders around to discuss a political settlement of the war. The first bombing pause of about 6 day's duration was ordered in mid-May. The second one began on Christmas Eve 1965 and continued until 30 January 1966. In both instances, North Vietnam did not respond to U.S. action and, indeed, used the bombing respites to rebuild its strength and speed the infiltration of men and supplies southward. USAF reconnaissance also disclosed major North Vietnamese efforts to repair damaged roads and bridges and to install more air defense weapons. President Johnson also approved briefer bombing standdowns, to permit celebration of the annual Vietnam​ese new year ("Tet"), Buddha's birth​day, Christmas, and New Year's Day.

When U.S. diplomatic efforts to get the North Vietnamese to the conference table got nowhere, the President in the late spring of 1966 approved a series of heavier air strikes against North Vietnam. Added to the approved target list were POL storage facilities at Haiphong, Hanoi, Nguyen Ke, Bac Gian, Do Son, and Duong Nham. Others included a power plant and cement factory in Hanoi, an important road-and-rail and road bridge on the northwest line, and an early warning and ground control intercept radar facility at Kep. The first major POL strike was conducted on 29 June 1966 when Air Force F-105's hit a 32-tank farm less than 4 miles from Hanoi. About 95 percent of the target area was destroyed. Navy aircraft struck another important POL facility near Haiphong.

Beginning on 9 July 1966, as part of an expanded Rolling Thunder pro​gram, U.S. aircraft bombed additional POL facilities, flew extended armed reconnaissance missions throughout the North (except for most of the Ha​noi-Haiphong sanctuary area), and began heavier bombing of the north​east and northwest rail lines in Route Packages V and VI. Admiral Sharp as​signed interdiction of the railroads to the Air Force. Additional pressure against the enemy was brought to bear on 20 July when the Air Force and Marines launched a new cam​paign (Tally Ho) against infiltration routes and targets between the DMZ and the area 30 miles northward in Route Package I. The U.S. air offensive expanded in the ensuing weeks, peak​ing at about 12,000 sorties in Septem​ber.

By that time, Rolling Thunder had taken a heavy toll of enemy equip​ment, destroying or damaging several thousand trucks and watercraft, hun​dreds of railway cars and bridges, many ammunition and storage supply areas, and two-thirds of the enemy's POL storage capacity. Many sorties were flown against AAA, SA-2, and other air defense facilities, thousands of cuts were made in enemy road and rail networks. To counter this air cam​paign, Hanoi was forced to divert an estimated 200,000 to 300,000 full and part-time workers to repair roads, rail​way lines, bridges, and other facilities, and to man its air defenses.

Although infiltration southward could not be stopped, U.S. command​ers in South Vietnam credited the bombing with reducing the number of enemy battalion-sized attacks. A new Rolling Thunder program, dated 12 November, added more targets includ​ing the Van Vien vehicle depot and the Yen Vien railroad yards, both within the environs of Hanoi. These targets, struck by Air Force and Navy pilots in December 1966, produced collateral damage and civilian deaths which led to a political and diplomatic furor. By the end of 1966, U.S. tactical aircraft had flown about 106,500 attack sorties and B-52's another 280 over North Vietnam, dropping at least 165,000 tons of bombs.

The North Vietnamese accepted the tremendous losses and fought back. By dispersing and concealing much of their POL supply, they were able to reduce the full impact of the air at​tacks. Bad flying weather and exten​sive use of manpower enabled the North Vietnamese to keep open por​tions of the northern rail lines so that some supplies continued to flow in from China. More importantly, Haiphong and other ports-still off-limits to U.S. aircraft-daily unloaded thousands of tons of war materiel. Despite the air attacks, AAA and especially small automatic weapons took a rising toll of American aircraft, downing a total of 455 by the end of 1966 and damaging many more. The number of SAM sites rose to about 150 during the year, but improved flying tactics-plus the installation of electronic countermeasure (ECM) equipment on U.S. aircraft-reduced the effectiveness of the missiles.

Until September 1966 the North Vi​etnamese Air Force made only sporad​ic attempts to interfere with Rolling Thunder operations. But on 3 September NVN pilots went on the offensive. Equipped with MiG-21 's carrying infrared-homing air-to-air missiles, they operated freely from five bases-Phuc Yen, Kep, Gia Lam, Kien An, and Hoa Loc-in the Hanoi area which could not be attacked. Confronted by daily MiG-21 challenges, General Momyer temporarily diverted Air Force F-4C's from their primary strike mission to exclusive aerial combat against the MiGs.

A favorite MiG tactic was to pop up suddenly and try to force the heavily laden F-105's to jettison their bombs before reaching their targets. To offset this, Sidewinder-equipped Phantoms flew at lower altitudes to enable their pilots to spot the MiGs earlier and then used their higher ac​celeration and speed in hit and run tac​tics. They avoided turning fights because the MiGs had great maneu​verability. The EC-121's helped materi​ally by alerting the F4's to the pres​ence of the enemy aircraft. During 1966, U.S. fighters shot down 23 MiGs, 17 of them credited to USAF crews, as against a loss of 9 aircraft, 5 of them Air Force.

Early in 1967, Washington officials approved new Rolling Thunder targets closer to Hanoi. To protect vital industrial and LOC facilities, North Viet​namese pilots, operating with nearly 100 MiGs, were thrown into the air battle. To dampen their ardor, General Momyer and his staff devised a ruse nicknamed Operation Bolo. The de​tails were worked out and executed by Col. Robin Aids, Commander of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing. Baited by what appeared to be a normal Rolling Thunder strike by F-105's, the NVAF on 2 January suddenly found itself engaging F-4's in the largest aerial battle of the war to that time. Colonel aids and his pilots shot down 7 MiGs in 12 minutes without losing an aircraft. Olds personally downed two of them. On 6 January 1967 the North Vietnamese lost two more MiGs.  Stunned by the losses, the NVAF stood down to regroup and retrain.

The American air offensive continued into March and April. On 10-11 March, F-10S's and F-4C's hit the sprawling Thai Nguyen iron and steel plant about 30 miles from Hanoi. Air Force and Navy follow-up strikes also hit portions of the plant. The attacks disrupted but did not completely halt pig iron or steel production. Also, for the first time, Air Force jets struck the Canal Des Rapides railway and highway bridge, 4 miles north of Hanoi. Enemy pilots did not attempt to chal​lenge American aircraft again until the spring of 1967, which saw 50 engagements fought in April and 72 in May, the largest 1-month total of the war. During the fierce May battles Air Force crews destroyed 20 MiGs: 7 of them on the 13th and 6 on the 20th.

A revised Rolling Thunder target list issued on 20 July permitted air attacks on 16 additional fixed targets and 23 road, rail, and waterway segments in​side the restricted Hanoi-Haiphong area. Bridges, bypasses, rail yards, and military storage areas were bombed in an effort to slow or halt traffic between the two cities and to points north and south. On 2 August 1967 Hanoi's famous Paul Doumer railway and highway bridge was hit for the first time. The center span was knocked down and two other spans were damaged. Struck again on 25 October, another span went down and finally, on 19 December, the rebuilt center span was dropped again.

Despite these successes, the North Vietnamese during the year managed to inflict a steady toll on the Air Force and Navy, and their MiGs were unusually aggressive. The increasing losses led Washington to approve-for the first time-the destruction of most of the MiG bases. Beginning in April 1967, Air Force and Navy pilots repeatedly bombed Kep, Hoa Lac, and Kien An airfields, destroying several MiGs on the ground in the process.  Many of the MiGs flew to nearby Chinese bases. On 16 August 1967, General Momyer told a Senate com​mittee that "... we have driven the MiGs out of the sky for all practical purposes...." However, the enemy aircraft returned with improved tac​tics, and the Johnson administration authorized an attack on Phuc Yen, their principal base.

By early 1968 neither U.S. air superiority, Rolling Thunder, nor air-ground operations within South Vietnam deterred Hanoi's leaders from continuing their efforts to destroy the Saigon government. Although suffering heavy manpower and materiel losses, the North Vietnamese were able to continue the conflict with the help of communist regimes in Moscow and Peking. Washington's military restraints aimed at avoiding a wider war--permitted foreign military assistance to flow unhampered through the seaports of North Vietnam. In addition, the enemy had almost unrestricted use of Cambodian territory adjacent to South Vietnam for stockpiling supplies (much of it flowing in from Cambodia's major seaport at Kom Pong Som) and for resting and re​grouping their troops.

In taking advantage of the opportunities provided by American restraint, the Communists conceived a plan for a major offensive against the Republic of Vietnam in hopes of achieving a dramatic victory--such as they had won over the French at Dien Bien Phu in 1954-which would persuade Washington and Saigon to acknowledge their defeat. Whereupon, in late January 1968 they laid siege to the Marine base at Khe Sanh and then, at month's end, they launched the famous Tet offensive throughout South Vietnam. At Khe Sanh, the allies threw the enemy back with heavy loss. Elsewhere, after initial but brief gains, the enemy's nationwide offen​sive slowly sputtered out and was slowed, halted, and reversed. But if the North Vietnamese military cam​paign did not succeed, it did lead to a change in American war policies. As noted in Chapter III, President Johnson on 31 March ordered a halt to the bombing of North Vietnam north of the 20th parallel, then north of the 19th parallel. As a quid pro quo, the Hanoi regime agreed to meet with U.S. delegates in Paris to discuss an end to the conflict. In the meantime, the Air Force and other, services virtually doubled their air strikes in the area below the 19th parallel, interdicting enemy troop and supply movements across the DMZ into South Vietnam. They also stepped up raids against enemy positions in southern Laos.  In Paris, after many meetings and months of deadlock between the two sides on how to bring the war to an end, American and North Vietnamese representatives agreed on a certain "essential understanding" enabling President Johnson on 31 October 1968 to end all air, naval, and artillery bombardment of North Vietnam as of 0800 hours Washington time, 1 No​vember. The understanding, as Mr. Johnson expressed it, was that the other side intended "to join us in deescalating the war and moving seri​ously towards peace."

Ninety minutes before the Presi​dent's order was issued, Maj. Frank C. Lenahan of the 8th Tactical Fighter Wing made the last target run in an F-​4D against a target near Dong Hoi. Thus, 3 years and 9 months after it began, Rolling Thunder operations came to an end. The Air Force and the other services had flown approximate​ly 304,000 tactical and 2,380 B-52 sor​ties and dropped 643,000 tons of bombs on North Vietnam's war-mak​ing industry, transportation net, and air defense complex. Notwithstanding the variety of constraints imposed on air power, the post-1965 aerial assault on North Vietnam helped to reduce the movement of manpower and sup​plies going southward and contribut​ed to the 1968 diplomatic efforts to lower the tempo of combat.

Except for Air Force and Navy reconnaissance missions, which were permitted in a separate understanding between the Americans and North Vietnamese in Paris, all air operations over the North ceased. Later, after President Nixon assumed office, U.S. retaliatory air strikes were launched against enemy air defense units which began firing at U.S. reconnaissance aircraft in violation of the above "understanding." In February 1970, after the North Vietnamese again fired upon U.S. reconnaissance aircraft, the President authorized certain "protective reaction" strikes against NVA anti​aircraft and SAM sites and also enemy airfields. When U.S. aircraft continued to receive ground fire, the President ordered "reinforced protective reaction" strikes on the enemy's air defense system.

The first of these latter missions were flown during the first 4 days in May 1970. Nearly 500 Air Force and Navy aircraft hit missile and AAA sites and NVA logistic facilities near Barthelemy pass, Ban Karai pass, and a sec​tor north of the DMZ. During the next 6 months interim smaller strikes were flown. On 21 November the Air Force launched two major operations over the North. The first involved a joint Air Force and Army commando attempt to rescue American prisoners of war (POW's) believed confined at the Son Tay prison compound, about 20 miles northwest of Hanoi. Planned by Air Force Brig. Gen. Leroy J. Manor and Army Col. Arthur D. Simons, the volunteer commando force flew 400 miles from bases in Thailand to Son Tay in HH-53 helicopters, with A-1 E Skyraiders and specially equipped C​-130E's providing support. As it landed, Air Force and Navy aircraft launched heavy diversionary strikes in the area to distract the North Vietnamese. Members of the commando force quickly discovered, to their dismay, that the prison compound contained no prisoners. During the 28 minutes the rescuers were on the ground, they killed about 25 North Vietnamese de​fenders. The only American casualty was an enlisted man who suffered a broken ankle. One helicopter was de​stroyed on landing.

About 6 hours later, the second op​eration of the day was launched after an RF-4 aircraft was lost. An armada of 200 Air Force and Navy strike aircraft -supported by 50 other planes launched a major retaliatory strike in the vicinity of the Mu Gia and Ban Karai passes and the DMZ. Their tar​gets included SA-2 missile sites, ene​my trucks, and supply and transporta​tion facilities. All aircraft returned safely to their bases.

During the 2 years after Rolling Thunder operations ended on 1 November 1968, the United States had flown more than 60 separate strike missions in retaliation to ground fire. When the North Vietnamese contin​ued to fire at U.S. reconnaissance aircraft, Washington officials authorized stepped up "reinforced protective reaction" strikes. In February 1971, the Air Force launched Operation Louisville Slugger. Flying 67 sorties, USAF crews destroyed 5 SAM sites, 15 SAM missile transporters, and 15 vehicles in the Ban Karai pass area. On 21​22 March, the Air Force teamed up with the Navy in Operation Fracture Cross Alpha during which they flew 234 strike and 20 armed reconnaissance sorties against enemy SAM sites. In August 1971, in an effort to curb enemy road construction across the DMZ into Military Region 1* in South Vietnam, Air Force jets flew 473 sor​ties, seeding the road with munitions and sensors. On 21 September, flying in poor weather, 196 U.S. tactical air​craft hit three POL storage areas south of Dong Hoi, destroying about 350,000 gallons of fuel. It was the first all-instrument air strike, employing exclusively the long-range electronic navigation (LORAN) position fixing bomb system.

These intermittent protective reaction strikes-launched mostly in the southern panhandle of North Vietnam did not affect Hanoi's efforts to re​build and reconstitute its air force. By late 1971, it had an inventory of about 250 MiGs, 90 of them MIG-21's, and once more it prepared to challenge American operations over the North and, to a limited extent, over Laos. By this time the North Vietnamese Air Force was operating out of 10 MiG-capable bases, 3 of them located in the panhandle area. USAF and Navy pilots, who over the years had achieved roughly a 2 1/2 to 1 victory ratio over MIG fighters in aerial bat​tles, saw the odds drop. However, this was attributed to the U.S. rules of engagement, which again exempted MiG air bases and to the geographical and electronic advantages possessed by the defenders rather than to the superiority of enemy pilots. To counter the enemy air threat, EC-121 aircraft-which had redeployed from Southeast Asia after Rolling Thunder operations ended in 1968-were returned to the theater to resume their "MiG watch." Once again, as in 1967 when the NVAF last posed a serious threat to air operations over the North, USAF command​ers urged that MiG air bases be at​tacked. Washington officials agreed, and on 7-8 November USAF and Navy pilots bombed airfields at Dong Hoi, Vinh, and Quan Lang. After neutraliz​ing these air bases, U.S. pilots on 26​30 December launched the heaviest air strikes since 1968-1,025 sorties against a variety of military targets south of the 20th parallel.

The Communist Spring Offensive, 1972

Still hoping to end the war through negotiations, the Nixon administration kept a tight rein on its principal bar​gaining card-air power. Hanoi, how​ever, was thinking in terms of another military offensive. By late 1971 evidence began to accumulate that Hanoi was planning a large-scale invasion of South Vietnam. Gen. John D. Lavelle, who in August 1971 succeeded Gen. Lucius D. Clay, Jr., as Seventh Air Force commander, requested the re​call of certain USAF units to the thea​ter. By the spring of 1972, North Viet​nam had assembled a force of about 200,000 men for a push into the South.

The invasion began on 29-30 March 1972, with some enemy forces rolling directly across the DMZ into Military Region I while others penetrated into Military Region II from Laos. All were supported by considerable numbers of tanks and other armored vehicles. The South Vietnamese army, although greatly improved since 1968, was still plagued by poor leadership and mo​rale and was forced to retreat. U.S. air power-plus the strengthened Viet​namese Air Force-was thrown into the battle. Air Force F-105's, F-4's, 
A​-7's, AC-130's and B-52's were joined by Navy and Marine aircraft in pound​ing the enemy daily between the 20th parallel in the North and the battle lines inside South Vietnam. Bolstered by aircraft reinforcements from the United States and elsewhere, attack sorties over the extended battlefield averaged 15,000 per month, almost two-thirds of the peak monthly rate in 1968.

With Hanoi's forces ensconced inside South Vietnam and determined, despite heavy casualties, to maintain their positions below the DMZ, President Nixon on 8 May suspended the peace talks in Paris and authorized the launching of Operation Linebacker. For the first time, the United States imposed a naval blockade and mined the waters of Haiphong and other North Vietnamese ports. Si​multaneously, the President author​ized a renewal of air strikes through​out North Vietnam above the 20th par​allel. Old and new targets were struck, including the rebuilt Paul Doumer bridge in Hanoi, bridges along the northwest and northeast rail lines from China, fuel dumps, warehouses, marshalling yards, rolling stock, vehi​cles, power plants, and a POL pipeline running from China. All recently emplaced SA-2 missile sites in or near the DMZ were destroyed as were many SA-2 and AAA sites further north.

To degrade or neutralize North Vietnam's rebuilt or new bristling air defenses, the Air Force made full use of its electronic technology. It employed EB-66's, Wild Weasel F-105's, and EC-135's to augment electronic counter-measure equipment used by most fighter aircraft. It also employed a pro​fusion of laser and optically-guided bombs, which had been developed in the late 1960's. Mostly 2,000 pounders, the guided bombs enabled fighter crews to strike targets with great accuracy. Thus, the spans of the strongly defended Than Hoa bridge which had withstood U.S. bombs for years and had cost the Air Force and Navy a number of downed aircraft were dropped in one strike by an F-4 with guided bombs.

By June 1972 North Vietnam's offen​sive had stalled outside of Hue and elsewhere as South Vietnamese ground forces began to fight back. On 29 June, President Nixon reported that with the mining of the harbors and bombing of military targets in the North-particularly the railroads and oil supplies-the situation "has been completely turned around.  The South Vietnamese are now on the offensive." He reiterated his proposal of 8 May for an international ceasefire and the return of American prisoners of war, warning that the United States intended to bargain from strength. The peace talks resumed in Paris on 13 July. In the ensuing weeks, Saigon's forces, heavily supported by U.S. and VNAF air strikes, continued their offensive against the 200,000 enemy troops who had seized control of large portions of the South Vietnamese countryside.

Meanwhile, North Vietnamese pilots were reacting aggressively in the Hanoi-Haiphong area in an effort to drive American pilots out of the skies over their heartland. The renewed American-North Vietnamese air battles shortly produced several Air Force aces. On 28 August 1972, Capt. Ri​chard S. Ritchie, flying an F-4D Phantom II, participated in his fifth shootdown and became the nation's second ace. (The U.S. Navy produced the first.) His weapons system officer, Capt. Charles DeBellevue, who had flown with Ritchie in three previous "kills," became an ace on 9 Septem​ber when he destroyed his fifth and sixth MiGs, becoming the first weap​on systems officer to achieve this status. Capt. Jeffrey S. Feinstein, also an F-4 weapons system officer, be​came an ace on 13 October when he helped bag his fifth MiG. These were the only Air Force aces of the war. A Navy pilot and a WSO likewise became aces.

The 11-Day Air Campaign

On 23 October 1972, when it seemed that the Paris talks were leading to an agreement to end the war, the United States again halted air operations above the 20th parallel. Soon after, however, the negotiations stalled amid indications that Hanoi MiGht renew its offensive in South Vietnam. Whereupon, President Nixon ordered a resumption of air strikes above the 20th parallel. There followed a final 11-day bombing campaign, nicknamed Operation Linebacker II, which resulted in one of the heaviest aerial assaults of the war. The Air Force dispatched F-105's, F-4's, F-111's, and-for the first time, B-52's​over the heavily defended enemy capi​tal and the adjacent Haiphong port. The tactical aircraft flew more than 1,000 sorties, the 8-52's about 740, most of them against targets previous​ly on the restricted list. They included rail yards, power plants, communica​tion facilities, air defense radars, Hai​phong's docks and shipping facili​ties, POL stores, and ammunition supply areas. They repeatedly bombed the principal NVAF MIG bases and transportation facilities.

The North Vietnamese responded by launching most of their inventory of about 1,000 SAMs and opening up a heavy barrage of AAA fire against the attackers, but USAF electronic countermeasures helped keep losses to a minimum. Of 26 aircraft lost, 15 were B-52's which were downed by SAMs. Three others were badly damaged. However, by 28 December the enemy defenses had been all but obliterated and during the last 2 days of the campaign, the B-52's flew over Hanoi and Haiphong without suffering any damage.

Deprived of most of their air bases, North Vietnamese pilots were able to launch only 32 aircraft of which 8 were shot down, 2 by B-52 tail gunners. Hanoi claimed the strikes on Hanoi-Haiphong produced substantial collateral damage and more than 1,000 fatalities. Considering the size of the air assault, the bombing was well controlled and not indiscriminate. Impacting fragments from enemy SAMs contributed to the destruction.

On 30 December 1972, President Nixon announced in Washington that negotiations between Dr. Henry A. Kissinger and North Vietnam's representative, Le Duc Tho, would resume in Paris on 8 January. While the diplomats talked, American air attacks were restricted to areas below the 20th parallel. Air Force, Navy, and Marine fighters flew about 20 sorties per day with B-52's adding 36 to the daily total. On 15 January the United States announced an end to all mining, bombing, shelling, and other offensive actions against North Vietnam. On 23 January, the Paris negotiators signed a nine-point cease-fire agreement effective 28 January, Saigon time.

Thus, air power had played a significant role in preventing the complete takeover of South Vietnam by the northerners and in extracting an agreement to end the war. Between 1968 and 1972, more than 51,000 tactical and 9,800 B-52 sorties were flown against the North, most during the two Linebacker campaigns. The tactical aircraft dropped about 124,000 tons of bombs and the B-52's about 109,000 tons, with their "Sunday punch" mis​sions of late December 1972 being perhaps the most noteworthy. An even heavier rain of bombs pounded enemy forces in South Vietnam's Military Regions I and II.

In addition to the cease-fire, the 23 January 1973 agreement provided for the return of all American and allied POW's within 60 days, establishment of a commission to supervise truce and territorial disputes, the right of the South Vietnamese people to determine their own future peacefully, a promise of U.S. economic aid for the Indochina states, and an affirmation of the neutrality of Laos and Cambodia. The United States tacitly recognized the presence of about 100,000 North Vietnamese troops still entrenched in South Vietnam.
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