
Out of the fight
Lt. Phan Tan Duan’s MiG-17 of the 
923rd Fighter Regiment takes a fatal 
hit from a 20 mm shell fired by a 
Gatling-style gun on an F-105D 
Thunderchief flown by Air Force 
Maj. Ralph Kuster Jr. of the 469th 
Squadron, 388th Tactical Fighter 
Wing, on June 3, 1967.
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The Great
Kill-Ratio

Debate
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By William A. Sayers

Data shows that American fighter planes 
performed poorly vs. the enemy  

early in the war—or does it?

n the early years of the Vietnam War, the perfor-
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side by side is an invalid “apples to oranges” comparison. 

The Vietnam War kill ratios were calculated using the 

total number of U.S. aircraft lost in air-to-air combat, 

That meant the count of downed aircraft includes the 

unarmed RF-101, a reconnaissance jet; the A-1E Sky-

raider, a piston-engine plane; the EB-66, a bomber con-

verted into a recon plane; the RC-47, a cargo plane 

converted into recon plane; and that “terror of the 

skies,” the HH-53 rescue helicopter. The North Vietnam-

ese air force even gave full victory credits to pilots who 

shot down unarmed American reconnaissance drones. 

In contrast, the Korean War kill ratio considers only 

-

superiority missions. The Vietnam War equivalent is the 

MiGCAP mission—“MiG combat air patrols” of F-4 Phan-

attacks during strikes on targets in North Vietnam. A 

fair comparison with Korea would be limited to the Viet-

nam War’s MiGCAP missions.

Geography of the Battlespace
Any comparison between Air Force and Navy kill ratios 

-

Unlike Navy aircraft launched from carriers in the 

Gulf of Tonkin, the great majority of Air Force aircraft 

approached their targets in North Vietnam from the 

landward side. Enemy radar picked them up while they 

were still in Thai airspace, and MiGs could maneuver 

into advantageous positions up to 100 miles from Hanoi. 

While the North Vietnamese air force had excellent 

ground-controlled intercept radar to direct its planes, 

U.S. Air Force radar coverage ranged from spotty to non-

existent over assigned strike routes. Aircrews operated 

with little more than their eyes to guide them. Fighters 

escorting the bomb-carrying aircraft never knew where 

the threat would come from and therefore normally 

stayed close to the planes they were protecting so they 

wouldn’t be caught out of position during an attack. As 

a result, U.S. Air Force aircraft usually entered engage-

ments from a defensive and reactive posture.

On the other hand, the Navy used its carrier-based 

operations to maximum advantage. North Vietnamese 

-

ers, whose backs were protected by ships in the Gulf of 

Tonkin. Additionally, naval air operations over North 

Vietnam were completely covered by radar-equipped 

ships operating in the Gulf under the code name “Red 

Triple ace
Capt. Joseph McConnell 
shot down 16 MiG-15s 
over Korea in 1953, 
making him the top 
American ace of 
the war.



27J U N E  2 0 1 8

T
O

P
, 

L
E

F
T

: 
U

.S
. 

N
A

V
Y

; 
T

O
P

, 
R

IG
H

T
: 

A
P

 P
H

O
T

O
/

E
D

D
IE

 A
D

A
M

S
; 

M
ID

D
L

E
: 

U
.S

. 
A

IR
 F

O
R

C
E

; 
B

O
T

T
O

M
: 

N
A

T
IO

N
A

L
 A

R
C

H
IV

E
S

Crown.” Navy pilots were mainly assigned targets in coastal 

areas where they had good radar warning and control from ships 

-

After-action reports found that 65 percent of Air Force losses 

percent of Navy and Marine Corps losses were aircraft in a de-

fensive posture. 

-

-

The North Vietnamese Buildup

-

Leading the target
The MiG-17, let, posed a real 
threat to strike aircrat like the 
F-105D Thunderchief, right.

Korean War fighters
F-86 pilots racked up a lot of 

shootdowns, but pilots in Vietnam 
flew more complex missions.

Seaborne striker
Phantom IIs, like  
this F-4B from USS 
Constellation, regularly 
flew atack missions.

Super support
Leslie R. Leavoy leads a 
formation of F-100 Super 
Sabres, the U.S. Air Force’s 
primary close air support 
jet throughout the war.
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-

Going Head to Head  

-

 

-

-

Ambush Tactics

-

-

 

-

-

-

-
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-

Legendary leader
Col. Robin Olds and his 8th Tactical Fighter Wing used 
new tactics to turn the tables on the North Vietnamese.

Enemy power
The MiG-21 excelled  
at ground-controlled 
intercept missions.



29J U N E  2 0 1 8

D
O

N
 L

O
G

A
N

-

-

-

Going Head to Head, Again
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Versatile mount

Originally an air-
superiority jet, the 

F-4 Phantom II 
assumed multiple 

roles, including 
ground atack and 

reconnaissance.
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Back to Ambush Tactics
North Vietnam’s change in tactics worked. For a brief 

moment in June 1972, MiG-21s gained ascendancy, 

-

were the result of supersonic MiG-21s attacking un-

from supersonic stern attacks on aircraft unaware they 

were in the enemy’s sights. But things were about to 

turn around.

The Teaball Era
-

swer to the attack warning problem: a control center 

Aerial Combat Scorecard

KOREAN WAR

VIETNAM WAR

 

 

 U.S. NAVY 
 

 

 

 U.S. AIR FORCE 
 

10 to 1

to 1

5.5 to 1
 

warning era

training era
May 72-Jan. 73

4.7 to 1

to 1

8.7 to 1

15 to 1

gunners on B-52 bombers, got the other MiG shootdowns).

the withdrawal of all U.S. forces in January 1973 are 

Force had a Vietnam War total of 137 kills.

-

Korean War results of 10-1.

-

tt
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the entire war and 8.7-1 for MiGCAPs in the Topgun era.

Freed up by Teaball to be more aggressive without 

fear of ambush, the MiGCAP force did spectacularly well, 

shooting down 15 and losing only one. In short, when 

that helped the Navy, the results of the two services 

were very similar.

The War’s Air Power Legacy
Postwar analysis showed that 81percent of all U.S. air-

craft lost in combat were either unaware of an attack or 

became aware too late to defend themselves. The primary 

reason for the unsatisfactory kill ratios was clear: Excel-

lent North Vietnamese tactics exploited the Air Force’s 

lack of radar warning. While more and better training is 

have overcome that disadvantage.

Four years after the air war over North Vietnam 

ended, the Air Force got its true solution to the problem 

of surprise: the E-3 Sentry with Airborne Warning and 

Control System radar, called AWACS, which can collect 

information on the position of enemy aircraft and relay 

has been lost in air-to-air combat—Lt. Cmdr. Scott Speich-

er’s F-18 Hornet, shot down on Jan. 17, 1991, by an Iraqi 

Today, the F-35 Lightning II carries an onboard sensor 

suite with the potential to give its pilot situational aware-

-

vides. The Lightning II integrates the information it has 

gathered and shares it with other aircraft, compiling a 

“god’s-eye view” of the battle space that all but eliminates 

almost impossible to surprise but also could stealthily 

turn the tables on the enemy attackers? Surely the North 

Vietnamese would have opted for force preservation and 

enemies learned to do three decades later. V

William A. Sayers received an Air Force commission 

after graduating from Texas Tech in 1981. He has 

master’s degrees in military studies and strategic 

studies from Marine Corps University. He spent 28 

Agency, National Counterterrorism Center and CIA.

Lessons learned

Experiences in Vietnam spurred the 
creation of the Navy Fighter Weapons 
School (Topgun), upper right, and the 
need for air-control superiority, which 
the E-3 Sentry’s radar provides.


