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‘SHOOTING 
DOWN’ THE 

ENEMY’S ACES
By William A. Sayers

North Vietnam racked up fewer aerial 
victories than it claimed

A MiG-21 in North Vietnam’s 927th 
Fighter Regiment destroys an F-4C of 

the U.S. Air Force’s 433rd Tactical 
Fighter Squadron, 8th Tactical Fighter 

Wing. Even though communist pilots 
were often formidable adversaries, new 

research disproves many of North 
Vietnam’s claims of aerial victories.

ILLUSTRATION: ADAM TOOBY
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wo U.S Air Force F-102 Delta Daggers 
from the 509th Fighter Interceptor 
Squadron were escorting an EB-66C 
radar-jamming aircraft over the Lao-
tian border, about 90 miles southwest 

leader Maj. A. L. Lomax got a report from his wingman, 
1st Lt. Wallace Wiggins. The lieutenant’s aircraft was 
acting abnormally. Lomax took a look and was shocked 
to see part of a Soviet-made R-3S air-to-air missile em-
bedded in the aft fuselage of Wiggins’ F-102. As the two 
Delta Daggers beat a hasty retreat home, Lomax spotted 
a pair of North Vietnamese MiG-21s behind them. He 

likely the result of the original missile strike. Wiggins 
was killed in the explosion.

The victorious communist pilot was Pham Thanh 

fewer than 11 North Vietnamese pilots had already 
mistakenly or falsely claimed that status during the 
previous 13 months. Indeed, even Ngan had undeserv-
edly made such a claim earlier.  

have sought the title of “ace,” bestowed on aircrews that 

world wars, many aces ran up dozens, sometimes hun-
dreds, of kills. 

-
came more elusive, in part because the increased speed 

three years of the Korean War, the highest scoring 
American ace, Air Force pilot Joseph McConnell, had 
just 16 victories, while the top enemy ace, Soviet pilot 
Nikolai Sutiagin, claimed 22, a total almost certainly 

-

its loss records by underreporting the number of Amer-
ican planes shot down. 

In Vietnam, it took 3½ years for Ngan to become the 

Vietnamese ace to emerge and eight years for the U.S. 

The most comprehensive chronicles of North Vietnam-
ese aces are the works of István Toperczer, a Hungarian 

and pored over all available documentation. Toperczer 
-

trast to earlier writers. He has not been completely con-
sistent across his books, however, with some credits  
going to one pilot in one volume and the same credit be-

-
search and are therefore more authoritative. 

records on the Vietnam War, as its archivists still con-

been granted unprecedented access to North Vietnam-

their wealth of information on the North Vietnamese 

account. But until Vietnamese records are widely avail-
able for analysis, it is unlikely we will be able to piece 
together the true and complete story of what happened 
in the skies over North Vietnam.

Another way to judge the validity of  North Vietnam-
ese claims is to correlate them with the records of U.S. 
losses based on tail numbers and other data in a com-
prehensive postwar Air Force study of aerial combat in 
Southeast Asia, called the “Red Baron Reports.”

North Vietnamese claims face the same challenge: Aerial 
combat can be very confusing. Studies show that the vic-

a clear picture of the three-dimensional battle space in 
real time. Thus, even when we have access to painstak-
ingly reconstructed accounts, we may be looking at re-

T
Soviet-built MiG-21s, like this one of the the 921st 

Fighter Regiment, arrived in North Vietnam in April 
1966 and proved well-suited for short-range, ground-

controlled missions against U.S. aircraft.
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Four North Vietnamese pilots from the 923rd Fighter Regiment 
in June 1967, top, walk in front of their MiG-17s, aircraft that 
suffered heavy losses in combat. The North’s aerial performance 
improved after its pilots, like the one at left around August 1966, 
received training in Russia on the more advanced MiG-21.

ports with an inadvertently false portrayal of what hap-

-

-

-

-

-

-

Pilot Le Hai of the 923rd Fighter Regiment demonstrates 
his combat maneuvers on June 14, 1968, when he is 
credited with shooting down an American F-4 Phantom 
II. U.S. Air Force records show that no U.S. aircraft were 
lost over North Vietnam on that day.
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MiG-21s. After those losses, the North Vietnamese 
pulled the obsolescent MiG-17s out of active combat. 

One of the North Vietnamese aces got his victories in 
1967 and 1968 during Operation Rolling Thunder; the 
other two aces, during Operation Linebacker I in 1972.

All of their victories occurred after the introduction 
of new (and highly successful) MiG-21 tactics in late Au-
gust 1967. This technique, which the North Vietnamese 
variously labeled “fast attack-deep penetration” or “fast 
attack-fast withdrawal,” used ground-controlled radar 
to locate incoming American aircraft and position MiG-
21s above and behind them, allowing those communist 
interceptors to dive at supersonic speed, launch mis-
siles and make a fast escape to safety. 

U.S. Air Force commanders found these tactics par-

radar warning systems across inland areas, while the 
North Vietnamese had excellent radar coverage and 
room to gain favorable positioning.

The new MiG-21 tactics clearly improved the perfor-
mance of North Vietnamese pilots, but Hanoi exagger-
ated their successes. When a gun camera records a 

doubt the attacker has a valid claim, but some 24 per-
cent of North Vietnam’s claimed 134 shootdowns in-

volved American aircraft demonstrably not lost under 
the claimed circumstances, and a further 19 percent 
were made on days when no U.S. aircraft were recorded 
lost over North Vietnam. An additional 17 percent were 
credits awarded for shooting down Ryan “Firebee” re-

-
signed as aerial targets. Thus 60 percent of the North 
Vietnamese claims were invalid.

Some of the invalid claims are undoubtedly innocent 
mistakes, but only a small percentage. If a pilot claims a 

forgive. It’s likely some false claims were part of a delib-
erate strategy by the North Vietnamese government. 

F-4 team Lt. Randall “Duke” Cunningham, left, 
and Lt. j.g. William Driscoll relax aboard aircraft 
carrier USS Constellation on May 10, 1972, after 

three shootdowns that made them aces—the 
Navy’s only aces of the Vietnam War.

North Vietnam’s list of aces—airmen with five confirmed victories—had at least 20 pilots on it, while the U.S. list has five. 
But the communists claimed American planes on days when the U.S. reported no losses or reported losses from actions 
elsewhere or different weapons, such as ground missiles. North Vietnam also counted shootdowns of Firebee drones. The 
more accurate tally is three aces: Pham Thanh Ngan, Nguyen Duc Soat and Nguyen Tien Sam, five kills each. The highest 
scoring U.S. ace is Charles B. DeBellevue, with six kills: four riding with Richard S. Ritchie and two with another pilot.

COUNTING ACES: U.S. 5, N. Vietnam 20 (really 3)

AMERICA’S ACES: The Famous Five
United States crew 
Aircraft type

 MiG-21 MiG-17 MiG-17 MiG-17 MiG-17
 1.19.72 5.8.72 5.10.72 5.10.72 5.10.72

 MiG-21 MiG-211 MiG-21 MiG-21 MiG-21 MiG-21
 5.10.72 5.31.72 6.13.72 7.8.72 7.8.72 8.28.72

 MiG-19 MiG-19
 9.9.72 9.9.72

 MiG-213 MiG-214 MiG-215 MiG-216 MiG-216 MiG-217

 4.16.72 5.31.72 6.9.72 7.18.72 7.29.72 10.13.72

Lt. Randy Cunningham, F-4J Pilot
Lt. .jg.William Driscoll, RIO

Capt Richard S. Ritchie, F-4D/E Pilot
Capt Charles B. DeBellevue, WSO

Capt Charles B. DeBellevue2, F-4D/E WSO

Capt Jeffrey Feinstein, F-4D/E WSO

1 CAPT. LAWRENCE H. PETTIT FLEW IN DEBELLEVUE’S PLACE ON THIS SORTIE.
2  DEBELLEVUE FLEW WITH CAPT. JOHN A. MADDEN JR. AFTER RITICHIE WAS 
ROTATED OUT OF COMBAT FOLLOWING RITCHIE’S FIFTH KILL.

3 FEINSTEIN FLEW WITH MAJ. EDWARD D. CHERRY ON THIS SORTIE.
4 FEINSTEIN FLEW WITH CAPT. BRUCE G. LEONARD JR. ON THIS SORTIE.
5 FEINSTEIN FLEW WITH MAJ. JOHN L. MESENBOURG ON THIS SORTIE.

6 FEINSTEIN FLEW WITH LT. COL. CARL G. BAILY ON THIS SORTIE.
7 FEINSTEIN FLEW WITH LT. COL. CURTIS D. WESTPHAL ON THIS SORTIE.
RIO—RADAR INTERCEPT OFFICER
WSO—WEAPONS SYSTEMS OFFICER

KILLS CLAIMED BY UNITED STATES ACES
Author’s assessment of claim (see KEY below opposite)  /  Aircraft type  /  Date
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 O O AMai Van Cuong F-105 F-105D Firebee F-105 F-4 Firebee Firebee Firebee Firebee FirebeeMiG-21 10.8.66 4.28.67 5.16.67 9.30.67 10.7.67 6.19.68 9.3.68 9.20.68 2.9.69 6.24.69

 W A ONguyen Van Coc F-105D F-4D F-105D F-105F F-105 F-105 F-4B Firebee Firebee FirebeeMiG-21 4.30.67 8.23.67 10.7.67 11.18.67 11.20.67 12.12.67 5.7.68 6.4.68 11.8.68 8.3.69

 T O T W A TNguyen Hong Nhi Firebee RF-4C RF-101C F-4D F-105D F-105D F-105 F-8MiG-21 3.4.66 8.31.67 9.10.67 9.26.67 10.9.67 11.7.67 12.17.67 8.1.68

 T O W   L  Nguyen Van Bay F-4C F-105D F-105D F-8E F-4C F-105D F-4B F-4CMiG-17 4.26.66 4.29.66 6.29.66 9.5.66 9.16.66 1.21.67 4.24.67 4.2967

   W T O A  ONguyen Dang Kinh Firebee F-105D F-4 EB-66 F-4 F-105 Firebee F-4MiG-21 7.21.66 12.5.66 11.7.67 11.19.67 12.19.67 1.3.68 9.21.68 10.26.68

   O  A A  OLe Than Dao F-4D F-4J F-4 Firebee F-4 F-4 F-4E F-4MiG-21 12.18.71 5.10.72 6.12.72 6.24.72 7.24.72 9.9.72 9.11.72 10.1.72

    W   Pham Thanh Ngan Firebee RF-101 F-4D F-4D F-105F F-105D F-102AMiG-21 12.14.66 9.16.67 10.3.67 10.7.67 11.18.67 11.20.67 2.3.68

  A O    ADang Ngoc Ngu Firebee F-105D F-4C F-4D Firebee Firebee F-4MiG-21 8.13.66 12.14.66 5.22.67 11.8.67 4.24.68 3.4.69 5.10.72

  W T T L O Nguyen Ngoc Do F-105F F-105D RF-4C F-105 RF-101C F-105 F-105DMiG-21 4.30.67 5.5.67 7.20.67 8.2.67 9.16.67 9.27.67 2.4.68

       Nguyen Duc Soat Firebee A-7B F-4E F-4E F-4D F-4J F-4EMiG-21 3.13.69 5.23.72 6.24.72 6.27.72 6.30.72 8.26.72 10.12.72

 O O W A 0  T O 0Luu Huy Chao C-47 F-4C F-105D F-4C F-8 F-4D F-4 F-4 F-8MiG-17 4.17.66 4.26.66 8.12.66 9.21.66 12.14.67 12.17.67 1.3.68 6.14.68 7.29.68

 A T  O O  OLe Hai F-105 F-4 F-4B F-4 F-8 Firebee F-4MiG-17 4.28.67 5.14.67 11.19.67 6.14.68 7.29.68 8.3.69 3.6.72

  A O A  Vu Ngoc Dinh F-105D F-105 F-105 F-105D F-105D HH-53MiG-21 7.11.66 12.5.66 12.19.66 4.30.67 12.17.67 1.28.70

     O ODinh Ton Firebee Firebee Firebee F-4J O-2A OV-10MiG-21 4.15.68 5.26.68 6.2.68 6.16.68 4.13.71 4.20.71

   A  W OVo Van Man F-105D RC-47 F-8E F-4C F-4C F-4MiG-17 7.19.66 7.29.66 9.5.66 9.21.66 4.24.67 5.14.67

 T    ONguyen Nhat Chieu F-4 F-4C F-4D F-105F F-4MiG-21 9.20.65 5.20.67 8.23.67 10.7.67 10.29.67

 A W  O ONguyen Phi Hung F-4 F-105 F-4B F-105 F-8EMiG-17 10.7.67 11.6.67 11.19.67 12.19.67 7.9.68

     Nguyen Tien Sam F-4E F-4E F-4E F-4E F-4DMiG-21 7.5.72 7.24.72 7.29.72 9.12.72 10.5.72

 O  W  LNguyen Van Nghia F-4 F-4D F-4E Firebee F-4MiG-21 6.23.72 6.24.72 10.6.72 11.24.72 12.23.72
 
 O W O O LLe Quang Trung F-8 F-105F F-105 F-105 F-105MiG-17 6.12.66 8.17.66 9.20.66 12.4.66 4.25.67

ACES IN SPADES: Questionable Scorekeeping
North Vietnamese pilot 
Aircraft type

Valid
Probable
Invalid

 O No U.S. aircraft lost
  over NV on this day
  
 A All losses of this type
  accounted for elsewhere
  
 T No aircraft of this type
  lost over NV on this day
  
 W U.S. records claim 
  different weapon used
  
 L Major discrepancy in 
  location of loss

KEY

KILLS CLAIMED BY NORTH VIETNAMESE “ACES”
Author’s assessment of claim (see KEY below)  /  Aircraft type  /  Date
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Sometimes a rumor can take on a life of its own. Such was the 
case with the North Vietnamese Air Force’s “Col. Tomb,” a mythi-

made U.S. Lt. Randall “Duke” Cunningham and his radar intercept 

Over the years it has become apparent that Col. Tomb was a 
creation of overeager U.S. intelligence analysts. “Tomb” (or 
alternatively, “Toon”) is not even a Vietnamese name, a telling 
clue that a radio operator may have misheard the moniker. 

and rumor-mongering. 
The photo of a North Vietnamese MiG-21 with 13 victory stars 

on its nose was another misinterpretation. Communist pilots were 
not assigned to a single aircraft. On a given day, a pilot might be in 
the cockpit of any one of several planes in his unit. The stars 

from that aircraft, not the victories of the pilot inside. 
Nevertheless, rumors spread among Navy aircrews of a sinister 

North Vietnamese double ace, a lurking boogie man who would 
fatally “bounce” the careless or unprepared. And shadowy rumors 
are likely where Tomb would have stayed if Cunningham and 
Driscoll had not entered the legend.

Linebacker I—President Richard Nixon’s response to Hanoi’s 
surprise large-scale invasion of South Vietnam, known as the 

terms of overall aircraft lost. Cunningham and Driscoll had 

Hanoi was locked in a long struggle in which a so-
phisticated use of propaganda and misinformation was 
believed (correctly, as it turned out) to be a decisive 
strategic weapon. One of the communist leadership’s 

-
lic and government by miring them in a war they would 
come to see as unwinnable. If American pilots who 
achieved astronomical kill ratios against enemy pilots 

over North Vietnam, that would add to the bleak out-
look for America that Hanoi was trying to cultivate.

The Legend of Duke 
Cunningham’s  
“Col. Tomb”

Killer duo Capt. Charles D. DeBellevue, left, and Capt. 
Richard S. “Steve” Ritchie, right, with 432nd Tactical 
Reconnaissance Wing commander Col. Scott C. Smith, 
celebrate the Aug. 28, 1972, shootdown that made 
Ritchie the Air Force’s first ace in Vietnam.

already dispatched two MiG-17s and were 
headed back to USS Constellation when 
they met a third MiG-17 head on. 

Cunningham immediately went into the 
vertical—as taught by the Navy’s Topgun 
program—expecting the enemy pilot to stay 

Cunningham by climbing with him. The 
F-4J Phantom II was a far better climber 
than the MiG-17, but Cunningham seemed 
to forget that this was a race he didn’t want 
to win because it put his F-4 ahead of and 
in the gun sights of the MiG. 

As the Phantom began to pull away, the 

cannon shells. Cunningham kicked his 
Phantom over into a dive. Again, the North 
Vietnamese pilot stayed in the vertical 
with his American opponent. The F-4 is 
faster in a dive than the MiG-17, and 
Cunningham once again began to pull 
ahead into the MiG’s gun sights. Predict-
ably, the North Vietnamese pilot again 
opened up with his guns. Far from domi-
nating his weaker opponent with sophisti-
cated three-dimensional tactics, Cunning-
ham found himself trapped in a series of 
vertical maneuvers the enemy pilot 
seemed to master. 

The two Americans eventually outlasted 
the short-ranged MiG-17, as its pilot was 

when he ran low on fuel. But it was a 
hopeless action; there was no chance for 
the MiG to outrun the powerful American 

Cunningham launched a heat-seeking 
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AIM-9 Sidewinder air-to-air missile up the 

so well against aces Cunningham and 

-

-

-
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Phantom II crew Randall Cunningham and William 
Driscoll tangled with the most feared North Vietnamese 
pilot in May 1972—or did they?

-

-


