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SKYRAIDERS OVER SIAM

HIGH OVER THAILAND AND THE AIR IS SWEET

LOW OVER VIET NAM AND THE AIR REEKS
All right we got a stack change on 857. Who wants it? There is a pregnant pause.

I’ll take it,” I volunteer.

All right. Stone’s got 857. Who wants…?”
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Loaded for bear and VC, 597 taxis out to some mission in Laos or Cambodia.

Looks like a typical monsoon afternoon.

Never volunteer for anything – my father’s words came back to me.

I didn’t have an aircraft yet. I could volunteer for this one or be assigned to some other plane, later. Perhaps one of the hangar queens or back row bunch.

I did have previous training on A-1 aircraft and almost four years previous maintenance experience, but I was only one week into night shift maintenance.

That month of A-1 aircraft familiarization in Florida at Hurlburt, Auxiliary Field 9, was all too short to prepare me for combat aircraft support.

It was March of 1971; I’d been in the Air Force for 3 years, 8 months. (Only 4 more months to go.) But I had volunteered for any assignment in Thailand to get out of SAC and North Carolina.

I was a staff sergeant (E-5). My Air Force specialty code (AFSC) was 43151 A (recip. engine aircraft-more than one engine) and 43151 E (jet engine aircraft). That meant that I was an aircraft general mechanic (431X1), fully trained (5 level), capable of working on multi-engine propeller driven (A) or jet engine (E) planes.

Now I was working for the 1st SOS. The First Special Operations Squadron. What was our special operation? We were prepared to help anyone who needed help in Viet Nam, Laos and Cambodia. We suspect that A-1s had seen China from 10,000 feet also.
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The official purpose or mission of the squadron, I will take from Henkes’ book:

The A-1's Mission in 1971-1972

With the total remaining A-1 assets residing in but one operational USAF squadron, the mission priorities had to be set. The SAR effort got first priority for several rea​sons. First and foremost, the absence of a viable and capable SAR force would have had a negative impact on the rest of the air operations in SEA. The prospect of get​ting shot down with no possibility of rescue was not a happy one. Certainly, the SAR force was not as robust with 20 A-1s as it was in the earlier days of the war when there were over 100 Skyraiders spread out over a half dozen squadrons. But the capability was there. One need look no further than the pickup of Capt Roger Locher near Yen Bai Airfield northwest of Hanoi to see this was true. A story on this mission was written in the August 1997 issue of Flight Magazine. The SAR for Bowleg 02 was another example of being able to go onto Hanoi's doorstep to retrieve downed aircrews. Another factor was the impact these SARs had on the enemy. Certainly, we did not get every downed airmen back home safely, but we got our fair share.

Another high priority mission during this final chapter in the Skyraider's SEA war experience was the support given to Gen Vang Pao in Laos. He had his headquarters at Long Tien with a landing strip (LS 20A) nearby. High to the north and east of LS20A was a large ridge of mountains called Skyline Ridge. This was the scene of many missions I flew in the fall of 1971.

These "Barrel Roll" missions were never dull, always unpredictable, and usually dangerous. The bulk of these missions were flown to northern Laos which was comprised of mountainous areas with limestone karst pinnacles and terrain (target) elevations of at least 4,000 feet. There was seasonal drama here when the commu​nist forces would wait for the rainy season to invade when US air power would be hampered by low ceilings and poor visibility. The A-1 was well suited to work this area including the infamous PDJ (Plaine des Jarres). This was a relatively level pla​teau in northern Laos that was about 15 nautical miles across from south to north, and 20 nautical miles wide from east to west.

Still another high priority mission for the 1st SOS in the final year was support of "special operations" in Laos. These were protecting the insertion and extraction of special teams in the border area. These missions could either be boring as hell or so busy that you wished you had another set of hands.

Henkes book quote ends here.

We were the consolidated remains of many A-1 equipped support squadrons from the Navy, Viet Nam, VNAF and other Air Force units including the 1st Air Commandos. We were operating out of our own sanctuary of Nahkon Phanom, Thailand, way up in north east Thailand, in the big bend of the Mekong River, 90 clicks from Hanoi.

We had 29 assigned A-1 type aircraft; all that was left of 3,180 Navy and Marine AD carrier aircraft. The Douglas AD aircraft was built to replace a previous Douglas aircraft, the SBD Dauntless torpedo dive-bomber. The Douglas AD first flew on March 18, 1945. So when I reported in some of them might have been 26 years old.

Navy and Marine ADs cut their teeth in the Korean conflict, from ship and land bases. French ADs cut their teeth killing Arabs in Algeria, one of the few lessons that the American military remembered.

When the Navy retired and/or replaced their aging ADs with those new jets, the Able Dogs were put in storage or sold to other countries’ Air Forces or Navies around the world.

Soon after Viet Nam started, the Air Force decided that the old dog would again make a fine, low-level, close air support, fighter/bomber. It was slow enough for pinpoint gunnery in narrow Asian mountain valleys. It could carry more that its own empty weight in armament. More than a B-17 actually. The aircraft could stay on station for 10 hours and more, depending on weapons and fuel tank configuration.
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I parked an A-1 when I was working Transient Alert at U-Tapao back in Oct 69 as the photo reminds me. That would be me in the cockpit. Photo taken by one of my Thai helpers.

To a ground troop, an A-1 was the first plane to call for when he was pinned down. The few old A-1, AC-47 and AC-119 prop aircraft did more for trapped Army and other infantry than several squadrons of F-4s, F-100, F-105s or F-5s.

Jets just flew too fast for the narrow and twisty valleys in mountainous Viet Nam, Laos or Cambodia. They weren’t half as accurate as the slow and low A-1. The jets on-station (loiter) time was severely limited, especially when they had to use afterburner all the time to pull up and away sharply at the end of a narrow valley. They couldn’t carry as much payload, proportionally as the A-1 (no aircraft could). It is true that they could be refueled in flight by KC-135s and return, but in the meantime, the Army had been overrun.

Best of all, from this mechanic’s viewpoint, the A-1 Skyraider was the only plane I ever crewed that come back for days in a row with no pilot write ups except a very flattering (to me) “OK flight” notation in the aircraft log book.

The only tools any A-1 mechanic ever carried with him was his big, long screwdriver. Of course post flights required a full tool box for the fix phase. But for launches, pre-flights and thru flights, a screwdriver could open all panels, service caps, was used to check the exhaust stacks and was the only tool needed to remove all the engine cowling, if required. This screwdriver was carried stuck through the belt (like a sword). Actually, a 7/8ths spark plug socket on a half-inch breaker bar was required to open the two cam latches on the bottom of the hot section wrap around cowling.

Back to the start of the war though. The Air Force bought back any and all ADs available from all over the world, frequently at two and three times what they were sold for. ADs cost $285,000; their replacement jet cost $4 million. You can see why few owners wanted to part with such a versatile, relatively cheap aircraft.

The Navy started retiring their ADs early in the war when Migs were still flying south in Viet Nam. There were several cases of Migs surprised by the unlikely ADs and actually downed by an 18-24 year old prop fighter. You better believe any prop pilot who could shoot down a jet was damned pleased with the old Spad.

These rebought, Navy transfer and civilian aircraft were sprayed battleship gray, later camouflaged, had their bellies armor plated and were shipped or air lifted to South East Asia.

The new Air Force A-1 was first used in June 1964. Later in the war, A-1s were sent to Thai Am at Don Muang in Bangkok to have their wing spars capped to prevent failures experienced at Field 9, part of Eglin AFB. The strengthened wings enabled the aircraft to pull 8gs positive and 6 Gs negative safely.

The last A-1 brought to the war, assigned to NKP for the 1st SOS was in 1972. It was an A-1J transferred from Hill AFB, Utah, by ship to the deep water cargo and ammo port at Sattahip, Thailand on the Gulf of Siam. The same crane that pulled the A-1 out of that ship’s hold broke on the cargo immediately after. A couple of our guys went down to U-tapao to receive that ac. The A-1 was towed down Friendship Highway, wings folded, to the nearby bomber base at U-tapao where the protective plastic shipping cocoon was removed, aircraft cleaned up mechanically, serviced and flown north to NKP with the wing stations not installed.

Boy, when that slick wing 472 A-1J model arrived, all the mechanics were fighting to be the first one to sign up as its crew chief. We all thought that it would be a super sleek fast flyer with easy maintenance. It wasn’t two weeks before the nickname “Greaseball” was hung on it. The airplane did look nice with brand new paint and no wing station pylons to spoil its lines; it made the trip to NKP in 45 minutes less time than normal, unloaded.
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Back to the maintenance angle of the A-1s again. To explain some of our problems, back ordered parts had to come all the way from Quonset Point, Rhode Island Navy base. A couple of planes were down for weeks waiting for one or two special parts to come from Rhode Island. And of course, when a plane was down for parts, it became a target for cannibalism.

The maintenance effort was divided into two 12-hour shifts; night and day; 7am to 7pm and 7pm to 7am. There were three rows of revetments. Don’t remember what they were named but Able, Baker and Charlie sounds right. Hobo 1 Flight handled the planes on Charlie row while Hobo 2 Flight handled the planes on Baker row.

Night shift pulled the basic post flight inspections, starting as soon as Munitions Maint. people had downloaded all weapons stores and the mini-gun and the 20mm canons had been unloaded. Actually all weapons were made safe on the north end of the runway. A mechanic was stationed there for 12 hours to block in and marshal out aircraft as they landed or took off. The safety pins were either installed or removed depending on whether the planes were incoming or outgoing. It was called the arm/dearm area on the north hammerhead. Duty here was great for sun bathing. See my photo.

Usually the crew chief, E-3 and above, but never higher than E-5, made his inspections and reported the discrepancies to the line supervisor, the NCO in charge of Hobo 1 or Hobo 2 flightline. These discrepancies were radioed to the Maint. Control group. They dispatched specialists (from field maintenance shops) as required. Went something like this: 
Sarge, I need a sheet metal man and a low pack for battle damage. I need a Com/Nav man for an inop VHF and TACAN. I need a wheel/tire for a flat spotted main and I need a replacement centerline (fuel tank). The old one was punched off on an elephant. If it rains tonight, when it rains tonight, I’ll need a canopy cover ‘cause somebody stole mine. Got any rags yet? Damn. Here’s the canteen. Here’s the SOAP sample. I need an oil truck. Got any red lead for my crew chief pencil? I’ll go to early chow if you are making up the list. 
(One of the saddest sights was to see a crew chief helping out in the truck because his plane had not returned.) Read imagined conversation.

Hey, JC, your plane not back yet?

Na.

Damn, where’d he go today?
Barrel Roll.

Well, maybe he went into Bien Huy or dropped into a Lima Site (Air America base) for some monkey ball soup.

It’s possible.

Good luck, JC. Hang in.

Yea.
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What might have happened to JC’s aircraft and pilot. Shot down on the PDJ.

The actual post flight inspection consisted or a walk around (looking for bulletholes), a peak in the accessory section of the engine for leaks, a fuel strainer inspection and then a look at the power section for broken studs on exhaust mounts and loose stacks (broken clamps) and the ever present oil leaks.

The A-1 aircraft was powered by a Curtis-Wright R-3350 three section, twin row, 14 cylinder, 28 sparkplug air cooled engine (some called it a Curtis –Wright oil pump) producing some 2800 hp. on high blower. All that power pushed around 39 gallons of 50-weight oil and made for a lot of oil leaks. Let’s see; 14 cylinders, each cylinder has 2 pushrod tubes, each push rod tube has 2 coupling with 2 oil seals, that’s 56 oil seals alone that might/would leak.

In flight, this Curtis-Wright engine could use, burn or leak 5 gallons an hour and still be within limits for oil consumption. Five gallons of oil an hour for an eight-hour flight could run the engine dry and still be within oil consumption specs. Some special missions were configured for 13 hours flying time. I read that ferry flights required an aux. oil tank.
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One of these A-1s is my old bird, A-1E, 857, one of the last A-1s to be shot down.
The engine leaked through the stacks, through those 56 oil seals at the push rod tube coupling nuts, around accessory drive mounts and from places that no one ever found. The oil streamed onto the windshield, caked on the side of the fuselage, was tracked into the cockpit, and dripped from the tail.

A conscientious crew chief (and few wanted to add to their workload) tried to work oil leaks in a different quadrant of the engine everynight/BPO. This policy also tended to keep the aircraft a lot cleaner (specially the windshield), but mechanics opinions varied here. There were those who swore that all that oil on the airplane made it slide through the air because of the reduced friction. 
Others said that if the pilot didn’t get oily climbing in, he’d be more likely to buy the crew chief a beer when he got back, if he got back. Other crew chiefs thought that a pilot would not trust a plane that wasn’t oily. I preferred the clean policy. (Crew chiefs generally equated the amount of oil and grease on fatigues with the amount of work a fellow was doing. Common comment, Hell, you’ve been skating all day, you don’t have a drop on you. or You might look dirty, but Joe said he say you rolling around on the ramp so it looked like you had been working.)

I knew that this was my last shot as an aircraft mechanic on a historical plane, so I tried to have the best maintained one. Besides, scrubbing dried, caked oil off of a fuselage was hard work under a tropical sun and in high humidity. (See Psycho-Babel side bar about washing aircraft.)

Fixing an oil leak usually involved removing lots of cowling and removing lots of exhaust stacks so the engine specialist wouldn’t get dirty and could see what he was doing when he went after those leaks with his special tools-push rod coupling nut spanner.

Fuel leaks. Slightly more important than oil leaks. A fuel leak would get you faster than an oil leak, and usually with more visible and dramatic results. I don’t recall any problems with fuel leaks, other than the short little coupling hose between the aircraft and the external drop tank. Sometimes those hoses leaked. You tried turning them when the pilot was ground checking if they drew fuel OK.

If you didn’t pay attention when you put the cap back on the fuel strainer, it might leak and you would have to reseat it, re do the safety wire and pressure check it again.

The carbs on those Wright radials were incredible! For all the backfires and surges and extremes in temps, they were just about perfection. Can you imagine a backfire that was strong enough to blow off a short stack but not blow out diaphragms in the carb?

Hydraulic leaks. Here again I just do not remember any common problems with these systems. Hydraulic lines to the bottom dive brake were capped off as too many inexperienced maint. types had tipped up the aircraft by deploying the dive brakes on the grounds. Yes, hydraulic lines got shot up necessitating bellying in, and I have pictures of myself with those tell tale pink spots on my t-shirt, but I just don’t remember doing much significant hydraulic work. A-1s had the standard reservoir, pump, lines and cylinders. See photo of me working in hydraulics sect.

Most every night of monsoon season it rained. So the crew chief works in his rubber poncho; temp about 85 degrees, humidity 100%. It was a toss up whether or not to bother wearing the poncho since it could soak you (with your own sweat) as fast as any monsoon. Jungle rot was a serious problem in monsoon season! That same poncho did make an excellent grease apron though. And for pulling off hot cowling, the poncho was like a pair of hot mitts.

Even with the floodlights, the mechanic usually worked at night with the flashlight in his third hand, his mouth, since there were never enough men for more than one worker per plane, and usually one worker for tow or more planes.

There never seemed to be enough mechanics for all the planes. Out of the total 29 assigned aircraft, 4 to 6 might be down country in Bangkok for spar cap mods. Two or four might be on temporary duty at Ubon, Ben Hoa or Da Nang. One plane would usually be in for the 100 hour phased maint. inspection.

Even with so many aircraft gone, with maintenance personnel on leave and sick and more supervisors than workers, there was never a shortage of work. If all the airplanes got turned (put in commission) and pre-flighted before 4 am, the supers would have us out washing airplanes under a monsoon moon or picking up FOD with a flashlight.
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So we normally held the report until 6 am or so. Drove those guys (super sarges) in Maintenance Control and Flight Scheduling crazy. 
Example: 
Hobo 2, Maintenance Control.
Go Control.
Yea, Two, when are you guys going to turn Sandy 1 and Sandy 2? We got everything up in the air because you guys are still working those old dogs. 
Yea, Control, as you know, we got specialists crawling all over these planes. We expect to be able to turn the birds and meet the frag by 0545 if they don’t find any new problems and if the frag doesn’t change again. (This last a dig at them.)
Control acknowledges by double clicking the mike. That means they are totally burned out or too tired to fight. (Poor super sarges in their air conditioned office drinking coffee all night, nice and dry.)

What the hell, we (first termers) didn’t care, they were all lifers anyway. And everyone knows what lifers do; they eat shit and bother people (first termers). Matter of fact, anytime unpopular lifers came around a group of first termers, we would all buzz like flies to suggest our dislike of them. 

NOTE: We never deliberately screwed up the frag, hindered having all aircraft in commission as soon as M.C. needed them, and indeed, we often turned aircraft that M. C. had bypassed through extra or gang effort (see below).

No 1st SOS pilot ever got short changed maintenance-wise, that I know of! One of the few reasons we did what we did on the lfightline was our personal interface with the very men who flew the planes that we labored on. M.C. didn’t want to know how we met the frag, they merely wanted to know what we had available for them to fly, so they could fill in the blanks on their “mission” board. Which emergency fire were they going to put out first?

Towards the end of my tour, we had almost twice as many supervisors and super sarges as workers. Not only wouldn’t they help, but it had been so long since they had worked as a mechanic that they were worse than useless. But never the less, there they were every night, telling us experienced A-1 mechanics how to fix a plane that they were not familiar with.

Legally, according to maintenance orders, the number of workers was not enough to turn the aircraft for the morning frag (flight/mission schedule). Anything went, under the excuse of ‘This ain’t no game, airman, we’re fighting a war, this ain’t the states.’ So groups of 5 level mechanics and some 3 level mechanics roamed the flightline at night gang-banging BPOs in as little time as 15 minutes.

NOTE: These were aircraft that the crew chiefs were intimately familiar with. A legal BPO was 8 hours. Pre-flights were usually signed off at the same time since they were essentially the same inspection. The only problem here was to get  someone to sign off the inspection – put his stripes on the line. A short timer was usually the signer. This is not to say that any Air Force pilot ever got short-changed safety wise on a 1st SOS aircraft.

Mechanics never cared for their supervisors, but were always willing to go off with their pilots on a mission to prove the sincerity of their efforts. The ultimate pilot’s test was always whether or not a crew chief was willing to fly in his own plane. I have since heard from some crew chiefs who’s regular pilot would ask if the plane had been inspected. When the crew chief said yes, the pilot responded that he wasn’t going to bother, then. (He had that much trust in his regular mechanic.) Not only was I always willing, I was aching to go see how my plane played out its role in the great Farce War.
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I flew in an A-1 only once on a test flight of an aircraft with an engine that vibrated. These local hops were called ‘flying around the flag pole/. Believe the official designation was CARBOY. The takeoff was exciting specially when the tail wheel got off the ground and the pilot had to dance on the rudder pedals to keep the plane heading straight down the runway. This isn’t true – there was a thumb button on the stick that controlled the trim tabs. A lot of rudder was required to counteract the torque of the engine. Lift off was so smooth and positive. We flew around the base for a while until the pilot asked if there was anything I wanted to experience. I said I would like to experience a simulated bomb run. From 3000 feet we dove in on some poor peasant’s house, leveling off at 60 feet. My belly rose and then sagged as he pulled out. I saw on the g-meter that we had pulled a bare 1.5 Gs. I knew right away why those poor pilots were so happy to get out of that 8 g plane and head for a beer at debrief and then a shower followed by a night at the club; or maybe a steam bath and massage downtown, but that’s a different story. Well, anyway, the pilot asked me if I could feel the engine vibrating. I said that I had nothing to compare with since I hadn’t  flown that much. He decided that the engine was vibrating enough to return to base as soon as possible. All of a sudden, I realized why a good crew chief was such a tranquilizing benefit to a single engine fighter pilot.
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We were always loosing planes to the VC and to flying accidents. Not too many accidents though (considering how many pilots were cross-trained jet jockeys). And late in the war in 1972 we were actually turning planes directly over to Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF) pilots. 

One plane bellied in the very day I reported to NKP. One crashed in Laos (at a Lima Site) and was lost when it fell from the rescuing Skyhook helicopter from 5,000 feet. Other planes simply failed to return from their missions. Maybe five went that way.

‘Failed to return” aircraft loses were always the hardest deaths to take for a mechanic. I launched a Hobo 21 mission one time that just never came back. I remember we were very carefree and happy because of super weather and a good plane. I took the pilot’s hats and wallets with Ids. Officially now they were civilians since they would be fighting in Laos and not Viet Nam. About 5 pm I was worried. They were long overdue for a Hobo mission. They just never came back. I stayed in the club until…   The whole squadron, ever plane able, even ‘Greaseball” and ‘Base Turtle’ took off next morning at 4:15 to look for those two pilots. They were found from the air, and ground troops later confirmed that they had apparently tried to eject but the plane had flipped. The chutes had streamed but to no use. NOTE: Yankee extraction system does not let chutes stream. All of a sudden the war game became very serious. It was no longer a one sided affair.

We all went to a pilot’s party one time at their Hobo Hilton hootch and it was just like those movies you see of WW1, Dawn Patrol with Errol Flynn, where everyone stands around toasting the dead. I gained a lot more respect for the pilots that time. We were involved, they were committed!

One of our planes went off the runway on a rainy night. It broke apart. The pilot was trapped in the burning cockpit. No one could save him because all his ammo was cooking off. Twenty mike mike and 7.62 fired all night. The colonel did manage to escape by himself and was later able to fly again, but I doubt if he’ll ever forget that one landing at NKP. (Landed with his parking brakes on.)

When an American plane did go down, a Search and Rescue (SAR) was declared. This was a ‘max effort’ event. The SAR might last as long as two days or it might last two hours. The 1st was in direct support of Jolly Green and Giant Jolly Green helicopter rescue operations throughout North and South Viet Nam, Laos and Cambodia. Hell, they probably went into China too after a downed pilot, but they’ll never tell.

Planes went out at first light, actually left in the dark to be on station at first light and would return every few hours and need a ‘quick turnaround’. Special weapons loads were the order of the day. Usually planes needed replacement external fuel tanks as pilots were in the habit of punching off centerline and stub tanks as gas bombs on the backs of trucks, elephants, water buffaloes and troop concentrations, then strafing them to set them on fire or to explode them. They did this because they might be out of regular bombs and since these external tanks might be near empty, they served as extra bombs.
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Special weapons load – all napalm. Hot time for Charlie…

The plane I crewed for six months had its right wing spar cracked during outer wing removal. I don’t know why they were removing the outer wind as I was no longer the crew chief then. A fluke wind gust caused the damage. I was watching from across the ramp. That fluke rendered that aircraft into an on site pile of spare parts. But official records say that 857 was shot down in 1974 or 1975, one of the last A-1s to die.
With less than one month to go in the Air Force, it seemed that I was doing more and more work with less and less planes. No one was qualified to do any of the work, like towing, parking, running. (New guys hadn’t been trained yet.) New supervisors and senior sergeants were arriving every day. (But they didn’t do any physical work.) No one seemed to know that more qualified mechanics were the answer. Fortunately for me, the monsoon season came back and targets were weathered in and planes couldn’t fly. The 1st SOS was no longer a prestigious squadron but a hard dying relic or a previous war that no longer worked as well this time around (in the last few months).
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So the 1st SOS muddles on, very fortunately with no big maintenance problems to the time I left for discharge. I turned down $8600 to re-enlist for four more years. (There must be a message or reason there.) People were what the Air Force was all about, but half the people in the Air Force I couldn’t get along with (senior enlisted men).

My overall opinion of those twelve months was that I worked hard for myself, my aircraft and the pilots who flew it. I didn’t necessarily work hard because of the war. The actual philosophy of the war never entered into things until someone failed to return from a mission.

I kept my plane in pretty good condition. I am sure that it had been along on the raid of Song Tay, just because it was a fat face. A-1Es and A-1Gs were called ‘fat faces’. H and J models were called ‘skinny faces’. E and G models were dual seat, side by side. H and J models were single seat and thus more prestigious.

So the work was hard, heavy and greasy. The supervisors would rather criticize than reward.

No one really seemed to appreciate the crew chief, no one except the pilot who made it back on the crew chief’s promise and wrote an OK flight in crew chief’s greasy maintenance forms.
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http://www.airbum.com/pireps/PirepAD-5.5.html

The Skyraider is one of those airplanes which has been unfairly over shadowed by the high flying, fast movers. History seems to bestow glory on higher profile airplanes first. The Skyraider is an easy airplane to miss because it has always been a down in the weeds mud fighter. It is the aerial cousin to the rifle toting grunt fighting his way through a world of foxholes and muck.

Originally conceived as a replacement for the Navy's Dauntless dive-bomber, the Skyraider was the direct result of what the Navy learned in the Pacific. They wanted a carrier based, single-engine airplane that could carry a monstrous load of ordnance. Equally as important, the ordnance load had to be variable from station to station down the wings. They wanted to put an airplane over the combat zone that in a single mission could selectively pound positions with rockets, bombs, napalm and anything else they could think of to hang under it.

The winner of that 1944 design contest, the Douglas AD-1 Skyraider, met its goals and went far beyond. The airplane first flew on March 18th, 1945 and, where most of its brethren which were also born on the eve of war's end were to see tragically short service lives, the Skyraider soldiered on for nearly twenty years and two wars. By the time production stopped in 1957 over 3,180 Skyraiders of at least seven different variations rolled off the lines.

The Skyraider was a wonderful conglomeration of firsts, lasts and biggests. For instance, it was the last heavy single engine airplane built for the Navy. It carried an ordnance load nearly half again larger than a B-17, 7,500 pounds versus 4,800 pounds. It carried enough varied ordnance that it could make over 100 passes on a single sortie. The 2,700 horsepower Wright R-3350, same as used on a B-29, was the second largest engine ever hung on a production US military airplane and was the largest used on a single-engine, long production airframe. It was also, quite probably, the slowest airplane the US ever fielded for the horsepower, which was also one of its strong points. Gross weight cruise while on a mission might be as slow as 120 knots, although it could be, and was, dived to over 300 knots.

It was it's slow speed which allowed its pilot to put the ordnance exactly where it counted. He motored down towards the enemy at near-Piper Cub speeds into that hazardous altitude where even rifle bullets were a serious threat.

In Korea, the Skyraider's mission was ground support. Find the bad guys and ruin their day. In Viet Nam, where the Skyraider really came into it's own, its most important mission was Search and Rescue. Get out there where one of our guys needed help and keep Charley at a distance until the helo's arrived. Then they stayed on station, laying smoke, napalm, rockets and 20 mm down to cover the rescue.

As Vietnam wore on, the role played by the AD was shifted almost entirely over to the USAF pilots who earned a big niche in the memories of all service pilots because of the terrific work they did in the Sandy role. More than one USAF pilot came back with foliage in his hard points and holes in his airplane while doing their best to keep Charlie away from one of their own. More than one USAF pilot didn't come back from Sandy missions. 

Beginning in 1962, when inter service designations changed, the AD-1 through AD-7 became A-1A through A-1J with a bewildering number of other variations in between.

In it's last war, however, whatever it's official designation, it was usually known as Spad or Sandy, when used as top cover for recovery operations, its most famous role.
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