
About USAF and VNAF Skyraider Units of the
Vietnam War: Combat Aircraft 97
The Vietnam War was a conflict that witnessed the extensive use of numerous
military aircraft. One of the most iconic and versatile planes of this era was the
Skyraider, which played a significant role in the operations of both the United
States Air Force (USAF) and the Vietnamese Air Force (VNAF). This article
delves into the history, contributions, and challenges faced by the Skyraider units
during the Vietnam War.

The Birth of the Skyraider

The Skyraider, also known as the Douglas AD (Attack Douglas),was produced by
Douglas Aircraft Company. Its development began during World War II, but due to
the conflict's end, its production was delayed until the Korean War. However, it
was in Vietnam that the Skyraider solidified its reputation as an indispensable
aircraft.

The USAF and VNAF Skyraider units primarily used the A-1H and A-1J variants
during the Vietnam War. These planes offered exceptional payload capabilities,
long-range, and outstanding loiter time, making them ideal for close air support,
interdiction, and search and rescue operations. The Skyraider's adaptability
allowed it to be armed with various weapons, including rockets, bombs, cannons,
and even air-to-air missiles.
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Airfield Attacks and Close Air Support

During the Vietnam War, the Skyraiders of both the USAF and VNAF were
heavily involved in strike missions against enemy positions. These missions
mainly focused on attacking airfields, bridges, supply routes, and communication
lines. The Skyraider's powerful ordinance capacity and accuracy made it
invaluable in destroying high-value targets and disrupting enemy operations.

However, the true strength of the Skyraider lay in its ability to provide close air
support to ground troops. The aircraft's long endurance allowed it to loiter over
the battlefield for extended periods, providing real-time observations and
delivering precise firepower whenever required. Its heavy armor and remarkable
survivability ensured that Skyraiders could withstand significant battle damage,
often returning to base even after sustaining severe hits.

Risk of the Skies: Anti-Aircraft Fire and Surface-to-Air Missiles

Skyraider units, along with other aircraft operating in Vietnam, faced the constant
threat of anti-aircraft artillery (AAA) and surface-to-air missiles (SAM). The dense
network of enemy defenses made the skies over Vietnam a dangerous place for
any pilot, and the Skyraiders were no exception.
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AAA fire presented a significant risk, with deadly flak bursting around the aircraft.
Skyraiders flying low to the ground were particularly vulnerable to small arms fire
from enemy troops on the battlefield. Furthermore, SAMs, such as the Soviet-
made SA-2, posed an even greater danger. The Skyraiders lacked sophisticated
radar jamming equipment, making them prime targets for these heat-seeking
missiles.

Vietnamese Air Force: VNAF Skyraider Units

The VNAF utilized the Skyraiders in various roles, ranging from ground attacks to
armed reconnaissance. VNAF pilots played a vital role in supporting South
Vietnamese troops in their fight against the Viet Cong and North Vietnamese
Army.

One notable VNAF Skyraider unit was the 518th Fighter Squadron. Known as the
"Blue Noses," their aircraft bore a distinctive blue paint on their noses, earning
them their memorable nickname. These VNAF pilots, along with their American
counterparts, engaged in fruitful joint operations, demonstrating the Skyraider's
effectiveness as a combat aircraft.

Legacy and Retirement

The Skyraiders' involvement in the Vietnam War showcased their versatility and
effectiveness as close air support aircraft. However, technological advancements
in aviation meant that newer, faster, and more advanced aircraft replaced the
Skyraiders as the primary choice for combat operations.

The last Skyraider combat missions happened in December 1967, and by early
1968, the USAF and VNAF phased out the aircraft from their active service.
Today, several Skyraiders have been preserved in museums across the world,
honoring the crucial role they played during the Vietnam War.



The USAF and VNAF Skyraider units played a critical role in the Vietnam War,
providing invaluable close air support, striking key targets, and participating in
joint operations. These combat aircraft showcased their adaptability, endurance,
and firepower throughout the conflict, solidifying their place in aviation history.
The Skyraider's contribution to the war effort cannot be understated, and its
legacy lives on in the memories of those who witnessed its remarkable
performance in the skies of Vietnam.
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USAF Skyraider units were originally tasked to serve as quasi-training units for
the fledgling VNAF. Equipped only with the two-seat models of the Skyraider,
American pilots were required to have VNAF 'observers' in the aircraft for every
mission. Eventually, this arrangement was changed as enough Vietnamese pilots
were trained to man their own squadrons, while USAF squadrons were tasked
with close support for US ground forces. Eventually, no fewer than four USAF and
seven VNAF Skyraider units saw service in Vietnam. Additionally, one A-1 training
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squadron flew from Hurlburt Field, Florida, throughout the Vietnam War era. In
the ten years that this squadron was active, nearly 1000 USAF and 300 VNAF
pilots were trained in the Skyraider. While the core mission of all Skyraider
squadrons was Close Air Support (CAS),other missions were accomplished at
various times. Among these were Search and Rescue (SAR),night interdiction on
the Ho Chi Minh trail, helicopter escort and special forces support to name but a
few. Each of these missions took full advantage of the Skyraider's ability to
deliver a variety of munitions in close proximity to friendly forces while inflicting
heavy casualties on enemy forces
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