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n 10 May 1972, two Maval Aviators made history in an F-4.,

After several months of dropping bombs in support of opera-

tions against the invading North Vietnamese, Mawvy fighter

sguadrans spent the day engaging MiGs in the heaviest agrial
action of the war. Eight MiGs ware destroved, six by VF-86 in USS Con-
stellation [CVA-64), Three of the MIG-17s ware downed by one VF-96
crew, and combined with two earlier kills on 19 January and 8 May, the
victories made Lt. Randy Cunningham and his RIQ, Ltjg. Willie Driscoll,
the first American aces of the Vietnam War, the first all-missile aces, and
the first L5, aces since Korea.

After their third kill, the two men ejected from their Phantom after their
aircraftwas hit by a 5aM sauth of Hanoi. The SAR effort required 1o rescue
the Mawy's bwo newest aces wags 85 hectic and dangerous as their earlier
MiG fights. Thae North Vietnamese sent two PT boats toward them, and
there was heavy fire from communist positions on shoare.

A pative of Los Angeles, Randy Cunningham served in VF-98, after
training withVF-121, the F-4 RAG. After his return from Vietnam, Cunning-
ham sarved atour a5 & Top Gun instructor, then a tour with WF-154. After
a staff tour with Op-05 in Washington, he returned to VF-154 as the
Qperations Officer. His next assignments were on the staffs of Com-
mander, Seventh Fleet, and of COMFITAEWPAL, His final tours were as
KO, then CO, of VF-126, the Pacific fleet adversary squadran at Miramar,

After he retired a5 a commander in 1987, Cunningham became Dean of
The Mational School of Aviation, and finally started his own aviation mar-

kating company, Top Gun Enterprises,

Approach; What is your view of aviation
safery, expeciaily reloling fo crew
coardination?

Cdr. Cunningham: [ think the team
CONCEP is very imponant, especially in
combat, When you're i combat, you
have a different kind of salewy: s called
survival. [ vou're 3 real tctician and a
purist, you cover all the things you necd
L survive, just like you do cutside
combal. Knowing your aircrafl better Dan
anvone else in the squadron, knowing the
cnemy's aircraft and weapons heiter than
anyong else; that’s how you win, [In every-
day Aving, you win by the same 1ools,
Approach: Can vou differeniiae between
swrvival safery in combai ard ¢verwlny
aperalions?

Cdr. Cunningham; They re the same,
The grand woed for it is “professional.”
Pappy Boyington, the World YWar 11
Maring ace, omoe said that a dopfight is
waon before it ever tkes place. The same
thing 15 wrue in safery: it depends on the
time and encriy you spend in preparation,
OF course, there's the Tuck of the draw:
wou can get an airplane that blows upon
you, But preventing pilot-creor problems
vl ves everyIhing you puil i your
work before vou strp in. Salcly 18 more
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than a waord, [Us an attinede, in combat,
Tying off a ship in the [, or at NAS
Mirarmar.

Approach: You use the phrase " You fipht
fike you train,” which has become a
sranile foF roday’ 3 fiabier crews, Mow did
vou begin applying that Ie your carger?
Cdr, Cunningham; After 1 god oot of the
F-4 RAG, VF-121, in 1965, T was
supposed o join VF-98 inthe Enterprize,
But Usere was & disastrous Tine on dee
ship, and 1 was delayed in Hawaii, and
fmally “'stached™ at Top Gun. [ had done
Fairly well in ACM with VF-121 - ai least
[ thought 1 had, Now as I ook hack, 1
realize T dida’t know beans, T really
learmesd how o My that airplans when |
wiis al Top Gun,

WE-D6 Lost & lot of people in the Dire amd
when they retumed, they needed w
exercise therr aircrafl. Foor or five of us
nuggels few those F-4s every day, |
thought, *T have amived, No more grades,
above average of below average, I'm a
fighter pilod. Tm acally waorking."”

My COs really believed in dissamalkar air
combal tmening {DACT). We fought
against F-100s, A-4s, and other F-4
squadrons. Those skippers would fight
agamst anyone who would engage us, It



was the most infensive raining 1 ever had,
We dropped live bombs, shot Zuniz, we
hit the targets. When T met my first MiG,
when I dropped my first bomb on the
enemy, [ had been there.

When [ was in the squadron, Twrote 20
queestions on the blackboard every day
about the MiG's capability for the guys.

The ather people told me, Y ou"ne not
going to see any MiGs out here,” When 1
pulled off target once at An Log, Tield
my wingman (o sel 35 mils in his gun-
sight, go to ARM, and set his centerling
tank to blow off, An Loc was 800 miles
from the closest MiG. When we got back,
he asked me why I had him do all thar,
“There's no MiGs around here,” be said,

When I pulled ofl wrges on 10 May
1972, 1 had four MiG-175 firing tracers
past my cockpit. Do you think T oould
have gone back into the cockpil 1o set up
my systems, then shod them? L would
have been wo Le.

People ask me why [ became an ace, and
other guys didn’t. For one thing, 1 was
very lucky; [ had the chance, Bul when
the chance came, [ was proparcd, It wasa
combanation of Navy training, amd my
own discipline,

Approack: For today’ 5 crews, kow could
YOU apply VOur wiarlime experiences o
peacelime operations fving around the
ship?

Cdr. Cunningham: "1 give you an
example, One day we had four Mights; we
normally had three per crew, but an
airplane had clobbered Connie’s deck,
and Willic Driscoll and [ were on our
thard flight, a BARCAP, The shap wold us
1oy go it Da Mang, top off all our tanks -
at that time we carricd fhree tanks = (then
come back w the ship and wrap. They
promised 1o have the deck clearsd up.
Well, they didn’t, and they told us 10 go
back to the BARCARP station so that wo
wipuldn'g breach the BARCAP,

I was exhavsted, And when we retumed
we had o go back to Da Mang. The ship
then called ws back, and when we
returned, they 1old us, “Charlic now." [
still had el im my wang tanks, as well as
the external tanks. Kow, with all those
Mighus, close 1o 12 hours of ight ume
that day, [ was dead tred, wrehing around
in burner in the dark, pulling a lot of Gs,
trying to bum off gas with the fucl dumps
on. I hit the initizl at probably 500 knots,
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pun the speed brakes out, and wem
sereaming downhill 1o try to get down as
fast as I could. The whole world went
upside down. That wasn't sman; [ really
mizde 0 mistake there, [ was put into that
box, but I shouldn't have allowed myself
tor b put ino it

Approgch: What kappered nexi?

Cdr. Cunningham: [ got back aboard the
ship, but the only reason [ could make
that approach was because we had just
received the Mode [ capability, We had
been practicing Mode [ approaches during
the day, but I had never used it at night.

I had vemigo so bad, | remember calling
Driscoll, “Willie, I don't think [ oan get
this thing on board, I've got vertigo,
really bad.” He replisd, “Duke, I think
wi're upside down.”

“Damn, Willie,” I said, “don’t el me
that, I need you now!™ He had vertigo
waorse than me. I felt I was in a turn, with
a 120-degree angle of bank. All the
instruments showed us level, It was a real
Tight, but I got the plane into the window
where [ eould lock up the Mode 1, and the
system ook over. | remember leaning
back in the seat, trying 1o square myszIF,
to =it in the right position as much as
possible. Pretty soon, my head cleared,
and when we got fairly close to the ship, 1
was zble w 1ake over manually and trap,
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But at one paint, I don’™t know i€ 1 could
have even gone back to Da Nang. That's
e b BE gl

If I hadn't had Mode I T would have had
1o po back o Da Mang. T put myvself in
that situation, We were the oaly ship on
the line at that fime, and we did not like o
Breach the BARCAP, We had tried 1o
launch 1wo other F-ds, but for one reason
or ancther, we couldn't, So Willie and 1
were the only candidates.

Approgeh: How does thar apply roday?
Cdr. Cunningham: | think it"s that old
can-do atitude, The ship wold me, "“Go o
Da Mang, then come back. Mo, you can™t
land mow, we need you to po back, We
can’t launch atrcrafi. Then do the BAR-
CAP." Even as a jaygee, [ should have
said, “5ir, [ am exhousted.” Bul instead,
said “ Aye-aye, three bags full,” We scem
1o learn the pitfalls later in life.

When [ was the CO of WF-120, T said,
“Hey, suys, I let myself get pat in a bad
situation where I said, “1°Il go ahead. 1 can
hack ir.” and that"s really dangerous.
There's a point where vou nead o s1op
and say, "OK, what's the hazard potential
eere mot enly to me, bul (o someons
else?’ Ome flight is not going 1o make &
career, And 1 guarantee most of the COs
out there will agres.” Mow, of course, if
you do that a lot, they'11 probably squint



at you, but I"ve probably done it three or
four times in my Mavy career, all in the
last five years of Mying. Thas type of
decision gocs back to being a professional
aviator, T'ou know the hazands involved,
and 1t's not just yoursell that you're
putting at risk.

Approach; Gening back to your flight on
T May 1972, after vou and Driscoll
ejecied, you were the aolfects of a very
invalved SAR gfforr, and you ket your
back during the efection, is thay right?
Cdr. Cunningham: Yes, Most injuncs
during ejections come from the comipres-
sion during the shot, We were in a violent
span when we gpected. The whole world
was going around. 1 had bombed a target,
shot dowen three Milis, been hit by a
S5AM, and rolled my plane cat over the
water, When it finally exploded, we went
inger  real spin, I remember irying o pop
the drag chute = of cowrse, T dadn 't know
my plane’s Gl was gone,

| said, “Willic, don’t get out” because 1
could see land and water when we rotated
and 1 diddn™t want us to become a POWs.
We never used “gject” bocause we'd
heard of some instances where people had
ejected alter hearing the word in 3 normal
conversation,

He said, *'1°I stay with you, Duke. The
handle is sc1” That meant he had sei the
command ¢jection handle 1o eject us both
when he pulled the curtain,

I stirredd the controls around, and the
rudder was completcly gone, 1 Ginally god
out oaly, “Willie, .. and he was gone,
He punched us both out. He was primesd.

That type of coordinaion not only gives
vou confidence, but those ane the kinds of
Lhings thal you are talking aboul salcly-
wise that you boild into your rindng,
Two guys working as a team is a lot
bewter than one guy rying 1o do every-
thing.

Mow, as far as hurting my back, [ can
remémber umbling, and the seat-man
separation, When the chute opened, the
riser came by my neck. T had a burn and o
bruise on the side of my neck where the
cable or the metal picce on the drogee
gun hit me, The snap and the jole really
gave me a lightening bolt of pain, right up
my back,

We'd never been in a parachute, Befone
I hit the water, | dropped my rafl becouse
[ wanted to get out of the parachute as

quickly as passible. [ wanted 1 gel away
from the cnemy gunners who weng
shooting ot us and not o get tangled in
the chute. The wind picked up the rafi and
began swinging it. And every time I'd be
on the upstroke of that pendulum, the
parachuie would tuck under the down-
wind side, [ thought, “Criminy! that thing
15 gonna fold up and stream!™ Twgged on
the other side. Later, [ talked w ihe PRs
and they said it would not have done that,
Bt 1didn's know it at the time.

The ralt hit, and [ remember looking
down, like a fat man trying w0 see his ocs.
And my MK-3C life preserver which
wonl all around my waist obscured my
view, and [ leaned way forward against
the risers, [ released my koch fGiings in
that position, and from 20 feet, 1 did the
biggest belly flop indo the waler,

I was under water, fighting my way 1o
the surface. My hand hit something really
Mesty, and 1 thought, “0h, man, shark!™
It twrmed out 19 be 3 rotling corpse of a
Morth Viemamese that had floated
downstream. He was decaying, and his
teeth were showing. 1 didn't need har ar
the time. You can imagine the panic.

I told Willie later, *"Willic, T thowght i
wits your, at first, but the guy was oo
god looking,™
Approach: Did you beep your Night gear
in the water?

Cdr. Cunningham: As soon as | hit the
raft, I sewled down and locked for my
pistol, [ was shooting on the way down
becaise [ wanted them 1o know [ was
armieel, [ had reloadet theee umes. [ got in
the rafit and 1 was stll concemed because
I was siill close w the beach. T could see
WELCs (water-bome Iogistics craft). 1
got out of thee rafl wo maintain a lower
profile and hung onto il Then, [ siaricd o
throw away my helmet, bot [ remembered
my training which wold me to keep it for
the hielo pickup. 1 started swimming out o
sea, and [ deflated my ME-3C, because 1
was Moating so high and I couldn't swim.
When the helo arrived, Tlet the raft go.
That could have been a mistake, 1T the
helicopter had not been able 10 get me, |
wouldn't have had my MK-3C or my rafL.
If the helo had been hiy, or had o leave,
1"d have had a problem. But there were
actually theee helos there from the Oki-
nawid, | thought the odds of losing all
three helos wene less than my chance of
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gelting shot. I had no flotation devices by
thiat timez, T had alzo theown away ome-
thing that would have made me mong
visible if the helas had lost sight of me.
Approgel: You touched on vour aniinde
toward persoral safery during your
comrand fopr af VF-I26, Can you
elaborate?

Cdr. Cunninghams; [ think zafety 15 a
function of leadership, When a 0
assumes command, he lnoks back at all
the COs he has had, The CO 1 had in VE-
154 Tet me do my job as Operations
Officer. Another CO of mine was such a
micro-manager that nothing got donc in
the squadron. In face, he caused hazasds
because everything was tisd up.

Ancther skipper really looked alter the
troops, made sure they got awards, and
ihe things they really needed. thoaght
aboast that. In contrast, 1 knew one
ademical who was such a poor leader, he
nearly destroyed his command., The only
Lime we ewver saw him wis when we wene
in rouble, [ remembered him, and [ swore
I would never conduct myself like thar
He did not foster a pood safety atmosphere,
keeping us under the gun all the time,

Of course, there are times when a leader
needs to hold the reans in, but he docsa’t
need to gnnd everyone under his thumb,

I heard of one fighter skipper who said,
“Everyone’s gonna fly combat in this
squadron, | don’t care who they are; they
going to puli their load.” A& CO needs
look at every person in his squadmn,
officer and enlisted, Because evervbody's
different. You can throw smme crews oul
over blue water because you keow they
can get back aboand the carrice, Bul you
woulkin®t ke a newly arrived nugget in
the I and throw him cut twere on his frsg
might CC). We were doing really well. In
WF-120, we never had a mishap, Bt
there were a few instances thal made me
stop amd think. [ talked to my admiral and
said, “Admiral, we really necd o square
purselves away,” L imposed my own
safely standdown.
Approach: Wiat war rie reaction from
your squadeon?
Cdr. Cunningham: They undersiood.
They knew the potential for hazands, The
key i, again, you fight like vou train, and
yiou Tive like you wrain, Oiherwise, you'll
die like you train,

= Patar Marsky



