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owered flight began at the beginning of this century and rapidly became an 
important, if not decisive, medium to deliver power in military operations. Experience 
drawn from all major conflicts, often confirmed that the control of the air was a 
prerequisite to success. Nevertheless, air power was not always the panacea, and, 
in some cases, the inferior side still had scope for action and a 'road to victory'. ' In 
this respect, the American-Vietnam war is a very interesting case study. This 
underdog severely bit the American eagle. By luck and by skill the North 

Vietnamese employed political and military approaches to counter the effects of enemy air 
superiority and ultimately achieved a major objective, that is, American withdrawal. As we shall see, 
in their defensive struggle against American air power they took advantage of every technical, 
tactical or political weakness. Moreover, in their offensive endeavour, they chiefly relied on guerrilla 
and subversive warfare to bypass US air efforts but they also reached the limits of their strategy 
when they wanted to increase the tempo. 

Before considering the details, it is worth mentioning important features of the context, for the 
background always plays a major role in war and is the crucial light to assess events. This conflict 
took place in the Cold War era, at a time when, under the nuclear umbrella, the thriving United 
States were indirectly challenging the prosperous Soviet Union. Containment was the American 
rationale to thwart the expansion of Communism on a global scale and flexible response the 
strategy to coerce their enemies.2 Hanoi3 had one single, constant and regional goal: the 
reunification of the two Vietnams under the Communist banner. 
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THE DEFENSIVE STRUGGLE 
From the start of the war, the Vietnamese knew that they could never enjoy air 
superiority against the American-led forces. However, they learnt from their 
struggle against the French that air power has intrinsic limitations and 
dependencies as described in AP 3000.4 Hence, whenever their enemies used 
air power against them, they tried to exploit as much as possible the fragi lity of 
the aeroplane, its limited payload and its technological insufficiencies as well as 
human mistakes or political constraints. 

The US entered the war in 1965 with .a reprisal air attack called 'ROLLING 
THUNDER'. Throughout the ROLLING THUNDER operation the Vietnamese 
suffered heavy bombardment.5 They could not ward off these strikes but they did 
their best to reduce their effectiveness. The SAMs,6 AAA, or flak, were their most 
favourite tools to achieve this. The NVA7 SAM crews were often inexperienced 
but they managed 'to rattle a strikeforce'.8 The AAA and flak units along with 
SA-7 users prevented re-attacks and forced the striking aircraft to fly higher and 
faster, thus rendering them less accurate.9 Furthermore, the Vietnamese 
managed to reduce the vulnerability of their assets to air strikes through 
dispersal, camouflage or movement. To deny the Americans an accurate order of 
battle, the Vietnamese frequently and swiftly moved the SA-2 missiles, thus 
opposing the Soviet concept of operations of fixed sites. 10 They also managed to 
conceal a large part of their relatively small industry, some of which was even 
moved underground. " Cunningly, to confuse the pilots, bridges were broken into 
pieces or constructed under shallow water. 12 The aircraft were scattered in the 
surroundings away from the base and the supplies were well dispersed. 13 

Similarly, oil was stored throughout the country 14 and portable generators 
compensated for the destruction of the electric power plants. 15 To mitigate the 



physical vulnerability of the population, non-essential personnel were evacuated from cities to rural 
areas. 16 Moreover, they exploited international law and US political weaknesses. Indeed, on one 
hand, the Geneva conventions state that civi lian casualties are to be kept as low as possible; hence 
the North Vietnamese stored some material in residential areas" and anti-aircraft artillery on roof 
tops in urban areas. 18 On the other hand, in accordance with the preferred strategy of responding 
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flexibly along with their endeavour to avoid direct clash with Russian or Chinese 
forces, the US government foisted many constraints on its airmen. '9 The latter 
were not allowed to cross given limits and some targets were not authorised. 
Thus valuable MiGs20 could be sheltered in China and trains21 were kept safe in 
the northern part of the country. 

However, the Communists could seldom elude the air attacks, but nevertheless 
they tried at least to increase the costs to their adversaries. Indeed, they 
managed to shoot down a significant number of aircraft. 22 This score remained 
within American expectations23 but it boosted Vietnamese morale. 2• They took 
advantage of tactical mistakes, especially stereotyped tactics, by salving 
barrages of SAMs at the point where the B52s executed their post-target 
turns.25 Very cunningly they ensnared US pilots and destroyed aircraft with 
second rate weapons.26 For example, they used the SA-2 radar to force the 
adversary to fly at low level where their heavy artillery fire inflicted severe 
losses. 21 Furthermore, they achieved 'virtual attrition'28 by forcing the Americans 
to protect their bomb carriers which in turn reduced the number of bombs 
dropped on North Vietnam. The MiGs flew 'hit and run' tactics29 performing 
opportunity shots or forcing the strikers to jettison their ordnance.30 Sometimes 
they would not even engage in the fight, only shadow the formations to report 
their deeds .3' By doing so, they compelled the US to provide the attacking 
aircraft with escorts.32 The MiGs were accredited with at least 100 kills, 33 and 
the US had to mount a specific operation to neutralise this threat. 34 In the same 
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way their abundant ground based air defences35 forced the US to divert a significant part of the air 
effort into suppression of enemy air defence (SEAD) tasks. 36 Consequently, the strikes were often 
accompanied by flak or SAM suppression missions37 and, with political clearance, the US pilots also 
attacked the SAM sites.38 This trend remained throughout the war, and usually there were as many 
escort aircraft as bomb carrierS. 39 Furthermore, the A-1 aircraft were put out of business due to 
portable SA-7.40 

Certainly, the American airmen were challenged by their foes 
but, at times, they also achieved significant results. In fact, both 
sides sought to keep the initiative. Hence they triggered a 
technological and tactical contest. The electronic 
countermeasure (ECM) struggle is the most obvious example of 
this trend. To thwart the SA-2, US aircraft were gradually fitted 
with radar homing and warning (RHAW)41 to warn the crew of 
hostile radar lock and ECM•2 to jam and confuse the guidance 
system. To counter this, the Vietnamese used a radar from a 
different weapon system•3 or switched to visual mode.44 US 
pilots also learnt the basic manoeuvres to avoid 'the flying 
telephone pole'•5 but the defenders would then fire missiles in 
pairs.46 To limit the effectiveness of anti-radiation missile (ARM),47 

a missile designed to destroy the electromagnetic guidance 
system, the Communists resorted on emission control , decoys 
and various traps.•° Finally, to improve their bombing success, 
the Americans devised the precision guided missile (PGM)49 and 



to reduce the attrition rate they made use of the long range air navigation (LORAN) navigation 
system50 and terrain following radar.51 Another important contest took place along the Ho Chi Minh 
Trail where the Vietnamese managed to overcome the dreadful and very efficient Gunship aircraft52 

with strict discipline, duplication of tracks and tactical leadership.53 

In the defensive battle against enemy air power, the Vietnamese proved to be very skilful and seized 
almost every tactical or political opportunity to reverse their military imbalance and to raise the 
stakes for their foes. Nevertheless, it should also be noted that they benefited from the lack of 
opposing ground troops on their soil. 54 More importantly, the American ill-designed strategy of 
limited force preserved valuable assets such as the radar network, SAM sites in Hanoi and 
Haiphong or industrial infrastructure until a late stage in the Rolling Thunder campaign.55 

THE OFFENSIVE ENDEAVOUR 
Hanoi also conducted an offensive campaign within its own country and in South Vietnam along 
with the Vietcong to establish Communist rule over a unified nation. Therefore their perceived centre 
of gravity was the hearts and minds of the people of both countries. Moreover the departure of the 
Americans was a decisive point. Hence, they needed to fight a war on their own terms rather than 
accept the kind of attrition warfare the US wanted to foist on them. In fact, implementing the 
lessons learnt during their war against the French, they resorted primarily to guerrilla and subversive 
warfare to circumvent the opponent's air superiority. As Liddell Hart noted 'Strategically, guerrilla 
action reverses the normal practice of warfare by seeking to avoid battle, and tactically, by evading 
any engagement where it is likely to suffer losses' .56 In their own country as well as in Laos, they 
were only opposed by air power since ground forces were not allowed to reach those areas.57 Thus, 
they exploited intrinsic weaknesses of air power to wit : impermanence, detachment, 
cost/payload/time ratio and political constraints.58 This enabled the Communists to support 
efficiently the Vietcong in South Vietnam. Moreover the side effects of air strikes fostered resistance 
in North Vietnam, weakened the US from within and had major political backlashes. Again the 
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Communists proved to b~ very clever and seized every opportunity, but they also reached their 
limits when they had to shift to conventional war in 1972. 

Indeed, the main effort of the Communists was aimed towards the people of both Vietnams. In the 
North, the Communist needed to tighten their grip on the population.59 The air strikes helped them 
significantly in that endeavour. On one hand, the war effort provided total employment: men, 
women and children alike were enrolled whether in the armed forces, the repair teams, the farms, 
or assigned to other essential functions. 6() The population was ful ly armed6 ' and encouraged through 
various incentives62 to shoot attacking aircraft. Along with passive measures, such as the famous 
shelters,63 and a comprehensive alert and reporting system,64 these measures boosted public 
morale.65 On the other hand, the dispersal of the industry strengthened the party and thus the 
control of the population.66 In other words, unable to thwart seriously the air strikes, the 
Communists nevertheless turned the consequences of these attacks towards their aim to wit: 
global resistance.67 Furthermore, to counter the Vietnamisation68 of the South, Hanoi needed to 
trigger political unrest and insecurity. Therefore, the Vietcong intensified the guerrilla war. Along with 
fresh troops, these fighters needed essentially logistic support. This was provided through the 
famous Ho Chi Minh Trail. This line of supply remained open despite heavy air attacks. To interdict 
this endeavour the US used B52s, Gunships and other aircraft to stifle obvious bottleneckS.69 While 
it was a real hindrance, 7O this never completely stopped the flow because repair teams were quick 
and efficient," bypasses existed in large numbers'2 often under a thick jungle73 canopy, bicycles74 

could carry large loads and provide alternatives to vulnerable lorries and gunners cleverly defended 
critical nodes.75 The Communists also launched attacks on main operating bases (MOBs)76 in order 
to trigger insecurity and disruption amongst the South Vietnamese and their US allies. In this 
asymmetric war, they wanted to 'launch a retaliatory bombardment of their own' .77 Notwithstanding 
the little damage caused to high-value aircraft,7° they demonstrated that their enemies were not 
immune and increased the costs for ground defences.79 

Similarly, Hanoi managed to reverse her foes' air superiority in the international arena. First, 
exploiting the havoc of the bombardment through active propaganda,80 Hanoi managed to overturn 
an important part of the world's public opinion, especially the Europeans who were stil l aware of 
World War 11. 0 ' Second, they counterbalanced the destruction due to aerial bombardment by 
exploiting direct support from the USSR and China.02 More than just financial aid to compensate for 
the loss of their nascent industry,03 they also received military equipment that was not produced in 
their country at the beginning of the war.04 Third, the side-effects of air power provided some 
leverage to reject negotiations when deemed unfavourable, as in Paris in May 1968.85 Fourth, and 
most important, the media coverage of the heavy bombardment shattered US public support, 06 and 
helped the Communists to achieve an important decisive point to wit the American withdrawal. The 
uncensored press, boosted by the advent of satellite communication and extensive use of 
television°' was primarily focused on American sensitivity. Thanks to the media's biased insight, 
Hanoi did not need to have a proactive relation with the correspondents, the bombing and the 
propaganda were sufficient.88 

As in their defensive effort, the North Vietnamese achieved progress in their offensive campaign as 
long as the level of needs remained low. As Pape argues: 'North Vietnam was largely immune from 
conventional coercion'09 especially air interdiction. However, in the South, they were bound to meet 
the limits of their strategy. There, time played against them. Although, the interdiction did not utterly 
stifle the Ho Chi Minh Trail, the flow of supplies was significantly reduced and diverted their energies 
on 'logistical realities when they would no doubt have much preferred to exploit local political and 



operational opportunities'. 00 Yet, as Liddell Hart noticed, 'guerrilla warfare must always be dynamic, 
and maintain momentum'.91 Thus, to thwart the slow Vietnamisation,92 Hanoi had to send its own 
regular army, especially after the Tet Offensive in which the bulk of the Vietcong died.93 A first 
attempt took place in 1972 in the 'Easter Offensive' . Conventional by nature on both sides, the 
asymmetry was this time against the North Vietnamese, and by the end of the year they agreed to 
take part at the Paris negotiations.9• 
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The Vietnamese exploited the natural fragility of aircraft by firing missiles and 
shooting at them from the ground and from the air. Determined, this nation in 
arms fought with whatever was available, cunningly exploiting every tactical 
opportunity to plug the technological gap that the Americans were trying to 
widen. To minimise their physical vulnerability they dispersed their assets and 
personnel thus rendering targets unworthy of an air attack and exceeding the 
limited payload aircraft could bring in theatre. Moreover, taking advantage of 
the impermanence of aircraft and the lack of ground forces, the hardworking 
Trang Son community funnelled supplies, through the Ho Chi Minh Trail, to 
the Vietcong. Nevertheless, it is also by luck that they painfully managed to 
achieve their defensive and offensive objectives. The overwhelming support 
from the USSR, China and East European countries kept their economy and 
fighting power afloat and the unleashed media, through unbalanced 
coverage, struck decisive blows against their foe. 

For the US to seek to coerce an enemy relying on guerrilla warfare by resorting solely to air power, 
is like trying to bail water out of a sinking boat with a sieve; there always will be leaks. With the 
benefit of hindsight, the conventional asymmetry based on air superiority could not thwart the 
political advantage enjoyed by the Vietnamese, that is: total against limited war. Thus the North was 
fated to find a 'road to victory'. 
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