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aking the transition to an entirely new
kind of airplane would be a challenge to
pilots even under the best of circum-
stances. With today’s ultrasophisticated,
multimillion-dollar aireraft, it would in-
volve months of preparation and training.
Yet 30 years ago, a group of pilots with
the 18th Fighter Bomber Wing (FBW)
made one of the more radical transitions
in aviation history — from the World War Il-era F-51 Mus-
tang, a propeller-powerad plane, to a jet-powered warplane,
the F-86F-30 Sabre. And the 18th FBW pilots did this in the
toughest circumstances imaginable — at a forward, unfin-
ished base in the midst of the Korean War while flying in
hard winter weather. Flying from Osan Air Base (AB) in
South Korea in January and February 1953, the 18th FBw
developed a new fighter-bomber doctrine for the Sabres us-
g ¢lose airsupport tactics that played a critical role in the
final months of the war,

OUT WITH THE OLD

Based at Clark AB in the Philippines since the end of World
War Il. the 18th FBW was among the first Air Force units
committed to the Korean War in July 1950, For a brief peri-
od, the wing operated with four full squadrons, enabling its
pilots to log more than 30.000 successful combat sorties in
the Musiang.

The decision to bring the new “dash-30" Sabres into Ko-
rea was made in the early fall of 1952, and the delivery
schedule was slated to begin in November, But construction
at Osan AR fell behind schedule, and the new Sabres were
delaved. Despite these difficulties, the wing moved to Osan
by Dee. 31, while Mustang operations wound down at prior
bases of operation at Chinhae and Hoengsong.

A mohile training detachment amved ar Osan Dec, 29,
and the switch over to the Sabre began Jan. 7. Three squad-
rons, the 12th, the 67th, and the 2nd South African Air
Force (SAAF), made up the 18th FBW. The 12th would
stand down first, followed by the Znd SAAF, and the 67th
would have the honor of flying the final combat sorties by
the Mustang. The Mustang’s final day of operation was Jan,
23. The surviving Mustangs were flown to Japan, where
most of them wound up flving with the Republic of Korea
Air Forog (ROKAF),

Many of the 18th FBW's pilots were close to finishing
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their required 100 missions. It wouldnt have been logical
for them to go through an extensive — and expensive —
training period in the new Sabre enly to rotate back to the
United States after a few missions, Instead, pilots with few-
er than 50 missions auwomatically entered the program. The
rest had three options: finish their tour with a forward air
control “*Mosquite” squadron: become advisors to the Mus-
tang-equipped ROKAF; or extend their tours and have a
chance to fly the new Sabres.

IN WITH THE NEW

Classroom instruction was strictly business, with as MAny a3
three different classes going on at the same time, eight
hours a day, seven days a week. The fast pace enabled all of
the 18th’s pilots to be checked out in the new aircraft by
Feb. 25, only 49 days after training began and only 32 days
after the final Mustang mission.

o get the pilots checked out in jets, the 18th FBW had




The basic training syllabus for 18th wing pilots consisted
of eight transition flights (T-33 and F-86F combined), eight
formation flights {close [ormation with some combat
“spread™), five camera gunnery flights (flown against each
other}, eight combat formation flights (mostly tactics and
maneuvers), two nstrument flights (one in the T-33 and one
in an F-86F with a safety chase), a navigation flight, and two
Yalu sweeps (an opportunity to practice their new air-io-air
tactics and go after Soviet-built MiG-153).

Maj. Howard “Ebe™ Ebersole was the squadron opera-
tions officer with the 12th during this peried and one of two
origing] instructors to take on the fighier-bomber Sabre.
“My flight instruction was mostly with the South African
and 12th squadron pilots,” he says. “1 would rise at 0330
hours, awaken the instructors that were on the a.m. shift,
check the aircraft schedule, eat breakfast, and go flv”

Heavy snowfall during December and January is typical
for the Korean peninsula, and the winter of 1952-55 proved
no exception. Temperatures hovered in the tecns or lower
“It was mighty dark on the flight line during January and
February,” recalls Ebersole. A new Sabre rests on snowy ground in Kuma.

By late February, the wmg had achieved remarkable {above) The 12th squadron’s shark ‘mouthed
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long way to go to be fully operational. OF the 76 pilots listed
on the wing roster, 8 percent were comsickered combat ready,
28 percent were in the final stages of their training, and &4
percent were halfway through the regimen. The wing could
form up only a couple of flights for a close-support mission.

Fortimately, the first week of March brought a personnel
windfall that accelerated the wing's reeniry into the action.
“The 12th squadron received 16 Nellis [Air Force Basel-
trained. fresh-from-the-USA F-86 pilots,” Ebersole explains
“Adl of them were second lieutenants, and they filled our
squadron’s table of organization for the allotied number of
pilots, Now we could get on with the war and do what we
were supposed 10 be doing.”

GROWING PAINS
still. the ransition didn't come off without & hirch. Among
the most important and expensive items used by all F-86
sguadrons were the external fwel tanks.
without which the Sabres wouldn't have
enough fuel to take on MiG-13s once they
established their Combat Air Patrol over
MG Alley. But when pilots punched off
the external wanks, the tanks could mmble
off and bang on the wings and flaps, po-
tentially causing extensive damage. In-
stead of dropping straight down, the tanks
would fly up and sometimes knock off the
pitot tube, which created a major prob-
lem: Without an airspeed indicator, land-
ing the aircraft at the proper speed was
challenging. Every time a pilot punched
off a pair of the expensive tanks, someons
would say, “There poes another Cadillac.™
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Fortunately, this sitmation was remedied quickly “The air-
men that supported our operation deserved more recomi-
tion and medals than the pilots that flew the aireraft,” Fber
sole says. “They were heroes in my estimation.”

Other problems occured: Ome rainy moming, one of the
pilots heard a series of thuds. He looked owt 1o find that half
the F-86s for an upcoming mission had dropped their 300-
pound bombs onto the ramp. (Fortunately, they hadn't
dropped far encugh to arm themselves.)

[t turmed out rain had gotten mside the cockpits of some
of the Sabres, whose canopies were slightly open. A leather-
covered red button used to salvo the ordnance served as a
panic button in case a pilot suddenly had to dump the exter-
nal fuel 1anks and bombs in an emergency situation. The
raimwater shorted out the switch, causing the bombs 10 be
dropped on the ramp.

Technology and weather weren't the only hitches: the
runway at Osan AR could top up an un-
wary pilot. The base was not fully com-
pleted when the 18th cccupied it during
the latter months of the war “The shoul-
ders to the runway, taxiways, and parking
areas had not been stabilized nor graded
flush with the concrete. The drop at the
edge of the concrete ranged from 3 10 12
inches in some spots,” recalls Maj. Flamm
“De” Harper. the 18th group operations

Transitioning pilots were given a taste of the
Sabre's powerful ¢jection seat,

{above) A Sabre retums from a combat
mission, its ordnance gone but its external
fuel tanks intact,



FALCONS LANDING

Think Of It
As The Ultimate
Officers’ Club.

eing o military refires

hos abwoys had its rewards.

But it doesn't get any
better than this: Faleons Londing,
o continuing care refirement
community near Washington, DL

From grest amenifies fo outstanding
services, we offer it all, but only 1o
retired officers, their spouses and
surviving spowses. You won't find
¢ better neighborhood — ar better
neighbors.

Soif you'd like o greot refirement,
jin the club. But da it soon, becouse
now that we're fully accupied, even
our waiting list is filling up fast.

1-800-952-3762
20522 Falcons Landing Cir.
Potomac Falls, VA 20165
www. falconsianding.com

S, (5

officer during that period. “A young pi-
kot landing on a wet. slick runway with
a heavy load [when his bombs had
failed to release] faced a real challenge.
It he got in trouble and a wheel lefi the
hard surface of the runway, he washed
out the aircraft,”

SUCCESS ALOFT
By June 30 the complexion of the unit
had changed dramatically. There were
now 127 pilots on the roster, with 82
percent classified as combat ready;
maost, if not all, already had logged sev-
| eral combat missions. The remaining
18 percent were new replacements
| coming into the wing, all of whom al-
ready had recetved advanced training
in jets at Wellis Adr Force Base but had
to be checked out in the required air-
to-air and ground-support actics.,

The pilots became well-versed in
air-to-air tactics, Their forte was
putting bombs right on the assigned
targets, a feat permitted by a great
bombr sight. “The manual pipper con-
trol that we had been given after we
had been in combat with the F-86F for
a while was one of the best things w
happen 0 us, because it contribured
heavily to improving our aceuracy,”
says Ebersale. “We had g radar ranging
| device of sorts, and when vou would
| roll over on vour back and go down al
‘ abour a 43 degree angle, vou might
|
|

end up being anyvwhere between 25
degrees and 70 degrees. ... OUne of the
things we did |with the pipper control |
was take a grease pencil and a straight
| edge and put a 45 degree line on the

left side of the canopy. So, when you

Iwerz] in vour dive and that fine |was]

on the horizon, you would have exactly
43 degrees. This gave us much bener
accuracy on our dive homb runs.”
“Morth American flving legend Bob
| Hoover came over and demonstrated
[the maneuver] using one of our 12th
squadron Sabres,” Ebersole recalls.
“He also did the “Hoover” demo of aer-
ohatics while he was there, and [18th
FBW pilois] leamed a lod about what

the Sabre was capable of from him.”

The close air-support tactics devel-
oped by the 18th during the final three
months of the war helped make the E-
86 an excellent bomb delivery plat-
form. “The Sabre was an excellent
‘mud mover,” ~ Harper says. “It could
carry two 1.000-pound bombs [and]
two 1 20-gallon external fuel tanks plus
1,800 rounds of 50-caliber ammuni-
tion o any point in North Korea,”

With the Sabre’s speed. “it took us
less time 1o accomplish the mission,”
says Harper, "and we were off the tar-
get 50 fast that our chances of getting
hit by the automatic weapens [that
were] defending the arca was greatly
reduced. During the carly summer
months when it was gening hot, we
didd not have 1o use [jet-assisted take-
off] to get airborne with our heavy
loads like the F-84s over ai Taegu and
Kunsan dicl.”

The Sabre possessed another im-
portant advantage: “We coukd confuse
the enemy radar/communications be-
cause they could not tell the difference
between our aircraft and the fighter in-
terceptor Sabres,” Ebersole explains.
“In the F-86, we were capable of enter-
ing a dive-bomb run at 30,000 feet to-
ward the general target area. With
speed brakes out and at idle power, the
airspeed would stabilize at about 85
Mach. After identification of the spe-
cific target at about 20,000 feet, while
still in a dive, vou could make the nec-
essary adjustments for the attack. On
many occasions, the enemy did not
know we were in the area until the
bombs impacted.”

During the final 10 weeks of the
wat, the 8th and 18th FEWs kept pres-
sure on Chinese troops and rolling
stock with six squadrons of dash-30
Sabres. After the war ended, the 18th
FEW remained at Osan unt] the fall of
1954, when it moved 10 Okinawa and
converted to the F-100. The new fight-
er-bomber Sabre had proved a major
asget 1o United Nations sround forces
in the Korean War *



