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By Warren E. Thompson

limited number of fighter types are

considered to be legends, with most
of these evolving during World War II.
However, the Douglas A-4 Skyhawk has
to be included as one of that elite group.
«, Its first flight was less than a year after
the Korean War ended, and when all the
various models of the A-4 had come off
the assembly line, close to 3,000 had been
built. The U.S. Marine Corps and Navy
were the Skyhawk’s main users, and it
saw heavy action in the Vietnam War with
naval aviators. After a long service life
in the United States, the Marine Corps
retired it from front-line service in 1998,
but Reserve squadrons continued to use
the last production A-4M models until
Marine Attack Squadron (VMA) 131 re-
tired it in 1994.

The Skyhawk had several nicknames;
“Scooter” was one, but the nickname of
“Heinemann’s Hot Rod” was an apt de-
scription of what its pilots thought about
flying it. The public became enamored of

I n military aviation folklore, only a
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it when the Blue Angels began flying the
A-4 in air shows between 1974 and 1986.

The production run on the “M” models
was 160 airframes (including two A-4Fs
that were reconfigured to M status). It was
one of the longest production runs of any
American fighter type, with all models,
at 27 years. The “Mike” was powered by
a new version of the J52 engine, which
gave it about 20 percent more power than
previous ones. That gave the Marine Re-
serve squadrons the advantage of being
able to operate from much shorter airfields,
if called upon. Combined with its blinding
speed and a large canopy to improve the
pilot’s vision, that helped gain its advan-
tage against any adversary at the lower
altitudes.

One of the last Marine Reserve squad-
rons to operate the A-4M felt it was always
a front-line threat to any adversary.
VMA-124, based out of Naval Air Station
Memphis,‘ Tenn., until its deactivation,
flew the Mike model of the Skyhawk.
The squadron had a great history, dating
back to 1942 in the Guadalcanal campaign

‘while ﬂyi;‘lg the F4U Corsair. The A-4M

began coming off the assembly line in
October 1970, and it was retired in the fall
of 1994. All of the regular squadrons had
transitioned into newer fighters such as
the F/A-18 Hornet and the AV-8B Harrier.

The Reserve squadrons that completed
the Skyhawk’s long career flew the aircraft
as if it was the most formidable fighter in
the world. They trained as if they were go-
ing to war the next day, and the aircraft
always held its own over the various ranges.

The commanding officer of the Marine
Aircraft Group 42 unit at NAS Memphis
(VMA-124) in the early 1990s was Lieu-
tenant Colonel Charles L. Dockery. He
had flown many aircraft types with the
Marines and began his career flying heli-
copters in the Vietnam War. During Op-
eration Desert Shield, Dockery said that
he called in every favor he could to have
his squadron shipped to the Middle East
to fight in the war against Iraq. His pleas
fell on deaf ears because so many newer
aircraft types were being pressed into the
buildup. Nevertheless, his view of the
A-4M was echoed by his pilots and main-
tenance personnel.
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leaves us free to maneuver, and our ability
to see beyond visual range comes from our
constant communications with our radar
wingman, and they are giving us ongoing
situational awareness. Before you realize
it, we are able to pick up the ‘enemy’ vis-
ually at three to four miles, and we are
turning on them. Usually, they are caught
up with fighting the radar ship, and the
first time they see us is when we are
rolling in on them. This tactic works for
us just about every time.”

The A-4M cannot carry radar-guided
weapon capabilities, such as the Sparrow
missile. But it can carry laser weapons,
which can be released and guided into a
target by an aircraft that is equipped to
handle it. Forward air controllers (FACs),
in the air or on the ground, can direct the
weapon into the target.

The Skyhawk also could fire the
Maverick missile. The original Skyhawk
series had 1950s technology, while the
later models’ avionics still had older 1970s
technology. Of the four aircraft types that
the Skyhawks flew against over various
ranges, the F-16 Fighting Falcon was the
smallest and most difficult on which to get
a quick visual. If it was spotted in time, it
still was hard to get an angle on. Because
it could turn as quickly as the A-4M could,
it was always a toss-up when dueling
against it at close range and low altitudes.

However, if the two types were dueling
at extremely low levels, even though they
were on equal terms as far as turning and
burning, the A-4 could outlast the F-16 by
making it egress out of the area because
of low fuel. However, it would take a very
experienced Skyhawk pilot to do this.

The F-14 Tomcat and F-15 Eagle were

LEE WINTERS

Anove right: These NAS
Memphis Skyhawks
make a formation pass
over their Mississippi
bombing range

hefore lining up for a
bombing run.

Right: Maintenance on
the aging A-4Ms of
VMA-124 at NAS Memphis
was excellent, and the
“in service" rate
remained high. (Photo by
Warren E. Thompson)
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much bigger and faster, but neither was
capable of turning with the Skyhawk. One
of the pilots in -124 stated, “We have to
stay down low and slow to survive, but
with the current set of rules and advanced
technology, slow is really not the way to
go anymore.”

If you had to pick a word that best de-
scribed the late-model Skyhawks, it would
be “versatile.”

Then-LtCol Dockery explained his
A-4M’s capabilities: “We carry and ac-
curately deliver a wide array of weapons
that give us an edge in close air support.
We have the Mark series of bombs [-81s,
-82s, -83s and -84s], all the Rockeyes,
AIM-9s and 300 rounds of ammo for our
20 mm cannons. Probably our most effec-
tive piece of ordnance would be the Mark-
82 [500 pound], and we can haul six of
them! Our speed is crucial to the success
. of the CAS mission. We come into a hot
" area where the FACs have put down smoke
markers or laser on the target. We make
one pass and exit, and that is our key to
survival. Also, it explains why it is so im-
portant to put our bombs squarely on
target with the first try.”

During the late 1980s and before the
problems with Iraq, VMA-124 was con-
centrating on low-level deliveriés with a
variety of ordnance types. Those scenarios
were obvious not only at MCAS Yuma,
but also at Nellis Air Force Base, Nev.,
where Red Flag and Green Flag were the
focal point of all Air Force exercises. Dur-
ing that period, the theme that seemed to
be emphasized in all of the war games
was survival on a Warsaw Pact battlefield.

The aircraft participating in the training,
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Occasionally, aircraft from other Marine squadi

, like

Harriers from squadrons at MCAS Cherry Point, N.C., would work
with the A-4Ms of VMA-124 at NAS Memphis.

like the A-4M, were concentrating on
quick, low-level attacks where there was
only one pass to take out the target and
exit as fast as possible. That scenario was
perfect for the Skyhawk. In the hostile
environment they would have faced in
Eastern Europe, that would have been the
best tactic for survival. One of the keys to
making the Skyhawk more effective was
its ability to work closely with a forward
air controller (ground or air) to hit the
target and exit, while staying very low.
Back in the 1960s, a few A-4Ds were
fitted with spray tanks. That test was
conducted in and around the area sur-

el Skyhawks.

be “v@rsa;“le,”

rounding NAS Jacksonville, Fla. It proved
to be very successful, and, in turn, it added
another dimension to the capabilities of
the Skyhawk. Up until that time, all of
the aerial spraying had been done with
slower prop types. The Skyhawk could
get the job done at 500 mph at altitudes
as low as 150 feet. That translated to about
300 gallons per minute.

Going low and fast gave the A-4Ms the
best chance of being a vital part of Desert
Storm. The air offensive against Iraq had
taken a heavy toll on the enemy, but there
was no way to know exactly how effective
it had been when the ground troops had
to crossinto enemy territory. With their
aerial-spraying potential, the Marine

Skyhawks could have laid down a dense
smoke screen to conceal movements of
friendly troops as they advanced. However,
due to the availability of newer aircraft,
the Marine A-4Ms were not allowed to
enter the war.

By the late 1980s, there were only five
Marine Reserve squadrons that were fly-
ing the Mike version of the Skyhawk. In
the early 1990s, they were down to only
three squadrons: VMA-122’s “Were-
wolves” based at South Weymouth, Mass.,
VMA-124 at NAS Memphis and VMA-
131’s “Diamondbacks” at NAS Willow
Grove, Pa. Records show that the last
Skyhawk from VMA-124 was flown out
on June 21, 1994, and a short time later,
VMA-131 retired its last four. It was the
end of a great career in the U.S. military.

The Skyhawks still have a presence
in the Far East (Pacific Rim) with some
smaller air forces. It was a valuable front-
line asset to the Israeli Air Force for many
years in some of its most crucial conflicts.
It is gone from the U.S. air arsenal, but
will never be forgotten.

Editor’s note: Warren Thompson has
written about military aviation history for
more than 40 years, leading to numerous
published magazine articles and books.
He contributes regularly to the Marine
Corps Aviation Association’s Yellow
Sheet and eight other aviation-related
magazines. Check out Amazon.com to find
his book “American Nightfighter Aces of
World War 2,” which covers Marine, Navy
and USAAF aces.
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