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Foreword

Last year, the USAF lost one of the most influential Airmen
of the modern era. Gen Wilbur L. “Bill” Creech was a leader, a
visionary, a warrior, and a mentor. Just as Gen Curtis E.
LeMay shaped the Air Force of the Cold War through his
development of Strategic Air Command in the 1950s, General
Creech shaped the Air Force of today through his actions as
the commander of Tactical Air Command (TAC) from 1978
until 1984. Under the leadership of General Creech, TAC—and
the Tactical Air Forces (TAF) writ large—underwent a trans-
formation that, in large measure, built the Air Force that has
fought so brilliantly in campaigns from Operation Desert
Storm to the present global war on terrorism.

I worked closely with General Creech over many years, and I
saw how he shaped our Air Force in so many ways. In Creech
Blue, Lt Col James C. Slife chronicles the influence General
Creech had in the areas of equipment and tactics, training, orga-
nization, and leader development. His study is among the first to
describe what, to historians in years to come, will surely be seen
as the revolutionary developments of the late 1970s and early
1980s and General Creech’s central role. While not a biography,
Creech Blue is certainly biographical and captures the general’s
professional convictions in so many areas.

General Creech’s career spanned three and a half decades,
which attests to how his experiences prepared him to assume
command of TAC at the pivotal time that he did. As a young
fighter pilot in Korea, he worked closely with Army maneuver
units on the ground and was involved in the first all-jet aerial
dogfight. These experiences helped shape his thoughts on the
role of technology in warfare. Afterwards, General Creech was an
aerial-demonstration pilot and an instructor at the Air Force
Fighter Weapons School. In these assignments, he learned the
value of disciplined flying and the need for tactics appropriate to
the enemy. As aide-de-camp to TAC commander Gen Walter
“Cam” Sweeney, General Creech learned much about the value
of relationships at the highest levels of our service while also
experiencing firsthand the destructive nature of interservice
squabbles. In Vietnam he reinforced his ideas on the value of



technology, particularly the need for an ability to fight at night.
Twice a wing commander in Europe during the height of the Cold
War, General Creech developed his strongly held convictions on
how organization and leadership can set the stage for a unit's
success. As commander of Air Force Systems Command Center
and as assistant vice-chief of staff, he learned much about sys-
tems development and acquisition that would serve him well in
the years to come. When General Creech assumed command of
TAC in May 1978, there was no one more prepared to lead the
TAF into a new era.

Creech Blue serves as a first corrective to much that has been
published in the last decade as our service has become more
intellectually and doctrinally aware. Colonel Slife addresses such
controversial topics as the development of the Army’s AirLand
Battle doctrine and what it meant to Airmen. As the TAC com-
mander during this period, General Creech was intimately
involved in the development of AirLand Battle doctrine; contrary
to popular opinion, he entered into these discussions with the
Army with his eyes wide open. Another central issue of the time
was the powerful movement within many government and media
circles to “reform” the Defense Department. While others are
given much credit for moving the debate forward, little has been
written on why the Air Force was institutionally resistant to
many of the reformers’ proposals. Given his position at the time,
General Creech was often the spokesman for the Air Force’s pro-
grams and frequently found himself at odds with the reform
movement. This study enlightens the Air Force on its strongly
held convictions during that period and challenges the idea that
by 1990, when Iraq invaded Kuwait, the Air Force had forgotten
how to wage a “strategic” air campaign and was dangerously
close to plunging into a costly and lengthy war of attrition had it
not been for the vision of a small cadre of thinkers on the Air
Staff. In exploring the doctrine and language of the decade lead-
ing up to Desert Storm, Colonel Slife reveals that the Air Force
was not as shortsighted as many have argued.

General Creech was one of the most influential Airmen our
service has ever produced, and Creech Blue begins to explain
why. In examining General Creech’s influence on our ideas,
equipment, doctrine, and organization, the author has produced

Vi



a notable work that serves both to explain the context of that tur-
bulent time in our Air Force’s history and to reveal where tomor-
row’s Airmen may find answers to some of the difficult chal-
lenges facing them today. By rigorously enforcing standards of
integrity and providing a model of excellence and service,
General Creech inspired a large sector of the Air Force that had
become disillusioned during the aftermath of Vietnam. I saw
him personally mentor and teach a generation of Airmen. He
knew that the most important job of a leader is to create future
leaders. His legacy will live long after that generation of leaders
passes the baton to the next generation. His story is an abiding
model for Airmen everywhere.

General, US
Chief of Staff

vii
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Chapter 1

An Architect of Victory?

In the hours before the start of Operation Desert Storm on 16
January 1991, the Air Force chief of staff, Gen Merrill A. McPeak,
wrote a letter to one of his old bosses.! In it, he said, “We are
about to harvest the results of years of hard work and leadership
by you and a handful of other great Airmen. We will do well. But
we need to recognize that we are beholden to you, because you
really built this magnificent Air Force we have today.”? The Air
Force did well, and McPeak was correct. In fact, after leading his
air forces to such stunning success in Desert Storm, Lt Gen
Charles A. “Chuck” Horner, the joint force air component com-
mander (JFACC), echoed McPeak’'s sentiment: “General Bill
Creech gave us the organization and training that made the suc-
cess of our crusade possible. I can’t thank him enough for that.”®
These are powerful endorsements from two men who thrived
under Creech’s leadership at the USAF’s Tactical Air Command
(TAC) from 1978 to 1984. It is not only Creech’s subordinates
who rate him highly. Gen David C. Jones, an officer with whom
Creech was closely associated for over a decade, ranks Creech
“with Curtis E. LeMay as one of the two most influential men in
[Jones’s] long Air Force experience.”*

The comparison of Creech with LeMay is interesting. Creech
and LeMay commanded Air Force major commands (MAJCOM)
during times of great change and growth. They were largely re-
sponsible for modifying operational concepts and doctrines
employed by the forces under their command and served as
MAJCOM commanders for lengthy periods: more than eight
years for LeMay and more than six for Creech. In LeMay’s case,
it was the Strategic Air Command (SAC) during its formative
years, when nuclear weapons, bombers, and intercontinental
ballistic missiles were the order of the day. In Creech’s case, it
was TAC during the post-Vietnam defense drawdown (and
later buildup during the first term of the Reagan administra-
tion), when programs for fighter modernization, night-adverse
weather capability, and precision munitions came to fruition.
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Yet, also of note, LeMay and Creech were almost complete oppo-
sites in their views of organizations. Whereas LeMay was
renowned for his centralized approach to management, Creech
was just as renowned for his decentralized approach.5 Each
of the above factors—ideas, equipment, and organization—is
clearly related, in some degree, to the legacies of these two air
commanders. LeMay'’s legacy is clearly established. But beyond
senior leaders such as Jones, McPeak, and Horner, who worked
with and for him, Creech’s legacy is less well known.

The relationships between ideas, equipment, and organization,
especially with regard to air warfare, have been most clearly
articulated by I. B. Holley Jr. in his 1953 work Ideas and
Weapons.® Holley used the American experience in World War I
to illustrate the interrelation of the three topics. Indeed, the his-
tory of air warfare is full of painful examples of how advances in
any one of these three areas, without corresponding advances
in the others, have reduced the effectiveness of the air weapon.
The British experience with an organization without appropriate
doctrine or weapons can be found in the World War I Indepen-
dent Force, Royal Air Force.” For an example of weapons with-
out an appropriate organization or doctrine, one need look no
further than the early days of atomic bombs.® A doctrine with-
out the appropriate weapons or organization can be seen in the
1930s’ American concept of high-altitude, precision daylight
bombing.® Proceeding on the assumption that Holley’s con-
struct has value beyond the World War I case, this study uses
the “ideas-equipment-organization” framework to evaluate Gen-
eral Creech’s influence on how the Air Force thinks about and
conducts air warfare at the theater level.

Explicitly stated, the question this study seeks to answer is,
What influence did Gen Wilbur L. “Bill” Creech have on the Air
Force’s thinking about and conduct of theater air warfare?
This study will not validate General Jones’s assessment of
Creech as one of the two most influential men he encountered
in his Air Force career. Nor is it intended to. However, this
study should provide sufficient evidence and analysis for the
reader to evaluate the validity of what Generals McPeak and
Horner had to say about Creech circa 1991. Did Creech strike
the right balance among ideas, equipment, and organization?
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Did Creech really “build” the Air Force that performed so
splendidly during Desert Storm?

The significance of this study lies in the lessons it holds for air
leaders seeking to build and shape the Air Force of tomorrow. By
examining one man’s approach to the complicated business of
air leadership, perhaps they will be able to determine where
some of the pitfalls are—where they might increase or decrease
their efforts—or simply find another way to think about what it
is they are trying to accomplish. This study also has several as-
sumptions and limitations of which the reader should be aware.

This study is very limited in terms of the time period studied
and, although biographical, is not a biography. Only Creech’s ac-
tions during his time as the TAC commander will be analyzed
(except in the few cases where his work before 1978 directly af-
fected his actions upon assuming command of TAC). No mono-
graph-length study could do appropriate justice to a career that
spanned more than 35 years of active military service.

Furthermore, concerning the equipment aspect, this study is
not a history of procurement programs. A useful analogue in ex-
plaining this point might be military history. In studying military
history, one is often prone to assign credit or blame to a single
commander in the field, such as Gen George B. McClellan’s de-
feat or Napoléon Bonaparte’s victory. Although there are nearly
always staffs, thinking opponents, subordinate commanders,
and superiors that play (often substantial) roles, the credit, or
the blame, usually goes to the commander. This study recognizes
that “victory has a thousand fathers, but defeat is an orphan.”!°
For the purposes of this study, Creech will generally be given the
credit and blame for the results of bureaucratic battles that oc-
curred during his watch as the TAC commander and in which he
was involved. To name but a few, his staff, the Air Staff, Con-
gress, the Department of Defense (DOD), Air Force Systems
Command (AFSC), and the other tactical air forces (TAF) had im-
portant roles in such events as the production decision for the
F-117A Nighthawk stealth fighter. However, to determine and as-
sign relative weight of credit to the various agencies involved is
beyond the scope of this study. This is especially true given the
fact that within such a large organization as the DOD, various
suborganizations and participants often have differing goals.
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Creech himself was the first to acknowledge the roles played by
the myriad of other players concerned with the programs in
which he was a participant. While this study attempts to sort out
all those players, only an extensive history of the manifest pro-
grams could do appropriate justice to the activities of so many.
Although Creech’s participation alone did not ensure the success
of the programs in which he was a participant, it is highly un-
likely that, given his position as the TAC commander, any major
procurement program for the TAF could have survived without
his support.

The classification level of the study is also a limiting factor be-
cause many of the programs in which Creech was involved are
now widely known, and much of the primary source material
available, especially in Creech’s papers at the USAF Historical
Research Agency, remains classified. This unclassified study ei-
ther omits reference to any programs that remain classified or
relies on unclassified secondary source material to make the
relevant points. On balance, this is not a significant limitation;
but it is one with which the reader should be familiar.

The central question suggests an inherent limitation. By con-
fining this study to “theater air warfare,” Creech’s contributions,
if any, to Air Force thinking about and execution of global ther-
monuclear war and guerilla warfare (and virtually any other
type of air warfare beyond the theater wars envisioned in the
Korean, Persian Gulf, and central European scenarios that so
dominated the thinking of the time), are ignored. This is not
meant to minimize Creech’s impact in those areas. They simply
lie beyond our scope.

Notes

Most of the notes for this chapter and the following chapters appear in short-
ened form. For full details, see the appropriate entries in the bibliography.

1. For the purposes of this study, when the terms Gen or general are
used without further modification (such as Maj Gen or major general), they
refer to officers of four-star rank.

2. Gen Merrill A. McPeak, chief of staff, to Gen W. L. Creech, letter, 16
January 1991, in Puryear, American Generalship, 226.

3. Quoted in Creech, Five Pillars of TQM, 123.

4. Boyne, Beyond the Wild Blue, 213. General Jones served as the com-
mander in chief of United States Air Forces in Europe with General Creech
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as a wing commander and key staff officer. As chief of staff of the Air Force,
he selected General Creech to command the Electronic Systems Division of
Systems Command, serve as the assistant vice chief of staff, and command

TAC.
. Worden, Rise of the Fighter Generals, 61; and Kitfield, Prodigal Soldiers,

9

General Jones went on to become chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.

. Holley, Ideas and Weapons, 175-76.
. See Williams, Biplanes and Bombsights.
. See Brodie, Strategy in the Missile Age.

Maclsaac, “Voices From the Central Blue,” 624-47.

10. Attributed to John F. Kennedy.
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Chapter 2

Making of Bill Creech

General Creech’s experiences in the Air Force trace, to a
large extent, the development of the TAFs from the Korean War
through the mid-1980s. Yet an objective evaluation of Creech’s
contributions to theater air warfare without an appreciation of
the forces and experiences that shaped Creech’s development
(as well as that of TAC) would be unproductive. To provide this
context, this chapter examines relevant personal experiences
and institutional developments under the broad categories of
ideas, equipment, and organization.

Ideas and Doctrine

Air warfare seemed to be so much simpler in the early days.
During the 1930s, before Air Force independence, all Army air-
power was concentrated in the General Headquarters (GHQ)
Air Force. The GHQ Air Force had three wings, each with pur-
suit, bombardment, and attack aircraft—with no organiza-
tional lines drawn between strategic and tactical aircraft or
missions. Yet, during World War II, the strategic bombing mis-
sion, for a number of reasons, was separated organizationally
and generally directed from high command levels. In the Euro-
pean theater, this direction came from the combined chiefs of
staff with Air Chief Marshal Sir Charles Portal acting as execu-
tive agent. In the Pacific, Gen Henry H. “Hap” Arnold was the
executive agent for B-29 operations against Japan. Among the
most commonly accepted reasons for this separation was that
the strategic bombardment mission represented the only inde-
pendent mission performed by the Army Air Forces (AAF), all
others being in support of land or naval operations. The effi-
cacy of the strategic bombing mission represented the AAF’s
best hope to obtain postwar independence.! During the post-
war discussions concerning the establishment of a separate Air
Force, Gen Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Army chief of staff, and
Gen Carl A. “Tooey” Spaatz, the prospective Air Force chief of
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staff, agreed to an Air Force organizational construct that mir-
rored the organization they had used in the European theater
with great success. In that theater, the US Strategic Air Forces,
under Spaatz’s command, reported directly to the combined
chiefs of staff, while the air forces tasked to support the Army
were under Eisenhower’s command.? Against the desires of
many air officers who wished to see a return to the prewar
GHQ Air Force construct, Eisenhower and Spaatz agreed to es-
tablish the Air Force with, among others, a SAC responsible for
the strategic bombing (read independent) mission and a TAC
responsible for support of the land forces.® But unlike their
World War II model, not only were the missions divided but so
were the aircraft; the former was made up largely of long-range
bombers while the latter consisted mainly of fighters.

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, SAC became associated
with deterrence and nuclear bombing; and TAC hurried to follow
suit to avoid irrelevance. The national strategy of massive retali-
ation placed extraordinary emphasis on nuclear weaponry, and
a significant portion of the fiscal resources of the time went to
building forces capable of delivering nuclear weapons.* Mean-
while, leaders who had experienced the prewar GHQ Air Force as
well as the various World War II organizations for airpower re-
mained uneasy with the division of airpower into strategic and
tactical commands. Gen George C. Kenney, the first commander
of SAC, had been unhappy with the words tactical and strategic,
insisting that all types of aircraft and organizations were capable
of doing both types of missions.? In 1951, the chief of staff of the
Air Force, Gen Hoyt S. Vandenberg, expressed dissatisfaction
with the arrangement. “The terms strategic and tactical were
anathema to him because they tended to split air power into ar-
tificial camps identified by aircraft nomenclature; weapons type;
or weight or ordnance, range, and the number of crewmembers.
Vandenberg knew that the true issue was the nature of the tar-
get—not the aircraft” (emphasis in original).® By the mid-1960s,
there was a general consensus, expressed by the chief of staff,
General LeMay, that the missions of tactical airpower were dis-
tinct and included counterair, interdiction, close air support
(CAS), and tactical reconnaissance.”
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The Vietham War further confused these fundamental Air
Force terms. In that war, SAC B-52s often conducted tactical-
level CAS for ground forces in South Vietnam, while Seventh Air
Force F-105 and F-4 tactical fighter-bombers conducted strate-
gic bombing missions in North Vietnam.® The dividing line be-
tween what constituted strategic bombing (a traditionally SAC
mission) and interdiction (a traditionally TAC mission) also be-
came blurred. Writing after the Vietham War, Gen William W.
Momyer, Seventh Air Force commander from 1966 to 1968 and
then TAC commander from 1968 to 1973, concluded that strik-
ing the “source of the war material” was one of the interdiction
lessons from World War I1.° Vietnam shaped Air Force thinking
in other ways as well. Reflecting on this period in a 1995 speech,
chief of staff Gen Ronald R. Fogleman suggested that

the harsh realities of Korea and Vietnam showed us the limits of nu-
clear deterrence, and revitalized conventional airpower. Interestingly
enough, with strategic airpower focused on deterrence, conventional
capability in the form of tactical airpower became inextricably tied to
air-land warfighting doctrine. The primary role of tactical airpower was
support for the close battle—either directly in the form of close air sup-
port or indirectly in the form of interdiction. As a result, in the United
States Air Force, we turned our doctrinal work over to Tactical Air
Command and [the US Army Training and Doctrine Command].!°

Clearly, by the mid-1970s, the distinction between strategic and
tactical had become meaningless.

In the early 1960s, Creech served an apprenticeship under
Gen Walter “Cam” Sweeney that, in several ways, framed
Creech’s thinking about TAC’s relationship with the Army. TAC
commander from 1961 until 1965, Sweeney was a SAC bomber
pilot. He selected Creech to be his aide to benefit from Creech’s
fighter experiences. According to Creech, Sweeney “did a brilliant
job of getting us back to our roots of supporting the Army be-
cause we had really drifted away from that.”!! Sweeney “devel-
oped the tactical air support system, put the forward air con-
trollers out with the Army and got them jump [airborne] qualified
and more. The improvements were across the board in the tacti-
cal forces.”!? Sweeney relied on Creech for much of the intellec-
tual rigor that went into TAC’s position on interservice matters.
For example, Creech drafted the paper that eventually became
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the Air Force position in response to the Howze Board, part of an
Army effort to gain increased control over tactical aviation.!3

In early 1962, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara re-
quested a study on the future of Army aviation. Under Lt Gen
Hamilton H. Howze’s presidency, the US Army Tactical Mobility
Requirements Board examined battlefield mobility and proposed
that the Army form air assault divisions with organic fixed-
and rotary-wing air transport, reconnaissance, and CAS as-
sets.!* The air assault concept had significant support within the
Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD), and the Army began
procuring CV-2 (later redesignated C-7) Caribou and OV-1
Mohawk aircraft to fulfill these roles. For the Air Force, the po-
tential force structure implications—had the Defense Depart-
ment accepted the Howze Board recommendations—were signif-
icant: the loss of all C-130s, one-half or more of the service’s
tactical reconnaissance aircraft, and up to 40 percent of the
fighter force.'® During the last meeting of a special 17-member
board of general officers to craft the Air Force response, a con-
sensus had emerged to respond with an “aviation for the avia-
tors” proposal in which the Air Force would take over all Army
aviation, including rotary wing.'® Sweeney, as the chairman of
that board, suggested the members hear from the younger gen-
eration before it finally approved that approach. At that point, he
asked Creech, whom he had invited to sit in on the meeting, for
an opinion. Creech believed it was shaping up into a confronta-
tion where both sides were going for all or nothing. He further be-
lieved the stakes were too high for the Air Force to risk such a
significant portion of its force structure in an all-or-nothing bid
for all of Army aviation, especially with the OSD favorably dis-
posed to the Army position.!” Instead, he proposed a compro-
mise in which the Air Force would continue to be the primary
fixed-wing operator while the Army would continue to be the pri-
mary rotary-wing operator—but deprived of the fixed-wing mis-
sions envisioned in the Howze Board. That “younger generation”
proposal was accepted; Creech drafted a white paper that
Sweeney gave LeMay; and the Defense Department eventually
endorsed the Air Force position on fixed- and rotary-wing roles
and missions.!® The Army later transferred its Caribou aircraft to
the Air Force and ceased Mohawk production.!® Yet, despite the

10
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Howze Board’s actions in the early 1960s and several other
roles and missions controversies in the late 1960s, the Vietnam
War served to bring the two services closer together.

In the immediate aftermath of the Vietham War, Army-Air
Force cooperation received a big boost from the service chiefs of
staff. Gen Creighton W. Abrams and Gen George S. Brown had
served together in Vietnam as the commanders of Military Assis-
tance Command Vietnam (MACV) and Seventh Air Force, respec-
tively. When they became their respective service chiefs of staff,
Generals Abrams and Brown sought to continue the close work-
ing relationship enjoyed during their tenures in Vietnam. In Oc-
tober 1973, Brown and Abrams personally impressed their de-
sires on Gen Robert J. Dixon, TAC's incoming commander,
before he took command.?° Shortly thereafter, Abrams sent a let-
ter to Gen William E. DePuy, the first commander of the newly
established Training and Doctrine Command (TRADOC), stress-
ing his desire to “carry over this commonality of purpose which
existed so clearly in Vietnam, as it has in other operational set-
tings, into the entire fabric of relationships between the two Ser-
vices.”?! With the support of their service chiefs, Dixon and
DePuy met several weeks later and began what would come to be
known as the “TAC-TRADOC dialogue.”??

The TAC-TRADOC dialogue was productive from its incep-
tion. Generals Dixon and DePuy recognized a need to improve
staff coordination between the two agencies and established
the Air Land Forces Application (ALFA) agency.23 ALFA, which
was jointly manned, reported to the two headquarters and
worked out procedural problems in Army-Air Force coopera-
tion. As one example, ALFA established the Airspace Manage-
ment Working Group to develop procedures for deconflicting
the airspace over the battle area. When its work on this proj-
ect was complete, ALFA produced an Army-Air Force manual
on the topic in November 1976.24 The new service chiefs, the
Army’s Gen Fred C. Weyand and the Air Force’s Gen David C.
Jones, met this effort enthusiastically with Jones comment-
ing, “The entire effort is fine evidence of how interservice co-
operation can result in a superior product.”® The cooperation
evidenced by TAC and TRADOC would continue to enjoy the
support of their service chiefs for the next 15 years.
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TRADOC, concomitantly with its cooperation with TAC, was
developing an Army doctrine for operations that would refocus
the Army on general war in central Europe. That doctrine would
come to be known as the Active Defense and was influenced by
many factors. Among them were the strategic defeat in Vietnam,
the growing imbalance in military power between the Warsaw
Pact and NATO in Europe, and the 1973 Yom Kippur War be-
tween Israel and the Arab states.?6 Perhaps most influential was
the Yom Kippur War, in which both sides “sustained 50 percent
material losses in less than two weeks of combat.”?? General
DePuy and his analysts recognized in the Yom Kippur War a
“new lethality” on the modern battlefield; and the 1976 version
of Army Field Manual (FM) 100-5, Operations, reflected this with
an emphasis on the defense. Applied to central Europe, the
manual envisioned tactical maneuvers being used to shift forces
in order to bring firepower to bear on the powerful armored
thrusts of Warsaw Pact armored forces.?®

The Army’s Active Defense doctrine, while serving to refocus
the Army on large-scale warfare, quickly came under fire from
within the Army as well as externally. Within the Army, the doc-
trine was perceived as being defensively oriented to a fault.??
Many within the Army criticized the doctrine for focusing on the
first battle (and neglecting subsequent battles); relying on fire-
power while slighting maneuver; providing inadequate tactical
reserves; and focusing on a massive Soviet breakthrough on a
narrow front as the most likely enemy operational maneuver.3°
Perhaps more surprisingly, an increasingly influential group in
Washington defense circles heavily criticized the doctrine. Gen-
erally known as the defense reformers, these reform-minded of-
ficers, analysts in the OSD, congressional staff members, and
congressmen took issue with the direction of defense thinking
and spending. In a well-reasoned critique of the Active Defense
doctrine, Senator Gary Hart’s (D-CO) legislative aide William S.
Lind questioned four central aspects of the doctrine: “fight out-
numbered and win,” “win the first battle,” “attrition or maneu-
ver doctrine,” and “tactics.”®! The reformers concluded that the
new doctrine was particularly susceptible to intelligence, com-
munication, and maneuver disruption.3? While the Army was
digesting these critiques of its new doctrine, DePuy retired and
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was followed by Gen Donn A. Starry. Once Creech took com-
mand of TAC in 1978, he and Starry would take TAC-TRADOC
cooperation to a new level.

A Vision of Air Warfare

While serving in Korea in late 1950 until mid 1951, Creech
began to form ideas that foreshadowed his command tenure at
TAC. In reflecting on his tour as an F-80 pilot in Korea, Creech
said,

Here we are up against what literally is a third world nation, a big one,

the Chinese, and they have more sophisticated equipment than we do.

That was what griped me. It wasn’t that I wasn’t in an F-86; it was that

the MiGs were 250 miles an hour faster than I was, and here I was in

the latest and best US equipment in the F-80C. There is a moral in

that, and that is: stay technologically advanced or you are going to pay
the price.33

Coupled with inferior equipment, Creech recognized poor tactics
as a fundamental Air Force deficiency in Korea. In describing the
difficulties encountered in Korea, Creech stated, “part of it was,
our tactics weren't very good. We weren’'t smart enough to stay
away from the antiaircraft artillery (AAA), and our airplanes were
a lot slower and were a lot easier to hit. . . . We didn’t have any
stand off ordnance of any kind, so we got shot down a lot.”3* The
desire to stay ahead of the adversary technologically and to em-
ploy superior tactics never left Creech and later formed some of
the fundamental concepts of his tenure at TAC.

Another lasting impression from his experiences in Korea, and
later Vietnam, was that the United States lacked the ability to
conduct effective tactical air operations at night. When Creech
was serving as Sweeney’s aide, Sweeney provided Creech and all
the TAC general officers a book on the Korean War and asked
them to comment on the four principal lessons from the air war.
Creech’s response was to state categorically, “We can’t fight at
night, we can't fight at night, we can’t fight at night, and we can’t
fight at night.”3> He had the same strong feelings that the United
States needed a night capability after his tour as a deputy wing
commander for operations in Vietnam. In his after-action report
in 1970, Creech wrote, as his number-one lesson learned, “Tac-
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tical night attack capability is absolutely essential.”®® Again,
Creech’s wartime experiences would shape his tenure at TAC.

In the years following his experiences in Vietnam, Creech’s vi-
sion of air superiority moved further away from his experiences
in the Korean War with its swirling dogfights and more towards
Douhet’s vision in which aircraft were destroyed on the ground
rather than in the air. Recalling the early 1970s, Gen David C.
Jones said, “One of the main problems Bill and I had was we had
an air-to-air mafia. The best way to destroy an air force is on the
ground.”” The Douhetian vision of air superiority Jones and
Creech shared was at sharp variance with the vision of promi-
nent members of the defense reform movement, with whom
Creech would clash in the coming years.

Equipment and Training

In the late 1960s, while Creech was attending National War
College and subsequently assigned to the OSD, the Army and
the Air Force became embroiled in a roles-and-missions dispute
in which each service attempted to field a CAS platform. For the
Army, the platform was the AH-56 Cheyenne, developed while
the Air Force was developing the A-X that would later become the
A-10. The two services had successfully resolved the Howze
Board controversy earlier in the decade and had concluded the
Johnson-McConnell Agreements of the mid-1960s. These agree-
ments settled some of the roles-and-missions issues related to
the Army’s fixed-wing tactical transport requirements and the
Air Force’s rotary-wing employment. The two services again
clashed over roles and missions beginning in 1966.3® While the
Army desired the Cheyenne, the Air Force asserted that it was
fully capable of meeting the Army’s CAS requirements. By the
time the issue was settled in 1972, the Air Force had begun to
procure the A-10, and the Army had canceled the Cheyenne pro-
gram but not before the services engaged in an odd doctrinal ex-
change. In it, the Air Force suggested assigning the A-X aircraft
directly to Army Corps direct-air-support centers with the Army
replying that the inherent flexibility of tactical airpower sug-
gested that the Air Force proposal would compromise the overall
theater tactical-air mission.?® Within the next several decades,
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this argument would revert to its usual form, with the Army sug-
gesting it needed increased control of tactical airpower, while the
Air Force advocated centralized control of airpower. The A-10,
however, did not represent the Air Force’s only tactical-air pro-
gram under way at that time.

In addition to the development of the A-10, the late 1960s
also found the Air Force pursuing something it had long
needed but never developed: a purposely built air superiority
fighter.4® The Air Force had long used either fighter-bombers
or interceptors for the air superiority mission with generally no
more than adequate results.#! The design for the F-X, which
later became the F-15, was driven primarily by two require-
ments: radar capability and maximum speed.*? These require-
ments frustrated several early defense reformers, notably Maj
John R. Boyd and OSD analyst Pierre Sprey. While Boyd and
others had performed valuable work in refining the perform-
ance requirements of the F-15, Boyd felt that the radar and
speed requirements made the aircraft too large and complex
for the air superiority mission.*® For his part, Sprey suggested
an alternative design with a single engine, longer range, and
greatly reduced complexity. Introduction of his F-XX design
was poorly timed and served only to cause the Air Force to
unify its position in favor of the F-15.44

The F-15 had many detractors who saw in it everything bad
about American weaponry. Boyd and Sprey, among others,
formed the nucleus of the defense reformers who intended to
change the Air Force’s fighter modernization programs. Sprey
had concluded that there were four criteria for an air-superiority
fighter. “In order of importance, they [were] (1) obtain the first
sighting, (2) outnumber the enemy in the air, (3) outmaneuver
the adversary to gain firing position, and (4) have the ability to
achieve split second kills.”5 Sprey and others believed the F-15
was too large to achieve the first, third, and fourth criteria and
too expensive to be bought in the numbers required to achieve
the second criterion.*® This debate, with the services on one side
and the defense reformers on the other, would become a central
argument for the next 15 years. According to one reform writer,
the central question was, “Should American fighter design be
driven by the eternally optimistic theory that sophisticated, that
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is, more complex, technology will negate the effects of being out-
numbered, or should we evolve our design requirements from
combat-derived criteria and build greater numbers of less com-
plex aircraft?”4” Presumably, the combat-derived criteria came
from World War II and Korea where air combat was often char-
acterized by close-in, turning engagements. Of course, this was
directly counter to Creech’s vision of both the role of technology
and the future of aerial combat. Large battles, figuratively over
the Potomac rather than literally over the Yalu, loomed ahead.

As an answer to the problems they discovered in the F-15,
the defense reformers succeeded in having two prototype light-
weight fighters (LWF) built. Boyd and Sprey, with the help of
Col Everest Riccioni, “set loose goals for an aircraft that could
out-accelerate, out-turn, and out-endure any existing aircraft
in the range of speeds actually seen in combat—about Mach .6
to Mach 1.6.”8 According to General Jones, the Air Force chief
of staff at the time,

the fighter advocates in [the Director of Defense Research and Engi-
neering Office] wanted to procure a lightweight fighter rather than have
full-scale production of the F-15. Secretary [of Defense James R.]
Schlesinger knew that the lightweight fighter would never be procured
if the Air Force would not support it. One Saturday morning the Sec-
retary invited me down to his office to discuss this subject. He asked
me what would it take to get the Air Force to support an F-16/F-17. I
told him four more fighter wings in the force structure. He leaned over
and shook my hand. . . . We accomplished our basic objective. And the
F-16 turned out to be a much better aircraft than the air-to-air advo-
cates wanted.*®

With the support of Schlesinger and Jones, the winner of the
LWF competition, the F-16, was slated for full-scale produc-
tion. However, before the F-16 went into production, the Air
Force’s Configuration Control Committee, under the direction
of Lt Gen Alton D. Slay, placed the plane into full-scale engi-
neering development, in which the aircraft was equipped with
a radar and given a multimission capability, much to the dis-
may of those who wished it to remain, in essence, an updated
F-86 to be produced in great quantity.?® By the time the Air
Force was finished modifying the F-16 to meet its desires, Slay
noted, “we got more than we paid for in having a multipurpose
airplane.”®! While the Air Force may have gotten more than it
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anticipated, the defense reformers got much less in terms of
simplicity and quantity. Of course, fighter programs were not
all the Air Force was developing and procuring during this pe-
riod. Other important systems work was under way as well.

In the years before taking command of TAC, Creech served
as commander of the Air Force Systems Command’s Elec-
tronic Systems Division (ESD) and later became the assistant
vice-chief of staff of the Air Force. In those capacities, he pur-
sued developmental projects that would later bear fruit under
his tenure at TAC. Following up on an experience he had while
assigned as the deputy commander for operations of the US
Air Forces in Europe (USAFE), Creech became intimately in-
volved with the ongoing Pave Mover program while at ESD.52
Essentially, this program sought to develop high-power syn-
thetic aperture radar with ground moving-target-indicator ca-
pability for airborne use. Several years later, the system was
fielded as the Joint Surveillance Target Attack Radar System
(JSTARS) and became a key component of the battlefield Creech
and Starry envisioned. Additionally, Creech and ESD began to
develop an antijamming communications capability later
fielded as Have Quick frequency-hopping radios.>® While the
assistant vice-chief, Creech began development of a communi-
cations-jamming system based on, among other things, the
Israeli experience with Syrian communications jamming dur-
ing the Yom Kippur War.5*

By the end of the Vietham War, precision-guided munitions
(PGM) were beginning to demonstrate a capability long-needed
in the TAF. Perhaps the best example of the successful mating
of tactical aircraft and precision munitions during that period is
the story of the Thanh Hoa and Paul Doumer bridges in North
Vietnam. These two bridges, key transportation routes in North
Vietnam, had been struck repeatedly during Rolling Thunder
with marginal results and several aircraft lost in the effort. How-
ever, after a four-year bombing halt, in 1972 the bridges were
struck again. This time, equipped with precision munitions—
both laser-guided bombs (LGB) and electro-optically guided
bombs (EOGB)—8th Tactical Fighter Wing (TFW) F-4s destroyed
both bridges without loss.?® The potential of PGMs was gradu-
ally dawning on the Air Force. Since its inception, the Air Force
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had sought to refine bombing accuracy through modifications
to the aircraft and the tactics used to deliver the munitions.
Ever more sophisticated computing, gyrostabilized bombsights
were employed with marginal gains in effectiveness.? Yet with
the development of usable EOGBs and LGBs in the late sixties,
the concept of controlling the munition in flight—which had
undergone experimentation since World War II—finally came to
fruition. In response to the successes in Vietnam in 1972, the
Air Force began procuring LGB and EOGB kits in moderate
numbers. By the end of September 1978, shortly after Creech
assumed command of TAC, the Air Force had a worldwide in-
ventory of more than 30,000 guidance kits.5”

In addition to the guidance kits fitted to unguided bombs, the
Air Force began to pursue a powered antiarmor PGM in the form
of the AGM-65 Maverick missile. The initial version of the AGM-
65 was electro-optically guided and achieved excellent results in
conditions of good visibility.%® The Israeli air force employed the
Maverick with success in the Yom Kippur War in 1973 and de-
stroyed 40 tanks with 49 firings in the Sinai Desert.5° To improve
the Maverick’s capabilities in the poor visibility conditions that
prevailed in Europe, the Air Force began development of an im-
aging infrared version of the Maverick.®® This program would
come to fruition during Creech’s tenure at TAC, a few years later,
and fit in well with his vision of warfare.

Finally, the Air Force began to express an interest in night and
adverse-weather systems. Particularly of interest were systems
with an ability to suppress enemy air defenses. In November
1973, the chief of staff asked for a study of existing programs
that might hold promise for improving those capabilities. As a re-
sult of that study, 11 projects were amalgamated under the
name Pave Strike and given special research-and-development
management emphasis.®! Among the programs identified were
the infrared seeker for the Maverick, an electronic-jamming ver-
sion of the F-111 (to be called the EF-111), the precision emitter
locator strike system (PELSS), improved F-4E Wild Weasels, and
a host of bomb and rocket guidance systems.? Although not all
these programs bore fruit, they laid the groundwork for some of
the concepts Creech later pursued at TAC.
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In recognition of the need to improve the quality of the train-
ing that its tactical fighter pilots were receiving, the Air Force
established a unit of “aggressors” at Nellis AFB, Nevada, in the
early 1970s to simulate Soviet equipment and tactics. In October
1972, under the guidance of TAC commander Gen William W.
Momyer, the Air Force established the 64th Fighter Weapons
Squadron to fly the aggressor mission. Equipped with T-38s and,
later, F-5Es that would closely emulate MiG-21 performance, the
aggressors provided the adversary for Air Force crews in dis-
similar air combat training.®® The aggressors represented the be-
ginnings of realistic combat training for the TAFs. One of the
Pentagon action officers instrumental in establishing the
aggressor program was Charles Horner, a major at that time.%*
He also would play a key role in establishing the Red Flag
training program.

Building on the experience of the Fighter Weapons School and
the aggressors at Nellis, the Air Force in 1975 began the first in
a series of large-scale training exercises called Red Flag. Con-
ceived in the late 1960s primarily by Capt Moody Suter while he
was assigned to Nellis, Red Flag was envisioned as a large-scale
exercise over the ranges of Nevada by employing live bombs and
missiles while facing realistic enemy air and surface-to-air mis-
sile threats. Suter, by then a major, joined Horner in the Penta-
gon in 1972 and began to develop the idea.’® Responding to
training deficiencies made evident by the Vietham War, Red Flag
was intended to provide pilots with the equivalent of their first
eight or 10 combat missions in a training environment. The first
Red Flag exercise was conducted in December 1975 and served
as the precursor to what later became an entire stable of “Flag
exercises” under Creech'’s leadership at TAC.¢

To complement the Red Flag training for pilots, TAC initiated
in 1976 the Blue Flag series of exercises designed to train air
commanders and their staffs in the intricacies of command and
control of tactical air warfare. By the second exercise, the Blue
Flag scenarios were dealing with the complicated air warfare
problems of a Korean peninsula scenario.®” According to General
Dixon, TAC commander at the time, “Blue Flag’'s emphasis is
directly on the air commander, his staff and the elements which
support the decision-making and execution process. Individuals
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are brought together, given a situation, resources, information
gathering systems and a command and control system, and are
asked to solve a problem.”®® The Blue Flag exercises, in con-
junction with the combat-oriented flying training taking place at
Nellis under the aegis of Red Flag, provided a solid foundation of
realistic training from which to build.

Organization and Leadership

When Creech’s squadron went to war in 1950, there were 16
pilots assigned to 24 aircraft with 16 crew chiefs.®® The result-
ing inability to operate and maintain their assigned equipment
made a lasting impression on Creech, who would later inherit
many of the same problems when he assumed command of
TAC. This situation was due, largely, to the Harry S. Truman
administration’s underfunding of the Department of Defense.”
In the massive demobilization and defense reorganization that
followed World War II (including the establishment of the Air
Force), the services often kept units active despite having nei-
ther the personnel nor the equipment to staff and equip them
fully. This practice foreshadowed the military contraction fol-
lowing the Vietnam War. On his first day in command at TAC,
Creech, having experienced the “hollowing out” of the armed
forces during Korea, took steps to minimize the impact of such
policies on the force.

Upon returning from Korea, Creech was assigned to Luke
AFB, Arizona, as a gunnery instructor. While there he got his
start in aerial demonstration flying as the first replacement
pilot for the Thunderbirds. Creech spent a year in the right-
wing position and a year in the left-wing position before his re-
assignment to Germany.”! In Germany, Creech was selected to
be the commander and leader of the Skyblazers, USAFE’s
counterpart to the Thunderbirds, as they were transitioning to
the F-100.72 As leader of the Skyblazers for four years, Creech
led his team to a safety record that included no major accidents
or pilot losses during a period when the Thunderbirds suffered
11 accidents and lost five pilots, while flying an equivalent
number of flying hours and air shows.”® General Creech attrib-
uted his success as the leader of the Skyblazers to “organizing
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small” and instilling pride and professionalism into each mem-
ber of the team.” According to author James Kitfield, who has
written several works that deal peripherally with Creech’s
career,

even as he climbed up the command chain, Bill Creech’s viewpoint re-
mained essentially that of a Skyblazer. In his experience, good things
were not accomplished by tens or even hundreds of thousands of
people, but rather by teams of five or 10 people striving for a shared
goal. That concept flew in the face of conventional wisdom in the late
1970s, and the military bureaucracy resisted it. Yet it drove everything
Creech was about to do at TAC.”®

While assigned as General Sweeney’s aide and later when as-
signed to Secretary of Defense McNamara’s staff, Creech was a
firsthand witness to aircrew discipline and organizational cen-
tralization efforts, some of which he would internalize and take
with him and some of which he would discard. On the positive
side, Sweeney took over a command Creech described as cava-
lier and professionalized it. However, Creech felt that some of
Sweeney’s techniques were heavy-handed and created resent-
ment.”® Yet the positive results of Sweeney’s actions could be
seen in small details such as cross-country deployments. Creech
noted that in 1958, when TAC was directed to deploy a fighter
squadron to Lebanon, only two of 18 aircraft made it on sched-
ule. In contrast, when Creech left TAC in 1965, it was “very rare
that when we sent 24, 24 didn’t arrive right on the dot and right
on schedule.””” Creech, from his vantage point within the Penta-
gon, also witnessed the McNamara revolution and the efforts to
centralize functions. Reflecting on those days, Creech said, “The
thrust was on saving money and people. . . . It overlooked the re-
quirement to do a good job.””® Creech had several opportunities
in the following years to apply the leadership and organization
lessons he had learned in these assignments.

For the first time since being a flight leader in Korea, Creech
had an opportunity to lead in combat during the Vietnam War.
There, he was the 37th TFW’s deputy commander for operations
and later the Seventh Air Force assistant director of operations.
Creech strongly believed in the requirement for a leader to be
credible in the unit mission and to lead it whatever the mission
was; in a flying unit, that meant in the air. As a colonel and the
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wing’s operations deputy, Creech flew 177 F-100 combat mis-
sions in 158 days before being transferred to the Seventh Air
Force headquarters.”® During that time, he earned the respect of
those serving under him. General Fogleman recalled being a cap-
tain in the Misty fast forward air control (FAC) detachment as-
signed to Creech’s wing. Fogleman described one occasion in
which, as the airborne FAC, he saw Creech call off a flight of his
wing’s aircraft attacking an extremely well defended cave in Laos
with little success. Creech directed his inexperienced wingman
to hold at a safe altitude and proceeded to fly a difficult and dan-
gerous approach to the cave, where he dropped a can of napalm
directly into its mouth. Evidently containing large amounts of
supplies and ammunition, the cave erupted in a huge explosion.
Fogleman described the event as “an impressive piece of flying.”8°
In the following years, Creech would demand a similar level of
mission involvement from his wing commanders.

Several years later, while serving as a wing commander,
Creech would put into place concepts he had learned as a Sky-
blazer and which he would later use on a much larger scale at
TAC: organizing on a small level, creating many teams, and in-
stilling pride and professionalism in his subordinates. Creech
commanded two wings successfully. The first, which was newly
established, was based at an abandoned airfield in Zweibrticken,
Germany. In just under a year, Creech’s wing had passed a
NATO inspection with the highest scores recorded in six years.5!
Reassigned to a troubled wing at Torrejon, Spain, that had failed
its two previous readiness inspections, Creech and his wing
passed the reinspection four months later with the highest
scores on record in USAFE.82 Creech credits his successes to
building teams and leaders from the bottom of the organization
to the top.83 The general also instilled discipline in his units by
involving subordinate commanders in the process. As the TAC
commander talking to a group of his wing commanders, he de-
scribed a technique he used at Torrejon:

One of the problems, it seemed like only half of the people on the base
saluted. Now, I wasn’t going to chase everyone who didn’t salute, so
when I passed someone who didn’t salute, I'd say, “Come on, get in the
car.” “Where are you from? What's your name?” Sometimes I'd get
three or four in my car and take them back to my office. Then I'd have
his squadron commander come and pick him up. And all I said to the
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squadron commander was, “He seems like an awfully fine young per-
son, apparently he hasn’t been to school for military discipline, so I'm
sure you're going to take time to do that because I wouldn't like to see
you up here too often.” It started working.5*

Despite the emphasis on realistic training, TAC'’s readiness to
fight had fallen during the decade before Creech’s assumption of
command. In 1969 TAC fighters were flying an average 23 sor-
ties and 32 hours per month. By the second quarter of fiscal year
1978 when Creech took command, the aircraft were flying an av-
erage of 11.5 sorties a month for 17 hours, a reduction of ap-
proximately 50 percent (or almost 8 percent annually).®5 This
trend had a disturbing effect on the aircrews. Many pilots who
needed a minimum of 15 hours per month of flying time simply
to remain proficient were averaging fewer than 10, and the re-
sults showed. The TAC fighter-attack accident rate had risen
from a low of 4.9 per 100,000 flying hours in 1971 to 7.6 per
100,000 flying hours in 1978.86 Additionally, in describing the
climate before Creech’s command, one F-15 crew chief com-
mented, “We were all aware that a human being was strapping
into that jet, but there was a lot of sloppy work done to get it into
the air . . . and if it missed its sortie, it was no big deal.”®” The
pilots were not much more enthusiastic: “Used to be you could
take an airplane off, but your radar wasn’t working or your iner-
tial navigation system didn’t work. So, even when we did fly, the
sorties were often low quality.”®® TAC was on what Creech would
later describe as a “slippery slope.”®®

Despite having clear intentions of employing Creech in in-
creasingly more responsible positions, General Jones, by then
the chief of staff, had to intervene in Creech’s career when he
suffered a major heart attack while the commander of the ESD.
At the time, such a medical incident called for retirement. Jones,
intending to keep Creech on active duty, changed the Air Force
policy regarding heart attacks.®® When he sent Creech to TAC,
Jones intended for Creech to “shake it up.”! Concerning the
centralized management approach well entrenched at TAC when
he took over, Creech told Jones he “was going to rip up that old
centralized way and start afresh. All [Jones] said in response
was, ‘Go to it.””92 Jones recalled, “We had a basic Air Force Reg-
ulation 66-1 that you would have centralized maintenance. I
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made a very loose interpretation of that regulation. Even looser
when I was chief and allowed, for example, Bill Creech to make
major changes in the organization in TAC.” With the support of
Jones, Creech had a virtually free hand in terms of organiza-
tional changes at TAC. He would use every bit of the broad au-
thority he was granted in restructuring the command.
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Chapter 3

Thinking about Air Warfare

When Creech took command of TAC on 1 May 1978, he
would, like all commanders, be constrained and restrained in
large measure by the circumstances and context of his time.
The Air Force was institutionally divided into what many con-
sidered to be artificial strategic and tactical camps. The Viet-
nam War left the Air Force institutionally ambiguous concern-
ing the differences between strategic bombing and interdiction,
as well as who performed which of these missions. But the
post-Vietnam era also saw a renaissance in Army-Air Force
cooperation. The Army, struggling to refocus towards a pur-
pose of general warfare in a central European scenario, also
was refining its doctrine, working more closely than ever be-
fore with the Air Force in general and TAC in the process.
Creech, based on his own experiences, had his own vision of
future warfare—a vision that included an emphasis on tech-
nology, night capability, and a view of air superiority that in-
cluded more than just air-to-air combat. This vision, shaped
by the complex context of his time, defined Creech’s actions
and priorities as the TAC commander.

The “Warfighter Conference”

Shortly after taking command of TAC, General Creech called
his subordinate air division and wing commanders to Langley
AFB, Virginia, for a conference that would, in retrospect, play
a significant role in shaping the future of the Air Force. In a
national magazine, Creech read an interview with a young
captain who had just returned from a Red Flag exercise. When
asked what he learned at Red Flag, the captain replied, “I
learned you can’t survive in combat.”’ Creech described his
reaction: “I came up out of my seat! The problem wasn’t that
he thought that way; the problem was that he was exactly
right in thinking that way. We were using tactics that weren’t
going to work.”? Creech recognized that TAC had a “propensity
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to put a ‘realistic training’ tag on unrealistic wartime strategy
and tactics” and called a commander’s conference, requiring
his commanders to wear their flight suits and fly their own
combat aircraft to Langley.3 The conference covered many topics,
but the central issue was what Creech has since described as
“go low disease.”* Gen Jack 1. Gregory, then a TAC wing com-
mander and later the Pacific Air Forces (PACAF) commander,
recalled, “We covered multiple issues in the way we were train-
ing to go to war, but the key focus was clearly on low-level tac-
tics. He articulated a refreshing new vision for employing from
more effective sets of altitudes through the use of the full
range of defense suppression assets . . . and he got full buy in
from his commanders.”®

Creech had long been skeptical of the low-level tactics then in
use, and he was determined to change Air Force tactical think-
ing. As Soviet surface-to-air missile (SAM) systems became more
prominent in Vietnam, American pilots began to fly under the
radar coverage of the missile systems, only to find an increas-
ingly deadly AAA threat at low altitudes. As Vietnam came to a
close, it was apparent that the AAA threat was far more deadly
with 1,433 of 1,543 aircraft being shot down from the ground,
being lost to ground fire, and the remaining 110 being lost to
SAMs.b Yet the low-level tactics continued, in part because the
SAM threat was viewed as unbeatable. As the USAFE director
of operations and intelligence in 1973, General Creech was privy
to the very latest intelligence concerning modern Soviet SAMs,
and he had heard firsthand accounts from Israeli pilots about
the futility of attempting to underfly the SA-6.7 His own experi-
ences and thinking led him to the conclusion that to enable other
air operations, air defenses had to be rolled back rather than
avoided. Once the air defense threat was degraded, operations
could adjust to higher, more survivable altitudes and take ad-
vantage of precision munitions. In this sense, air defense roll-
back became an integral part of Creech’s vision of air superior-
ity. In the “TACAIR Rejuvenated” briefing given circa 1983,
Creech’s slides articulated that “our basic concept of operations
rests on the fact that we must penetrate enemy defenses. To do
that, we will roll back those defenses using a combination of
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disruptive defense suppression and selective destruction with
both standoff and overflight weapons.”®

In addition to the emphasis on tactics and equipment, the
Warfighter Conference identified and addressed two problems
with TAF training at Red Flag. First, each wing commander
who brought a unit to a Red Flag exercise was permitted to de-
sign his training regimen. Former Air Force chief of staff Gen
Larry D. Welch, a participant in the Warfighter Conference as
the TAC operations deputy, recalled the result: “[Wing com-
manders were] placed in charge of participants’ training expe-
rience with no formal benefit of others’ experiences at Red
Flag. . . . We saw the same mistakes over and over with each
set of participants starting without much benefit of the lessons
from prior experiences.” Second, the exercises did not allow
for “kill removal,” in which players, whether friendly or enemy,
were removed from play after being shot down (in the case of
aircraft) or destroyed (in the case of surface threats). The
threat was always at its highest, and pilots were driven to fly
every mission at the low altitudes where they were exposed to
AAA fire and returned from missions only to learn they had
been “killed” several times over, inevitably leading to the con-
clusion that even low-level tactics were not enough to ensure
survival.1©

In response, Creech insisted that not every mission at Red
Flag be flown as if it were “the first mission on the first second
on the first day of a war.”!! TAC added a command element
rather than allowing each wing to direct its own training, and
he directed that some Red Flag exercises be scripted so that
they represented the first two weeks of a war instead of two
weeks’ worth of the first day of a war. The lessons from these
exercises were incorporated into the standard Red Flags,
which reinforced the overall strategy of rolling back the air de-
fenses as a first order of business and then moving to more
survivable altitudes.!? Creech recalled, “We added a Blue Forces
command element for each one, headed by rotating TAC air di-
vision commanders. We wanted free play and the defense roll-
back strategy thinking to infuse the exercise.”!3

Creech’s description of the conference’s conclusion high-
lighted four instructive results:
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1. We're going to dramatically change our approach, simply because
it's wrong. We're now going to make defense roll-back and taking
the SAMs out our first order of business. No more trying to fly past
SAM sites to get to other targets. That can’t be done. Taking them
out can be done, and it will be easy if we go about it right. We need
to get up out of the weeds as soon as possible to avoid the AAA, a
far more formidable threat.

2. We'll train at low altitude, sure, but we’ll also emphasize training at
high altitude with the munitions that work there.

3. We'll go on a full court press to develop and field the systems and
munitions that fit our new tactics. Our fixation on low-altitude
ingress, egress, and delivery and the systems and munitions that
fit solely that approach is over.

4. We'll also launch a major effort to educate tactical people through-
out the Air Force on this major shift and the reasoning that lies be-
hind it.!*

The ideas agreed to at the conference had a significant influ-
ence on the TAF’s equipment initiatives and training priorities
for years to come. The first three points are covered in subse-
quent chapters of this study, but the fourth point is also sig-
nificant. Creech developed a briefing outlining the major shift
under way and directed that the briefing be delivered to TAF
crews around the world.!®

Creech periodically updated major themes in the “Interdic-
tion Briefing,” which he used to disseminate the concepts of
warfare that were guiding TAF equipage and training, includ-
ing electronic combat, defense suppression, night combat, and
precision and standoff weaponry. The briefing also reflected
the parlance of the day concerning interdiction and strategic
bombing. While termed interdiction, it hypothesized attacks on
enemy leadership and command and control. Additionally, the
briefing contained several illustrations of the range to poten-
tial enemy capitals and highlighted those capitals alongside
railroads and airfields as interdiction targets. While guised in
the tactical term interdiction, the briefing represented strategic
awareness.

Reflecting the intellectual underpinnings agreed upon at the
Warfighter Conference were several fundamental assumptions
about where and how the TAF would be called upon to fight.
The Central European scenario clearly loomed large in the
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thinking of the time. But contrary to what many may now be-
lieve, the northern, central, and southern North Atlantic Treaty
Organization regions did not represent the only scenario under
examination. Equally important in the thinking of the time
were Korean and Persian Gulf scenarios. In the 1984 version
of the interdiction briefing, these three geographic areas were
highlighted with respect to the depth of operations that would
be required. 6

Creech explicitly addressed operations in the Persian Gulf
region in speeches and interviews throughout his tenure. Typ-
ical is a speech given to an Air Force Association convention in
the fall of 1981 in which Creech addressed the problem of lo-
gistics, describing how “our largest potential adversary enjoys
the geographic advantage of being seven times closer to West
Germany, for example, and eight times closer to the Persian
Gulf.”!” In 1981 Creech framed his congressional testimony
around the Persian Gulf scenario, describing the need for long-
range aircraft to operate both to and within that theater.!® After
recognizing the logistics challenges implicit in the Persian Gulf
region, Creech and key members of the TAC staff made a his-
toric trip in 1980.

In March and April 1980, Creech, Welch, and other deputies
from the TAC staff visited several countries in Europe and the
Middle East. Having established the Air Force component for
the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force (that later became US
Central Command), Creech and the TAC staff recognized a
need to establish the relationships and logistics infrastructure
that would be essential if called upon to fight in the Persian
Gulf region.!® During their visit to Saudi Arabia, the TAC del-
egation received permission to preposition munitions and
equipment for use in case of war.?° Creech met privately with
His Royal Highness Prince Sultan bin Abdul Aziz, the Saudi
defense minister, on 24 March for one hour.?! In their meeting,
Creech outlined the need for both bare bases (runways, fuel
access, and potable water) and overbuilt main operating bases
(large enough for shared use) from which US forces could oper-
ate in the event the Saudi government requested US assis-
tance.?? The Saudis agreed to overbuild their infrastructure.
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According to Welch, “the assumption was that if they would build
it, we would come when needed. They did and we did.”?3

In addition to where the TAF would fight, the Warfighter
Conference produced many implications for how the TAF would
fight in the future. Foremost among them was the requirement
to operate at night. In 1981 Creech cited three reasons why a
night capability was important: “First, our principal adversary
has a concept of continuous combat. He plans to fight at
night. . . . Second . . . by fighting at night, we can greatly in-
crease our sortie rates. . . . And third, this country has a de-
cided technological edge and the technology is mature and
workable and reliable enough to give us the capability to fight
at night and it provides certain advantages if we can deliver
lethal firepower at night.”?* The 1983 interdiction briefing con-
tained charts showing the operating windows for day visual
and day/night visual operations in several theaters; the im-
pact of a night capability was startling. For example, in central
Europe in January, poor weather and limited periods of day-
light-restricted operations to about four and one-half hours per
day on average, which equated to less than two sorties per day.
Adding a night, under-the-weather capability increased the op-
erating window to 14 hours per day—greater than four sorties
per day.?5 General Horner, who later commanded coalition air
forces during Operation Desert Storm, recalled Creech’s stress
regarding night operations: “I remember best his emphasis on
our being able to fight at night. We didn’t like night flying (at
best an emergency procedure) and were not very good at it. . . .
He acknowledged we had a long way to go, but he made us start
anyway with what little capability we had. He worked hard to get
LANTIRN [low-altitude navigation and targeting infrared for
night] so we had a better capability . . . than [either] visual or
radar.”?® Other equipment initiatives flowing from the Warfighter
Conference accompanied the emphasis on night operations.

Among the most significant emphasis items were defense-
suppression equipment to allow the defense-rollback strategy
to succeed, as well as precision munitions and area-denial
weapons to allow for attack from higher altitudes. The 1983
TACAIR-Rejuvenated briefing credited communications and
radar jamming as a prominent part of the defense-suppression
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mission as well as an emitter identification and location sys-
tem to provide critical information to allow for effective at-
tacks.?” Creech also told an Army audience in 1981 that “fire-
power in and of itself is not enough. It must be lethal, it must
be accurate, and we must continue to pursue our technologi-
cal and qualitative edge in precision-guided munitions. . . . We
must make new breakthroughs and advances with area
weapons that are affordable, that will kill the enemy systems
in multiples, including armor.”?® Thus, the Warfighter Confer-
ence paved the way for many of the training and equipment
initiatives that Creech undertook in the six years following
that event.

Extending the Battlefield and AirLand Battle

While TAC was redefining the way it intended to fight, the
Army was experiencing much turbulence about its 1976 Ac-
tive Defense doctrine, which was not well received either in-
ternally or externally. In addition to the criticism received at
the hands of prominent defense reformers such as William
Lind, the Active Defense doctrine came under fire from within
the Army. As stated by two of TRADOC commander General
Starry’s principal architects for its replacement,

Army commanders became convinced as a result of their field training
and war games that they would be unable to defeat the Soviets using
the doctrine of 1976. These commanders believed they could beat the
leading Soviet echelons using the “active defense” but that the initial
battles would render our units ineffective while leaving Soviet follow-
on forces intact with complete freedom of action.?®

Starry had been one of those commanders for whom the Ac-
tive Defense was inadequate. Drawing on his own experiences
as a corps commander in Europe, Starry sought to broaden
the Army’s thinking to include a greater appreciation for what
became known as the “deep battle,” a key concept in the evo-
lution of Army doctrine.30

TRADOC began in 1977 to develop a new operational concept,
known as the “extended battlefield,” that, when published in
1982 as the replacement doctrine for Active Defense, came to
be known as AirLand Battle. Starry succinctly described the
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AirLand Battle as Active Defense plus deep attack of follow-on
echelons.3! The fundamental idea was to offset the Soviet nu-
merical advantage in virtually any conceivable theater of war
by delaying, disrupting, and destroying Soviet second and sub-
sequent echelons before they came in contact with troops at
the front. Starry identified three primary tools for doing so:
interdiction—air, artillery, and special operating forces; offen-
sive electronic warfare; and deception.3? AirLand Battle doc-
trine also highlighted that command levels had a dual respon-
sibility. Each had an “area of influence,” in which the enemy
was actively engaged, and an “area of interest,” in which the
enemy was seen and his intentions were determined. These
areas varied by command level but were always measured in
terms of time: the time required to close with and engage forces
at the front. In the case of the corps, the area of influence ex-
tended as far out as 72 hours, which, depending on conditions,
was nominally 150 kilometers (km). On the other hand, the
corps area of interest extended as far as 96 hours or approxi-
mately 300 km.3? Lacking organic artillery and a viable offen-
sive electronic-warfare capability able to delay and disrupt
forces at this depth, the emphasis on the deep battle made air
interdiction a fundamental concern of Army commanders in
ways it had not been previously. The Army quickly became
concerned with an area of the battlefield usually seen as the
domain of air forces.

At its most basic level, AirLand Battle doctrine represented a
renewed Army appreciation for the operational level of war.34
Accordingly, it moved the Army’s thinking toward that of the
Air Force, which had always maintained a necessarily broader,
theaterwide focus. Creech emphasized the converging perspec-
tives of the battlefield in a 1981 speech to the Association of the
US Army. Following a speech by Starry, Creech said,

We need to keep in mind as we shape our equipment, our concepts and
our doctrine, the entire battlefield—extended battlefield—the second ech-
elon that Gen Donn Starry talked about. . . . It is popular in some circles
to think that the enemy is a moving tank at the [forward edge of the bat-
tle area]. Of course that’s the enemy, but the enemy has a bigger and
broader, and deeper face than that. We cannot allow him to arrive at the
forward edge of the battle area unimpeded. And that suggests, in both the
Army and the Air Force, weapons of interdiction of the second echelon.3®
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Far from discouraging Army forays into the Air Force’s battle-
field “territory,” Creech recognized a need to field systems in
both services that could interdict second-echelon forces. Among
these were both surveillance and deep-attack systems: first to
see the enemy and then to engage him.3¢ As Starry acknowl-
edged in March 1981, “For the present, many of the acquisition
means and most of the attacking means will come from air
forces. This is particularly true for corps interdiction require-
ments. Regardless of who owns them, these are the means we
need to gain the best battlefield return.”®” Yet, despite Creech
and Starry’s obviously shared vision, the AirLand Battle con-
cept became a controversial issue within the Air Force for years
to come.

The concepts underpinning the AirLand Battle doctrine proved
troublesome for many Airmen who saw it as an Army attempt to
gain increased control over tactical airpower. Attacks against
fielded forces not in contact with friendly forces came to be
known as battlefield air interdiction (BAI) and became a sub-
ject of heated debate between the services.3® A statement by
Maj C. Lanier Deal, Jr. is representative of the Army perspec-
tive of BAI: “The ground commander must be able to plan and
execute his direct support, offensive air support, in much the
same fashion as he does now with his direct support artillery
fires. He would plan CAS and BAI in his area of influence and
tactical air reconnaissance in his area of interest.”3® The Air
Force position was generally to reaffirm the traditional concept
of centralized control and decentralized execution of airpower.°
The Air Force noted that BAI missions, operating in a higher
threat area than CAS, required force packaging that had to be
done at the component level and was thus incompatible with
Army control of BAI assets.*! One Air Force doctrine writer of the
time noted, “The extended battlefield requires the Army to look
deep and to control assets out further in time than had been
envisioned before. The Air Force controls assets in the area
where the Army wants to control assets. Thus the conflict. . . .
The Army’s extended battlefield, with its corps orientation,
appears incompatible with the Air Force concept of theater
control of air assets.”? This issue of corps versus theater orien-
tation was a significant source of friction between the services.
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Compounding the issue of corps control of air assets, the
Army lacked a headquarters structure over the multiple corps
in any given theater of operations. Without this structure, an
Airman commanding theater air forces had no single ground
commander equivalent with whom to coordinate and deconflict
air requirements. In 1973 the field army had been eliminated
from the operational chain of command and left the corps as
the highest Army war-fighting echelon.*3> Among others, Gen-
eral Momyer decried this situation and joined in a call for the
Army to reinstitute some echelon above corps to provide the
Airman with a single voice for ground-component support re-
quirements.*4

Despite the significant obstacles, Creech and Starry (as well
as Starry’s successors during Creech’s tenure at TAC) refused
to get involved in interservice disputes about issues concern-
ing BAI and ownership of assets. As Starry recalled, in work-
ing on the deep-attack problem, they had a requirement for
surveillance systems that could identify the targets and
weapons which could engage them.*> Starry suggested that he
and Creech never argued about system ownership or territorial
jurisdiction because the systems that would have precipitated
those arguments were still on the drawing board and, “until you
knew the details of what those systems were going to do for you,
it didn’t make much sense to argue over the details.”% Again,
in a 1979 interview, Starry discussed attack helicopters and
A-10s: “I suppose that somewhere in the system there are people
who would like to make that a roles and missions argument. In
my mind—and I think Gen Bill Creech will support this—our
view is that we don’t have enough of either system. So it makes
no sense for us to argue about roles and missions.”*” Creech
did indeed support Starry’s view. Looking back in a broader con-
text, Creech added that he and Starry knew that the person-
alities of the air and ground commanders involved and the
context of a particular war would determine the details of fire
support coordination line (FSCL) placement, control of BAI,
and other contentious topics. Therefore, they saw no need to
debate issues that were so dependent on a given situation.*®
Starry agreed with this assessment.*®
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Notwithstanding Air Force reservations, Creech vocally sup-
ported the AirLand Battle concept. In closing a 1983 tactical
air conference, Creech suggested that the Air Force should
welcome the Army’s input into the interdiction process, yet he
maintained that the Army’s AirLand Battle doctrine should not
change the fundamental principles of airpower: “BAI was a
form of air interdiction; it implied a closer target, and the
Army should have more interest and voice on BAI targets, but
BAI should not be ‘mixed up’ with CAS. Handling Al targets was
an Air Force responsibility.” To emphasize interservice cooper-
ation, Creech traveled with Starry’s successor at TRADOC, Gen
Glenn K. Otis, to speak at their services’ professional military
education schools at Maxwell AFB, Alabama; Carlisle Barracks,
Pennsylvania; and Fort Leavenworth, Kansas.?! As Creech told
an Army audience in 1981, “I have applauded your generals’
initiative in the extended battlefield concept. Some blue-suiters
find that threatening. I do not find it the least bit threatening
and I strongly support it.”5?> However, Creech was not blindly
supportive of the Army’s AirLand Battle doctrine simply for the
sake of harmony.

General Creech believed there were good and sufficient rea-
sons why pursuing the AirLand Battle concept and the close
TAC-TRADOC dialogue were in the best interests of both the
nation and the Air Force. The rapidly expanding Soviet threat
in Europe and the Persian Gulf—coupled with the Israeli ex-
periences in the Yom Kippur War—indicated that the United
States would have to leverage every possible advantage, includ-
ing joint war fighting, to fight successfully. Creech told an Air
Force Association audience in 1981 that “I agree totally with
my Army colleagues—we are in absolute agreement—that we,
in our concepts and doctrine, must address the extended bat-
tlefield.”33 Creech believed that the Army was a potential advo-
cate for Air Force systems rather than a potential competitor for
resources:

The AirLand Battle was conceived as a very broad battlefield, including
the air supremacy battle, the deep battle, and against follow-on forces;
that is, air superiority and interdiction became newly important to the
Army along with their traditional focus on close air support. And Air
Force capabilities to wage that high battle and deep battle were not
only acknowledged, those missions and the Air Force assets needed to
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carry them out were now strongly endorsed in the new doctrine. They
became a matter of the concerns of both services and for both to cham-
pion in the joint arena. . . . And that, in fact, happened. We got more
support from the Army in those aspects than we ever had before.>*

Convinced that the Army’s new doctrine represented a positive
step, Creech worked tirelessly within his service to support the
concept of the extended battlefield.

Institutionally, however, the Air Force began to resist the con-
cept of extending the battlefield as early as December 1979 when
the Air Staff in Washington, DC, produced a position paper sug-
gesting changes to the way BAI missions would be planned and
executed.®® The paper advocated an increased role for the air
component commander in selecting targets and controlling
missions. General Starry reacted by spending a morning with
Creech, during which he made the case for the extended-
battlefield concept, and left a briefing for Creech to study. Starry
recalled that

he studied it for some time, a couple of days apparently, and got the staff
in and said, “Hey, guys, this is good stuff. This is a good idea and we need
to support this.” How they worked that out internally between the [TAC
headquarters] staff guys at Langley [Air Force Base] and the Air Staff in
Washington I have no idea. . . . I'll tell you what, we would not have an
AirLand Battle had it not been for General Bill Creech. We would not have
it because we were at a Mexican standoff with the Air Force guys.5¢

By April 1980, TAC and TRADOC had signed an agreement
on BAI that, in turn, led to a broad agreement between the two
organizations on offensive air support (OAS) by September of
that year. The efforts of Creech and his staff led to a May 1981
Air Staff endorsement of the broad OAS agreement; by Sep-
tember, the Air Staff had declared that agreement to be official
Air Force doctrine. The agreement recognized Air Force execu-
tion control of BAI missions while providing for corps identifi-
cation and prioritization of BAI targets.5”

Recalling that the Howze Board had created bitter acrimony
between the services, Creech was well prepared to advocate a
more cooperative tone within his own service:

The Air Force has its own doctrinal warriors who play “Roland at the

Pass” against any change in their traditional and largely parochial

ways of thinking about airpower and its application; but we gave up lit-
tle, and it was all in the right cause.
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We did agree that the joint commander, who usually is an Army gen-
eral, could dictate when and where air power would be applied, but
that was always the case anyway. We also agreed to give the Army
ground commander a “stronger voice” and greater participation in the
allocation of air, but not any kind of decision or allocation authority.
And that was always a de facto fact of life as well.

Those Air Force naysayers were overcome as well, but it was neither a
brief fight nor an easy one. This was a fight I took on with relish, be-
cause it had a decidedly better flavor to it than our previous go around
with the Army during the Howze Board grasp to take over the entire
mission from the Air Force.?®

Thus, in just under two years, Creech’s efforts had turned
what Starry termed a “Mexican standoff” between the services
into a broad, mutually acceptable agreement that was de-
clared to be official doctrine. This represented Creech’s most
successful effort to make the air elements of AirLand Battle
accepted Air Force or joint doctrine.

Frustrations within the Air Force

While the Army undertook two major revisions of its opera-
tional doctrine between the end of the Vietham War and
Creech’s retirement in 1984, Air Force basic doctrine stagnated
and reached what many considered to be a new low in 1979.5°
Air Force Manual (AFM) 1-1, Functions and Basic Doctrine of the
United States Air Force, 14 February 1979, contained pages of
cartoon drawings to illustrate different aircraft and wandered
into such areas as training and education as well as a history
of air doctrine. Also, it mentioned little about airpower applica-
tion. Although AFM 1-1 did not reflect the depth of thought re-
vealed in the Army doctrine being developed at the time, the
manual occasionally reflected an awareness of contemporary
issues. For example, in discussing interdiction, it described BAI
as a subset of interdiction requiring coordination between
ground and air commander to “insure the most effective support
of the combined arms team.”®° Even so, the prominent airpower
historian Williamson Murray observed, “What strikes this reader
is the emphasis throughout the manual on the role of the USAF
in deterrence as opposed to its role as a combat force. . . .
When a nation’s military services become more concerned
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with deterrence than with their capability to fight, their real abil-
ity to deter comes into question.”® AFM 1-1 also failed to ade-
quately take the experiences of the Vietham War into account,
blithely referring to that war as “an unpopular conflict that was
not, and is not yet, clearly understood.”®? This apparent lack of
understanding was evident in the continued opaqueness in the
Air Force vision of interdiction and strategic bombing.

TAC Manual 2-1, Tactical Air Operations, published just two
weeks before Creech took command in 1978, presented an in-
teresting dichotomy in this respect. In one chapter the reader
learned that “strategic systems (B-52, SR-71) may perform tac-
tical missions,” although the reverse was not explicitly acknowl-
edged.®® In the interdiction section, the reader learned that in-
terdiction included attacks against “supply sources (oil
refineries, factories, etc.),” target sets traditionally considered
“strategic.”®* Meanwhile, defense-reform writers did not appear
to make the distinction either. Frequent defense critic James
Fallows equated deep interdiction with attacks on populations
and their morale, using the World War II London blitz as an ex-
ample—another target set traditionally considered the domain
of “strategic bombing.”®> Defense reformer Charles E. Myers Jr.
described deep-strike interdiction as “nonnuclear, air-to-ground
attacks against the enemy facilities, factories, supply depots,
and bridges that are remote from the immediate ground battle
area. Such operations in World War II were classified as strate-
gic bombing.”® The confusion—about what constituted strate-
gic bombing, interdiction, and the roles of tactical and strategic
aircraft—was evident in the professional journals as well. In
1983 an Air Force officer assigned to TAC and TRADOC'’s co-
ordination organization wrote that, in contradiction to his own
MAJCOM'’s doctrinal manual, “TACAIR interdiction is tactical
by nature. It is not directed against factories, production facili-
ties, and so forth.”8”

Despite the Vietnam experience, in which tactical fighters
were used for conventional strategic bombing and strategic
bombers were used for tactical missions such as CAS, official
Air Force basic doctrine remained locked in the post-World
War II paradigm. While AFM 1-1 stubbornly clung to the
concepts of strategic and tactical aircraft and mission, the
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commander in chief of SAC, Gen Bennie L. Davis, published
an article in March 1984 in which he called for renewed
thought about the terms. He reminded the reader that “‘strate-
gic’ and ‘tactical’ describe missions, not aircraft. Airpower assets
should be employed in harmony, not separated artificially ac-
cording to a set of narrow preconceptions”; he then went on to
warn against allowing deterrence to “restrict our thinking about
the optimum employment of all airpower assets in a conflict.”®
Yet despite Davis’s admonition, the Air Force as an institution
made no appreciable move towards thinking about airpower in
terms other than tactical and strategic. These terms distilled
range, weapon type, mission, and MAJCOM ownership into a
confused pair of adjectives that would retard the service’s think-
ing for years. Although Air Staff doctrine writers did not demon-
strate a particularly clear vision of airpower in their own work,
they generally opposed, to little avail, the close cooperation
Creech tried to engender with the Army.

Despite the resistance of many Air Force doctrinaires, Creech
essentially drove tactical-doctrine development through the
adoption of joint agreements with TRADOC. Creech and Starry
sponsored a series of joint studies and exercises in areas such
as second-echelon interdiction (J-SEI), counterair/air defense
(J-CAAD), countering attack helicopters (J-CATCH), and sup-
pression of enemy air defense (J-SEAD).%° These studies pro-
duced tactics manuals that essentially defined how tactical air
forces and their Army counterparts would fight together. For
example, the J-CATCH study, together with a series of tests
called joint attack weapons system, in which joint CAS tactics
were developed, produced a manual on joint air attack team
(JAAT) tactics that described how Air Force fighter aircraft and
Army attack helicopters would fight together.”® After the hard-
fought agreement on BAI allocation, another second-echelon
attack study called J-SAK formed the basis for how the services
would carry out the doctrinal concept described in the agree-
ment.”! SEADs, considered part of the Air Force’s counterair
mission, was also seen as a joint task and became the topic of
a 1979 meeting between Creech, Starry, and their respective
service chiefs as well as the Army vice-chief.”? If the services
working together could get the job done better than either
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service working individually, it was explored as a joint con-
cept. However, many of the initiatives never made it past TAC-
TRADOC tactical manuals for the Air Force.

The fundamental problem in this respect appears to be that
while TRADOC spoke authoritatively for the Army on doctrinal
issues, TAC did not speak for the Air Force. TAC spoke defin-
itively on doctrinal matters specifically for TAC and generally
for the so-called TAFs, which consisted of TAC, PACAF, and
USAFE.” Afterwards, Creech reflected, “We made a determined
effort to capture the new AirLand Battle thinking in joint doc-
trine manuals. But that all later fell off the table—leaving the
doctrine game to the Army. Who's to fault? Who knows? But it
wasn’'t because we were insensitive to doctrinal follow-up. But
the Air Force as an institution was.””*

Departmental acknowledgment of TAC and TRADOC’s work
came in 1983 and 1984 with the Army and Air Force chiefs of
staff signing a series of memorandums that, while not making
any doctrinal changes, furthered the cooperative spirit between
the services. Based on groundwork laid at TAC and TRADOC,
the chiefs signed a “Memorandum of Understanding on Joint
USA/USAF Efforts for Enhancement of Joint Employment of
the AirLand Battle Doctrine” in April 1983. The chiefs outlined
a need for the services to train and exercise together using the
AirLand Battle construct.”® In November 1983, another mem-
orandum of understanding followed, this one concerning “Ini-
tiation of a Joint US Army-US Air Force Force Development
Process” that tied service-equipment initiatives to the AirLand
Battle.”® Finally, in May 1984, they signed a “Memorandum of
Agreement on US Army-US Air Force Joint Force Development
Process” in which the chiefs articulated 31 initiatives for ac-
tion by their services concerning broad areas of cooperation
such as BAI, CAS, SEAD, and various equipment and hard-
ware compatibility issues.”” The net result was a “significant
step toward the goal of developing the most efficient, afford-
able joint forces” and an estimated cost avoidance of $1 billion
by 1988.78 Despite his service’s doctrinal resistance and confu-
sion, these memorandums reflected the support Creech re-
ceived from his chiefs, Gen David C. Jones, Gen Lew Allen Jr.,
and Gen Charles A. Gabriel, as he worked to cooperate more
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closely with the Army during his tenure at TAC. Despite his
success in working out tactical doctrinal details, Air Force basic
doctrine remained generally unmoved by the TAC-TRADOC co-
operation.

Analysis and Summary

Creech’s influence on air doctrine depends on the level of doc-
trine under consideration. Air Force basic doctrine, which ar-
ticulated airpower in the broadest possible terms in AFM 1-1,
lacked a clear Creech imprint. While basic doctrine improved
noticeably between 1979 and 1984, there is no evidence that
General Creech chose to be involved in the process. Instead,
he made his mark on the operational and tactical doctrine that
represented how the Air Force would go to war.

At the operational level, Air Force written doctrine (pub-
lished in AFM 2-1, Tactical Air Operations Counter Air, Close Air
Support, and Air Interdiction, May 1969) stagnated between
1969 and 1998, when it was updated as Air Force Doctrine
Document 2, Organization and Employment of Aerospace Power.
In 1978 TAC had published its own Tactical Air Command
Manual 2-1, Aerospace Operational Doctrine: Tactical Air Oper-
ations; but like the Air Force’s basic doctrine, it described tac-
tical airpower missions in broad terms. Consequently, the Air
Force had no usable analogue to Army Field Manual (FM)
100-5, Operations, which described, in great detail, how the
Army intended to fight at the tactical and operational levels of
war. Lacking a usable Air Force equivalent to FM 100-5, General
Creech shaped operational doctrine through the operational
concepts flowing from the Warfighter Conference and the
training and equipment priorities that followed. While it may
be argued that doctrine is not doctrine until it is written and
published, the Air Force (for whatever reason) either inten-
tionally or unintentionally neglected its operational-level doc-
trine for nearly 30 years.”® Consequently, what the Air Force
bought and how the Air Force trained represented de facto op-
erational doctrine. Creech’s impact on operational doctrine
can be evaluated only in this light.
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Creech’s most significant influence on Air Force written doc-
trine came at the tactical level. The many joint tests and studies
that Creech and his TRADOC counterparts directed eventually
produced useful joint manuals which shaped how individual
crews would accomplish their tasks. Published under the aegis
of TAC and TRADOC with the endorsement of the service chiefs;
read by TAF Airmen; and reinforced with joint training and ex-
ercises, tactical-level air doctrine had a pervasive influence
among Airmen. However, because tactical-level air doctrine was
the most widely read, understood, and practiced form of doc-
trine, it came to occupy an inordinately prominent place in the
thinking of the 1980s. Reflecting afterwards as the chief of staff,
General Fogleman stated, “Throughout the latter period of the
Cold War this tactical support mind-set was reinforced—appro-
priately for the situation—|[in central Europe]. We placed our pri-
ority on stopping a numerically superior land force without hav-
ing to cross the nuclear threshold. But we did this for so long, we
forgot that it was only one expression of the contribution of air-
power to joint warfare . . . not the expression of joint warfare.”®°

Cooperation between the Army and the Air Force in general
and between TRADOC and TAC specifically was clearly well
under way by the time Creech took command in May 1978. Gen-
eral Creech enjoyed the same support as his predecessor, Gen-
eral Dixon, for his actions in this regard. Creech’s three chiefs of
staff—Generals Jones, Allen, and Gabriel—all supported the
TAC-TRADOC dialogue and were supportive of Creech’s actions.
The relationship clearly prospered during the tenure of Gen-
eral Creech in a way that it did not before or after. Starry is ef-
fusive in his praise. In closing an interview about the develop-
ment of AirLand Battle, General Starry was asked whether he
had any general comments. He replied that “the Army, the na-
tion, the Armed Forces owe Bill Creech a great, great debt of grat-
itude. We would not have AirLand Battle had it not been for him.
I could not have carried that off by myself.”8!

Recent analysis of Army doctrine has identified the 1982 FM
100-5, Operations, of which Creech was so supportive, as a
high-water mark in Army doctrine development. In a 2001 ar-
ticle, Col David A. Fastabend, US Army, praised the manual’s
“overt, specific elucidation of an effective operational concept”
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and suggested that Army doctrine manuals got progressively
worse in this regard from 1982 to 1986 to 1993.52 It was the
1982 operational concept that Creech supported so strongly.
Although the question of whether or not AirLand Battle was
good for the Air Force is still debated within the service, it
seems clear that Creech was instrumental in carrying what
was an amicable relationship to new heights. Creech actively
steered the Air Force toward support of the new Army doc-
trine. The question is why Creech supported the Army so en-
thusiastically in its doctrinal developments.

There seem to be several possible and plausible explana-
tions. General Dixon, writing just before he relinquished com-
mand of TAC, suggested that the origin of the close association
was an attempt to avoid a form of bureaucratic and fiscal frat-
ricide in the drawdown after Vietnam.® Also, there was the
very real Soviet threat, for which the United States was perceived
to be underequipped. Consequently, any synergies that could be
gained through interservice cooperation (in areas such as SEAD)
were positive steps. Organizationally, the Army’s support for Air
Force TAF modernization efforts was valuable as the TAF strug-
gled for ascendancy within the service. Finally, some have sug-
gested much more Machiavellian reasons. Given his personal
experience with the Howze Board and how the TAF’s institu-
tional existence could be threatened if the Army did not get the
support it thought it needed, some viewed Creech’s actions as
holding maneuvers intended to placate the Army while giving
away little.8* Creech himself is clear in describing why he
strongly supported the AirLand Battle concepts. First, he be-
lieved the AirLand Battle represented a substantial Army shift
away from set-piece battles with a corps orientation and to-
ward a theaterwide view of the battlefield with an appreciation
of Air Force deep and high operations. Second, he recognized
this favorable shift in Army orientation coming at no expense
to the Air Force:

The Air Force gave up NONE repeat NONE of its historical prerogatives
regarding the [control of airpower] in the AirLand Battle approach. In
fact, that was improved because the debate over corps commanders’
ownership was parked on the sidelines in AirLand Battle in favor of
centralized control of airpower. . . . Under AirLand Battle, the ground
commander could nominate [BAI targets] (as he properly should be
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allowed to do) but the Army was given no allocation or control author-
ity in the BAI zone whatsoever.55

Nonetheless, Creech’s efforts to move the Air Force towards
closer cooperation with the Army were seriously hindered by
an unresponsive service-doctrine process that reflected much
confusion about basic roles within the Air Force. It has be-
come somewhat of a cliché for many Airmen to say of the Air-
Land Battle issue, “That was Army doctrine, not Air Force doc-
trine.” As far as published doctrinal manuals go, that statement
is true. From Creech’s perspective though, the distinction was
meaningless:

I believe historians make an error when they compare Air Force and
Army “doctrine” because the two services have very different ap-
proaches. Doctrine is expressed in many ways. What the nation saw in
the Air Force performance in the Gulf War was Air Force doctrine in ac-
tion—in equipage, strategy, tactics, training, and execution. Since its
birth as an independent service, and even prior, the Air Force has paid
very little attention to written doctrine. That, I believe, is because the
Air Force is a service that believes in flexibility in thinking and force
application rather than some “cookie cutter” approach. During all my
years as the TAC Commander, the Air Force leadership as a whole paid
very little, if any, attention to it. For example, in attending quarterly
four-star executive sessions at “Corona Conferences” over a span of 6%
years, I cannot recall a single instance where the chief of staff and the
assembled four-stars, addressing a huge range of issues, ever once
talked about doctrine. We in the Air Force expressed our doctrine in
our preparation for war, the Army wrote it down. That can’t rightfully
be construed to mean that the “AirLand Battle” approach was “only
Army doctrine,” because it was not. In fact, contrary to the views of
many historical revisionists, it was on vivid display in the Gulf War.%6

The issue Creech raised in this passage about the Gulf War and
AirLand Battle is significant, yet Creech’s view was not univer-
sally accepted within the service. After the 31 initiatives were
signed, “One Air Force official [was] quoted as saying ‘when we
say we agree with the AirLand Battle concept, . . . we agree that
the concept is a good concept for the Army.’"8” What seems to
stand out is that while the Air Force as an institution was divided
on the issue of whether AirLand Battle was beneficial or not, the
Air Force proposed no equally compelling vision of future warfare
in its own written doctrine. Instead, it remained stubbornly at-
tached to strategic and tactical as descriptors for a wide variety
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of nouns and could not come to a clear understanding about
whether strategic bombing and deep interdiction had any mea-
surable distinction.

Creech’s most significant influence on airpower thought came
from the Warfighter Conference, undoubtedly a seminal event
in airpower history. Based on the work done at that conference
in 1978, Creech and his fellow Airmen plotted a new course for
the way the TAF would approach a sophisticated enemy with
formidable air defenses. Welch’s recollection of the conference
provides a useful summary:

By the end of the conference, there was full agreement that low-level
tactics might be necessary for a time but that we needed to get out of
that mode as early as possible. Perhaps even more important for the
subsequent evolution of both systems and tactics, there was a much
greater appreciation for the potential of new tactical thinking, some fur-
ther enabling defense suppression help, and the right munitions with
precision guidance—all clearly within our technology capabilities.?®

The equipment and training initiatives flowing from this vision
were many and varied and constitute the subject of the next
chapter.
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Chapter 4

Tools of the Trade

Several of the training and equipment programs under way
when General Creech assumed command at TAC fitted nicely
into the vision of warfare expressed at the 1978 Warfighter
Conference. The Air Force, having developed dedicated air-
superiority and CAS aircraft, was in the process of developing
a multirole fighter in the form of the F-16, an aircraft much
more suited to the general’s views on airpower’s flexibility. To
bring those aircraft into the active inventory and to mature
their performance would be a task left largely to General Creech.
To do so, he would face significant resistance from the Defense
Reform Movement (DRM), members of which already thought
the F-15 was far too large and complex and who were unhappy
with what the Air Force had done with their cherished LWF
program. As commander of the ESD of AFSC and again as the
assistant vice-chief, Creech had worked on several programs
that would later become integral parts of the command he
would inherit in May 1978. Creech enjoyed a good start in
terms of PGMs and the Pave Strike night-adverse weather pro-
grams, although both efforts should probably be described as
modest when Creech assumed command of TAC. The TAF had
begun a realistic training program under the hand of officers
like Momyer, Dixon, Horner, and Suter. The seeds had been
planted, but whether or not the many trees in the orchard
would grow and produce fruit would be largely up to Creech.
This was especially true in the area of realistic training.

Realistic Training Takes Root

The scope of Red Flag training expanded significantly during
Creech’s tenure as the TAC commander. Reflecting Creech’s
long-held opinion that the Air Force lacked a credible capability
to fight at night, Red Flag exercises began to incorporate night
operations at least twice per year shortly after Creech as-
sumed command.! During Creech’s command at TAC, Red
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Flag exercises grew from approximately 55 aircraft per exercise
in 1977 to more than 250 by the time he relinquished com-
mand on 1 November 1984.2 Some exercises later grew to more
than 400 aircraft.® The exercises often included multinational
participation—17 nations as active participants and 12 as
observers by 1984.* The realism of the threats on the Nellis
ranges increased substantially. During Creech’s tenure, TAC
spent more than S600 million on range improvement and in-
strumentation.® This money bought, among other things, 11
acquisition radars, 33 AAA radars, and 42 SAM systems.® Gen
John L. Piotrowski, who served as Creech’s operations deputy
and vice-commander before becoming the Ninth Air Force
commander, recalled that Creech also instituted composite-
force training in which large packages of fighters trained with
all the support assets they would need in wartime. He added
that while Dixon and Suter had created Red Flag, Creech de-
served credit for making each one more realistic than the pre-
vious and for upgrading the Fighter Weapons School from “a few
cowboys and a few airplanes to a major enterprise. . . . It was
a completely different world [than when I taught there in the
1960s]. General Creech professionalized it.””

By the summer of 1982, the tactics articulated at the
Warfighter Conference and practiced at numerous Red Flags
had been largely validated. In June 1982, the Israeli air force
used the defense rollback strategy adopted by the USAF, deci-
mated Syrian air defenses in the Bekaa Valley in a matter of
10 minutes, and destroyed 17 of 19 SA-6 missile sites and sev-
eral SA-2 and SA-3 missile sites. The remaining sites were de-
stroyed the following day. Meanwhile, 85 Syrian aircraft were
destroyed in the air without a single Israeli loss.® This stun-
ning success served to reinforce the vision that emerged at the
Warfighter Conference and had been practiced regularly at
Red Flag exercises. By building on the successes of the Red
and Blue Flag exercises, Creech began to expand the focus on
realistic training into other areas of air warfare as well as
many of the critical support functions across the TAF.

In addition to the expanded scope of aircrew training under
way at the Red Flag exercises, realistic aircrew training received
a further boost when Creech broadly expanded dissimilar air
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combat training (DACT) and low-level training across the
board under the banner of Gold Flag. In an October 1979
speech to the Air Force Association, TAC’s vice-commander, Lt
Gen Robert C. Mathis, highlighted the expanded training op-
portunities, stating that “dissimilar air combat training, which
involves dog-fighting with aircraft of different types and different
services, has been more than doubled in the past year. As an-
other example, the number of low-level missions flown below
200 feet has more than tripled in [fiscal year] 79 compared with
[fiscal year] 78.”° Indeed, between 1977 and 1983, Aggressor
training sorties increased from 4,300 to 13,733 per year while
unit-to-unit DACT grew from 460 to 20,612 sorties per year.!°
The Red and Gold Flag programs were quickly joined by an-
other aircrew training program, this one designed to prepare
the force for the realities of electronic combat.

Reflecting his long-held belief that electronic combat would
be an integral part of future air warfare, Creech introduced
electronic combat into selected Red Flag exercises as well as
dedicated exercises, which Creech dubbed Green Flags. Because
Creech believed that the TAF was not engaged in serious plan-
ning for a dense electronic combat environment, he wrote the
Tactical Air Warfare Center (TAWC) commander a letter in March
1979.1! In it, Creech designated him the lead agent for (1)
defining and implementing the blueprint for all electronic war-
fare, with special emphasis given to integrated defense sup-
pression, (2) applying innovative testing, training, modeling, and
analysis, and (3) developing sound requirements to improve
TAF electronic-combat capability across the board.!? The first
Green Flag was held in the spring of 1981.!2 With one dedicated,
six-week Green Flag exercise per year, Creech hoped to achieve
five goals: (1) to integrate electronic-warfare capabilities and as-
sets into composite-force employment; (2) to provide a realistic
enemy threat environment, including radio-electronic combat;
(3) to increase aircrew knowledge and proficiency in the plan-
ning and execution of electronic combat; (4) to demonstrate
mission effectiveness between aircraft operating with and with-
out antijam radios; and (5) to train aircrews to employ destruc-
tive and disruptive defense-suppression techniques/capabilities.
Comments from participating aircrews upon completion of the
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first exercise indicated that Creech’s goals were being met.!*
During the first Green Flag exercise, Creech employed a wide
array of data collectors to record the results. A full 72 percent
of the sorties were judged to be ineffective when faced with a
sophisticated jamming threat, with only preplanned missions
achieving any success. The dense electronic-combat environ-
ment had its greatest impact on missions requiring dynamic
changes during execution. Creech used the results of this first
Green Flag exercise to convince many within the Air Force and
the Defense Department that increased spending on, and train-
ing with, electronic-combat systems (both offensive and defen-
sive) was warranted.!®

The realistic training tag did not apply only to flight training.
Creech also expanded a wartime familiarization-training pro-
gram shortly after assuming command. Early in his first month
at TAC, Creech commented during a briefing to the 347th TFW
at Moody AFB, Georgia, that he wanted the unit’s training pro-
gram to be tailored to the wartime taskings of its squadrons.!6
Creech—on his first day in command—told his operations
deputy that he wanted each unit to become familiar with its
wartime collocated operating bases (i.e., the airfields they would
operate from during times of war).!” These programs came to-
gether quickly. By the end of May 1978, Creech told the Ninth
Air Force commander, “We should be able to deploy and hit the
ground in a fighting posture and the only way we can accom-
plish this is by knowing everything possible about the depl