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n By Air Marshal VK Bhatia (Retd)

IAF More 
than Willing

INDO-PAK WAR 1965

HE IAF in its Doctrine pegs 
Battlefield Air Strikes (BAS) 
as  par t  o f  the  Land-A i r 
Operations under the overall 
umbrella of Counter Surface 
Force Operations or CSFO. 
But, in the bygone era that 
we are talking about, these 
were part of the air support 
operations with BAS being 
termed as Close Air Support 
or CAS operations. Steeped as 
the Army was in its thinking 
that military operations were 
principally an Army affair 
and that other services could 
only operate on the fringe, at 
best in a support role, joint 

planning was deliberately given a go by 
the Army during the months between the 
Rann of Kutch skirmishes in April to the 
commencement of the Indo-Pak War in 
August-September 1965. 

In a critical assessment carried out 
after the war by Air Chief Marshal PC 
Lal, who was then the Vice Chief of Air 
Staff, lamented on how the Army carried 
“a big-brother attitude towards the Air 
Force which led to it being treated with 
a certain amount of indulgence but 
prevented it being accepted as a vital 
and equal partner in war. Matters were 
further complicated by the belief that 
if the IAF took part in the fighting then 
the PAF (Pakistan Air Force) would do 
likewise, thus increasing the likelihood of 
a general war between the two countries 
instead of a localised conflict in J&K.” 
According to ACM Lal, while there was 
a good deal of truth in this, but this was 
also a possibility from which there was 

no escape. Pakistan had already been 
warned that any attack on J&K would 
be treated as an attack on India. “With 
a political direction as clear as that on 
record, it was incumbent on the Chiefs 
of Staff to have their plans ready for 
such a contingency”. The fact that they 
did not was indicative of the thinking 
of the time.

Little wonder when Pakistan launched 
Op Gibraltar in early August to liberate 
the Kashmir Valley and later in the month, 
Op Grand Slam to capture Akhnoor in a 
bid to cut J&K off from the rest of the 
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country, the Army continued to think it 
could fight the war on its own till it found 
itself against the wall. Finally, when the 
desperate call came for the Air Force 
help on September 1, the IAF response 
though immediate came more as an ad 
hoc reaction rather than from a well-
conceived joint plan.

Even though, the bases in Punjab had 
been alerted at the initiative of then Air 
Chief, Air Marshal Arjan Singh, it was 
more in the form of a muted alert by the 
time it trickled down to the field, rather 
than an urgent call to prepare for an all 

out air war. That it was, by and large, 
business as usual was evident from the 
fact when on August 27, the then young 
Flying Officer Philip Rajkumar from No. 1 
Squadron (Tigers) with Flight Lieutenant 
VK Jimmy Bhatia, i.e. self, serving in the 
No. 8 (Eight Pursoots) sister squadron 
(both squadrons based at No. 8 Wing, 
Adampur) in the lead, were packed off 
for a two aircraft ferry from No. 5 BRD, 
Sulur where the IAF’s Mysteres were 
stored. The ferry itself turned out to be 
quite an unforgettable experience with 
as many as three ‘Packet’ support aircraft 

Mystere IV A taking off for 
an operational mission
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falling by the side, one by one, due to 
unserviceabilities. However, on learning 
that the IAF had gone into action on 
September 1 – while we were still stuck 
at Nagpur during homeward transit 

– prompted a snake climb procedure 
through monsoon clouds to beat the 
stormy weather and make it to Kanpur 
on the 2nd. September 3 saw us safely 
back at base by mid morning and by 
evening on the same day, action had 
begun for the Eight Pursoot and me, with 
the launch of an overhead armed cap.

Mystere IV A incidentally was an 
underpowered aircraft, which problem 
was most manifest on take-off roll, 
when a loaded aircraft took almost the 
entire length of a 9,000 ft runway to 
get airborne. However, once airborne 
and at tactical speeds, the aircraft would 
handle quite well. Nonetheless, Mystere 
was considered to be good as more 
of a ground attack aircraft compared 
with the more powerful Hunter which 
was presumed to be more versatile. 
Notwithstanding that, Mysteres were 
used in practically all the roles during 

MISSION AGAINST PAK     ARMOUR – DBN AREA
DATE: September 6; Time: After 5 pm. As I 

recall, it was to be a 4-aircraft mission, which, 
due to non-availability of the CO, was being 
led by the senior flight commander, Sqn Ldr 

MS ‘Mickey’ Jatar. The composition of the formation 
was as follows:-
• Sqn Ldr MS Jatar (Mickey) Black 1  Leader
• Flt Lt VK Bhatia (Jimmy - self)  Black 2 No. 2 (wing man)
• Sqn Ldr PC Chopra (Chopey) Black 3 No. 3 (Dy Leader)
• Flt Lt Vinod Patney (Pat) Black 4 No. 4 (wing man)

After a hurried briefing at the ‘Base Ops’ as the time 
was of great essence, we dashed back to the flight 
complex, collected our flying gear and proceeded to the 
aircraft, parked in the open blast pens scattered around 
the S-shaped taxi track. Start up was on pre-briefed 
time, under full R/T silence as was the taxi out to the 
Vital Actions point close to Runway 31. To prevent FOD 
while taxiing on the ground, Mysteres were equipped 
with air intake guards, made of metallic mesh, which 
were removed by the tyre-checkers at the holding point 
for vital actions. At the pre-determined time the Lead 
moved out followed by others to line up on the runway in 
a close-knit finger-four formation. On line up, I suddenly 
noticed that No. 4 (Pat) still had his air intake guard on. 

I desperately tried to draw his attention by waiving at 
him and pointing towards his aircraft’s nose to indicate 
the problem. (Remember, use of R/T was to be avoided 
at all costs). Luckily, Pat caught my wild gesturing and at 
the same time I noticed the forgetful tyre-checker airman 
trying to outdo Milkha Singh in his sprint to Pat’s aircraft 
to correct his mistake and avert a possible catastrophe. 
The intake guard was removed just in time before Mickey 
gave the hand sign to rev up the aircraft for take-off. 
But, there was more to come. Soon after we lifted off, 
Mickey, in the lead aircraft noticed his fire warning light 
coming on. This time the R/T silence was broken, “Fire 
warning. Aborting mission; Chopey, you have the lead”, 
he commanded. “Roger”, came the reply and with that 
Chopey and Pat became Black 1 & 2, while I fanned out 
as Black 3, without a wing man. 

Rest of the outbound leg was uneventful (or was it?) 
till we in dead silence reached the IP (Initial Point) and the 
throttles were advanced to accelerate to 420 kts for the 
final run in to the target. Incidentally, apart from the two 
integral guns, all aircraft were armed with two operational 
rocket pods with each pod carrying 19 X 68 mm Sneb 
rockets. The speciality of these pods was that they fired 
all rockets in a single salvo, thus unleashing 19 rockets 
each with their HC (Hollow Charge) warheads in one go 

A Mystere IV A on the 
tarmac
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the 1965 operations. Out of the 12 
Op missions flown during the war, my 
log book, apart from the classic seven 
CSFO missions, also reads one counter-
air mission and as many as f ive air 
defence missions in the form of armed 
patrols. Interestingly, these patrols were 
further divided into combat air patrols 
(conducted in a specif ied area) and 
standing patrols, which were flown 
overhead the airfield.

To relieve the pressure in the Chhamb-
Jaurian sector, and to divert Pakistani 
forces from the vulnerable Jammu-
Srinagar highway, it was decided to 
enlarge the area of conflict by opening 
up new fronts across the international 
border. However, once again, there 
was no real joint planning done for the 
planned offensives into Pak territory. 
On the Army side, according to ACM 
Lal, “The notion persisted that it would 

fight on its own, with the Air Force 
providing an occasional bonus.” And 
the Air Force thought of fighting mainly 
an air war against the PAF and some 
strategic targets, while giving relatively 
low priority to support the Army. Both 

MISSION AGAINST PAK     ARMOUR – DBN AREA
against the intended target – a massive punch indeed, 
which no armour of the time could withstand. Another, 
peculiarity of the Sneb pod was that it carried a nose shield 
in the form of a nose cone of reinforced plastic to protect 
the otherwise protruding rocket heads as also reduce 
drag during flight. These nose cones were hardened to 
withstand speeds in excess of 450 kts. But, inexplicably, 
on this particular day and only in my case they decided to 
behave differently. As I registered the IAS going past 380 
kts, I suddenly heard a big thud followed by a massive yaw 
to the left. As I looked at the port wing I found the shreds 
of the torn nose cone with the flat exposed disc of the 
pod presenting a big airbrake like surface to the airflow. 
I quickly used the rudder trimmer – almost to the entire 
length of its travel to be able to fly the aircraft straight. 
By now, I had started to lag behind a bit as the other 
two aircraft were accelerating unhindered. To compound 
things further, when I had nearly brought the aircraft 
under control, I heard another sickening thud with aircraft 
uncontrollably yawing to the right this time. Not again, I 
thought, but my worst fears came true when I looked to 
the right and found the nose cone of the starboard pod 
too, shattered to bits. Undo the rudder trim, the brain 
ordered, which I did quickly to bring the aircraft under 
control. There was no other damage to the aircraft and 

it was flying straight, except that even with full throttle, 
I was unable to accelerate past 390 kts. R/T silence was 
mandatory except under the gravest of circumstances 
such as being bounced by an enemy aircraft, so I kept 
quiet while peeling my eyes hard to keep the other two 
in sight with increasing distance between us.

Fortunately, by now we were already in the target area 
and saw the lead element pulling up for attack as they 
made contact with their respective targets. By the time 
their rockets exploded, I was also pulling up, picking 
up the enemy armour on the ground. Luckily, when I 
pressed the firing button, there were no more lurking 
surprises and the R/Ps homed on flawlessly to their target. 
Another peculiarity of the Sneb Op pod was that after 
the last rocket left its tube, the entire pod would also get 
jettisoned automatically. I felt this, when suddenly relieved 
of the undesirable ‘airbrakes’, the aircraft literally leapt 
forward under full power that it had been operating on, 
all along since the pod mishap. 

Catching up with the lead element after the second gun 
attack with both 30mm guns blazing against the enemy 
armour was no longer a problem now, and the return 
leg was indeed uneventful; with late dusk recovery of the 
aircraft at home base Adampur – Mission successful. The 
‘authobook’ read ‘DCO” (Duty Carried Out).

A totally destroyed Pak 
Army tank
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services drew up separate plans with 
no joint consultations worth the name. 
But, this was to change soon, when on 
entering Pakistan, the Army found that 
it could not fight entirely on its own, as 
the PAF was constantly harassing it.

Army’s indifferent attitude towards 
joint planning inevitably led to lack 
of proper cohesion between the two 
services. While the Army quickly realised 
it needed air defence and tactical support, 
but no detailed arrangement had been 
made for either. I recall, how rudimentary 
the GLO section at No. 8 Wing was, and 

the same must have been the case on 
other bases too. The intelligence updates 
were invariably sketchy and unreliable. 
There was extreme shortage of FACs in 
the field, which meant most BAS sorties 
were flown without real-time guidance 
from the FACs and the targets engaged 
beyond the ‘bomb lines’, given during 
the pre-sortie briefings by the GLOs. 
That there were few cases of fratricide 
reported during the war was mostly 
attributable to ‘Luck’ than anything else.

The Indian ground offensive was 
launched on September 6 and even 

Strike Against the Non-Existent Barrage over           River Ravi

DU R I N G  I T S  a d v a n c e 
towards Lahore, there 
was great apprehension in 
the Army’s mind that Pak 

might try to flood the Ichhogil Canal 
(Pak’s first major defence obstacle) 
to prevent Indian Army formations 
from crossing it. To obviate this 
possibility, it was decided to destroy 
the ‘Barrage’ over River Ravi, which 
presumably controlled the water 
flow in the southern portion of the 
Canal. Initially, these sorties were 

undertaken by No.1 Squadron 
pilots. However, two 2-aircraft 
missions launched one after another 
failed to locate the said ‘barrage’ 
over River Ravi. The task then fell 
into the lap of No.8 Squadron – 
with an undercurrent of suspicion 
about the navigational abilities of 
the ‘Boys’ from the sister Squadron.

Mickey decided to fly the mission 
himself with me as his wing man 
to solve the mystery of the missing 
‘barrage’. After meticulous sortie 

planning, we took-off on a near 
perfect day for a mid-morning strike 
against the vital target. We reached 
our intended target without any 
problem. River Ravi lay below us in 
all its splendour but, there was no 
sign of a barrage within miles of the 
location given to us during the int 
(intelligence) briefing. But, a barrage 
is a huge target, not an artillery gun 
or a tank that one can camouflage 
under a net or in ‘sarkanda’ grass. 
Baffled by its absence, but equally 
determined to solve the mystery, 
Mickey decided to follow the river 
till the offending target was located. 
A sharp turn eastwards and we 
were heading towards our side 
of the border. On reaching the 
International Border we did a high-g 
manoeuvre and started to fly low 
over the riverbed going westwards 
with our eyes peeled for any object 
that could even remotely resemble 
a barrage. Close to five minutes of 
flying brought us to the outskirts 
of Lahore city with its famous Ravi 
bridges visible as large as life. But 
the elusive barrage was nowhere 
on the horizon. 

This couldn’t be happening to us 
was the unanimous thought going 
through our collective minds. We 
turned back again and this time 
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before the day was out an SOS for a 
CSFO mission was received at No. 8 
Wing. The first mission was flown by 
Eight Pursoots in the evening hours 
against the Pak armour in Dera Baba 
Nanak (DBN) area. This being the first 
such mission remains etched in my 
memory to be recounted in detail.

In retal iat ion to the PAF str ikes 
September 6 daylight attacks against IAF 
airfields in Punjab, with the one against 
Pathankot being the most successful, 
IAF on September 7 carried out early 
morning attacks against PAF’s airfields. 

However, after the September 7 strikes 
against enemy airfields conducted by 
Mysteres and Hunters of the IAF, daylight 
counter-air missions were generally 
discontinued with and the emphasis 
shifted towards providing support to 
the Army in its offensive operations 
across the International Border (IB). Eight 
Pursoots also followed suit. 

My log book recorded BAS missions 
against enemy targets in areas ranging 
from Chhamb, Kasur, Sialkot and, Burki 
near Lahore with the Indian Army’s 
push towards the historical city. These 
missions were generally flown against 
enemy’s gun positions and armour. 
However, due to great shortage of 
ground FACs (Forward Area Controllers), 
these missions tended to turn into 
search and strike sorties beyond the 
GLOs’ briefed ‘Bomb Lines’. However, 
Black 1&2 (Mickey and Self) also flew a 
memorable interdiction sortie which is 
worth recounting here. (See Box)

To conclude, even though the concept 
of joint planning was missing at the 
highest level, with each service making 
their own plans, the IAF was more than 
willing to come forward in aid of the 
Army in both its defensive and offensive 
operations. Once, Indian Army launched 
its offensives across the International 
Border on September 6, the IAF was 
ready and available to assist the Army in 
strength in all sectors. However, due to 
lack of joint planning in the initial stages 
and very weak set up by the Army for air 
support meant that available Air Force 
resources were not utilised to the fullest. 
Lack of intelligence and lack of awareness 
of the ground situation among the GLOs 
compounded the problem. Air crews 
literally waited in the squadrons hoping 
for more missions to come by which 
either didn’t or, came only in trickles. 

As Air Chief PC Lal sums up, “I 
must confess that the air war became 
a somewhat hit-and-miss affair that 
depended heavily on finding targets of 
opportunity for its success. The aircrew 
performed magnificently, doing all that 
was expected of them and more; had 
there been a coherent joint war plan, we 
would have derived much fuller benefit 
from their courage and sacrifice.”  n

Strike Against the Non-Existent Barrage over           River Ravi
decided to follow the Ichhogil Canal 
to solve the mystery. In a short while, 
we spotted the canal embracing 
both northern and southern banks 
of the river; but there was not 
even a line drawn across the width 
of the river, leave alone a chunky 
target such as a barrage. And 
then, it suddenly hit us. Instead of 
a barrage, there was obviously an 
underground siphon running below 
the river bed, with the water flow 
being regulated by the Head Works 
located at both ends. The mystery 
finally solved, laden as we were 
with 2 X 1,000lb bombs each, we 
dropped them on the mouth of the 
canal head works on the northern 
end, in shallow glide attacks. There 
were big splashes of water as the 
bombs found their mark. 

On return to the base we debriefed 
the GLO to the amusement of the 
Stn Cdr and O i/c Flying, both 
eagerly waiting to hear the results of 
the mission. I don’t recall, whether 
we had any system of BDA (Battle 
Damage Assessment); but this much 
was certain that the Ichhogil Canal 
was not found to be flooded to 
hamper Indian Army’s operations 
in the Lahore sector. It also exposed 
the fragility of our intelligence 
gathering and analysis systems. 

Even though 
the concept of 
joint planning 
was missing 

at the highest 
level, with 

each service 
making their 

own plans, the 
IAF was more 

than willing to 
come forward 

in aid of the 
Army in both 
its defensive 
and offensive 

operations


