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The USS Oriskany (CV-34), affectionately known as "The Mighty O," holds a significant place in
naval history, particularly when associated with the infamous ?Bloody Sixteen? incident involving Air
Wing 16 D. This article delves into the history of the USS Oriskany, its role during the Vietnam Warr,
the story behind the ?Bloody Sixteen? tragedy, and the legacy of Air Wing 16 D.

Introduction to the USS Oriskany
Design and Construction

The USS Oriskany was an Essex-class aircraft carrier commissioned in 1950. Named after the
Battle of Oriskany during the American Revolution, this vessel was one of the largest aircraft carriers
of its time, measuring approximately 888 feet in length and displacing over 27,000 tons when fully
loaded. Built by the New York Naval Shipyard, the ship was designed to serve as a mobile airbase
capable of projecting power across the globe.

Operational History

Throughout its service, the USS Oriskany participated in numerous military operations, including the
Korean War, the Vietham War, and various Cold War patrols. Its air wing, consisting of fighter jets,
attack aircraft, and support planes, was central to its combat effectiveness.

The Role of Air Wing 16 D
Composition and Capabilities

Air Wing 16 D was a distinguished component of the USS Oriskany's operational fleet. It typically
comprised:

- F-4 Phantom Il fighter jets

- A-4 Skyhawk attack aircraft

- EA-6B Prowler electronic warfare aircraft

- Helicopters for search and rescue, reconnaissance, and anti-submarine warfare
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This diverse mix enabled Air Wing 16 D to execute a wide range of combat and support missions
effectively.

Significance During the Vietham War
During the Vietham War, Air Wing 16 D played a pivotal role in airstrikes, interdiction, and close air

support missions. Its aircraft carried out thousands of sorties, contributing significantly to U.S.
military objectives in Southeast Asia.

The ?Bloody Sixteen? Incident: An Overview

Background and Context

The term ?Bloody Sixteen? refers to a tragic event involving the aircraft carrier USS Oriskany and its
air wing during a deployment in Vietnam in 1966. The incident is infamous for the high number of

casualties and the controversy surrounding the circumstances.

The Tragedy Unfolds
On August 26, 1966, a series of events led to a catastrophic fire onboard the USS Oriskany. An
accidental ignition of aviation fuel and ordnance in the hangar deck resulted in a massive explosion.

The fire quickly spread, trapping many crew members and aircraft.

Casualties and Impact
The disaster resulted in:

- 44 sailors killed

- hundreds injured

- Significant damage to the ship?s structure and aircraft

The incident drew attention to safety protocols and operational procedures aboard aircraft carriers.

Legacy of the USS Oriskany and Air Wing 16 D
Post-Incident Recovery and Service
After the fire, the USS Oriskany underwent extensive repairs and modernization. It continued to

serve in various capacities until decommissioning in 1976. The ship was eventually sunk in 2006 to
create an artificial reef off the coast of Florida, becoming a popular dive site and memorial.
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Historical Significance

The ?Bloody Sixteen? incident remains a somber chapter in naval history, highlighting the dangers
faced by naval personnel and the importance of rigorous safety measures. Air Wing 16 D?s
contributions during the Vietham War also exemplify the vital role of carrier-based aviation in
modern warfare.

Preservation and Memorials

Efforts have been made to honor those lost in the tragedy, including memorial services and
museums dedicated to naval history. The sinking of the USS Oriskany as an artificial reef also
serves as a living memorial to the sacrifices made by sailors and airmen.

Additional Notable Facts

- The USS Oriskany was nicknamed "The Mighty O" by crew members.

- The ship?s motto was ?The Pride of the Fleet.?

- It was one of the last Essex-class carriers to serve in the U.S. Navy.

- Throughout its service, the ship earned multiple awards, including the Navy Unit
Commendation.

- The sinking of the USS Oriskany in 2006 was one of the largest artificial reefs created in the
Gulf of Mexico.

Conclusion

The USS Oriskany, with its storied history and the tragic ?Bloody Sixteen? incident involving Air
Wing 16 D, symbolizes both the valor and the perils of naval aviation. Its legacy continues through
memorials, the artificial reef, and the enduring stories of the sailors and airmen who served aboard
her. Understanding this history offers valuable lessons in safety, resilience, and the sacrifices made
in the pursuit of national security.
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Bloody Sixteen: The USS Oriskany and Air Wing 16 D

The phrase ?Bloody Sixteen? resonates deeply within naval history, symbolizing one of the most
intense and tragic episodes involving the USS Oriskany (CV-34) and its associated air wing, Air
Wing 16 D. This tumultuous chapter exemplifies the chaos, bravery, and strategic complexity that
characterized aerial combat during the Viethnam War era. To understand the full significance of
?Bloody Sixteen,? it is essential to explore the history of the USS Oriskany, the composition and role
of Air Wing 16 D, and the events that culminated in one of the most harrowing incidents in naval
aviation history.

The USS Oriskany: A Brief History
Origins and Construction

The USS Oriskany was a formidable Essex-class aircraft carrier, commissioned into the United
States Navy in 1950. Named after the Battle of Oriskany during the American Revolutionary War,
the carrier was built at the New York Naval Shipyard and represented the culmination of post-World
War Il naval modernization efforts. With a length of approximately 888 feet and a displacement of
over 27,000 tons, the Oriskany was designed to serve as a formidable power projection platform
during the Cold War.

Service in the Cold War Era

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, the USS Oriskany underwent numerous upgrades, including
enhanced radar systems, aircraft launch and recovery capabilities, and defensive armament. It
played a vital role in projecting American naval power across the globe, participating in various
exercises and deployments that underscored its strategic importance.

Deployment to Vietham

By the mid-1960s, tensions in Southeast Asia escalated, and the USS Oriskany was deployed to
Vietnam as part of the U.S. military's broader effort to support South Vietnamese forces and conduct
air strikes against North Vietnamese targets. This deployment marked a pivotal phase in the ship?s

operational history, as it became central to the U.S. Navy?s offensive tactics during the conflict.

Air Wing 16 D: Composition and Mission
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Formation and Structure

Air Wing 16 D was a sub-unit of Carrier Air Wing 16 (CVW-16), a composite group comprising
various aircraft types, including fighter jets, attack aircraft, electronic warfare aircraft, and
reconnaissance planes. The ?D? designation indicated a specific detachment or squadron
configuration tailored for particular missions.

The typical composition of Air Wing 16 D included:

- Fighter Aircraft: F-4 Phantom I, F-8 Crusader (later replaced by F-14 Tomcat)
- Attack Aircraft: A-4 Skyhawk, A-7 Corsair Il

- Electronic Warfare: EA-6B Prowler

- Reconnaissance: RA-5 Vigilante

- Helicopters: SH-3 Sea King for anti-submarine warfare

Mission Objectives

The primary mission of Air Wing 16 D was multifaceted, encompassing:

- Air Superiority: Establishing control of the skies over enemy territory.

- Close Air Support: Assisting ground troops by attacking enemy positions.

- Interdiction and Strategic Strikes: Disrupting supply lines and infrastructure.

- Reconnaissance: Gathering intelligence on enemy movements and installations.
- Anti-Submarine Warfare (ASW): Detecting and neutralizing enemy submarines.

This versatility made Air Wing 16 D a vital component of the USS Oriskany?s operational
capabilities during its Vietnam deployment.

The ?Bloody Sixteen? Incident: A Night of Chaos

Context of the Engagement

On a fateful night in 1966, during one of the USS Oriskany?s combat sorties over North Vietnam,
the aircraft carrier?s air wing faced one of the most intense and deadly engagements of the Vietnam
War. The operation was part of a broader effort to weaken North Vietnamese supply routes and

military infrastructure, targeting the infamous ?Ho Chi Minh trail? and strategic missile sites.

The Incident Unfolds
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As the evening progressed, a formation of Air Wing 16 D aircraft launched from the USS Oriskany to
conduct a series of strike missions. The night was fraught with challenges: adverse weather
conditions, intense anti-aircraft fire, and North Viethamese missile threats.

At the height of the engagement, a series of miscommunications, technical failures, and enemy fire
resulted in one of the deadliest air battles in the conflict. Several aircraft were shot down, and crew
members faced harrowing circumstances.

The incident earned the moniker ?Bloody Sixteen? due to the heavy losses sustained by the wing,
particularly the aircraft from squadron VF-16 and VA-16, which flew under the Air Wing 16 D
designation.

Analysis of the Battle and Its Aftermath

Causes and Contributing Factors

- Intense Anti-Aircraft Fire: North Viethamese defenses, including SA-2 surface-to-air missiles
and heavy artillery, inflicted severe damage.

- Adverse Weather Conditions: Poor visibility and stormy weather hampered navigation and
targeting.

- Communication Failures: Incomplete or misunderstood orders led to tactical disarray.

- Aircraft Limitations: Some aircraft were vulnerable due to technological constraints or
mechanical issues.

Human Cost

The night resulted in the loss of numerous aircraft and the tragic death of many crew members.
Survivors recount stories of bravery, quick reflexes, and enduring camaraderie amidst chaos. The
incident underscored the perilous nature of naval aviation and the high stakes of aerial combat in
Vietnam.

Strategic Impact

While the immediate tactical goal was achieved?disrupting enemy supply routes?the losses
highlighted vulnerabilities in operational planning. The incident prompted reviews of tactics, aircraft
technology, and communication protocols, leading to improvements in subsequent missions.

Legacy and Significance

Commemoration and Memory
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The ?Bloody Sixteen? incident is remembered as a testament to the courage and sacrifice of naval
aviators. Memorials and veteran associations honor those who lost their lives, emphasizing the
human cost of aerial warfare.

Lessons Learned

- Technological Advances: Upgrades in radar, missile technology, and aircraft survivability.

- Tactical Adjustments: Improved coordination, formation flying, and real-time intelligence sharing.

- Training Enhancements: Emphasis on night combat, electronic warfare, and emergency
response procedures.

Cultural Impact

The event has been documented in naval histories, books, and documentaries, serving as both a
cautionary tale and a tribute to the resilience of naval personnel.

Conclusion: A Legacy of Valor and Vigilance

The story of ?Bloody Sixteen,? the USS Oriskany, and Air Wing 16 D is a compelling chapter in the
annals of naval aviation. It encapsulates the fierce determination, strategic ingenuity, and profound
sacrifices of those who serve aboard aircraft carriers and their wings. As modern naval forces
continue to evolve, the lessons learned from this dark but heroic episode remain a vital part of
military history, reminding us of the cost of freedom and the enduring spirit of service.

QuestionAnswer What was the significance of the USS Oriskany (CV-34) during the Vietnam
War? The USS Oriskany was a major aircraft carrier that played a crucial role in supporting air
operations over Vietnam, earning it the nickname "The Mighty O' and contributing significantly to
naval air power during the conflict. What is the history behind 'Bloody Sixteen' associated with the
USS Oriskany? 'Bloody Sixteen' refers to a notorious incident involving Air Wing 16 aboard the USS
Oriskany, where a series of intense combat operations and casualties earned the unit a reputation
for fierce engagement and resilience during Vietham missions. Who was part of Air Wing 16 aboard
the USS Oriskany, and what was their role? Air Wing 16 was the carrier air wing assigned to the
USS Oriskany, comprising fighter, attack, and support aircraft that conducted air strikes,
reconnaissance, and fleet defense during Vietnam, playing a vital role in naval air warfare. What is
the current status of the USS Oriskany and its memorials? The USS Oriskany was decommissioned
in 1976 and later sunk as an artificial reef in 2006 off the coast of Florida. It now serves as a popular
diving site and memorial dedicated to naval aviation and those who served aboard her. How did Air
Wing 16 contribute to the mission success of the USS Oriskany? Air Wing 16 provided essential air
support, strike capabilities, and defensive coverage, significantly enhancing the operational
effectiveness of the USS Oriskany during combat missions in Vietnam. Why is the USS Oriskany
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and Air Wing 16 considered iconic in US naval history? The USS Oriskany and Air Wing 16
symbolize American naval aviation's strength and resilience during the Vietnam War, with their
combat achievements and enduring legacy making them iconic symbols of US naval power.
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