
T
HE AIR ARM of Taiwan, known 
as the Republic of China Air 
Force (RoCAF, or Ching-Kuo 
Kung Chuan) was once the 
world’s biggest operator of the 
Northrop F-5. Beginning in 

1965, the service initially used the F-5A/B 
Freedom Fighter and in later years the T-38 
Talon, F-5E/F Tiger II and the RF-5E Tigereye/
Tigergazer. If Northrop had proceeded with 
the F-20 Tigershark, it would likely have been 
sold to the RoCAF as well.

Zhihang Air Force Base is ‘Tiger Town 
Taiwan’. Almost all RoCAF Tigers now fl y 
from this airfi eld, located on the south-east 
coast facing the Pacifi c Ocean and very close 
to the city of Taitung. It is one of two RoCAF 
air bases that has large cave hangars in the 
mountains. These facilities, regarded as secret, 
are capable of sheltering a huge number of 
fi ghters — reportedly 60 to 80 — in the event 
of an attack from the People’s Republic of 
China (PRC).

The 737th Tactical Fighter Wing (TFW) is 
the host unit at Zhihang. It is also known 
as the 7th Wing (the last digit of the sum of 
7+3+7). Today the F-5’s primary mission is to 
train young pilots in the art of fast jet fl ying, 
also known as lead-in training. They arrive 
at Zhihang fresh from fl ying training on the 
AIDC AT-3 Tzu Chiang advanced jet trainer. 
Before that they will have learned the basics 
on the Beech T-34C Turbo Mentor. Both types 
are based at Gangshan AFB in Tainan.

All three subordinate groups of the 737th 
TFW — the 44th Tactical Fighter Group 
(TFG), the 45th TFG and the 46th TFG (until 
a few years ago, they were designated as 
squadrons) — are tasked with the lead-in 
fi ghter training mission. Each group has 18 
to 20 Tigers on strength. According to the 

A four-ship of F-5Es and Fs over 
the ocean near Zhihang AFB. 
The 737th TFW comprises three 
squadrons, all primarily tasked 
with � ghter training. There are 
thus far more F-5Fs in use at 
Zhihang than single-seat F-5Es. 
737th TFW
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The F-5 Tiger II’s glory days 
in Taiwanese service are 
now far behind it and � nal 
retirement is on the horizon. 
A report from Chiashan 
(Hualien) and Zhihang 
(Taitung) Air Force Bases 
reveals the survivors of the 
RoCAF’s charismatic and 
rarely-seen Tiger II � eet.

report and photos: 
Gert Kromhout and 
Stephan de Bruijn
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wing commander, Col Bing-Chen Yu, until 
a couple of years ago the 46th was tasked 
as a dedicated aggressor unit, but it is now 
a regular training squadron in line with the 
other two squadrons at the base. ‘We retained 
the [aggressor] emblem because it looks 
great’, Bing-Chen Yu adds. Much like the US 
Navy Fighter Weapons School, the emblem 
comprises a MiG overlaid by a gunsight 
pipper. The group still retains a few non-
standard-painted F-5s that recall the unit’s 
previous mission. Some are green and light 
brown, others silver with red serials.

The wing’s secondary missions consist 
of combat readiness training, operational 
exercises and underground facility 
operations. ‘During wartime, we are 
responsible for joint air defense operations, 
joint interdiction operations and homeland 
defense operations’, Col Bing-Chen Yu 
explains. Despite being primarily tasked 
with training, the 737th TFW also maintains 
a quick reaction alert element, in common 
with all fi ghter wings in Taiwan.

Fighter pilot lifestyle
With their transition from the AT-3 to the F-5, 
students enter the real fi ghter pilot world. 
‘The AT-3 and F-5 are pretty similar in terms 
of fl ying, but the F-5 is more fi ghter-like and 
much faster’, says Col Bing-Chen Yu. ‘Apart 
from that, Tiger fl ying is more focused on 
the mission rather than fl ying itself. But that 
is not the only difference the young pilots 
have to adapt to. They enter a whole new 
environment and different life patterns, so our 
instructor pilots will help them adapt to the 
new lifestyle and make the transition to the 
operational fi ghter squadrons more fl uid. The 
instructors not only teach fl ying skills but also 

care about the mental and physical condition 
of the student pilots.’

They fl y in the region of 77 hours before 
graduating. In this period, over the course of 
around 10 months, they learn basic fi ghter 
maneuvers, basic weapon delivery, air 
interception, air defense, dart targeting (air-to-
air gunnery using a towed target), instrument 
fl ying, tactical formation, surface attack tactics 
and night navigation. 

Most training fl ights are carried out without 
external fuel tanks, so sorties are limited 
to between 30 and 50 minutes. The wing 
produces around 50 new pilots per annum. 
Apart from the approximately 60 aircraft 
immediately available at Zhihang, it is 
believed that a number are kept in reserve 
for times of increased tensions with the PRC. 
Almost all maintenance is conducted at 
Zhihang, but major overhaul takes place at 
Pingtung AFB. Pingtung is notable for the fact 
that it probably has the most F-5 decoys in 
Taiwan, but examples can be found on most 
RoCAF fl ying bases.

Tigereye
About 150km (93 miles) north of Zhihang, 
Chiashan is the second RoCAF air base that 
operates the F-5. Close to the city of Hualien, 
Chiashan is situated in the east of the island 
and differs from other RoCAF air bases. It 
consists of two areas, of which one is only 
active during exercises and in wartime. Like 
Zhihang, the wartime area has large cave 
hangars. It also possesses a long runway 
parallel to that of the main air base. Both 
runways are connected by a 2.5km (8,200ft)-
long taxiway. Some open sources suggest that 
more than a hundred fi ghters can be stored in 
Chiashan’s caves.

A pilot and technicians sprint to a ready 
and armed F-5E during QRA training.

Although the primary task of the 737th 
TFW is training, the unit maintains a quick 
reaction alert facility with two F-5Es. Note 
that they also carry external centerline 
fuel tanks.
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‘The instructors not only teach fl ying 
skills but also care about the mental and 
physical condition of the student pilots’
Col Bing-Chen Yu

Col Bing-Chen 
Yu of the 
737th TFW.

A gaggle of Tiger IIs at the last-chance area 
near the runway threshold.
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The host unit at Chiashan is the 401st TFW 
(also known as the 5th Wing, derived from 
4+0+1), one of two RoCAF F-16 Fighting 
Falcon wings. It includes three tactical 
fi ghter groups, the 17th, 26th and 27th, all 
equipped with F-16A/Bs, and one tactical 
reconnaissance group, the 12th TRG, that fl ies 
the rare RF-5E Tigereye (also known as the 
Tigergazer) as well as F-16A/Bs. 

In the late 1990s, the aging RF-104G 
Starfi ghter reconnaissance jets required 
replacement with a more modern platform. 
The RoCAF contracted Singapore 
Technologies Aerospace to convert seven 
F-5Es with a nose containing photo-
reconnaissance equipment. The result is 
an unusual-looking aircraft with a much 
longer nose than the standard Tiger. Only a 
very limited number of RF-5Es were built 
for Malaysia, Saudi Arabia, Singapore and 
Taiwan.

The RF-5E fi rst entered service in 1997 
with the 12th TRS of the 401st TFW at 
Taoyuang AFB. When this wing swapped 
its base with the 828th TFW at Chiashan, 
the recce jets were assigned to the newly-
established 4th TRS. This unit was 
disbanded in 2005 and its aircraft turned 
over to the 12th TRS at Chiashan.

Apart from the RF-5E, the F-16s are also 
used for recce. The US delivered a number 
of Phoenix Eye reconnaissance pods 
similar to the AN/ASD-11 Theater Airborne 
Reconnaissance System used by the Virginia 
and Michigan Air National Guards. It was 

The history of the F-5 in Taiwan starts with the 
F-5A/B Freedom Fighter. In 1965, the � rst of 
some 92 F-5As and 23 F-5Bs entered RoCAF 
service. A proportion of these were paid for 
under Foreign Military Sales conditions, but the 
majority were delivered free of charge as part of 
the Military Assistance Program and remained 
the property of the US government. In 1972, the 
US borrowed 48 of the MAP F-5s to strengthen 
the South Vietnamese Air Force. To cover the 
gap, the US temporarily supplied 28 T-38 Talon 
trainers that were returned to the US a couple of 
years later, after 20 of the South Vietnamese F-5s 
had gone back to Taiwan. During that period, 
the US Air Force deployed two F-4 Phantom 
II squadrons from Kadena AB to the RoCAF’s 
Ching Chuan Kang AFB for temporary air 
defense duties.

By 1973, the � rst of six batches of the much-
improved F-5E/F Tiger II had been signed for. 
Northrop and the local AIDC (then the Aero 
Industry Development Center, today the 
Aerospace Industrial Development Corporation) 
would co-produce 100 F-5Es under the Peace 
Tiger I program. The new � ghters were to 
replace the earlier F-5A/Bs as well as the � eet of 
F-100 Super Sabres. Although the � ghter was 
named Chung Cheng, an alternative name for 
then President Chiang Kai-shek, the name Tiger 
is still preferred. The � rst Tiger from this batch 
was rolled out on October 30, 1974, and the last 
in November 1977. Peace Tiger I was followed by 

� ve more lots: Peace Tiger II to VI. The 
third included the � rst three of an eventual total 
of 66 F-5F two-seaters. The US then cancelled 
the 1954 mutual defense treaty with Taiwan in 
order to improve relations between the PRC 
and Washington. This meant that Northrop’s 
support for the program was reduced, and AIDC 
increased the number of locally-made parts 
used in the production of the Tigers to 35 per 
cent. 

By the time the last aircraft from Peace Tiger VI 
was delivered in 1986, a total of 308 Tiger IIs had 
been produced by AIDC. They would equip � ve 
wings. Aircraft from the last batch, numbering 
30 F-5Es and 30 F-5Fs, were � tted with the � atter 
nose radome of the F-20 Tigershark. The last 
F-5As and F-5Bs were retired in the latter half of 
the 1990s.

Although RoCAF Tiger pilots have been 
active in combat operations, these have not 
involved the PRC, nor even Taiwan’s own F-5s. 
The only air combat actions in which RoCAF 
F-5E/F pilots have been engaged were over 
South Yemen. War between North Yemen and 
the Soviet-sponsored South prompted the US 
to sell 12 F-5Es to North Yemen in 1979, but the 
aircraft were too sophisticated for North Yemeni 
pilots who had previously � own the much older 
MiG-15. The US arranged for up to 80 RoCAF 
pilots and groundcrew to be detached to the 
North. The RoCAF detachment reportedly 
remained in North Yemen until 1993.

ROCAF F-5 HISTORY

An RF-5E on short � nals to land. The Tigereyes wear a toned-
down fox head marking that was once the o�  cial emblem of 
the now disbanded 4th Tactical Reconnaissance Squadron. The 
marking on the tail is that of the wing, and the stylized sun 
refers to the native people of the Hualien area.
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with the latter that RoCAF personnel gained 
experience of the system around a decade ago.

The 401st TFW is unusual for another 
reason. Apart from its regular air-to-air and 
air-to-ground missions, the assigned fi ghter 
groups, including the 12th TRG, are also 
tasked with anti-shipping strike and are 
equipped with the powerful Boeing AGM-84 
Harpoon missile.

Recce heritage
Col Liu, Xun-lian of the 401st TFW showed 
Combat Aircraft the 12th TRS ‘tradition 
room’ that displays retired recce systems 
and documentation relating to particular 
missions fl own in the past. Included in the 
collection is the strange Stargazer nose. This 
contained a long-range optical camera and 
could be fi tted to some F-104 Starfi ghters, 
the predecessors of the Tigereye, so that that 
they could perform stand-off reconnaissance 
missions at high altitude. The room also 
showed details of a typical reconnaissance 
mission fl own over ‘Red China’ in the 1960s. 
One of these sorties, to Gutjam, was executed 
by two RF-84 Thunderfl ashes escorted by 
two F-86 Sabres plus four groups of F-86s 
that fl ew simulated attack profi les. Such 
clandestine recce missions are no longer 
fl own over the PRC: they are considered 
too dangerous and provocative, and are no 
longer strategically necessary. 

Col Liu, Xun-lian could not specify the 
recce systems with which the current RF-5E 
is equipped. ‘All I can say is that it is analog, 

Right top to bottom: One of the few 
camou� aged former aggressor F-5s 
assigned to the 46th TFG. It carries the 
SUU-20B rocket/bomblet dispenser that 
is used for training purposes. The pod is 
attached on the centerline station during 
the air-to-ground phase of the training 
syllabus.

The F-5F rear cockpit features a blind
� ying hood which can be lowered for 
instrument training.

Two RF-5Es and a single F-5F on the scenic 
Chiashan AFB runway.
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This photo: When the F-5E was converted to 
RF-5E standard, one of the M39 20mm guns 
was removed to accommodate the internal 
camera systems. Singapore Technologies 
Aerospace turned seven RoCAF F-5Es into 
RF-5E Tigereyes/Tigergazers in the late 1990s.

Above left: The F-5 is used as a target-towing 
platform for live-� re exercises by all RoCAF 
� ghter units. 737th TFW

Above right: Almost all F-5s are parked under 
concrete shelters that are open at both sides. 
This example is kicking up dust as the pilot 
blips the throttles before venturing outside.

Inset: Col Liu, Xun-lian of the 401st TFW in the 
peacetime orange overalls that many pilots 
wear. The striking color assists rescue e� orts in 
the event of an ejection.
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wet-fi lm based. We do tactical low- and 
medium-altitude recce. With the F-16 we go 
higher and further; this is best described as 
tactical as well as strategic reconnaissance’. 
The colonel added that both systems are 
often used for civilian purposes, for instance 
after typhoons or earthquakes have hit the 
island. The fi ghters can fl y around the island 
country in some one-and-a-half hours.

Two of the seven RF-5Es have been lost in 
accidents. Today the fi ve remaining aircraft 
fl y alongside a few two-seat F-5Fs. 

Tiger wings
Between the delivery of the last F-5 and 
the arrival of the fi rst F-CK-1 Indigenous 
Defense Fighter in 1993, the F-5 force was at 
its all-time high with fi ve wings on strength. 
The fi rst to convert was the 443rd TFW at 
Tainan consisting of the 1st, 3rd and 9th 
Tactical Fighter Squadrons. Included in 
this wing was the Thunder Tiger aerobatic 
demonstration team that fl ew the Tiger until 
June 1988, when it re-equipped with the 
new AT-3 jet trainer and moved to Gangshan 
AFB. The 443rd operated the F-5 until 1996. 
That year, it converted to the Indigenous 
Defense Fighter.

Next to receive the Tiger II was the 401st 
TFW at Taoyuan AFB near Taipei in 1978. 
The wing and its constituent 17th, 26th 
and 27th TFS re-located to Chiashan 
while trading in their Tigers for F-16s in 
1998. Around the same time, the 12th 
TRS exchanged its RF-104 Stargazers for 
the RF-5E, and received some F-5E/Fs for 
profi ciency purposes.

1998 also saw the three squadrons of the 
455th TFW at Chiayi AFB replacing their 
F-5s with F-16s. They had been fl ying the 
Tiger since 1978 with the 21st, 22nd and 
23rd TFS.

The 737th at Zhihang received its fi rst 
Tiger in 1982, and still retains the 44th, 45th 
and 46th TFGs. Some years ago the RoCAF 

decided to re-name its squadrons as groups. 
In 1984 the 46th TFS became a dedicated 
adversary squadron that replicated the 
tactics of the People’s Liberation Army Air 
Force (PLAAF). It reported to the Tactical 
Training and Development Center. The 46th 
lost that role some years ago and is now a 
regular training squadron assigned to the 
737th. 

The fi nal F-5 wing became the 828th TFW 
at Chiashan. It re-equipped with the type 
from 1986. The 828th moved to Taoyuan 
in 1998. It was this wing that temporarily 
operated with two squadrons of T-38 Talons 
(40 aircraft) on loan from the USAF between 
1994 and 1998 in order to make up for a 
Tiger shortage. This was the second time the 
RoCAF had fl own the Talon.

Retirement
According to a Ministry of National Defence 
announcement in August 2014, retirement 
of the F-5 is foreseen for 2019. However, a 
successor is yet to be selected. As a direct 
transition from the AT-3 to the F-16, IDF 
or Mirage 2000-5 is considered too 
challenging, a new aircraft has 
to be chosen and time is now 
running out. One possibility is 
replacement of the AT-3 and 
F-5 with a single type such as 
the BAE Systems Hawk or KAI 
T-50. The date is also subject to 
change, and it is possible that 
the Tiger will linger on 
for a couple of years 
more than planned. 
Col Liu, Xun-lian 
confi rmed that, 
although retirement 
is scheduled for 
2019, ‘We might 
continue longer 
than that with our 
RF-5Es.’  
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