
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for Ghostriders 1976-1995

			“I am honored to provide the introduction to William Walter’s second deep dive into the combat history of the USAF side-firing gunships.

			“My involvement has lasted over four decades. Beginning in the 16th Special Operations Squadron, 8th Tactical Fighter Wing, Ubon, Thailand in 1970 as a Pilot Instructor, Flight Examiner, and Maintenance Officer. Over the years, I have continued to support a weapon system that continues to play a significant role in our National Security and Joint Forces mission.

			“The poem ‘Invictus’ (1875) by William Ernest Henley excerpts: ‘Out of the night that covers me; My head is blooded but unbowed. Beyond this place of wrath and tears. Finds and shall find me unafraid. I am the master of my fate. I am the captain of my soul.’

			“As you read the history, 1976–1995, I believe you will see the relevance of the above. It is an exacting and personal history of heroism, dedication, and loss.

			“Beginning in 1968, the value of the Gunship was firmly established as a viable and deadly weapon of war. This is well documented in William Walter’s Ghostriders 1968–1975. Employment limitations such as AAA threat, altitude, and day operations were established in deadly combat. Over the years, continued improvement of its unique capabilities often have been disrupted by changes in DOD command structure, targeting by budget cutters and tasking by unknowledgeable mission planners.

			“‘People are more valuable than hardware’ is a SOF tenet. Incredible aircrews, maintainers, armorers, and logisticians have magically endured over virtually every situation thrown at them.

			“What is next? I quote Thomas Wolfe’s The Right Stuff. ‘When the showdown comes, and the showdown always comes—not all the wealth in the world, or all the sophisticated weapons we could buy would take the place of those who have the uncritical willingness to face danger. Those who, in short, had the Right Stuff.’

			“Read Ghostriders 1976–1995: “Invictus” Combat History of the AC-130 Spectre Gunship, Iran, El Salvador, Grenada, Panama, Iraq, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Somalia and salute those with the RIGHT STUFF.”

			— Major General Robert Patterson, USAF (Ret), Former Air Force Component Commander for United States Special Operations Command.
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			“During the time span of this book, only twenty AC-130s were in existence. The 16th Special Operations Squadron (SOS) inventoried ten AC-130H on active-duty, while the 711 SOS inventoried ten AC-130A gunships as part of the Air Force Reserve. When aircraft and crews returned from Southeast Asia in 1975, there was no centralized training program, no simulators, and no training coded aircraft. AC-130As were scheduled to retire in 1980 and the AC-130H was to be transferred to the 711 SOS. Suffice to say, the once strong AC-130 program was destined to be shut down forever had it not been for one world-changing event.

			“That event occurred on November 4, 1979, when American Hostages were taken in Iran. Though not fully understood at the time, this mission was the figurative Phoenix element for the AC-130 and other Special Operations units. The time period following Operation Eagle Claw proved to be the setting for one of the busiest times in Spectre history. From 1982 to 1995, AC-130s participated in missions in Grenada, El Salvador, Panama, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, Somalia, and Bosnia.

			“Throughout all this, no matter what the mission was, Spectre answered the call. Crewmembers froze in Europe and sweated in Africa and the Middle East, regularly flying at 10,000 feet or higher in unpressurized aircraft. Every deployment had a line of volunteers. Crewmen and Maintainers were proud to be part of America’s fighting force and even prouder to be Spectres.”

			— Colonel Jim Connors, USAF (Ret), 16th Special Operations Squadron Commander
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			Ghostriders 1968-1975: “Mors De Caelis” Combat History of the AC-130 Spectre Gunship, Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia
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			After conclusion of the war in Southeast Asia in 1975, the USAF considered the side firing AC-130 Gunship an outdated and unnecessary aircraft to fight the “Cold War.” Nevertheless, Spectre vaulted deep into the shadowy world of special operations, providing persistent and lethal fire support in the Joint Special Operations arena.

			This book is dedicated to the unsung professionals who operated, maintained, and supported the AC-130 gunship mission from 1976 through 1995.
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			AC-130A Gunship 53-3129 was the first production C-130A built and was one of the first four C-130As modified into AC-130 configuration in 1968. (Credit: USAF photo)





THE AC-130 FLEET, 1976–19951
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							53-3129

						
							
							The First Lady

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							54-1623

						
							
							Ghost Rider

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							54-1626

						
							
							Vulcan Express2

						
							
							Gunship II

						
							
							USAF, ASD

						
					

					
							
							54-1628

						
							
							The Exterminator

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							54-1630

						
							
							Azrael, Angel of Death3

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0011

						
							
							Night Stalker

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0014

						
							
							Jaws of Death4

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0029

						
							
							Midnight Express5

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0046

						
							
							Proud Warrior6

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							56-0469

						
							
							Grim Reaper

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							56-0509

						
							
							Raid Kills Em Dead7

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAFR, 711 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6567

						
							
							Ghostrider

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6568

						
							
							Night Stalker

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6569

						
							
							Excalibur8

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6570

						
							
							Bad Company9

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6572

						
							
							Grave Digger

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6573

						
							
							Heavy Metal

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6574

						
							
							Iron Maiden

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS 

						
					

					
							
							69-6575

						
							
							Wicked Wanda

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6576

						
							
							Hell Raiser10

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6577

						
							
							Death Angel

						
							
							AC-130H

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

				
			

			 





PREFACE

			Beginning in the early 1960s, the number of U.S. ground forces steadily increased in Vietnam. Numerous U.S. Army Special Forces camps were situated in South Vietnam to protect the citizens of South Vietnam from attack by North Vietnamese insurgents. These small SF camps protected hamlets and villages that came under constant attack by communist Viet Cong guerrillas. Though most attacks were conducted by small teams, large attacks of one thousand or more had occurred whereas SF camps were overrun and defenders killed. It was evident U.S. Army Special Forces desperately needed persistent, lethal Close Air Support (CAS) to defend against Viet Cong human wave attacks, especially at night.

			Unfortunately, a capabilities gap existed since the majority of USAF fighter aircraft were designed to fight a third world war scenario against the Soviet Union. The USAF discovered fighters capable of supersonic speed with short mission duration (because of fuel burn rates) proved difficult to employ in a slow speed, long time on target role. Once USAF leadership (Air Staff) recognized the capabilities gap, World War-II era propeller driven fighter/bomber aircraft were pressed into service in Vietnam. These aircraft were more appropriate for the CAS role since they were slow and could remain over target for long periods. Though these aircraft were primarily day only, use of illumination flares provided a rudimentary night capability.

			Recognizing the issues at hand, Aeronautical Systems Division (ASD) Engineers at Wright Patterson Air Force Base (AFB), Ohio brainstormed ideas to quickly improve CAS capabilities in Vietnam. Acknowledging the fundamental capabilities of an effective CAS aircraft are persistence, lethality, and survivability, the challenge to find a solution via conventional means was difficult. Recognizing the dilemma, engineers believed the “pylon turn” was a logical concept. This tactic required the pilot to fly a circular orbit over a fixed point on the ground. In effect, the pilot would fly a constant left-banked turn for extended periods to ensure constant, uninterrupted sight of the target or ground force. Firepower would be provided by multiple guns and a large amount of ammunition and fuel to remain on station for long periods of time. With all engineering tenets and constraints considered, converting a cargo aircraft into a gunship was considered the best option. Though ASD Engineers initially met resistance at Air Staff, by 1964, ASD received a small budget to proceed. Initial experiments were conducted on a C-131 transport, first using a camera, then a gun. The experiment demonstrated enough promise to move the experiment into a project phase.

			[image: ]

			The basic pylon turn concept requires the pilot to maintain a constant left-hand bank, encircling a target. Once aligned and at the proper airspeed and bank angle, the ballistic targeting solution remains relatively constant, enabling constant fire on the target for as long as needed. The firing solution, referred to as on-nominal geometry, was the critical aspect of gunship effectiveness proven by all models of side firing gunships during the Vietnam War. (Credit: Sarah Walter, Dennis Bivens)

			In 1967, The ASD Gunship Program Office set forth an effort to upgrade proven AC-47D capabilities with a larger and more powerful aircraft, and the C-130 was favored for conversion. Details of the initial AC-130 program can be found in Ghostriders, 1968–1975, Mors De Caelis; however, the Vietnam era AC-130 gunship remained unchanged as of 1976, where this story begins.





PROLOGUE

			When the US military withdrew from Vietnam in 1975, the Department of Defense (DoD) dramatically changed national defense priorities. Though the small fleet of AC-130 gunships of the 16th Special Operations Squadron (SOS) “Spectre” destroyed over ten thousand trucks on the Ho Chi Minh Trail and saved scores of soldiers lives during Close Air Support (CAS) missions, Air Staff felt the AC-130 was no longer needed. Instead, they focused on “Cold War” capabilities to fight a third world war scenario against the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR). Accordingly, Air Staff placed priority on supersonic capable fighters and large subsonic bombers designed to deliver nuclear payloads from high altitude, over long distances. As a result, Special Operations Forces (SOF) from all military branches were either cut back or in some cases, eliminated. By the beginning of 1976, it was clear that  the AC-130’s days were numbered and for the next three years, the gunship program languished. By the fall of 1979, the AC-130H fleet was slated to be transferred to the Air Force Reserve and the AC-130A was scheduled to retire to the Boneyard at Davis Monthan, AFB Arizona.

			On November 4, 1979, the US Embassy in Tehran, Iran was overtaken by Revolutionaries who held US citizens hostage. Soon afterward, 16 SOS commander, Lt Col Florin White received a phone call that altered the course of gunship history.

			The AC-130 was a key participant in Operation Eagle Claw and in the following years, supported Special Operations ground and naval forces, almost exclusively, but USAF funding and support was limited. After the United States Special Operations Command (USSOCOM) was established in 1987 the AC-130 program received high-level support. From that point forward, the AC-130 gunship became USSOCOM’s heavy firepower, dedicated to supporting USSOCOM surface forces. As with all USSOCOM “Quiet Professional” mandates, much of the AC-130 mission was classified. Now, decades later, most information from 1976–1995 has been declassified and approved for public release.

			The AC-130 gunship is a stubborn beast. Either by design or by chance, the side firing gunship’s unique capabilities remain in high demand today. The Spectre legacy extends to this day with new aircraft and aircrews who continue to put the right effect in the right place at the right time in support of fellow American warriors.
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			Pave Spectre Configuration
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			AC-130A/H Basic Crew Duties

			Aircraft Commander (AC): Has the overall responsibility for coordinating the mission. Flying from the left seat of the cockpit, the AC attains firing geometry, balances the gunsight, controls aircraft bank, fires the guns, and has the ultimate responsibility for putting munitions on target.

			Copilot (CP): Assumes the duties and responsibilities of pilot as necessary. The copilot controls aircraft speed, verbally directs aircrew checklists, handles outside communications with escorts, and controls the aircraft altitude should the autopilot fail.

			Navigator (NAV): Has the responsibility for en route navigation, aircraft positioning in the target area and aircraft traffic separation. The NAV confirms target location and pre-established no-fire areas.

			Fire Control Officer (FCO): Monitors the fire-control display and coordinates crew effort in detecting, validating, and engaging targets. The FCO is also responsible for computing and compensating for ballistic wind and gun/sensor alignment errors.

			Flight Engineer (FE): Operates systems controls and observes engine instruments, systems indicators, and control devices and reports abnormal conditions to the pilot. The FE also monitors and controls the gun control panel as directed by the pilot and coordinates between the pilot and gunners.

			Lead Gunner/Aerial Gunner (AG): Gunners man three positions in the aircraft. Forward and aft gunners operate, repair malfunctions, reload and remove spent casings from all gun systems as required. The Lead Gunner is responsible for coordinating and leading gun crew efforts. One gunner performs duties as the right scanner to alert the crew of AAA fire and airborne traffic. The right scanner directs defensive maneuvers as required.

			Infrared Sensor Operator (IR): Has the responsibility for operating and monitoring the infrared system to search, locate and track targets. When selected as the primary sensor operator, the IR provides guidance to the fire-control system and can fire 40mm and 105mm guns in the automatic trainable mode with consent of the pilot. The IR also assesses battle damage inflicted on the target.

			Low-light-level-television Sensor Operator (TV): Coordinates with other sensor operators, navigator, and FCO, acquiring, tracking and maintaining proper target orientation. The TV can fire 40mm and 105mm guns in the automatic trainable mode with consent of the pilot and assists in the assessment of battle damage inflicted on the target.

			Electronic Warfare Officer (EWO): Operates the Black Crow sensor to locate hostile targets, and beacon tracking radar to track friendly forces. The EWO operates all ECM equipment, advises the crew of threats and directs appropriate countermeasures.

			Illuminator Operator (IO): Performs aft scanner duties advising the crew of ground fire and other airborne traffic and directs defensive maneuvers and performs the duties of loadmaster as required.
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			A typical AC-130 crew circa 1993. (Credit: Johnny Saunderson) Crewmen were equipped with survival/security equipment to meet individual mission demands. Basic equipment included:

			1.Survival vest 

			2.Basic first Aid Kit

			3.Compass and map of working area

			4.Survival radio w/extra battery

			5.Tourniquet

			6.MK-13 signal flares

			7.Gyrojet launcher and flares

			8.Signal Mirror

			9.Water purification tablets

			10.Model 15 revolver or M9 pistol and/or GUU-5P carbine and a basic load of ammunition

			11.Parachute 

			12.Ballistic helmet and/or communications headset

			13.Survival knife





SITUATION REPORT: 1976–1980

			When the 16th Special Operations Squadron (SOS) and its AC-130H gunships were transferred to Hurlburt Field, Fl, personnel literally stepped into the building vacated by the 415th Special Operations Training Squadron (SOTS). The two gunships (69-6567 and 69-6568) temporarily assigned to the 8th SOS were transferred to the 16 SOS. The main squadron building contained the command section, administration, mission control center, main briefing room and life support equipment section. All other functions, including crew position specific offices were located in a series of dilapidated double-wide temporary buildings across the parking lot from the main building. Total active duty AC-130H inventory assigned to Tactical Air Command (TAC) was ten. The Air Force Reserve’s 919 Special Operations Group and 711 SOS at Duke Field, FL were assigned the ten remaining AC-130A gunships. Since a formal AC-130 training school no longer existed, both squadrons took responsibility for their own in-house training programs.

			Though the AC-130 program was on a figurative chopping block, by happenstance, five AC-130s were included in a larger USAF plan to modify the C-130 fleet with Universal Aerial Refueling Receptacle Slipway Installation (UARRSI) receptacles. This modification was truly a capabilities multiplier that enabled world-wide range without the need to land to refuel. Once modified, augmented crews were able to fly indefinitely as long as there were no mechanical issues and food and water were available. This system was put to test quickly when AC-130 crews were routinely tasked to use their night sensors to find people all up and down the east coast who were either lost in the woods or at sea. Tragically, most missions failed to discover survivors, but nevertheless the AC-130 was the most capable USAF aircraft for the task at hand.11

			Meanwhile, in Central America, the governments of Nicaragua and El Salvador were in the midst of civil war with communist guerilla forces. Nicaragua was the first to fall in 1979, coinciding with the overthrow of President Anastasio Somoza.12 On July 8, two AC-130H gunships and seventy-nine personnel deployed from Hurlburt Field to Howard AFB, Panama to support a Noncombatant Evacuation Operation (NEO) of the US Embassy in Managua, Nicaragua. Within a week, the situation resolved politically and crews returned to Hurlburt Field.





Chapter One

			Operations Rice Bowl, Eagle Claw, and Honey Badger, 1979–1980

			[image: ]

			AC-130H 69-6570 flying a formation training mission near Guam, 1980. (Credit: Author)

			Iran is the second largest country in the Middle East and home to one of the oldest civilizations on earth. During the first half of the 20th century, Iran and America shared a positive relationship until the early days of World War-II. During this time, Iran declared neutrality but allowed Nazi Germany to manage and operate the Iranian Railroad system. Iran’s Monarch, Reza Shah Pahlavi, defied British warnings to disperse the Nazis, who were blocking allied shipments of weapons through Iran to the Soviet Union. The situation resulted in an allied invasion of Iran and rapid collapse of the Iranian military. As a result, Reza Shah Pahlavi was forced to abdicate his throne in September of 1941, and was replaced by his twenty-one-year-old son, Crown Prince Mohammad Reza Pahlavi.13

			During his early years as Shah (King), of Iran, Mohammad focused his attention on royal ceremonies with little interest in Parliamentary affairs. He developed a love of flying and reputation for being a womanizer and egotist. Eventually, he began interfering in Iranian parliamentary procedures, especially when elements of self-interest were involved.

			The Shah’s rich lifestyle can be traced back to 1908 when Britain discovered large oil deposits in Iran. Though the British organized, built, and maintained a world-class petroleum operation, working conditions and wages for Iranian workers were atrocious. Though royalties paid to Iran via the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC) made the Shah rich, they were miniscule in comparison with British profits.

			In 1948, National Front of Iran leader Mohammad Mosaddegh established the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC) to nationalize Iran’s petroleum industry and force the British out of Iran. The move created political turmoil resulting in assassination of Prime Minister Haj Ali Razmara. In 1951, Parliament successfully nationalized Iran’s petroleum industry and the Shah appointed Mohammad Mosaddegh as Prime Minister.

			British and American governments defied Parliament’s edict, electing to remove their employees from Iran and boycott purchase of Iranian oil. In short order, the British-built Abadan Refinery was closed. Oil prices on the global market were hyper-inflated, resulting in a dramatic reduction of revenue. Since petroleum operations were a major source of national income, Iran’s economy began to decline dramatically for the working and middle class, but the ruling class and wealthy elites continued to live a life of luxury. Politicians were in a quandary and there was no easy fix to the situation as it dwelled in international courts for several years. During this time, Mosaddegh gained popularity while the Shah’s stranglehold on Iranian politics began to slip. Incrementally, Mosaddegh took steps to limit the Shah’s interference in parliamentary affairs, especially his control of the military. In turn, the Shah perceived Mosaddegh as a threat to his dynasty while British and American governments thought Mosaddegh was a communist who would ally with the USSR if given the chance. A three-way struggle for control of Iran’s oil industry ensued and it appeared Mosaddegh was winning, much to the chagrin of the Shah and western governments.

			In 1953, the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) devised Operation Ajax: a coup d’état to overthrow Prime Minister Mosaddegh.14 To facilitate their plan, the CIA conducted large-scale propaganda campaigns in print media and staged riots and political activism with paid protesters to discredit Mosaddegh and give everyday Iranians the impression he was corrupt and inept. Nevertheless, Mosaddegh remained popular with everyday Iranians, even after the Shah issued an edict to forcefully remove Mosaddegh from office. When Mosaddegh detected the CIA/MI6 plot, Operation Ajax failed. In the wake of the failed coup d’état, the Shah fled to Europe until Mosaddegh was arrested. When the Shah returned to Iran, he appointed western-friendly General Fazlollah Zahedi as Prime Minister. Though some Iranians involved in the failed coup were summarily executed, Mosaddegh was arrested, tried, and eventually sentenced to life in internal exile.

			The Mosaddegh coup d’état solidified his image as a nationalist with the working and middle class while the Shah was viewed as a figurehead monarch and elitist with no regard for everyday Iranians. Fearful his enemies would eventually overthrow his dynasty, the Shah established secret police force (SAVAK) to identify his enemies and keep them under control by violence, imprisonment, torture, and execution.

			Seeking to pull Iran out of poverty and win the support of the working and middle classes, Shah and Prime Minister Zahedi began negotiations with a consortium of countries willing to invest in Iran’s petroleum industry. Eventually an agreement was reached whereas the consortium and Iran would split profits at about the 50/50 rate. The new deal pulled Iran out of poverty and profits from the oil industry soared. With newly-found wealth, the Shah began an infrastructure program he named “the great civilization.” For the next decade, life for the Iranian working and middle class improved greatly. By the early 1960s, Iran rivaled western countries in most societal aspects. Unfortunately, the Shah’s record of shady secret deals, underhanded profiteering, and human rights abuses was ignored by western powers solely because he supported western efforts to block Soviet expansion in the Middle East.

			In 1963, the Shah launched a program called the White Revolution: a massive overhaul of the Iranian socioeconomic system. Though the program touted lofty western-like goals, it caused unintended consequences since it strayed far away from traditional values of religion and Persian culture. Religious clerics in particular condemned the Shah as a western puppet who traded traditional Persian culture for a morally sinful western culture based on money and power. One vocal cleric in particular, Ruhollah Khomeini, directly challenged the Shah on numerous occasions. Khomeini identified with the common Iranian citizen, something the Shah couldn’t do. Eventually, the Shah feared Khomeini’s popularity was a threat to his monarchy. After several arrests in 1964, Khomeini was exiled from Iran. Though a large swath of the Iranian population viewed Khomeini as their charismatic and intellectual leader, the Shah thought Khomeini’s influence was culled from society. Nevertheless, Khomeini remained a popular figure in Iranian life as writings and recordings of his philosophies were smuggled back into Iran for distribution.15

			During the early 1970s, Iran, as a member of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), was financially impacted by a worldwide oil embargo and the goals of the Shah’s White Revolution began to fade. Though the working and middle class suffered, the Shah continued to live a life of luxury. At the same time, the Shah made sure his royal family, loyal politicians and his military leaders were well taken care of. The situation was further negatively impacted by hyperinflation of worldwide oil prices that essentially divided Iranian society into class warfare between the haves and have nots.

			In 1974, the Shah was diagnosed with cancer, but kept his condition secret, traveling out of Iran for treatments.16 Since the Shah insisted his hand would control all government decisions, the Iranian Parliament and military began to unravel as he attempted to rule in absentia. For the next few years, his deteriorating condition resulted in strange, erratic behavior and delusions at a time when Iran’s worldwide oil industry was in decline. By 1977, the Shah entered a period of paranoia, indecision, and distrust of foreign powers. In reality, western governments supported the Shah; though, through his indecision and poor management of oil production, Iran’s economy was on the verge of collapse.

			Unhappy with the Shah’s policies and mismanagement of the country, Iranian citizens staged public protests at great risk. When people gathered, the Shah’s Army quickly dispersed the groups with overt threats of violence. In an attempt to squelch public gatherings, the Shah declared martial law, threatening to kill all protesters who opposed him.

			On September 8, 1978, during an incident known today as Black Friday, thousands of Iranians gathered in downtown Tehran for a religious demonstration in direct opposition to declaration of martial law. When citizens refused to disperse, the Iranian Army opened fire on the crowd, killing and wounding hundreds of unarmed civilians. As a result, the Shah lost nearly all public support and Iranian military leadership began to fragment.17

			By October 1978, large public demonstrations filled the streets of Tehran with protesters calling for the overthrow of the Shah. Though his monarchy was dissolving at a rapid pace, the Shah left Iran on January 16, 1979 for cancer treatments, hoping the situation would settle down before he returned.

			In the Shah’s absence, Ruhollah Khomeini returned to Iran from exile in France. Khomeini’s charismatic speeches and lectures condemning the Shah soared in popularity while splinter groups battled for control of the government.

			While the British Broadcasting Company (BBC) flooded the airwaves with television news reports of events surrounding the Embassy, US Press Attaché Barry Rosen tended to his duties and it seemed every day the protests became larger and louder.18 On February 14, the Marxist group “Organization of Iranian People’s Fedai Guerillas” stormed the US Embassy, taking several hostages.

			Through the actions of US Ambassador William Sullivan and Iranian Foreign Minister Ebrahim Yazdi, the Embassy was returned to US control after three hours, but US Marine Kenneth Kraus was kidnapped and removed from Embassy grounds. Since Kraus had fired his weapon at the advancing guerrillas, the Marxist group accused him of murder, tried him in a “Kangaroo court” and sentenced him to death. After six days, President Jimmy Carter and Ambassador Sullivan secured Kraus’s release and he was quickly flown out of Iran.

			By the end of February, Ruhollah Khomeini assumed control of the Iranian Parliament and Iranian Army leadership declared neutrality. At the same time, US military aircraft flew thousands of Americans out of Iran. Eventually the only Americans remaining were Ambassador Sullivan, a small staff, and a contingent of US Marine guards. While Khomeini declared the US government as “the Great Satan,” he condemned the US Embassy compound as a “den of CIA spies.”

			On April 1, 1979, Iran’s Parliament was replaced by an Islamic Republic and Ruhollah Khomeini was installed as Grand Ayatollah. From that point on, Mohammad Reza was a man without a country, seeking temporary residence in any country willing to let him in.

			While Ayatollah Khomeini publicly demanded Mohammad Reza be returned to Iran for trial, he first bounced through Egypt, Morocco, the Bahamas, then settled in Mexico for medical treatment. In October 1979, President Jimmy Carter allowed Mohammad Reza to enter the US under an assumed name for cancer treatment at hospitals in New York and Texas. When Iranian Intelligence discovered his whereabouts, Ayatollah Khomeini demanded President Carter return Mohammad Reza to Iran to stand trial for crimes committed during his reign, but Carter refused.

			Tolerating protests and turmoil became routine for the remaining US Embassy staff. Groups of university students assembled outside the gates of the Embassy to chant “Death to America” and similar unsavory threats. Most protests seemed to be tailor-made for international news media, complete with English language slogans condemning the American government. Some of the more enterprising revolutionaries burned American flags and effigies of Uncle Sam and President Carter.

			On November 4, 1979, with anti-American sentiment at its peak, university students calling themselves “Muslim Student Followers of the Imam’s Line” stormed the twenty-seven acre US Embassy compound in Tehran. In short order, they took sixty-three Americans hostage within Embassy grounds and three more in the Foreign Ministry building about a mile and a half from the Embassy. In response, the Carter Administration demanded immediate release of the hostages, then froze eleven billion dollars’ worth of Iranian assets held in US financial institutions. From that point on, Khomeini sided with the students who refused to release the hostages. Likewise, Carter refused to release Iranian assets, resulting in a stalemate. The Carter administration proposed diplomatic solutions, but all were rejected by Khomeini, who allowed the students to retain all sixty-six hostages. During the tense days following, the BBC was granted scripted interviews with English speaking Revolutionaries to air their demands which included threats to begin killing hostages if their demands were not met. At the same time, some hostages suspected of being CIA agents were being subjected to psychological torture and mock executions.

			On November 6, 1979, President Carter’s National Security Advisor Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski tasked Secretary of Defense Harold Brown and the Joint Chiefs of Staff to begin planning military options. Unfortunately, the Department of Defense was caught off guard and unprepared to deal with such a contingency. The once strong joint Special Operations community had been decimated since the end of combat operations in Vietnam and there was no Unified Command Structure. The last remaining remnant of Special Operations capabilities had been reduced to an undermanned Pentagon Joint Staff Operations Directorate (J-3) known as the Special Operations Division (SOD).

			Nevertheless, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff—Gen David Jones—ordered the USS Navy Kitty Hawk Carrier Battle Group to the Gulf of Oman and assigned the SOD Commander, US Army Colonel Jerry King, the responsibility to devise and plan military options including maritime blockades, air strikes, and a rescue operation.

			Col King then summoned commanders of special operations elements from the US Army, Navy, and Air Force to report to the Pentagon to lay out the basic framework for military options. The planning task was purposely named Operation Rice Bowl as a cover & deception tactic to mask any connection to Iran. Cleverly, the name Rice Bowl implied a connection to the October 26, 1979 assassination of South Korean president Park Chung-Hee, but there was absolutely no connection at all.

			After receiving an initial briefing and orders from Col King, each element broke into Top Secret, compartmentalized Operational Planning Groups (OPG) to define potential courses of action. The USAF element, commanded by Maj Gen Robert Taylor, directed 1st Special Operations Wing (SOW) commander Col Richard “Dick” Dunwoody to prepare an AC-130 strike plan on the main source of Iran’s income, the Abadan oil refinery about thirty-five miles inland from the Persian Gulf. The AC-130 was considered the optimum aircraft since it could strike the cracking towers of the refinery with precision, at night with low collateral damage potential to temporarily shut down the refinery, while not destroying it. Furthermore, since the Iranian Army and Air Force had no real nighttime capability, planners sought aircraft capable of night operations, so the AC-130 was considered the most capable aircraft for the task.

			Once the AC-130 was selected, Col Dunwoody phoned his Director of Operations, Col Tom Wicker at Hurlburt Field. Without divulging a reason, he ordered AC-130 mission planner Capt Wayne Thom to the Pentagon. Capt Thom was directed to travel on verbal orders via self-funded commercial air travel while dressed in civilian clothes.19 Though Thom found the order unusual, he got on the next available commercial flight from Okaloosa Air Terminal without question. Accordingly, the following morning, Thom reported to Lt Col Richard Gadd at the Pentagon. For most of the day, he was treated like a leper until his security clearance was validated. When presented with the proposed mission, Thom conducted a threat assessment, calculated routes and fuel requirements, then laid out a basic mission profile. Normally, this level of effort was conducted by three or four AC-130 planners, but, for security reasons, he was the sole AC-130 crewman working the entire mission plan.

			“My task was to plan a strike mission of two Gunships to Abadan, Iran on the Shatt al-Arab (a river which separates Iran from Iraq). We were to take off from Diego Garcia. I worked for 4 or 5 days with hardly any sleep. Every time I thought I had everything figured out, someone would change something. I did get to work with the tanker guys to coordinate A/R tracks. They were great! We were to fly out of Diego Garcia, refuel about 500 miles out then refuel again just before arrival over the Persian Gulf.” Lt Col (Ret.) Wayne Thom

			It was three thousand miles from Diego Garcia Island to Abadan; a ten plus hour flight one-way. The strike itself was planned for thirty minutes total time. The egress route to be taken after the strike was even more perilous than ingress. After the last aerial refueling, there wouldn’t be enough fuel to reach the coast of India, so landing on a remote island was necessary. This was a big problem since there was no guarantee an AC-130 could get fuel there, or take off afterward. No doubt Capt Thom was challenged when planning for these contingencies.

			While OPG planners at the Pentagon burned the midnight oil, the Chairman’s policy of limiting numbers of OPG personnel because of operational security reasons took a toll. All planning groups were understaffed, especially the rescue planning cell. Realizing this limiting factor, Maj Gen Taylor queried his staff for names of Colonels with Pacific Area Special Operations expertise to augment the JTF commanders’ staff. Maj Lee Hess suggested Col Jim Kyle, then stationed in New Mexico. Years before, Maj Hess worked with Col Kyle on the PACAF Headquarters Special Operations Staff and was confident he was a good fit for the task at hand. Col Kyle not only had a reputation for leading from the front but had significant special operations experience in Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia as an AC-130 pilot, 16th SOS Operations Officer, and 7th Air Force Special Operations staff officer. With Maj Gen Taylor’s approval, Maj Hess called Col Kyle at his duty station, relaying instructions to report to the Pentagon immediately with no questions asked. The next day, for security reasons, Col Kyle traveled on verbal orders, purchased his own airline tickets, and traveled in civilian clothes just like Capt Thom did a few days earlier.

			When Col Kyle arrived at Pentagon JCS/SOD, he was surprised to see several familiar faces, including 1 SOW Commander Col Richard “Dick” Dunwoody and his Operations Officer Col Tom Wicker. Though it was obvious something big was going on, conversations were kept at the social level for classification (need to know) reasons. Later that day, Col Kyle reported to US Army Major General (MG) James Vaught and was assigned as his deputy. The next day, Col Kyle discovered Col Dunwoody had left in haste with no explanation.

			When Col Dunwoody returned to Hurlburt, he was the only one on station “read in” on the Abadan mission. His challenge was to deploy four AC-130s, crews, maintainers, and support personnel halfway around the world without anyone figuring out the goal of the mission. Thus, furthering the Operation Rice Bowl mantra, the training location he selected was Andersen AFB, Guam.

			Since the Iran hostage situation was the biggest news story at the time, people world-wide were watchful for clues pertaining to the Carter administration’s response. This was a challenge since AC-130s drew unwanted attention when landing on transition airfields. To maintain OPSEC, Col Dunwoody believed the only way to mask the AC-130 deployment was to fly to Guam nonstop. Fortunately, the first five AC-130H gunships had already been modified with the Universal Aerial Refueling Receptacle Slipway Installation (UARRSI). Since the capability was new, only a handful of pilots were qualified for aerial refueling operations, but instructor pilots were confident they could train and upgrade unqualified pilots while en route to Guam.

			Flying nonstop over a distance of about eight thousand miles was a tall order, but crews were confident they would make the thirty hour flight as long as engine oil levels remained within safe limits. To guard against single-point failure, the bulk of each crew consisted of extra crewmen who would rotate positions between flying and rest for the duration of the mission. Flight Surgeon Lt Col William Postles would fly on one of the aircraft to monitor crewmen who were issued “go pills” to remain alert. To lessen logistic and physical burdens, tactical crewmen were to deploy to Guam via commercial air, dressed in civilian clothes.

			On November 13, under travel orders indicating purpose as Tac Air Operations, Col Dunwoody led the first two ship formation of AC-130s towards Guam. The following day, Lt Col John “Pappy” Gallagher led the second two ship formation westward. Since the AC-130 could not pressurize, the entire journey was flown at ten thousand ft. Mean Sea Level (MSL). Because of the low altitude, fuel burn rates were higher, performance was sluggish, and aerial refueling was difficult.

			“Hanging on the boom for 30 minutes and taking on 60,000 pounds of fuel is very difficult and requires serious concentration by the pilot. Every pilot was soaking wet from perspiration after each event, especially when flying near clouds which was a common occurrence at 10,000 feet.” Col (Ret.) Donn Kegel

			After 29.5 hours average flight time, four AC-130H gunships were on station at Andersen AFB, Guam. The deployment established a world record nonstop C-130 flight.
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			Though the entire trans-Pacific crossing occurred without a security compromise, the arrival of AC-130s on Guam created a stir. A few days after arrival, the Andersen Air Force Base paper ran the headline “Strike Force Lands on Guam.” It was presumed the reference was related to trouble in Korea, but nevertheless, OPSEC concerns prompted some enterprising maintainers to make their AC-130s appear as if they were WC-130 Weather Aircraft by painting large US roundel insignias on the gunships. Since the bumps, humps and guns of the AC-130 made it impossible blend in with the WC-130s, the roundel was painted over with cans of blue spray paint, which gave an even stranger appearance.

			Once flying operations began, crews went to work quickly to develop partial-orbit and low-level strafing tactics because of the ROEs levied for the Abadan mission. These tactics were needed to prevent crossing into Iraqi airspace, which was right across the Shatt al-Arab River, bordering the Abadan refinery. Unfortunately, crews discovered partial-orbit tactics were difficult and low-level strafing ineffective.

			“The Joint Chiefs of Staff had initially approved plans for a punitive airstrike by the AC-130. These targets would require some special tactics that were refined during our deployment to Guam. These new tactics included low level air refueling and firing the 20mm cannons at low levels in a strafing like pattern. The practice strafing runs never proved to be effective.” Col (Ret.) John “Pappy” Gallagher.

			Meanwhile at the Pentagon, MG Vaught realized Col Dunwoody deployed to Guam and he no longer had an Air Force SOF commander available at the Pentagon to take charge of his conceptual rescue plan. Forthwith, Col Kyle was assigned as Air Deputy Senior Planner, then “read in” to Joint Task Force (JTF) 1-79 a task force so classified MG Vaught denied its existence to all other OPGs. With the exception of two JCS Generals and President Carter, less than twenty planners in J-3 SOD were involved.

			“JTF-1-79 had a single purpose and mission—prepare a plan and train a force to rescue the American citizens illegally held in Iran, and prepare to execute it ‘ON ORDER’” (Lenahan 1998, 39).

			To maintain air-tight OPSEC, JTF-1-79 was masked from the prying eyes of US Secretary of State Cyrus Vance and his staff who were vehemently opposed to any military action. Part of MG Vaught’s OPSEC regimen included a list of “no speak” words that could not be spoken by anyone outside of a secure vault. To ensue absolute secrecy, some planners used substitute words exclusively, even in the vault, to ensure OPSEC.20

			Through the month of November, MG Vaught was presented with a litany of plans to insert a rescue force, but few had merit. Meanwhile, OPGs continued to develop emergency strike plans ranging from B-52 carpet bombing to AC-130 precision strikes. Though it was known President Carter would not authorize strikes unless Iranian Revolutionaries began killing hostages, considerable effort was expended developing strike concepts that went absolutely nowhere.

			While Army Special Forces and USAF SOF air planners struggled to develop a workable rescue plan, AC-130 crews were training for the Abadan mission, completely out of sight of MG Vaught. The first mention of the AC-130 within the JTF-1-79 planning cell came from Maj Gen Taylor, who sought Col Kyle’s advice on AC-130 capabilities. Though the General’s intent was unclear as to the target location, he wanted to know if an AC-130 was accurate enough to fire over the top of protective revetments into hardened aircraft shelters located at Khatami Air Base in Iran. The overall intent of his proposed mission was to ricochet, skip, or project high speed shell fragments into the shelters to damage or destroy F-14s parked within. This concept, dubbed “Golden BB,” was considered valid by Col Kyle based on his experience as an AC-130A pilot ten years earlier. To ensure a more current position, he called 16 SOS Operations Officer Lt Col John “Pappy” Gallagher in Guam to discuss AC-130H capabilities. After a conversation via secure phone, they agreed the concept was sound, but felt proof was required before validating the capability. In a few days, TSgt Bill Patterson in the 16 SOS Tactics Office at Hurlburt Field was tasked to set up a live-fire test on Eglin Reservation. Though Patterson was not advised why the test was being conducted, he was accustomed to reacting to unusual tactics development requests and didn’t ask questions. Within a week, a makeshift revetment wall was built in front of a concrete aircraft shelter on Eglin’s Range C-52. During the following days, three live fire tests were conducted resulting in success and one well shredded surplus F-84 fighter.

			While numerous compartmentalized plans for air strikes from other OPGs continued to be presented to the JCS, MG Vaught’s JTF 1-79 planning cell focused solely on a clandestine rescue. The rescue he envisioned would follow the lines of Operation Ivory Coast (the Son Tay, POW rescue mission), conducted in November of 1970. During that mission, USAF and US Army special operations forces successfully infiltrated North Vietnam via HH-3 Jolly Green and HH-53 Super Jolly helicopters supported by MC-130 Combat Talons, A-1E Skyraiders, F-4 Phantoms and F-105 Wild Weasels. The infiltration and exfiltration succeeded as planned, but, unfortunately, the camp was deserted.

			Historically, there were operational parallels relating to challenges of Ivory Coast and JTF-1-79, but in reality, they were vastly different sets of circumstances. Distance from operating base to target during Ivory Coast was about five hundred miles, whereas distance for JTF-1-79 exceeded one thousand miles. Although the distance to Tehran could be reduced somewhat by operating from Turkey, Saudi Arabia, or Bahrain, diplomatic and operational security concerns negated use of those locations. Likewise, staging an Aircraft Carrier Battle Group in the Persian Gulf was considered risky since the group had limited maneuver room and was vulnerable to attack. Furthermore, naval vessels could become trapped if the Gulf of Hormuz was mined.21

			There was no easy route to Tehran. Infiltration from Turkey via surface vehicles was ruled out due to excessive risk and loss of element of surprise. Infiltration via fixed-wing aircraft was possible, but air-drop of the rescue force in the middle of a large urban center was rife with risk of jump-related casualties and widely scattered rescue forces. There was also a significant challenge of extracting air-dropped forces and hostages, once secured. It was evident that air-land of the rescue force on the nearest airfield would expose the operation as soon as it began, losing the element of surprise. Furthermore, the rescue force would then have to fight their way to the Embassy and Foreign Ministry, secure the hostages, and then fight their way through angry mobs and Iranian militants to get back to an extraction airfield. Obviously, the concept was a no-go from the start, and, as one of the Army Special Forces planners quipped, “the only difference between this mission and the Alamo is they didn’t need to fight their way into the Alamo.”

			Considering all options presented, the only viable concept was clandestine infiltration and exfiltration via helicopter. Unfortunately, the closest possible launch point for a helicopter was from an Aircraft Carrier off the southern shore of Iran, about 1,000 miles from Tehran. Since the airspeed of even the fastest helicopter is about 160 knots (~185 mph), it would take at least five hours to fly to Tehran. Furthermore, the distance to the city exceeded the unrefueled range of all inventoried helicopters, so they would need to either land for refueling or require tanker support if aerial refueling capable.

			Though not well known in the Army, Air Force staff officers were aware the premier Combat Search and Rescue force was Military Airlift Command’s Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Service (ARRS). This storied organization had vast combat experience in Southeast Asia and were trained and equipped for night operations. Their primary helicopter was the Sikorsky HH-53, which was equipped with aerial refueling capability to extend range without the need to land for refueling.

			Significant discussion and opinions were battered back and forth between the JTF-1-79 planning staff concerning selection of the most capable helicopter force, but OPSEC concerns surpassed capability limitations. Because of the distance involved, launching helicopters from an Aircraft Carrier presented a major security concern. There were no doubts USAF HH-53 helicopters aboard a Navy Aircraft carrier would create unwanted attention. Adding to the complicated situation, Russian intelligence collection aircraft were known to be surveilling the USS Nimitz Carrier Battle Group while cruising in the Gulf of Oman. This was a serious OPSEC issue since the Russians would certainly advise Iran if they detected a rescue mission was in the works. Even if the HH-53s were flown onto the USS Nimitz at night for security reasons, the HH-53s would need to stay on the deck in plain view since they did not have folding rotors and would not fit on the ship’s elevators. These OPSEC concerns narrowed selection to Navy RH-53D minesweepers which would not likely attract attention on the USS Nimitz.

			From a performance perspective, the RH-53D was an acceptable choice. It was equipped with large fuel tanks and aerial refueling and could lift more weight than other helicopters of that series. The primary limiting factor was speed; it could cruise no faster than 150 knots. Even if aerial refueling tactics were used, it is a difficult and demanding task for any crew to travel 1,000 miles in one period of darkness. Furthermore, some planners believed aerial refueling at the usual 1,000 ft. AGL altitude may expose the formation to Iranian early-warning radar, thus compromising the mission.

			Because of these factors, mission planners focused their efforts on low-level infiltration (two hundred ft. AGL or below) and establishment of a Forward Area Refueling Point (FARP) somewhere in Iran. This decision resulted in removal of the aerial refueling probes and Engine Air Particle Separators (EAPS) for weight savings and increased power. Considering these factors and the ground commander’s insistence of pre-mission reconnaissance of the Embassy and Stadium, the mission was split into two nights.22

			Once the RH-53D decision was final, planners first determined six would be required. In late November, six RH-53Ds from the Navy’s Helicopter Minesweeping Squadron HM-16 at Norfolk, VA, were flown via C-5 Galaxy to Diego Garcia Island in the Indian Ocean. A few weeks later, two more were added for a total of eight at the staging site.

			As mission planning continued, JTF 1-79 planners surmised OPSEC regarding helicopter positioning was adequate, but staging fixed wing aircraft without exposing the operation an OPSEC issue. Bases selected to support fixed wing operations were remote desert locations in Wadi Kena, Egypt, and Masirah, Oman. These sites were covertly prepared several months prior to the planned mission by flying MC-130, C-130, AWACS, and KC-135 aircraft in and out under the guise of a routine training exercise. Consistent with MG Vaught’s absolute OPSEC policy, only a few JTF-1-79 planners flew into the remote sites alongside aircrews who were not aware they were actually staging equipment and supplies for the rescue force.

			While individual OPGs churned out plan after plan for military options ranging from strike to rescue, the State Department continued to pursue diplomatic courses of action. Their efforts were unsuccessful, but on November 19, Khomeini released thirteen women and African-American hostages on their own accord. The release was viewed as a “divide and conquer” propaganda effort designed to demonstrate solidarity with minority groups within the US while stimulating social unrest. Nevertheless, revolutionaries retained fifty-three Americans, including two women and one man who were thought to be CIA operatives. Meanwhile, Iranian financial accounts held in American banks were frozen.

			On November 22, Col Kyle met with MG Vaught to discuss Maj Gen Taylor’s “Golden BB” plan for AC-130 strikes on Khatami Air Base. During their meeting, the subject of fire support for the rescue force was brought up. MG Vaught knew it was impossible to arm Army Special Mission Unit assaulters with enough CS gas or weaponry to defend themselves from hundreds of angry Iranians. Without fire support from the air, the rescue force and hostages could be trapped, injured, or killed with no possibility of escape. There was no doubt that once the element of surprise was breached, mobs of Iranians would surround the Embassy and the Iranian Army would mobilize in response. Furthermore, a ZSU-23-4 Shilka AAA gun was known to be stationed at a military outpost near the Embassy. If it were to be used against the rescue force or RH-53Ds, its four 23mm guns could wreak havoc on the helicopters and blow right through Embassy walls, decimating the rescue force and hostages. While it was possible for Navy carrier-based fighter aircraft to take out the Shilka, F-14s had no night capability or equipment to identify or track friendly forces. Fighter ordnance was either too big or inaccurate for Close Air Support (CAS) in urban terrain. Faced with a probable “show stopper,” MG Vaught sought a suitable capability to provide fire support for Army Special Forces assaulters.

			The next morning, Col Kyle met with MG Vaught and suggested he consider employing the AC-130 for fire support and overwatch for JTF-1-79. Since the AC-130 could remain on station for extended periods, had night vision sensors, and low collateral damage potential, it seemed like the ideal fire support system for the rescue force. From that point on, the “Golden BB” plan was dropped and AC-130s were committed to the rescue operation.

			“He considered this for a moment, then said, ‘Okay, go ahead. But only the primary planners. I’ll tell the Chairman.’” Col (Ret.) Jim Kyle

			Col Kyle immediately contacted 16 SOS squadron commander Lt Col Florin White and operations officer Lt Col John “Pappy” Gallagher. A few days later, Col Kyle escorted them along with 16 SOS planner MSgt Don Boudreaux into a secure vault for a JTF-1-79 “read-in.” Up until this point, nobody in the AC-130 community knew a rescue was being planned. Sitting inside the vault were two men, both with out of regulation haircuts, dressed in civilian attire. Though their appearance was casual, both men were US Army Majors assigned to a heretofore unknown Army Special Mission Unit Commanded by Col Charlie “Chargin’ Charlie” Beckwith. The unit was America’s clandestine anti-terrorist force—so classified the US Army denied its existence. Everything about the unit was nonconventional, including tactics, weapons, and mandatory wear of civilian clothing. Furthermore, soldiers assigned to this unit were exempt from strict Army grooming standards as a cover & deception tactic to blend in with the civilian population.

			“Following an Iran situation report, I explained the AC-130s primary mission was to provide close air support for the Army Special Forces assault on the Embassy. I stressed the crucial aspect of pre-strike and post-strike in-flight refueling to enable the long-distance route to and from the target area. The Intelligence assessment of the AAA threats in the Tehran area were ineffective against gunships at night, employing the element of surprise. This was a particularly challenging task because of the complexity of the urban area surrounding the Embassy compound. I directed the planning team to develop a method to quickly pinpoint good guys from bad guys so gunships could commence firing rapidly on designated hostile areas without endangering assaulters or hostages. I recommended the 40mm gun and Misch Metal HEI as the primary type ammunition for use to minimize the chances of collateral damage. I then left to allow Army Special Forces and 16 SOS planners to develop details of operations.” Col (Ret.) Jim Kyle

			AC-130s from the 16 SOS were then added to the Top-Secret list of JTF-1-79 mission units including the following:

			◦US Army Special Mission Unit

			◦1/75 Ranger Battalion (C/1/75) 

			◦USAF Combat Control Team “Brand X”, assigned to Charleston AFB, SC. 

			◦MC-130 Combat Talons assigned to the 8 SOS, Hurlburt Field, FL.

			◦MC-130 Combat Talons assigned to the 7 SOS, Rhein Main, Germany. 

			◦MC-130 Combat Talons assigned to 1 SOS, Kadena AB, Okinawa Japan.

			◦EC-130 aircraft stationed at Keesler AFB, MS. 

			◦RH-53D Helicopters assigned US Navy HM-16, Norfolk, VA.

			◦C-141B Starlifters assigned to Charleston AFB, SC.

			◦KC-135 Refueling Tankers assigned to Grissom AFB, IN.

			◦Harvest Eagle Fuel system and technicians assigned to MacDill, AFB, FL

			◦Central Intelligence Agency Special Activities Division

			◦Joint Communications Support Element, MacDill, AFB, FL

			Though the AC-130 mission had changed, the ongoing training and tactics development deployment in Guam continued. As with the first mission assignment, AC-130 crews were required to penetrate Iranian airspace at low-level altitude to retain the element of surprise and prevent detection by radar. For this reason, crews trained to fly segmented routes in formation, while avoiding populated areas while maintaining strict radio silence. Not until they reached their working areas would they climb to altitude and establish a firing orbit.23 There were caveats, however. As opposed to the lightly defended Abadan complex, the city of Tehran was equipped with an Integrated Air Defense System, Radar AAA guns, and US-made fighter jets.

			Mission Planning Factors: The Iranian military was assessed to be capable during daylight operations but had no significant nighttime capability. This analysis drove the requirement for any US military operation into the hours of darkness.

			Rules of Engagement: Minimal use of force was directed. Lethal force was to be used only as a last resort of self-defense.

			Integrated Air Defense System IADS: Iran operated a US-designed IADS prior the beginning of the revolution but much of it fell into disrepair during the turmoil and economic collapse during the Shah’s last days. The IADS capability was deemed marginal since all the US support contractors who operated and maintained the systems had already left the country.

			Fighter-Interceptor aircraft: While it was known there were US-supplied F-4 and F-14 fighters, their operational status was unknown. For planning purposes, systems were presumed to be fully capable even if only in small numbers. Khatami Air Base was distant, but two F-4s were known to be on alert at Mehrabad Airport in Tehran. To counter airborne threats during the rescue, one AC-130 crew was assigned the responsibility to orbit the airport and fire on the F-4s when and if they started engines.

			Missile Systems: Of particular concern were I-Hawk tracking radars which were not detectable by the AC-130’s AN/ALR-69 Radar Warning Receiver. The problem could be mitigated somewhat by local purchase of commercial “Fuzz Buster” radar detectors mounted in the cockpits of mission aircraft.

			AAA: Iranian 23mm Shilka AAA guns could be a threat at altitudes below nine thousand ft. AGL. Planned AC-130 altitude was nine thousand ft.; therefore, the threat to the AC-130 was determined to be moderate. The Shilka, however, was equipped with a tracking and acquisition radar, so it was considered a viable nighttime threat for low-flying aircraft, especially helicopters.

			Communications: To enable communications security, cutting-edge Satellite Communications (SATCOM) radios were installed on AC-130s, complete with escape hatch mounted antennas that could be quickly installed and removed when not needed. To maintain positive tracking of Army Special Mission Unit Assaulters, Tactical Electromagnetic Impulse Generator (TEMIG) beacons and SS-109 transponders were employed to the maximum extent possible to maintain situation awareness and the locations of friendly forces.

			Training

			Considering the rapid shift in AC-130 mission tasking and MG Vaught’s absolute OPSEC mandate, AC-130 crews remained in Guam. MC-130 pilots from the 1 SOS, Kadena AB, Japan were sent to Guam to train AC-130 pilots for low-level, blacked-out flying while using AN/PVS-5 Night Vision Goggles (NVG). In practice, gunship pilots found PVS-5s marginally useful for low level operations and unacceptable for take-off or landing operations. Instead, PVS-5s were used by Flight Engineers, Right Scanners and Illuminator Operators to scan for light sources, including other aircraft, and to “talk on” the LLLTV sensor operator onto potential targets via the gunship’s Gated Laser Intensifier for Night Television (GLINT).

			Meanwhile, AC-130 crews from Hurlburt were sent to Yuma, Arizona and Indian Springs, Nevada for exercises touted as being routine joint readiness training. The scope of AC-130 training challenges were monumental, but crews primarily focused on critical aspects of fire support with emphasis on persistence, secure communications, and situation awareness. Since fire support requests were likely to be in close proximity to friendly forces or hostages, precise targeting was required.

			“Early training with the Army Special Mission Unit was troublesome as there were only limited AC-130 assets to train with … we were able to use one 16th SOS stay-behind crew led by Maj Mike Couvillon to develop realistic training scenarios including live-fire demos. Hurlburt based Combat Controller Sgt Rex Wollman provided range safety. Also restrictive was the remaining AC-130s at Hurlburt were not in-flight refuelable so we were unable to work in the SAC tanker options. That aside, we worked out basic details of how Gunships would be deployed, ingress/egress to target and in general terms provide fire support for Army Special Forces Assaulters/Marines at the Tehran embassy.” Col (Ret.) Jim Kyle

			Leading the fire support element for the Army Special Mission Unit was Major Lewis “Bucky” Burruss, a combat-experienced Mobile Strike Force (MIKE Force) Special Forces Officer and Forward Air Guide during the Vietnam War. Since close-in targeting in the vicinity of the Embassy and Foreign Ministry was likely, Major Burruss, SGM Forrest Foreman, and Major Mike Couvillon developed a map grid system pinpointing targets and zones to better coordinate fire support. At the same time, Army Special Forces Assistant Intelligence Officer, CPT Wade Ishimoto, identified potential Iranian Army threat weapon locations.

			Mission success hinged on navigation and timing constraints to maintain the element of surprise. It was critical for the AC-130 to arrive over target at the same time the assault began. The entire mission was expected to take no more than forty-five minutes. All this time, AC-130 crews would remain overhead monitoring the situation real-time and firing only to keep Iranians separated from the rescue force, helicopters, and hostages. Once the operation began, one AC-130 would shadow the rescue element while maintaining direct radio contact with Major Burruss. Sensor operators would continually scan the area surrounding the Embassy searching for mobs and military elements approaching the compound, firing only upon direction of Major Burruss.

			If Burruss requested fire support, Rules Of Engagement (ROE) handed down from the Carter Administration were strict. The Carter administration considered the mission a rescue, not a battle, so lethal force was prohibited unless used as a last resort for self-defense. President Carter specifically requested use of CS Riot Agent (tear gas), but there were physical limitations that could not be overcome. From an AC-130 perspective, use of 105mm CS projectiles was unrealistic since the thirty-two-pound steel projectile presented ricochet and fragmentation hazards and a TNT bursting charge. If application of CS was the only option, AC-130 crews would need to fire a near-constant barrage to counter wind effect and rapid dispersal of gas. Realizing an effective CS capability was not achievable by the AC-130, the concept of aerial delivery of CS was dropped. The rescue element, however, could employ CS grenades from short range, but Colonel Beckwith also considered CS ineffective and more of a problem for his assaulters than the Iranians.

			Though it was clear use of CS gas was an issue, use was mandated by President Carter. While debating the quandary, other less lethal options were considered. Planners settled on use of 40mm HEI Misch Metal fired by the AC-130. This round was originally developed to start trucks on fire on the Ho Chi Minh Trail in Laos and Cambodia. Though it exploded with a loud bang, flash, and shower of sparks, its lethality was low in comparison with other AC-130 ordnance. Because of its high visual and audible signature and low lethality, it was clearly the best available capability for personnel suppression. In the end, the planning team cleverly devised a tactic where Major Burruss would carry a single CS grenade to the objective. If Assaulters needed fire support, Burruss would mark the target position with the CS grenade, then the AC-130 crew would fire 40mm Misch Metal at the grenade. Both felt the solution met the commander’s intent and would be more likely to disperse angry mobs than CS gas alone.

			“The CS requirement/solution was actual. If the compound was attacked by a mob, I was going to throw it and call Pappy and tell him to hit the puff of smoke with some 40mm Misch.” Lieutenant Colonel (Ret.) Lewis “Bucky” Burruss24

			Once the hostages were secured, Assaulters would either climb over or breach the walls of the Embassy compound with explosive charges, then evacuate to the nearby Aryamehr soccer stadium for extraction.25 Once onboard the helicopters, all former hostages would be flown to an abandoned Air Base at Manzariyeh about sixty miles southwest of Tehran to be exfiltrated out of the country via C-141 and/or MC-130.

			If the airfield was unable to be secured, a back up plan included exfiltration by vehicle convoy to the Turkish border with an AC-130 escort. For this reason, AC-130 and Army Special Mission Unit planners developed night convoy escort procedures using AN/PVS-5 NVGs. The tactic employed the AC-130’s Gated Laser Illuminator for Night Television (GLINT) which was used to illuminate the roadway in front of a blacked out convoy as well as search for roadblocks or ambush sites. The first sign of trouble ahead would result in either a change of route or direct engagement by the AC-130.

			AC-130 Mission Responsibilities

			Gunship crews were to take off from Wadi Kena on night two then fly over Saudi Arabia and the Persian Gulf about thirteen hundred miles nonstop to their assigned operating areas.

			“The employment of Gunships at the time of the assault of the Embassy was to be one overhead the Embassy, one at Mehrabad Airport. The third gun supports the airfield seizure at Manzariyeh Airfield. Post attack, two guns escort helos to Manzariyeh with Assaulters and former hostages aboard. Eventually, all three Guns cover the C-141 exfil of the rescue force and the fourth gun would be directed to targets by MG Vaught’s Command Center.” Col (Ret.) James Kyle.
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			In January of 1980, eight RH-53D helicopters were flown to the USS Kitty Hawk as it passed Diego Garcia en route to the Gulf of Oman. Once it arrived on station, all RH-53Ds were flown to the USS Nimitz and quickly stowed below deck. Since such an increase in RH-53Ds could be construed as being unusual, JTF-1-79 planners intentionally exaggerated message traffic concerning increased mining of the Persian Gulf to establish a solid cover story. 

			By the middle of March, the JTF-1-79 mission plan was briefed to the JCS. With summer approaching, the hours of darkness were growing shorter to the point the route to Desert Two could not be completed before sunrise. Planners were aware if the mission did not launch before May, they would have to wait until Fall for acceptable conditions to return. National Security Advisor Dr. Zbigniew Brzeziński and a few fervent supporters of the plan were convinced JTF-1-79 had a satisfactory chance of success. The time crunch was a nagging problem and though the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs estimated probability of success could be as high as 60–70 percent, mission planners surmised probability of success was much lower due to operational risk and inadequate training.26

			Col Beckwith and Col Kyle had reasons to be concerned since training was conducted on segments of the mission only and no full-scale rehearsal had been attempted. Though the AC-130/Army Special Mission Unit lash-up went well, other aspects of the mission, especially helicopter navigation and refueling operations were less capable than expected. Nevertheless, main operating locations were selected and at least some level of Advance Echelon (ADVON) inspections and preparations had occurred. The primary base of operations selected was a remote Egyptian military base near Wadi Kena, listed as Operating Location Alpha (OLA). Other Operating locations included:

			◦US Naval Base, Diego Garcia

			◦The USS Nimitz (helicopter launch point in the Indian Ocean).

			◦Operating Location Bravo (OLB) in Masirah, Oman.

			◦Desert One (remote refueling strip in Iran for the RH-53D helicopters).

			◦Desert Two (“hide site”) in the mountains near Tehran.

			On April 11, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General David Jones gave his final briefing to the National Security Council, then on April 16, with current Human Intelligence (HUMINT) confirming the exact location and condition of the hostages, he briefed President Carter. Desperate to end the situation, President Carter approved JTF-1-79 under the code name Operation Eagle Claw. His order surprised many since the overwhelming consensus of mission commanders and Intelligence officers was the joint team was not yet adequately trained. Nevertheless, President Carter’s order was final and the mission was a “go.” When Secretary of State Cyrus Vance was advised of the decision, he resigned in protest.27

			General Mission Plan Dates & Timeline

			
				
					
					
				
				
					
							
							Feb–Mar:

						
							
							MC-130s from the 7 SOS deploy to Wadi Kena, Egypt to establish operations under the cover story of a military exercise, then depart before the rescue force arrives.

						
					

					
							
							Early Apr:

						
							
							CIA Twin Otter crew infiltrates Iran with Combat Controller Maj John Carney to a remote airstrip code named “Desert One” to emplace remote-controlled landing lights and ensure desert surface will support C-130 and RH-53D operations.

						
					

					
							
							Mid Apr:

						
							
							All USAF mission aircraft and support personnel, Army Special Mission Unit assaulters, USAF Combat Controllers and C/1/75 Rangers deploy to Wadi Kena, Egypt.

						
					

					
							
							April 22

						
							
							MC-130s, Army SF unit and a Ranger security element depart Wadi Kena for Masirah, Oman.

						
					

					
							
							April 24

						
							
							MC-130 and EC-130s launch from Oman and fly to Desert-1.

							RH-53Ds depart the USS Nimitz for Desert-1 for refueling.

							MC-130s and EC-130s depart Desert one and return to Oman.

							RH-53Ds transport Army SF to a hide site in the mountains near Tehran. Army SF links up with a covert ADVON team and are transported to a hide site. They remain concealed during daylight preparing for missions.

							Three MC-130 crews depart Masirah for Wadi Kena via C-130 support aircraft.

							C-141s land at Dhahran Saudi Arabia, pre-positioned for night two.

						
					

					
							
							April 25–26

						
							
							Col Beckwith and covert ADVON members perform clandestine recon of the Embassy and Foreign Ministry to ensure no “surprises” are evident.

							MC-130s load Ranger airfield seizure team onboard then take off for Tehran.

							AC-130s launch from Wadi Kena, in-flight refuel over Saudi Arabia and fly directly to Tehran.

						
					

					
							
							
							Covert ADVON team delivers Army SF Unit assaulters to Embassy and Foreign Ministry building via truck.

							AC-130s arrive over the Embassy, Mehrabad airport, and Manzariyeh at the same time Army SF begins rescue operation.

							MC-130s deploy a 100 man Ranger airfield seizure element on Manzariyeh airfield.

							Rangers secure Manzariyeh airfield, CCT controls air traffic.

							C-141 Starlifters land on Manzariyeh airfield.

							Hostages are secured and extracted from the Embassy grounds then transferred to the nearby Aryamehr soccer stadium for extract by RH-53.
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