
        
            
                
            
        


		
			Advance Praise for 
Ghostriders 1968-1975

			“Ghostriders 1968-1975 provides the final word on the birth and Vietnam years of the AC-130 Spectre gunship. Bill Walter nails the legends and the everyday activities of the aircraft’s developers and crewmen with uncanny accuracy. His accounts fulfill the highest standards of research. Reading took me back to the early ’70s when I crewed with Spec and his facts filled a few gaps in my knowledge of the time. The book is a valuable addition to USAF history.”

			—Lt Col Hank Zeybel, USAF (Retired) 
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			“The AC-130 Spectre gunship is without equal on the battlefield. It is the most precise and lethal form of combat airpower in the world.

			“During the time that I had the privilege to serve as the AFSOC Commander, one generation of aging Spectres was preparing to leave the inventory as they were replaced with a newer generation of AC-130 gunships. The tremendous history and heroic actions of the crews who flew them and the maintainers who pushed them into the air deserved to be captured for posterity. We contracted an author to collect and publish this amazing history and were disappointed at the low quality of his output. That’s when CMSgt Bill Walter stepped in to take over this important and historical project. His diligence to ‘get it right’ involved countless hours of interviews with both the crews and the soldiers on the ground, many of which would not be alive today, if not for the gunship. Every story herein is absolutely true, as told by those who were on scene. Multiple sources were confirmed for the details of every harrowing mission, and every dangerous engagement of the enemy.

			“The orchestrated efforts of more than a dozen crewmembers to deliver lethal fires to destroy enemy targets or to protect the lives of American soldiers, sailors, airmen, and Marines on the ground is without equal. There are literally thousands of our combatants who owe their lives directly to the professionalism and skills of AC-130 Spectre gunships.

			“My father is one of them. The very first AC-130 saved his life when the Spectre responded to a camp in Vietnam as it came under attack by two Viet Cong battalions. The heroism of the Spectre crew that night is the only reason my father survived. When I took command of the Special Operations wing at Hurlburt Field, thirty years later, my parents came to attend. The wing put all of the aircraft on display for the guests. Following the ceremony, I asked my dad if he would like to go see the MH-53J Pave Low helicopter that I flew as a special operations pilot. He said, ‘I want to go see the gunship.’ Like so many others who will never forget ‘that night’ that an AC-130 Spectre was overhead raining death on enemy forces to save their lives, he remembered those events for the rest of his life. Stories like that are legion. In the official Air Force records, the post-mission reports read something like, ‘Responded to TIC (troops in contact). Fired 80 rounds 20 millimeter, 32 rounds of 40 mm, and 18 rounds of 105 mm.’ But the people on the ground will tell an entirely different and desperate tale. This book captures those stories, as told by those who lived them.

			“This will be the most popular book ever written regarding the aircraft and crews of our special operations forces. The culture and warrior ethos of the Spectre community is one of the strongest in Air Force history. You will be amazed and proud that such Americans serve to protect our freedoms.”

			—Lt Gen Donny Wurster, USAF (Ret.)
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			This book is dedicated to the unsung professionals who operated, maintained, and supported the AC-130 gunship mission from 1968 through 1975.





 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			The first production AC-130A Gunship to arrive for combat duty in Southeast Asia was tail number 54-1630, named Mors De Caelis (Latin translation Death From Heaven). Upon retirement in 1995, 54-1630 was inducted into the National Museum of the United States Air Force in Dayton, Ohio. It is currently on display under the name “Azrael, Angel of Death.”





The AC-130A/E/H Fleet, 1968-19751
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							Model

						
							
							Status/Unit(s) of Assignment

						
					

					
							
							53-3129 

						
							
							The First Lady 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							54-1623 

						
							
							Ghost Rider 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							54-1625 

						
							
							The Warlord 

						
							
							AC-130A

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							54-1626 

						
							
							Vulcan Express2 

						
							
							Gunship II 

						
							
							USAF,  ASD

						
					

					
							
							54-1627 

						
							
							Gomer Grinder 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							54-1628 

						
							
							The Exterminator 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							54-1629 

						
							
							The Arbitrator 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							54-1630 

						
							
							Mors de Caelis3 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0011 

						
							
							Night Stalker

						
							
							 AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0014 

						
							
							Jaws of Death4 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0029 

						
							
							Midnight Express5 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0040 

						
							
							Orion the Hunter

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0043 

						
							
							Odin6 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0044 

						
							
							Prometheus7 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							55-0046 

						
							
							Proud Warrior8 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							56-0469 

						
							
							Grim Reaper 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							56-0490 

						
							
							Thor9 

						
							
							AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							56-0509 

						
							
							Raid-Kills ‘Em Dead10 AC-130A 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
							
					

					
							
							69-6567 

						
							
							Ghostrider 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							69-6568 

						
							
							Night Stalker 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 415 SOTS

						
					

					
							
							69-6569 

						
							
							Excalibur11 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6570 

						
							
							Bad Company12 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6571 

						
							
							The Destroyer 

						
							
							AC-130E 

						
							
							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 Raiser13 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

					
							
							69-6577 

						
							
							Death Angel 

						
							
							AC-130H 

						
							
							USAF, 16 SOS

						
					

				
			

			 





Foreword

			The United States Air Force (USAF) fixed-wing, side-firing gunship program began in the early 1960s during the Vietnam War with the development, fielding, and operational use of the AC-47D Spooky gunship. Contrary to typical aircraft development, the gunship program was not devised, controlled, or marketed by the commercial aviation industry. Instead, the Air Force Gunship Program Office and Air Force Systems Command (AFSC) took matters into their own hands to rapidly develop and field a desperately needed combat capability. Without a doubt, the side-firing fixed-wing gunship program would have failed if not for the leadership and savvy of the USAF Gunship Program Office, Air Force Systems Command (AFSC), and Aeronautical Systems Division (ASD) engineers. Furthermore, program success was a direct result of the heroic and unsung efforts of Spectre aircrews who flew thousands of dangerous missions over Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.

			Overall, the accomplishments of the combined team of engineers, maintainers, and aircrews were especially commendable since they inherited some of the oldest, broken-down aircraft in the USAF inventory. Nevertheless, gunship crews developed tactics, techniques, and procedures for close air support, interdiction, command and control, and even search and rescue. By the end of the war, the AC-130 had become the most revered attack aircraft of the Vietnam war, but the classification of their deeds prevented public release. Now, over fifty years after the first AC-130 Gunship began flying combat missions over Vietnam, the declassified, factual and comprehensive story of Spectre can be told.

			[image: ]

			Original members of the ASD Gunship II development team at Wright Patterson AFB, Ohio, 1967, in front of the prototype aircraft. L–R, Technical Sergeant Bob Davis, Major Jim Krause, Major Jim Wolverton, Major Ron Terry, Major Harris, Master Sergeant Farris Heins, Technical Sergeant Paul Bunch. (USAF Photo)





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 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 quickly 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, WWII 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, the 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, they 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 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 gunships during the Vietnam War. (Illustration by Dennis Bivens and Sarah Walter)

			Once ASD engineers proved the concept viable, the WWII era C-47D was chosen for conversion since it was available and already in use supporting unconventional warfare in Vietnam.

			The Air Force carefully weighed the combat advantages and disadvantages of this C-47 with laterally-firing guns. The aircraft was available and so were the crews to fly it. The plane could carry a large load of ammunition and flares and could be used for cargo, troop, and reconnaissance missions. It possessed two engine safety, long alert capability, lengthy time-over-target, and the capability to loiter for flare dropping. Development and Employment of fixed wing Gunships, Jack S. Ballard P-11.

			The development of side-firing fixed-wing gunships defied typical engineering conventions in many ways. Components were intentionally overbuilt for strength and performance. Crew comfort and human factors were largely overlooked with priority focused on tactical capabilities. The resulting physical environment of the Vietnam era gunships was more closely matched to WWII aircraft than modern combat aircraft of the 1960s–70s.

			The AC-47D was armed with three adapted SUU-11/A gun pods (GAU-2/A 7.62mm mini-guns) with a normal combat ammunition load exceeding twenty thousand rounds of tracer/ball ammunition. The aircraft also carried a quantity of MK-24 illumination flares for nighttime target acquisition.

			The AC-47D gunship made its Vietnam combat debut in December of 1964. Air and ground crews of the 1st Air Commando Wing developed combat tactics via experimentation. Typical operational altitude was three thousand feet, which provided adequate 7.62mm lethality, but also placed the gunship in the effective range of enemy small arms, anti-aircraft artillery (AAA), and even mortar fire. Nevertheless, the AC-47D gunship was successful, especially when employed in a CAS/Troops In Contact (TIC) role against personnel targets. In 1966, North Vietnamese vehicle traffic on the Ho Chi Minh Trail increased, and AC-47D gunships were sent into Laos to hunt trucks. Unfortunately, Spooky’s low operational altitude and lack of heavy firepower resulted in minimal truck damage and loss of several aircraft and crews. It was obvious the Ho Chi Minh Trail was not a viable AC-47D mission.

			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. On 2 February 1967, C-130A serial number 54-1626 assigned to Edwards Air Force Base as a test asset was flown to Wright Patterson Air Force Base for modification. Known as “Sick Two Six”, it had been in three major accidents since it was built, but was still airworthy and considered a good starting point.

			Development of the prototype C-130 gunship began on 1 April 1967 at Wright-Patterson AFB, Ohio, under the name Project Gunboat.14 In concept, it was designed to assume the AC-47D mission role but at higher altitudes, with a greater payload and better lethality. Like its AC-47D predecessor, the development of the prototype AC-130A gunship focused more on capability and less on human factors. To facilitate rapid development, existing doors and hatches were used to mount equipment to the maximum extent possible. The conventional C-130 crew entrance door was replaced with a half-door closeout panel to enable mounting of a night observation device (NOD) visual sensor. A state-of-the-art infrared (IR) detector set was installed on the floor which peered through a hole cut in the fuselage forward of the left wheel well. The IR Sensor Operator sat in an enclosed booth inside the cargo compartment. The right-side escape hatch was removed and the rear cargo door was fixed in the open position to provide scanners an unobstructed view to the left, behind, and below the aircraft. To enable effective scanning for AAA threats, an Illuminator Operator (IO) hung the top half of his body over the edge of the open ramp with only a restraining cable attached to his parachute harness. The Illuminator Operator also dispensed flares from a LAU-74 launcher and operated a large forty kilowatt (KW) searchlight, both of which were mounted on the ramp. The searchlight could be set for either visible or covert (IR/UV) illumination modes but was cumbersome and difficult to use.15

			The initial configuration was named Vulcan Express which included eight guns (four 20mm and four 7.62mm) bristling from the left side of the fuselage. A Head-Up Display (HUD) gunsight was mounted in the left window of the cockpit to enable the pilot to aim the guns. The HUD and gun mounts were adjustable for depression and lag and could be set for 2,500; 3,500; 4,500; and 5,500 feet altitudes. All guns were driven by electric motors powered by large rechargeable batteries. Each of the four M61 Vulcan 20mm guns fired linked ammunition at a cyclic rate of 2,500 rounds per minute from a 1,500-round capacity can. The usual 20mm ammunition load was 6,000 rounds (four full feed systems), but additional cans of ammunition could be carried onboard for in-flight reloading. Two types of ammunition were available for use: High Explosive Incendiary (HEI) and Armor Piercing Incendiary (API) with HEI being the predominant combat round. As the guns fired, spent casings and links were ejected into a plywood walled bin on the floor. Once ejected, a gunner cleared brass and links away from the underside of the gun with a common grain shovel, and secured casings and links into canvas bags.

			Four 7.62mm guns were mounted on MXU-470 modules located both forward and aft of the left wing. The modules were specially designed for AC-47 and AC-130 use via modification of inventoried SUU-11/A gun pods. Each module was equipped with a GAU-2/A gun and a link-less helical feed system with a capacity of two thousand rounds of Ball/Tracer ammunition. Linked cartridges were loaded into the system’s helix via a de-linking feeder. The typical combat load ranged between fifteen thousand to sixteen thousand rounds, but upwards of twenty-four thousand rounds could be carried if required.

			During a typical engagement, only one caliber/pair of guns would be fired at a time while the other pair remained ready in the event of a malfunction or depletion of ammunition. Though all guns could be fired simultaneously in a “full broadside” attack, that level of effort was not advised since the guns would overheat, increasing ground force vulnerability while guns either cooled down or were being reloaded. Another issue related to “full broadside” firing was the fact that smoke generated quickly filled the fuselage. Unfortunately, airflow resulting from the open cargo door caused smoke to blow forward into the cockpit, hindering the vision of the pilots, flight engineers, and navigators. To mitigate this phenomenon, ventilation ports were installed in the fuselage near each gun station to force air into the fuselage and redirect smoke to the rear and out of the cargo door.

			Since Gunship II was being built for higher altitude operations, engineers deemed simple ballistic calculations to be problematic. In response, ASD engineers designed and built a basic fire control computer for Gunship II.

			“The Air Force in-house developed fire-control system, which receives inputs from the NOD, FLIR and SLR, provides aiming and steering information to the pilot. The fire-control computer integrates the inputs from any one of the three sensors to establish a line of sight (LOS) to a designated point. It compares this LOS with the corrected gunline (CGL), the corrected gun line being the path through space which will be taken by a projectile fired at that instant, and provides position and altitude guidance information visually to the pilot through a gunsight and ILS indicator. The pilot flies the aircraft to enter a search or attack orbit accordingly. Once in the attack orbit, the pilot maneuvers the aircraft to place the fixed pipper in his gunsight (CGL) on the target reticle in his gunsight (LOS) to fire the weapon. The fire-control computer also corrects for aerodynamic wind, true airspeed and altitude.” 16 SOS Unit Record, 1 January 1969.

			On 15 September 1967, the Gunship II Task Force deployed with aircraft 54-1626, now named Big Spooky to Vietnam for a sixty to ninety day combat evaluation.

			“Headquarters USAF directed that the Tactical Air Command deploy and accomplish combat evaluation of the Gunship II weapon system in Southeast Asia (SEA). One C-130 Aircraft was used in the evaluation, which began during the latter part of September, 1967. The C-130A Gunship, later designated the AC-130, was developed as an in-house project at Wright-Patterson AFB, Ohio. Operational test and evaluation was conducted at Eglin AFB, FL in June, August, and September, 1967. The Gunship II Task Force was deployed to SEA on 15 September 1967. Operations during September – December were conducted in South Vietnam.” Unit History Report, 16 SOS 1 Jul-30 Dec, 1968. (U)

			Initial Gunship II missions and tactics were essentially a carbon copy of AC-47 operations with exception of a few thousand feet additional altitude capability and larger 20mm guns. Gunship II was tested in three phases. The first was devoted to close air support missions from airborne alert in the Delta region–IV Corps Tactical Zone (CTZ) around Binh Thuy. The second phase tried the Gunship II weapon system against enemy lines of communication in Tiger Hound. The third phase involved armed reconnaissance and ground support missions in the highlands of II Corps CTZ.16

			Gunship II test results also proved to be an effective truck killer on the Ho Chi Minh Trail, sighting ninety-four and destroying thirty-eight. General William Moore, Air Force Deputy Chief of Staff Research and Development commented, “the C-130 Gunship II test bed aircraft had unprecedented success in identifying and destroying enemy lines of communication in both South Vietnam and Laos,” and that it “far exceeded fighter-type kill ratios on enemy trucks and other equipment.”

			When combat trials concluded in December of 1967, aircraft 54-1626 returned to Wright-Patterson AFB, OH. When results were briefed to General John D. Ryan, Commander In Chief Pacific Air Forces (CINPACAF), he was so impressed that he pushed for full-scale development of a fleet of AC-130s. With high-level endorsement by General Ryan, ASD pursued funding for the development of thirty AC-130s to augment and ultimately replace the AC-47D Spooky gunship.

			When Air Staff was briefed on Gunship II, combat trials, the concept of a costly side-firing gunship program was unwelcome. Nevertheless, General Ryan was adamant that Gunship II was the breakthrough combat capability desperately needed to fight the war in SEA. Finally, in February of 1968, Secretary of the Air Force, Dr. Harold Brown, directed the gunship conversion of seven JC-130A aircraft stationed at Patrick Air Force Base, Florida. These aircraft were some of the oldest, most broken-down C-130s in the inventory which were slated for retirement.17 The remaining requirement to replace the AC-47D would be accomplished by converting two equally old models of the C-119 into gunships.

			General Ryan however, did not favor a mixed fleet as he indicated in his letter to SECAF.

			“Recent highly successful combat evaluation Gunship II favors AC-130 as logical replacement for AC-47. AC-130 possesses needed capabilities as follows:

			Speed (rapid reaction, area coverage, minimum exposure).

			Sensors (locate enemy and friendly positions, deliver accurate firepower)

			Increased payload (essential to carry increased firepower, sensors, armor)

			Further advantages of C-130 are superior performance/flexibility, worldwide maintenance/supply support, contemporary navigation systems, established pilot training, schools and post-hostility airframe re-conversion potential….Gunship II C-130s should not be considered at the expense of current and projected airlift assets. New production C-130 aircraft appears to be warranted in view of recent mortar attacks on forward installations. Requirement for 32 AC-130 gunship force…considered urgent as is provides the most effective reaction capability against attack on installations. Recommend reconsiderations C-130 as follow-on gunship for AC-47 on a one-for-one basis.” Unit History Report, 16 SOS 1 Jul-30 Dec, 1968.

			[image: ]

			Members of the Gunship II Task Force in Vietnam. (USAF photo)

			In February 1968, while ASD engineers began their effort to convert the first four JC-130A aircraft into AC-130 gunships, an initial cadre of volunteers and members of the ASD task force flew the Gunship II prototype back to SEA. Their responsibility was to lay the groundwork for establishment of an operational squadron of AC-130 gunships.

			The official designation of the first seven production AC-130 gunships was Plain Jane, a fitting title since the basic program was fundamental and “plain” with spikes of high technology. Other than basic C-130 knowledge, aircrews and maintainers were not familiar with numerous commercial avionics systems installed, therefore, Contractor Logistic Support (CLS) specialists were assigned to the program. Problems arose quickly since there was no AC-130 training program, technical orders, equipment checklists, or spare parts for most of the high-technology equipment installed on the gunship. Since these issues were substantial “show stopping” problems, ASD had to resolve or mitigate many problems in a short period of time.

			Selecting the right AC-130 aircrew and maintainers was absolutely critical to the future success of combat employment. These men would have to “think on their feet” not only to operate and maintain the unique systems but would also develop initial procedures and tactics, the hard way, during combat operations in SEA. Most of the original non-ASD cadre were volunteers from the JC-130 unit at Patrick AFB that aircraft were being pulled from to build AC-130s. At about the same time, Ling-Temco-Vought (LTV) in Greenville, Texas, won a contract to produce seven AC-130s: two for CONUS training and five for combat duty in SEA. Simultaneously, a formal AC-130 gunship training program was enacted at the 4413th Combat Crew Training Squadron at Lockbourne AFB, Ohio. A lot of faith was riding on the first seven aircraft, and there was a great deal of technical and physical risk for all involved in the program. Fortunately, the ASD engineers were not deterred by those who viewed their ad-hoc project foolhardy and misdirected. While the first seven AC-130s were being built, arguments centered on the number and type of gunships needed were a hotly debated topic throughout the USAF and PACAF chain of command. By the end of the war in Vietnam, the AC-130 gunship program had proven its worth as a truck killer, accounting for over ten thousand vehicles destroyed. The People’s Army of Vietnam, specifically Group 559 who transported supplies from North Vietnam through Laos and Cambodia, cited the AC-130 as the most feared aircraft of the entire war.

			The AC-130 program was successful because it provided the right capability at the right place at the right time. Conventional thinkers may still believe the fixed-wing gunship concept blurs roles and missions of fighter, bomber, and cargo aircraft and is vulnerable to enemy threat weapons. In that regard, the AC-130 is a liability, but when employed within its operational parameters, the AC-130 provides a capability that is second to none. In the end, as with all combat aircraft, it’s not “what it is” that’s important, it’s “what it does.”

			AC-130A “Gunship II“ and “Plain Jane“

			[image: ]

			AC-130A 54-1629 within weeks of arrival at Ubon. Note the tail code “EA” signifies assignment to 14th Air Commando Wing, Nha Trang, Vietnam. (USAF Photo)
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			Gunship II and AC-130A Plain Jane 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 firepower on target. All original cadre pilots were qualified Aircraft Commanders.

			Second Pilot: Assumes the duties and responsibilities of Aircraft Commander as necessary. The second pilot also controls aircraft speed during the firing mode. The second pilot performs normal copilot duty with special emphasis on outside traffic and AAA activity.

			Third pilot (P): Responsible for setting the fire-control computer and was the Fire Direction Officer (FDO).18 The Third Pilot supported other crew positions, especially the NOD operator who was required to stand in an open doorway for the duration of the mission (Gunship II) however, Plain Jane models were equipped with a rudimentary seat. The third pilot position was used extensively on Gunship II but eventually faded away due to manpower requirement changes and technology improvements on production gunships.

			Navigator (NAV a.k.a. Table Nav): Has the responsibility for en route navigation, aircraft positioning in the target area, and aircraft traffic separation. The NAV confirms target location, separation from friendly forces, and clears the pilot to fire. Navigators routinely filled positions of the NOD and IR operator also.

			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.

			Master Armorer/Aerial Gunner (AG):19 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 Master Armorer/Lead Gunner is responsible for coordinating and leading gun crew efforts. One gunner performs duties of right scanner to detect AAA fire and airborne traffic and direct defensive maneuvers.

			Infrared Sensor Operator (IR): Was usually a navigator. 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. The IR coordinates with other sensor operators and the Fire Direction Officer (FDO) in the validation of targets and the assessment of damage inflicted on the target.

			Night Observation Device (NOD) Operator: Was usually a navigator. Has the responsibility to operate the NOD to search, locate and track targets. When selected as the primary sensor operator, the NOD provides guidance to the fire-control system. The NOD coordinates with other sensor operators and the FDO in the validation of targets and the assessment of damage inflicted on the target.

			Illuminator Operator (IO):20 Operates 40KW Searchlight, dispenses flares and markers. Performs aft scanner duties from the open aft door advising the crew of ground fire and other airborne traffic and directs defensive maneuvers and performs the duties of loadmaster as required.

			Aerial Photographer: Shoots 16mm motion picture film for bomb damage assessment (BDA) intelligence.

			[image: ]

			The Illuminator Operator hung the upper half of his body over the end of the open ramp when over hostile territory. This seemingly awkward position enabled a very wide field to detect hostile fire and direct the pilot to perform evasive maneuvers. (USAF Photo)

			Surprise Package and Pave Pronto, introduced 1970-1971

			[image: ]

			The one and only Surprise Package aircraft was 56-0490 known as “Thor.” (USAF Photo)

			[image: ]

			Gunners loading 40mm gun on 56-0490 in February 1970.(Photo Dennis Bivens)
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			Pave Spectre and Pave Aegis, introduced 1971–72
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			Pave Spectre AC-130E aircraft 69-6571 modified with the Pave Aegis gun system and electronic countermeasure pods. (USAF photo)
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			AC-130A/E (Surprise Package/Pave Pronto, Pave Spectre) Basic Crew Duties21

			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) (Surprise Package and Pave Spectre only): 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.22

			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):23 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 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. The IR coordinates with other sensor operators and the FDO/FCO in the validation of targets and the assessment of 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 also assists in the assessment of 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):24 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.

			[image: ]

			A typical AC-130 crew circa 1969. The aircraft in the background is aircraft 54-1630 Mors De Caelis, which has three Purple Hearts painted on the fuselage to acknowledge battle damage on three separate occasions. 20mm ammunition silhouettes were painted on the fuselage, one round for every twenty missions. (USAF Photo)

			Crewmen were equipped with survival equipment including:

			1.Survival Vest

			2.Basic first Aid Kit

			3.Compass and map of working area

			4.Survival radio w/extra battery (sometimes two radios)

			5.Tourniquet

			6.MK-13 signal flares

			7.Gyrojet launcher and flares

			8.Signal Mirror

			9.Water purification tablets

			10.Model 15 or Model 10 revolver and 48 rounds of .38 ammunition

			11.Parachute

			12.Ballistic helmet and/or communications headset

			13.Survival knife
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