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HOW 'SPOOKY’ CHANGED THE WAR IN VIETNAM

‘Remember your

first time?

FAMOUS FLIERS REME“BEH THEIRS
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With the side-firing
AC-47, the Air Force
finally had o way to
track and aitack
elusive guerrilla
fighters, even in the
thick fungles of
Vietnam.
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fghan resistance forces, in

conjunetion with American

Special Forces and supported

- by AC-130 gunships, have
- begun their push today

toward...” This quotation could have come
from any of a hundred news stories on the
war that broke out after September 11.
Occasionally one of the 24/7 news networks
airs a film clip showing a large four-engine
aircraft identified as an AC-130 in a left turn,
long streams of flame coming out of guns
extending from its side, looking for all the
world like a sailing ship from the early 19th
century firing broadside.

To most of the world, gunships, along with
Airborme Warning and Control Systems
(AWACS), precision-guided munitions, and
aircraft carriers, have become the ubigquitous
symbol of 1.5, post-Vietnam military power.
Only the gunship, however, is a uniquely
American weapon, conceived by a handful of
determined individuals in response to a
specific combat problem, It evolved despite
huge bureancratic obstacles and intraservice
fighting.
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The fivst airerafl to
test the side-firing
concept, o Convair
C-131, was rigged
with a single 7.02-mm
mrE-guen pod
mounted on o cargo
pallet and positioned
e vear covgo dooy,

AC4Ts could fire
aceurately from as
feigele avs 30000 foed,

Side-firing
gunships are “one
of the most
anceessiil
developments
arising from our
experience in
Southeast Asia”
General John Eyan, then Air Foree chief of
staff, concluded at the end of the Vietnam
War, Colone] REon Terry, a former fighter
pilot who led the charge in the early 196G0s
to develop the AC-47 and its suceessors, the
AC-130 and AC-119, points out today that
the gunships have been one of the most
“effective things the United States has had
for engagements in Panama, Grenada, and
Afghanistan.”

The idea of a side-firing aircraft has a long
history. The 1.5, Army Air Corps mounted a
JAl-caliber machine gun on a [H-4
mailplane in the 18205 and the French
mounted a side-firing 75-mm artillery piece
on a bomber, but the side-firing weapon did
not seern to offer any advantages over
conventional mounts—il was an answer
without a question. As Terry puts it, most
combat planners felt that *military aircraft
should dive at the ground, drop bombs,
shoot guns, They don't fly in cireles.”

The first person to come up with the
problem the side-firing gun might solve was
Lieutenant Gilmour MeDonald of the ULS.
Coastal Artillery, who suggested one for
anti-submarine warfare in 1842, Such an
aircraft could arbit a surfaced submarine—

gun kept up a stream of fire at the
submarine, eliminating the rieed to dive,
attack, pull off, then reacquire the target to
repeat the attack. The military did not adopt
the idea, and McDonald's work languished
for almost 20 years, until the early
rumblings of the Vietnam War.

In his book, Deployment and
Employment of Fixved Wing Gunships, Jack
Ballard tells it this way: In 1863, Ralph
Flexman, a friend of MeDonald's and an
engineer at Bell Aerosystems, applied the
side-firing gun idea to the new problem of
transient targets in a guerrilla war, He
realized that by firing in a continuous turm
the aircraft could keep the targets in sight
constantly, Flexman shared his insights with
Captain John C. Simons, an Air Force friend
stationed at Wright-Patterson Air Force
Base in Ohio, who in turn proposed the idea
later that year to several groups interested
in counter-insurgency warfare.

Analysts in the Air Foree's Aeronautical
Systemns Division rejected the proposal as
unsound becanse they thought that the
bullet drop would make (iring from such a
flight path highly inaccurate. But Simons
refused to give up. He experimented with
prlon turns in a single-engine T-28 trainer
and found it was easy to keep a targel in
sight during the maneuver. He got the
military interested enough to assignita
name—project Tailchaser—and to give him
access to a twin-engine C-131 trainer, the
military version of a Convair 240 airliner.

a maneuver known as a pylon turm—as the I




Simons put a fixed sight and three cameras
on the C-131 to record target tracking, but
during the next year only a handful of flights
could be made, due to a lack of funds. The
program was for all practical purposes
moribund when Captain Ron Terry arrived
at the Flight Test Division at Wright-
Patterson in 1964,

Cometh the hour, cometh the man. Terry,
who had flown F-56s and F-100s, had just
redurned from looking at all aspects of air
operations in Vietnam as parl of an Air
Foree Systems Command team. While there
he had learned that the Viet Cong had begun
regularly attacking 1.5 Special Forces
outposts and Vietnamese hamlets at night to
avold air counter-attacks and that Air Force
lighters had virtually no night attack
capability. On the positive side, he noted
that the [1.5. Tare ships—C-123s and
C-47s—orbiting over hamlets at night
effectively illuminated surrounding areas to
protect against night attacks,

When Terry arrived at Wright-Patterson
he went through old project reports and
tound Tailchaser, Intrigued, he flew with
Stmons on the modified C-131 and found
that they could track a fixed point an the
ground with ease if they held a steady
banked turn. Terry realized that in defense

In just one minute, the
AT mini-guns
conled five 6,000
vauneds each, gobbling
up the aiveraft's
IR o

very strong and determined leader, free
spirited and sort of an adventurer.”

The modification and calculations
complete, Terry and his team headed for a
raft target in the Gulf of Mexico. Terry
orhited the targel and began to blaze
away, and Kimberlin remembers that “he
frothed up the water all over the target
while the cameraman took pictures, and
we realized that the airplane could sit at
3,000 feet and shoot down at troons out of
small arms range.

of hamlets and forts, an aircrafl with side- rn—as the gun kﬂ]t up
firing guns was the next logical wnasa p\_ﬂﬂl‘- w
step hmarine—a maneuwver kno et to repeat the attack.
 CouLD ORBITasurfeced SWMETEEacquire the arg
AGIDE-FIRING ARCREF = o edto dive, attack, PEEET:
of fire Eﬁmiﬁﬂ'ﬂﬂq We began to
3 stream ' thinl this was a pretty good idea”
beyonid The next day Terry flew a demonstration
flare ships. “Tailehaser was a with the commander of First Combat
real major breakthrough,” he says, “Tt gave Applications Group, who came away wildly
the pilota much longer tracking time.” enthusiastic. Terry returned (o Wright-
Terry got approval for a live-fire test, at Pattersen and for a test bed was given a
Eglin Air Foree Base in Florida. Since the 47, which proved an ideal platform: There
program wasn't officially funded, he had 1o were plenty of C-47s in Vietnam; they could
use his personal American Express cand (o carry large guantities of ammunition and
purchase tools and hardware. Then he flew flares, they could loiter a long time, and thoy
down in the C-131 with a small team. could be converted back to a regular cargo
At Fglin Terry recruited Lieutenant Ralph aircraft it needed. The airplane had one
Kimberlin, the project officer for a new disadvaniage—it appeared valnerable—buy
Gatling-type 7.62-mm mini-gun, the Terry knew C-47s had been operating for
SUU-11A, which fired 6,000 rounds a years as flare ships in Vietnam without
minute. The two men rounted the gun on undue losses and was not concerned,
the C-131, aimed it out the cargo door, wired A few months later, Terry got permission
the trigger to the pilot's wheel, then had Ken Lo take his findings and photos directly to
Cobh, another engineer at Eglin, work out Air Foree Chief of Stafl General Curtis
ballistic trajectories and firing tables for the LeMay at the Pentagon, Terry was planning
system so the guns could be fired to “talk about how etfective the system
accurately. Cobb remembers Terry as “a would be attacking VO forces in the open
JonefJuly 2002 Alr & Space 25




Tor take aim, e pilot
had to manewver the
aireraft, nol the guns,
which weve fived in
Pletee,

An alrman feeds olips
vl i H-na g o
o ACE LSOH, !

before they got away” until he heard the
intelligence briefing that immediately
preceded him, and he decided onoa new
strategy. “The Drieler was talking about a
Viet Cong mortar and sapper attack on Tan
Son Nhat [air base| that destvoyved a lot of
A-1s and killed a bunch
of our people,” Terry
remembers. "LeMay
had chewed through
about three cigars
listening to that
briefing, so when it
wis our furn I told the
guy [ had brought with
e not toshow any
surprise no matter
what 1 said.

“1 opened with,
‘General LeMay, T'm
here to brief vou on a
new concepl for air
base defense in Vietnam!" That got LeMay's
atlention. He listened and asked the three-
stars what they thought—uone liked it,
except one generil who said, 'General, this
may revolutionize air warfare,” LeMay asked
how mnany mini-guns there were, We told
hitn there were nine prototypes and he said,
‘Cheay, take them to Vietnam and try it ont.'
We were on our way,”

But unbeknownst to Terry, the program
had powerful enemies in the Ar Force who
were apoplectic about using cargo aireraft
for fire support, in part becanse of their
rivalry with the Armmy. Air Force records
show one message in which a four-sta
general complained to Lelay that the use of
=475 as gunships “was contrary to the Adr
Foree's continuous and vigorous opposition
tor the Avmy equipping helicopters for fire
control missions. . {and] i= ntamount to

USAF approval for the use of all the Army's
Lransport aireraft including helicopters for

the same role,” This message of opposition
was also sent to the Air Force leadership in
Vietnam.

Terry and his team landed in South
Vietnam on December 2, 1964, He
remembers, “We arrived at Tan Son Nhat
and were met by a force of armed air police.
They told us..we were not to talk 1o anyone
and we and our equipment would be on the
nexl plane back to the 11,87

But opposition 1o Terry's proposal did not
sit wall in Washington. In a curt reply to the
generdl who sent the message, Vice Chief of
Staff John P MeCormell (by then Chief of
Staff designate; LeMay was to retire in a few
months) told the general, “vour concern is
appreciated... [but] we cannot overlook or
deny any weapon which will enhance our
capability in this area of operation...[and] it
15 certainly in the Air Force interests to run
the program rather than sit on the sideline
cormunenting.”

In Saigon the next morming, Terry
received a copy of MeConnell's message, 1
kept it in my pocket the whole time we were
there,” he remembers. General Joseph
Moore, commander of Air Force operations
in Vietnam, invited Terry and his team to
give @ bricfing, then gave his blessing to the
project,

Using two C-47s from the First Air
Cormmando Sguadron, the men mounted
T.62-mm mini-guns on pods in the aireraft
and began training a crew. On December 15
they wenl up for their first daylight mission
with a crew of eight, including two pilots,
two armament specialists, a loadmaster, an
aerial photographer, a project engineer, and
a Vietnamese observer.

The revamped C-47, now designated F-
47 (the “F" was lor “fighter™), made its real
mark on its first night flight on December
23-24 over the Melong Delta, when the
sunship was called 1o repel an altack on a
L5, Special Forces outpost. With the
propellers whirling, the radio crackling, and
guns at the ready, the loadmaster attached
lanyards to large flares as the aircraft
approached the target. After he threw them
over the side, the Nares drified down into
thee darkness, suspended under small
parachutes, to illuminate the area.
Kimberlin vividly remembers: “We opened
fre and it seared me half 1o death. I thought
the guns had blown up. Flames not only
came out of the muzzles but also blew back
mside where they licked around the cans
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in the air,
it of

that we were defending and :
the Viet Cong were.” When an attack was
under way, the flight engineer, who could
see both the front and the back, manned a
afety switch so he could turn off the
lII.ﬂI! LII![I.‘ILJ. -
mission in u-.'!m'h the loadmas
bombmaster by cutting the parachutes off
the flares and dropping them directly into a
plantation bullding where Viel Cong were
hiding. The building burned to the ground.
The early missions were 5o suc sl
that before tests were complele, Moore
el the Air Foree for a full squadron of
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P45 as soon as possible, An Air Fo
report written a few months later sa
“tests indicate spectacular suceess in killing
Vied Cong and stoppi together
: : cal fa

way ouf of proportion to effectiveness of
::-Ih&lr airerafl strike effors and ground

- fe, in the course of
thi‘lr Opera 1T acquired two
s de g —“Puff, the Magic er'
from the Pe 1!‘!’ T—"mi and Mary
that title, and a radio call sign, “Spr_mk:.r."

- combat use also showed that,
while the aire 1 few hits, the inil |.tl
concern that thu gunships waould be
exceptionally vulnerable to ground fire was
unfounded, Mobile
suerrilla force
attacking at night

machine ""I..I.I'I'H the
gun:-. they did carry




With members of the
Sirst AC-47T crew
looking on, Capfain
Rowe Tevey (in hat)
oversees the loading aof
ammiaiiion for the

¢ Z-wern mAaR-gi,

gunship fired down,
angd this, combinegd
with the fact that
gunships operated at
night, kept losses low.
The Air Force
quickly took C-47s
from the “boneyard”
and began modifying them. By November
1965, 20 ACATs (renamed A [attack],
allegedly because of grousing from the
fighter community) had arrived in Vietnam
to form the Fourth Air Commando
Squadron. The gunships protected Special
Forees camps that the Viet Cong had been
altacking almost nightly. Praise poured in.
By the time the last American AC-1T mission
flew, in December 1969, the aircrafi had
defended over 4,000 outposts. The crews
accurately boasted that no
position

protected
by an AC-47 had fallen.

Several of the AC4Ts were sent [o Laos
for fire support missions and interdiction of
North Vietnamese trucks coming down the
Her Chid Minh Trail, but while thoere were
plenty of targets, there were also plenty of
problems. Terry remembers, “The only way
we could locate targets at night was to have
a guy stand in the back door and look out, If
he saw anything he'd say where it was—
say, five o'clocle—and the pilol would tum
and line up his target visually,

“This proved very elfective,” says Terry,
“but they had to be very low—as low as
1500 Peet—and the adreralt was heavily
loaded and couldn’t elimb very well, so a
bunch of planes literally llew into the high
sleep mountains.” The heavier anti-airerali
defenses in Laos made the situation even
more dire. Four AC-47s guickly disappeared
without a Mayday call or a trace. The
remaining gunships were immediately
recalled to South Vietnam,

But the number of targels the AC<ETs huud
found in Laos had convineed Terry—now a
major—that the Air Foree needed 2 more
survivable gimship with increased
firepower, night vision equipment, armaor, a
better navigation system, and a
computerized (ire control system for night
interdiction of the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

The North Vietnamese used the trail, a

erce

huge complex of roads covering over 1,700
souare miles, to move trucks al night, when
they were safe from air attack, (o resupply
their forces in the south, The trucks were
protected by a large mumber of anti-aireraft
guns, 2d-mm and 37-mim and a few 57-mm,
marmed by skilled crews, Interdicting the
trail was a formidable task but a vital one.
InJanuary 1967 Terry gol the go-ahead
fora si-month project to modify a C-130A
to carry night observation equipment,
forward-looking infrared (FLIR), and side-
looking radar, as well as two 20-mm Vulean
cannon and two 7.62-mm mini-guns, all of
which were connected to an analog firing
computer that took in all the sensor inputs
to correct the pilot’s side-
Inoking
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me areas- still, by Apn
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sight for
wind, sirspeed, and attitude,

In September the prototype AC-1304
arrived in Vietmam, with Terry as the lead
pilol. On one of its first missions it knocked
ot eight trucks, and the aircrafl—now
named Spectre—quickly showed it was
much more effective than any other night-
altack aircrafl. The Air Porce ordered eight
more C-130As modified into AC-130s, and at
the same time modified cheaper, older,
bwin-engine C-119s into AC-119 gunships to
supplement the AC-130s and ACATs,

ut while the AC-130s were decimating
the North Vietnamese trucks, its new
systems were proving unreliable. The Air
Force sent the aircraft back to the States for
some guick maintenance in Febroary 1968,
but rushed it back into service within
weeks,

The North Vietnamese responded to the
improved side-firing gunship by bringing
more anti-aircraft guns into Laos. The
sunships predictably attacked from a left
banled tarm, and under certain conditions
they were visible from the ground—a
guarter moon with high thin overcast made
A gunship look "like a My on a movie
screen,” one crew member recalls,

To watch out for anti-aircraft fire, a crew
member was assigned to look out the right
side away from the attack, while another
crew member, the illuminator operator,
literally hung out over the lowered cargo
samp in the rear, secured by cables to look
out the back, Often an evasive maneuver
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threw him oul of the aireralt and he had to
pull himself back in by the tethers,

Despite these precantions, in March 1269
the st AC-130 was hit and in May the first
AC-130 was lost. By mid-1969 improved
MNorth Viemamese defenses kept AC-130s
oul of some areas. Still, by April 19659 the
Spectres had scored 42 percent of the fruck
kills in Lacs while flying only 3.2 percent of
the sorties.

Iy July 19689 and again in 1971, Bon Terry,
now chief of the AC-130 program. made
additional changes to the aireraft to counter
the increasingly potent defenses. By March
1971 the Viet Cong had moved SA-2 radar-
suided surface-to-air missiles into Laos.
Prodging supersonic missiles al night over
the high Laotian mountains in a four-engine
aireraft was a daunting task, When a missile
approached, the AC-130 had Lo dive down
into the anti-aircrafll envviromnment, then
struggle back up to altitude. That year, while
no Spectres were hit by missiles, one
AC-130 was downed by anti-airerall fire and
33 were hit, some seriously.

In the never-ending quest for better
armament, Terry replaced the 40-mm
cannan he'd added to the 18689 model with a
L05-mmm howitzer, Approved under the name
Pave Aegis, it arrived on February 17, 1972,
and became an mstant hit. The howitzer
fired a 5.6-pound shell instead of the 40-
mm's 1-ounce shell, was extraordinarily
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accurate, and had a very long range. When i
hit, the shell gave a bright flash that other
adreraft could use as a marker,

On March 31, 1972, the North Vielnamese
bhegan a massive offensive. For the AC-1530s,
interdiction became sceondary a5 the
mumships flew night and day close air
support missions. The Viet Cong brought a
new weapon with them—the shoulder-fired
SA-T, the Saturday Night Special of surface-
to-air missiles—which foreed the gunships
to a higher altitude, but the Spectres could
still operate. On May 5, the day an SA-T
scored its first hil on an

With surgical
prrecision, the
AC-1308H pinpoinded
fargels, even enemly
soldicrs wiho had
Fafiitrated friendly
PHISTIOTS,

Crrownd crew reload
e i for
anather Spaokiy i,

AC-130, another Spectre
got eredit for killing 350
enermy troops and saving
1LOO0 friendly forces.

By war's end, the
gunship had macde its
bones, and Air Force chiel
of staff General John
Ryan said: “We intend to
keep this capability Lo
deliver a tremendous
volume of sustained
aceuriale firepower in Lthe
tactical force.”

In fact, that was not to be, The gunship
had more bureancratic battles to win before
it was acknowledged as a genuine part of
the 1.5, military, but those pest-Vietnam
batiles are another story. —4%*
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