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Y THE END of 1963 the first Uinited

Sates Army Special Forces reams

had arrived in South Yietnam oo assist
the government in its struggle against the
Viet Cong. The Green Berets began 1o rec-
ruit mative  Civilian  Irregular Defence
Groups and established them in protected
camps in remote areas of the country from
which they could monitor and carry out
operatians against the Viet Cong.

Over the next two years more Special
Forces advisers arrived and by the end of
1965 LIS combat troops were in action on
the ground and South Vietnam's air bases
had begun to receive squadrons of fighters,
attack aircraft and helicopters.

It did not take long for the Americans tof

realize that although they could bring their
fuptnor incpower 1o bear in the daytime,
the night belonged to the Viet Cong.

During the hours of darkness Vier Cong
sapeers could try to penetrate the defences
of the CIDG camps to clear paths through
thie barbed wire and minefields for the main
force units, wha would try to overwhelm
the defenders before first ight enabled air
striket to be delivered,

The aircraft parking ramps at Air Bases
became juicy targets for the enemy gueriliag
wihd coubd infilorate close to the penmeter,
fire off 3 doren mortar bombs and fade away
mnta the darkness. Such an attack on Been
Hoa Air Base on Mowember 1. [965
destreved free aircraft and damaged fifteen
athers,

Ground troops 0 contact with the
cnemy Could call up airstrikes duriog
daylght hours, but during the night  air
Wpport was hmited, even with C-47 “Nepght
Argel” fare ships (o provide Wiumination by
dropoing  high ntensity | parachute-oeiivened
flares over the scene of the fighting.

Back in the LIS research was beginning,
following a slow start. inte the idea of air-
eraft equipped with side-firing guns. The
45140 I!hm:ar‘;.r LH‘::r:g thar such an 3ircraft
could orbit a target in a left-hand pylon tum
and pour continuolus fire Into the arget

The first hve-hiring tests vook place i the
kte summer of 764 at Egln AFB in Flonda
A Comair C-131 transport alrerafc was fit-
Led wath 3 i'::rl}' nEw WEapon, the F B2
General Electric SULLIIASA Gatling gun
ped, which had a pwo-spesd motor drive
capable of defivering up to 6,000 rounds per
minute, One of these guns was mounted in
the starboard cargo door of the C-131 and
tested over Eglin's water range at altitudes
friom 300 1o 3,000 feer

The C-131 scored 25 hits on a ten foor
rubber raft and 75 hits on a Gty foot rafic Al
this with only 3 one second burst. On the
land range, 25 mannequing wWene se up in
Variows positions and scattered over throee-
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AG-113 Gunship

Phil Chinnery and former aircrew Ken T Wilhite Jr recall operations in

Yietnam with Shadow and Stinger gunships - a specialist role requiring

an adaptable airframe. With the end of the conflict, the demise of the
AC-119 was not far behind.

quaters of an e, After one three second
burst, ninsteen manneguing were hit, with
ten of them considered “killed’

Project Gunthip | continued with further
tests inoan armed C-47 Skytrain and in
October 1964 2 pest team arrived at Bien
Hoa o convert one of the st Ar Com-
mande Squadrons C-4Ts into a punship
Two GE FYyIFsgLn j:lr:-ﬁs VTR ITSURDEd in B
last two windows on the port side, while the

third would fire ouwt of the open cargs
e

A Mark 20 Mod 4 gunsight., borrorwed
fram the A-1 Skyraider, was mountied in the
heft cochkpit window. A trigger botton
which could hire all three guns indoidually or
SEmitantouwsly, was moonied on the pilor's

SO0 il Thee ":.--'v.';rd ;:l-_!:_g Fpoed wis
mcdifetd 1o hadd 24,000 reundt of amanuni-
tion and 45 100.000 candlepower flares,
which could be thrown oul of the e
carge hatch

Crriginally the C-47 was designated FC-
47, but this was then changed to ACA7, To
anyone watching one of its nocturnal cloe-
SUpport MISSoNs. it iirepower Wwas, 1o 33y
the least, impressive. One in overy five
rounds was 3 tracer and the sight of streams
of tracer rounds pouring out of the darkness
wewards the ground, combined with the

roar of the funs, scon led to the AC-47
b'l!I:'I-IE nicknamed Puf the Megic Dragon
This was followed in 1966 by the nickname

Spooky the call-sign of the AC-47
gunihips
Early in 1966 the AC-47 began to fly

armied reconnaiiance missions along the
Ho Chi Minh Trall mbltraton  rouces
threugh Lags and into South Vietnam. This
wias 3 whole new ball game, for the Spoakies
were no longer faced with heavy machine-
gun fire, but with 37 and 57 mm anti-aircralt
guns, some of which were radar-guided. In
short onder six AC-47s were shot dewn and
the Type was withdrawn from the trall pend-
ng the arrival of the Lockheed AC-130
Heroules

The Air Force wanted a bigger gunship
with a vast increéase in payload and perform-
ance, to enable them to fit more guns and
ammiunition, together with now systems in-
cluding night observation devices. The C-
130 was chosen for the job and designated
the AC-130 Spectre Gunshén 11

Fitted with four 20mm GE M-&] G1.!_I|-'-§
gus and four FbeZmm GE MXU-470
miniguns, the prototype had a Night Obser
vation Device (MOD) or Starlite Scope, 2
PR irifF .'|rf-d Lhiior, 3 El:' hidoewait
searchlight and a breod-board computer 1o
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AC-1I9K 38121 being escorted over Loos by A-| Skyraider "Blood Sweat and Tears' of the Ist

SO5. (RS Drury)

Above left: GAU-2/B
minigun protruding from the
port side of an AC-119G,
(Fairchild)

solve the Kentucky windage problems by ¢o
l:a-.l'dir'l.'ﬂlrl;.-; all the varizbles invalved ina side
finng weapons system

The AC-130 would eventually evohe into
the most powerful sophisticated gunship
ever built, but a shortage of aifframes
gaused a slow st The Seventh Air Force
i’ Vietnam wanted more gunships as soon
a5 possible, with the ability to operate ower
the Ho Chi Hinh Trail as well. The AC-47
wias ot of the guestion, 39 the Air Force
purnied 1o the venerable Fairchild C-119 Fly-
ing Boxcar.

The C-117 had che mereated perform.
ance required, together with a large intenor
and was readily available a5 it equipped
many squadrans of the Alr Forcs Reserae
On February 17, 1968 a letter of contract
was awarded 1o Fairchild-Hiller Corpora-
tion o modify 26 C-H9G aidrames inio
ARG punships and 26 more into advan-
ced AC-1FK gunships for the truckhunting
rode. The modifications were to be carried
ot at the Fairchibd-Hiller  facilicy in 5t
Augusting, Florida

Wicthdrawn frem Air Force Reserve units
the C-119s came in particular from the
434th Troop Carrier Wing in Indiana who
would also supply many of the AC-119
erews. The AC-119G was to be armed with
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four 7.62mm SUU-IAMA minigun pods
and with the increased ammunition supply
afforded by the larger intericr, it was about
25% more effective than the AC-47.

The AC-I19Gs were alss fitted with an
AVQ-8 20KWY Xeron searchiight, a Mighe
Observation Sight, an LAU-74A flare
launcher, General Precision fire control
computer and a TRW fire control safery
display to ensure that the aircraft did not
open fire on friendly troops

AC-II9G crews underwent gunship
raining with the 4434 Combat Crew Train-
ing '-'"-l"-n,':'-: at Lockbayrme AFB in Ohio and
then went on to Eglin AFB for jungle train-
ing, The first AC-119G was delivered in May
1968, oxacthy 100 days after the contract was
let. The AC-II9G unit was designated the
Tlst Special Operations Squadron and they
dephoyed to Mha Trang in South Vietnam in
Movember | 968, where they became part
of the H4th Special Operaticn Wing.

Callsign Creep was imitially allocated 1o
the AC-11Gs. After a howl of indignation
from the Flst SO5 this was changed to
Shadow as of December |, 1968,

Shadows began operational sorties and
combat evaluation on January 5, 1969, They
performed satsfactorily except in the for
ward air control role, as they were rather

slow, hard to maneouwre and vunerable 1o
enemy fire. They were also very heavy and
limited to six hours flying time. Mot
Shadow targets were located as a resuly of
armed reconnaissance opérations, when a
AL-19 would be assigned to patrol a ‘bou’
an area bounded by precise co-ordinages
The Shodow would fly at around 500 feet
and search for a target with the night obser-
vation device or by means of the flares/
illuminator,

When a target was identified the gunship
plotted the co-ordinates and called the con-
trodling agency for clearance to fire. Upan
receipt of clearance the Shodew. waould
blimb 1o 3.500 feer, usually select 3 semi-
automatic firing mode. bank into a left orbit
and open fire.

Many of the AC-IIG boxes were
located west of the cities of Kontum and
Piciku where Cambedia, Lacs and South
Vietnam converged. One Shodow attack on
2N EREmy trecp concentration and storage
area’ north of Pleiku Ajr Base touched off
gighty secondary explosions.

By March 1. 1967 all eighteen AC-119Gs
of the 7lst 305 were in Vietnam, In the
meantimae, back in the US, wark on the AC-
[19Ks continued, 26 C-119G5 were brought
up to C-II9K standard, equipped as AC-
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H9Gs and then modified for the truck:
hunting rele.

Two M&IAI 20mm gatling guns were
added to the four GE MXLU-470 minigun
modules now fitted to the AC-119Gs. AN/
APMN-147 Doppler terrain following radar,
Texas Instruments ANSAAD-4 Forward
Looking Infrared. Motorola AN/APQ-133
Side Looking beacon tracking radar and

| Texas Instruments AN/APQ-136 search
radar with moving target indicator mode
| were all installed.

First AC-H9K was delivered to the [8th
S08 ar Mha Trang on Movember 3, 1969,
The [81h 505 joined the [ Tth under the [4th
Special Operations Wing, which was ene of

| the most unigue Lnits in South East Asia
They had the only AC-47 units in the 3rd
e and 4th 505 the only two psychological
| warfare wnits in the Sth and 9th SO5: the
| 20th was the only armed helicopter unit in
the Air Force. plus the twe AC-I9
squadrons.
| AC-119Ks were designated the callsign
Stinger and used almast exclusively in the
truck-hunting role. The twin 20mm guns
could destroy most makes of Sovier truck,
but were ineffective against light tanks.
Later in the war some Stingers would relin-
quish all the 7.62 armament in favour of
maorg 2imm ammunition.

Originally the "K' model gunships were
based in flights at Da Mang. Phu Cat and
Phan Rang. From these bases though, the
He Chi Minh trail virtually unreachable and
eventually twe flights were moved to
Lidorn and Makhon Phanom Royal Thai Air
Force Bases. From there the Stngers could
roamn the orail at will

715t SO8 was redesignated the 17th 505
in Jure 1969 and one third of the squadron’s
personnel rotated back to the United
States. Before the changeover, the squad-
ron was invelved in an unuwsual mission
when one of s Shodows arrived owver a
friendly compound which had lost its elec
tric power during a Vier Cong attack.

A doctor was performing a delicate
operation on a wounded Vietnamese
goldier 35 the power failed. Lt Col Burd C
Campbell banked his Shodow into a tight
arbit over the compound and switched on
its one-millicn candlepower illuminator.
The light enabled the doctor to finish the
eperation successfully and the Shodow
headed for home.

Crn October 11, 1969 the | 7eh 505 lost its
first aircraft. Shodow 74 crashed on take off
from Tan Son Nhut Air Base with the loss of
si% crew members. A second AC-11FG was
severely damaged a month later when its
right gear collapsed on landing at Chu Lai
Air Base.

18th SOS lost its first AC-119K on Feb-
ruary 19, 1970 whilst on short finals to Da
Mang Air Base. The approach went nor
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mally until the flaps and undercarriage were
lawered about two miles out and at 500 feet
altitude. A sudden power loss in the port
engine and jet pod prevented the piot from
maintaining directional control or altitude.
The aircraft was demelished in the resulting
crash but the crew escaped with only
mince injunes

1970 was a quiet year for AC-119 optra-
ticns over South Vietnam, Meost of the
enemy main-force units had withdrawn 1o
their sanctuaries in Laos and Cambodia
Many gunship missions were now assigned
ta the border areas and i defence of such
putposts as the CIDG camps at Dak Seang
and Kak Pek

Shodows and Stingers flew one or two
sorties a night to cover the beseiged post
bevween April | and May 21 Expending
almast 2,400,000 rounds of 7.62mm am-
munitien and 22.000 reunds of 20mm.

In early April the Shodows were asked 1o
illuminate a drop zone while DHC C-7TA
Caribous tried to resupply the defenders by
air. Three C-7'5 had been lost to ground fire
and a change in tactics was required.

The gunships would erbit the posts and
provide fire support untl the Caribou
reached the inital peint for the drop. AL
that moment the gunship would tum on the
iflaminatior, the Caribou would drop its
load and then disappear into the darkness
%:in 2z the illuminater was switched off.

is tactic worked 68 times without 3 Car-
ibou being hit

On April 28, 1970 the 17th SO5 lost
anather dow. The aircralt lost an enging

an takeeff from Tan Son Mhut Alr Base and
crashed, killing six of the eight crgw mem-
bers. The ‘G’ medels were 3o heavy that
with one engine out they could only climb at
100 feer per minute, compared to the 'K
model with its two underwing J85 jet
engines and 960 feet per minute climb rate,
with the loss of one enging

Following this crash the Air Foree
reduced the "G’ modol's maxEmum. grosg
take-off weight 1o aflow a 150 foot per
minute rate of climb on a single engine.

Less than a fortnsghe. after the crash art,
Tan Sen MNhot a Stinger operating outr of
Udorn in Thaitand was nearly lost, but for an
cumstanding  disptay of airmanship by its
crew, It was one o'clock in the moming and
the Stinger was urbitinﬁ: heavily defended
road section near Ban Ban, Laos. They had
destroyed three prucks and were receiving
heavy anti-aircraft fire.

Suddenly the whole cargo compartment
kit up a3 anti-aircraft rounds tore into the
right wing and sent the aircraft into a sicken-
ing right drive. Captain Alan Milacek calied
“Mayday, Mayday, we're going in" and
ordered the Hlumknator operator 0o jettison
the 1,100 pound flare launcher. The gunship
dropped 1,000 feet in a few seconds and as
the crew prepared to bale out the two pilots
pooled their strength to pull the aireraft out
of its dive

By using full-left rudder, full-keft aileron
and mmdmum power on the fwa right
engines, they regained stabilised fight The
crew threw out every possible item toallow
the erippled aircraft to clear the mountains

‘Eﬂuﬁ: AC-119G in South Vietnamese Air Force colours. {Mike Kosiuba)



Above: View of the Night
Observation Sight
installation in the port
crew entrance door of the o 5
AC-N19G. (Fairchild-
Hillerl
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Above: Prototype AN/
AAD-4 forward-looking
infro-red system on an
AC-1I9K (Fairchild]

Left: Shodow "Business
card” giving vividly the posk
that AC-11%s were set {wia
Ken Wilhite)

betwesn them and safery and Milacek made
a sucoessful ne-faps landing at Udarn ac 150
knicsts (normally 117 im:nu?_

When the crew stepped thankfully to the
ground they discovered that about one-
third of the right wing: a fourteen foot
section and aileron, had been torn off, Fi-
tedn months later ina ceremany at the Pen-
tagon, Captain Milacek and his crew were
awarded the Mackay Trophy for "the maost
meritorious flight of the year'

18th 505 lost its second Stinger on the
night of June &, 1970 when its left engine
propelier went cut of contred shortly after
take-off from Da Mang. The pilet tried to
return 1o base but the situation deceriora-
ted and the crew bailed out over the Scuth
China Sea East of Da Nang.

The empty aircraft continued seaward.
Creatng a certain amount of excitement as
it headed towards China's Hainan Island.
The independently-minded Stinger crashed
at an undetermined spot, but all crew mem-
bers except one were safely recovered.

With the wind-down of United States
combat units in South Vietnam and the
intraduction of the Mixon administracion's
poticy of Vietnamisation, dhe [4th SOW was
dgeactivated in September 1971, Mast of the
AC-4T gunships had been given o the Viet
namese Air Force and the AC-119s were
to follow

I7th SO5 gave up all its AC-119Gs and
SUppOrt  equipment to the Vietnamese
B19th Combat Squadron at Tan Son MNhot
on September |, 1971. The | 7th was charged
with training the Vietnamese crews and
planned to have two dozen operational by
May |, 1972, They were well an their way to
achieving that figure when the Morth Viet-
mamese launched their invasion on March
30, 1972,

Some of the heaviest fighting during the
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spring invasion took place around the city of
An Loc An AC-IIFK gunship being flown by
Captain Terry Cortney on a daylight
mastien, was hit by accurate 37mm ant-
aireraft fire. They lost the right engine and
jet. along with some parts of the wing and
began to lose altitude.

The pilot held the aircraft steady as the
crew babed our and with the last crew mem-
ber out, the co-pilot, looked arcund as he
UM B s parachuce, he saw the aircraft
enier a r;%."-! bank and impacx the ground
':-.‘cp::I n Lormney was nominated for the
Medal of Honour, bur it was not approved

south Vietnamese armed farces held out
against the Morth Vietnamese invaders for
three more years. By April 29, 1975 the
3aigen gevernmant, having been abandoned
by its American allbes, found isell surroun-

Right: Nose-art on AC-
HPK Stinger "Super
Sow’, (Major W Boyce
via Jim Wood)

aed by fourteen MNorth Vietnamese Army
Divitiens. As defeat loomed, dordhs of Vier-
mamese Al Force aircraft deparsed for
Thailand. including two AC-1195 which
miade it bo U-Tapao, Ay least 37 others were
apangoned or destroved as the country
el

Cne AC-9 which fought 1o the last,
spent the night of April 2% arbiting Tan Son
Nhut air base expending flares and ordnance
against the advancing enemy. At daylight
the penship landed to refuel and rearm and
took off again

AL 0700 hours it was hit by an. SA-7
surface o air massibe and p'ummr_-'_-:-,! 1o the
ground in Hames. Three parachures
bossomed, but one caught fire and burned
The next diy the Government af Seuth
Vietnam surrenderad
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