2 Communication

Your mission is to support TIC — Troops
In Contact (with the enemy) — but the
local ground commander speaks very
poor English. He can’t tell you exactly
where he is. You know by the urgent
calls that the friendlies are about to be
overrun and you are the only gunship
crew in the area. To carry out the
mission and save the men on the
ground, do you:

A Orbit and wait to see if your sensors
pick up any positive ID?

B Look out for the usual evidence of a
fire fight, like muzzle flashes or
explosions?

C Call off the mission on the grounds
that the risk of hitting friendlies is
too great?

ANSWER: You can hardly gc home and
report that you could do nothing about a TIC
call. The AC-130 has the ability to bypass
human voice communications. You go to
beacon tracking radar, which is there
specifically for close support work. You get
range and bearing readouts and these are
stored by a coded miniponder about the size
of a small wallet carried by the ground
troops. It makes language transmissions
unnecessary. If the guy on the ground can
punch in the range and bearing to his
position (which he’s been briefed and trained
to do), he then presses a button imprinted
with the silhouettes of a man or a vehicle. The
gunship picks these up and can be on the
spot quickly, ready for the target.

3 Diminishing fire

About halfway into the mission, you’ve
had plenty of targets. Ammo is running
low due to the hiah rate of fire. One
after another, the guns go dead. Then
you spot a prime target: a fuel tanker.
Simultaneously you get the call.
‘Gunner down.’ He’s the only one who
has ammo left and at this height,
around 11,000ft, the lack of oxygen has
made him pass out. Do you:

A Risk getting lower, below 10,000
feet, to revive the crewman and
maybe get shot down?

B Abandon the target completely?

C Get another gunner to take over and
try to get that fuel truck quickly?

ANSWER: Oxygen starvation can be serious
- the ship doesn’t carry any on missions
because it can be a big hazard if it is hit by
ground fire. The thing to do is to fly lower,
where the unconscious gunner will recover
quickly enough. Meanwhile, another gunner
can take over to deal with the fuel tanker.
Having gunners pass out at the higher
altitudes is not unusual — and he, like all the
crew, is a professional. He’d not want you to
pass up a chance of knocking out a target
that you'll probably have to hit another night
if you abort now. A good score on enemy
transportation is, after all, what you fly a night
Spectre gunship for. And the ‘Fabulous Four-
engined Fighters' have a reputation to
maintain!

Above: It may look like the lumbering
cargo plane from which it is derived, but
the lumps and bumps erupting from the
surface of the AC-130°s hull are the
outward indications of a multi-million-
dollar sensor fit which is used to direct the
heaviest gun armament ever carried by an
aeroplane.

Left: A ground observer communicates the
presence of targets to the gunship circling
overhead. Once the AC-130 directs its
sophisticated radar, low-light, and infra-
red sensors downwards, it can find hostile
vehicles from two miles up even on the
darkest of nights.

Below: A hostile armoured vehicle burns
after having been smashed by an AC-130's
guns. In low threat environments the
gunship can operate alone, but where the
enemy has any sort of air defences it
requires tactical jets — 'fast movers' - to
mount flak-suppression missions before
going in fo atfack.



