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Author’s Note

Thishistory coversthe origins of the 20™
Special Operations Squadron from its
creation asthe 20™ Tactical Reconnaissance
Squadron in World War 11, through the
mid 1990s. | was commissioned by the 20"
SOS commander at thetime, Lt Col Russ
Rakip to compilethishistory beforel
retired from the servicein 1995. | am
indebted to Lt Col Rakip and his successor,
Lt Col Donald Hoover, for their support in
this endeavor.

Member s of the unit served bravely and
honorably through out the decadesand I'm
afraid that this short missive does not do
them justice. Thereare many more stories
that need to betold, many stories of
bravery and sacrifice that have occurred
sincel originally penned the wordsthat
follow. | hope one day someone will tell
those stories; maybeit will be me.

The 20" hasarich history of serviceand |
am proud to have contributed at least just a
little to that service.

Dale Robinson, TSgt, USAF (ret)
Crestview, FL




THE 20th TACTICAL RECONNAISSANCE SQUADRON

WORLD WAR 11

The 20th Observation Squadron (Light)
was constituted on 5 February 1942 and
activated on 2 March 1942 at Savannah Army
Air Field, Georgia. Assigned to the 76th
Observation Group on 12 March 1942, the
20th moved to Pope Field, North Carolina on
28 March and remained there until it moved
again to Vichy, Missouri on 14 December
1942. On 2 April 1943, the squadron was
redesignated as the 20th Reconnaissance
Squadron (Fighter) and on 08 May 1943, the
20th moved to Morris Field, North Carolina.
On 11 August 1943, the squadron was again
redesignated and the 20th Tactical
Reconnaissance Squadron moved to Key
Field, Mississippi on 31 August in
preparation for deploying over seas. In early
November 1943, the squadron began to
deploy to the China-Burma-India theater. On
26 December 1943, the 20th arrived in
Bombay, India. The squadron relocated to
Guskhara, India on 4 January 1944. For the
remainder of the war, elements of the 20th
operated from various locations throughout
Indiaand Burma. From 26 December 1943 to
17 January 1944 the 20th was attached to the
5306th Photographic and Reconnai ssance
Group (Provisional) and then to 10th Air

Nerth American F-6C Mustang; pheto recon version of
the famed P-51 Mustang fighter.

Curtiss P40

Force until 7 March 1944. Between March
and May, the squadron was attached to the
5320th Air Defense Wing (Provisional),
although the squadron was assigned to the 8th
Photographic Group from 25 April 1944 until
the squadron returned to Camp Kilmer, New
Jersey and was deactivated on 27 November
1945.

During World War 1, the squadron flew
the A-20, B-25, DB-7, L-1, L-4, L-5, P-40,
P-51 and the F-6. Combat operations had the
goal of reopening surface routes to China
through Burma, which was held by the




Stinson L-5 Sentinel
Light aircraft used for courier, liaison, air ambulance,
photo recon and other support duties.

Japanese. In the course of the war, the 20th
flew 21 missions in support of the 1st Air
Commando Group. The 20th's tasks included
photographing possible landing sites for
airborne glider assaults, including the
airborne assault of Operation THURSDAY,
the first major combat action undertaken by
the 1st Air Commandos in support of British
Major General Orde C. Wingate's 2nd Chindit
Campaign.

In addition to reconnaissance, the 20th
flew leaflet drops, patrols, and escort
missions. They also flew bombing and
strafing missions, supporting the Allied forces
under command of General Joseph "Vinegar
Joe" Stilwell in the Hukwang Valley
Campaign to reopen the infamous Burma
Road. In 1944 aone, the 20th Tactical
Reconnaissance Squadron flew 2179
missions, processing nearly a quarter of a
million photos while logging 3,999 sorties
and 10,040 flying hours.

The 20th was awarded campaign streamers
for the India-Burma Campaign, the Central
Burma Campaign, and the China Defensive,
and a service streamer for the American
Theater of operations.



THE 20th HELICOPTER SQUADRON
1956-1960

The 20th Helicopter Squadron was
activated at Sewart AFB, Tennessee on 9 July
1956, assigned to the 18th Air Force and
attached to the 314th Troop Carrier Wing.5
The 20th was formed by absorbing the
personnel, aircraft, and equipment of the
345th Troop Carrier Squadron (Assault,
Rotary Wing). The activation of the 20th, as
well asits sister squadrons, the 21st, 22nd,
and 23rd Helicopter Squadrons, was the result
of the inactivation of the 516th Troop Carrier
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CH-21B Workhorse. Army variants
were called "Shawnee."

Group (Assault, Rotary Wing). The 516th
had been avictim of an Air Force and Army
dispute over control of assault helicopters.

The 20th was reorganized several timesin
1956, but by the end of the year, was
authorized 16 H-21 helicopters, 41 officers
and 124 enlisted personnel. The squadron
concept called for a squadron headquarters
with four flights, three of which could be
dispersed or deployed. The 20th's mission
was to conduct aeromedical evacuation from
forward combat zones, air evacuation within
the theater of operations, provide airlift
support of assault or retrograde operations by
airlanded delivery of units or equipment into
or from forward combat zones, provide air
evacuation and specialized airlifting in
support of combat operations as directed by
the commander in chief, Tactical Air
Command.

Although the 20th had recently been
activated and was undergoing organi zational
changes, they were extremely busy in the last
half of 1956. Between July and August, the
20th supported the gunnery range at
Wendover AFB, Utah, where 20th crews
conducted three rescue missions. Two
aircraft and crews were deployed to Ardmore
AFB, Oklahomafor rescue support between
July and November. Two aircraft were
broken down for air transport aboard a C-124
Globemaster in July, with the first aircraft's
teardown completed in only six hours. The
20th also provided manning assists to sister
squadronsin July. Eight aircraft and crews
were committed to an exercise entitled
Operation Pine Cone in August, while a 20th
aircraft was cannibalized to provide parts for
sister squadrons overseas. In October, the
squadron provided two crews and aircraft to
support the Civil Air Patrol at Allentown,
Pennsylvaniain Operation Hi-Water.



On 6 November 1956, one H-21B aircraft
and crew deployed to Ream Naval Air
Station, Californiafor a highly classified
mission. The mission involved a series of
tests to determine the H-21's ability to takea
vessel at sea under tow. Specialized
equipment was installed and a number of
vessels were taken under tow. The tests were
successfully concluded when the H-21 took a
Navy LST displacing 3000 tons under tow at
aspeed of four and a half knots. The 20th
flew atotal of 54 hoursin support of this test.

In early 1957, the 20th was tasked with an
unusual mission to sling load a 1957
Studebaker automobile weighing more than
2800 pounds. The mission was flownin
support of the Chicago Land fair and
involved moving the vehicle a distance of six
miles from Meigs Field to the Navy pier. It
was the 20th's heaviest sling load to date.

In May 1957, the first two of four H-21s
and crews deployed to Frobisher Bay in the
Canadian Northwest Territory to support a
joint Canadian - U.S. navy Hydrographic
Survey Team. the team's mission was to
accurately chart the bay. The deployment was
accomplished by teardown of the H-21s and
shipment by C-124s.14 The mission was
successfully concluded in early September
1957.

On 4 July 1958, the squadron again
deployed for cold country, thistime
Sondrestrom Air Base, Greenland. The
deployment of two aircraft and thirteen
personnel via C-124 transport was to support
construction of a site on the eastern end of the
Distant Early Warning radar system, better
known as the DEW Line. Because the
squadron lacked authorization for Arctic gear,
the gear was borrowed from other units. Two
more aircraft and additional personnel joined
the deployment in August. By the time the
deployment returned home in November, the
squadron had flown 500 hours, airlifted 2,038
personnel, and moved nearly 295,000 pounds
of cargo in support of the mission.

In October 1958, 20th aircrews also were
supporting missionsin Nevada and Florida.
At Indian Springs Auxiliary Air Field some
fifty milesfrom Las Vegas, the 20th
supported radiological safety monitoring.
Closer to Las Vegas, at NellisAFB, 20th
crews flew missions in support of the 1958
WILLIAM TELL competition. They also
supported WILLIAM TELL at Tyndall AFB,
Florida, where they were tasked with
recovery of target drones.

The sguadron earned a plague on 31
December 1958 for Meritorious Achievement
in Flight Safety. The plague was awarded for
more than 8,000 accident-free flying hours
between 1 January 1957 and 31 December
1958.

The sguadron opened Detachment 1 at
Myrtle Beach AFB, South Carolinaon 1
March 1959 to prepare for the move of the
entire squadron later in the year.

In June, the 20th assisted the Air Force
Museum at Wright-Patterson AFB, Ohio with
the unveiling of a new display. Hovering over
the display at a hundred feet, the 20th H-21
hooked onto alarge parachute covering the
display. When the signal was given, the H-21
lifted the shroud off, unveiling the museum's
latest acquisition, an Atlas I ntercontinental
Ballistic Missile. The museum forwarded a
letter of appreciation to the squadron in
recognition of their assistance.

On 16 July 1959, the 20th completed its
move to Myrtle Beach AFB, South Carolina,
where it was attached to the 354th Tactical
Fighter Wing. The 20th Helicopter Squadron
was inactivated on 8 March 1960.



SOUTHEAST ASIA 1965 - 1972
The Pony Express & Green Hornets

redesignated as the 20th Special Operations
Squadron.

The 20th began combat operationsin
December 1965. By March 1966, the 20th
was flying an average of nearly 1000 sorties
per month with flights at Tan Son Nhut (A
Flight with five aircraft), DaNang (B Flight
with three aircraft), and Nha Trang (C Flight
with 6 aircraft). When the 14th Air
Commando Wing was activated in March
1966, the 20th was assigned to the new wing.

4 £ ; o Between January and March, the 20th
T e 103 - supported Operation DOUBLE EAGLE for

Sikorsky CH-3C the U.S. Marine Corps. DOUBLE EAGLE
was the largest amphibious assault against
In June 1965, the 2nd Air Division in hostile forces since the Korean War. The 20th
South Vietnam initiated a request for 25 Air committed eight aircraft and crews to the
Force CH-3C helicopters and aircrews. The effort. The 20th's CH-3Cs were used to airlift
helicopters would provide airlift support for 105 millimeter Howitzer cannon to forward
forward locations like Army Specia Forces locations, as well as personnel and supplies.
camps. They also would be used for Crews and aircraft often came under hostile
transporting combat control teams and fire.
airfield survey teams, for casualty evacuation, In other combat action, the 20th was called
and for resupplying sites that were otherwise on to evacuate wounded troops from a
inaccessible. Specia Forces camp in the infamous A Shau
On 8 October 1965, the 20th Helicopter Valley. On 9 March, two aircraft were
Squadron was reactivated at Tan Son Nhut dispatched. Asthefirst aircraft made its
Air Base, South Vietnam with fourteen approach into the camp, it was hit by enemy
CH-3Cs. The 20th's mission was to augment fire. The crew was able to land safely inside
combat search and rescue forces, perform the camp, but the aircraft was unflyable.
casualty evacuation, to support Braving heavy enemy fire, the second aircraft
communications sites, airfield construction, managed to land in the camp, recovering the
and the tactical air control system, to crew of the first aircraft and carrying out 35
transport air liaison officers, and to perform wounded troops.
counterinsurgency operations. The squadron Earlier, in February, two aircraft and
had a secondary mission to be responsive to crews were deployed to Nakhon Phanom Air
the priority requirements of Military Base, Thailand from Tan Son Nhut to form D
Assistance Command, Vietham (MACV). Flight. In April the entire flight at Nha Trang
Later, the squadron would replace the was deployed to Udorn AB, Thailand. In
CH-3Cs with the more powerful CH-3E and May, operations at Da Nang halted and that
Bell UH-1 Hueyswould join the unit. On 1 flight moved to Udorn as well. The moves
August 1968, the squadron would be were the result of requests by the government

of Thailand. The 20th's CH-3Cs were utilized



to transport Thai military and police for
counter-terrorist and counterinsurgency
operations. The large helicopters enabled
Thai forces to respond rapidly to communist
activities. The 20th became known as the
"Pony Express' and used theradio call sign
"Pony".

By June 1966, only asingle flight
remained in Vietnam, based at Tan Son Nhui.
Although there were no aircraft based there,
the squadron headquarters moved to Nha
Trang. With the bulk of its assetsin Thailand,
the 20th began to concentrate on the
unconventional warfare role. Missions into
L aos soon took precedence for the Pony
Expressin Thailand as the 20th's crews were
tasked to support the Laotian forces of
Lieutenant General Vang Pao, and perform
refugee and civic action missions. The
CH-3Cs transported Explosive Ordnance
Disposal teams and crash investigators, and
provided logistics support for isolated
mountain top radar and communications sites.
They delivered rice and friendly troopsto San
Nuia, afriendly outpost on top of a 5,000 foot
mountain in Laos. They inserted indigenous
"road watch" teams to points along the Ho
Chi Minh Trail from Mu Guia Pass south to
the Cambodian border. Several missions were
flown in the vicinity of the heavily defended
enemy stronghold of Tchepone in central
Laos. In April 1966, a47 man team was
inserted between two branches of the trail
under cover of darkness. A month later, the

team was extracted from the same area,
bringing back valuable intelligence.

In two separate missions, "road-destruct”
teams were dropped near the trail. They were
left overnight to mine the trail and to destroy
any vehicles caught there. the teams also
raided Pathet Lao villages before being
extracted. A total of 388 friendly troops were
flown into or out of Laosin thefirst five
months of operationsin Thailand.

In June 1966, the 20th's CH-3Cs, flying
from South Vietnam, infiltrated a combat
team into North Vietnam, just north of the
DMZ. In 1966, the CH-3 crews flew atotal of
315 infiltration sorties.

Flying from Thailand in 1967, the Pony
Express was able to penetrate farther north
into enemy territory. Thirty seven penetration
missions were scheduled and eight were
successful. Most aborted missions were
because the chopper crews failed to make
contact with the deployed Special Forces
teams. A successful recovery of ateamin
September 1967 boosted morale of the teams
and the Pony Express crews.

In June 1967, fifteen UH-1F/P Huey
helicopters joined the 20th. The Hueys had
originally been assigned to the 606th Air
Commando Squadron at Nakhon Phanom Air
Base, Thailand. As part of the 606th, the
Huey section performed missionsin Laos and
Thailand in support of the Thai Army and
Border Patrol Police. A 606th Huey with a
three man crew lifted 34 flood victims from
danger in Thailand, one of many civic action
missions performed by the Huey section.
They also flew missions for Air America,
oftenin civilian clothing so U.S. military
involvement could be denied. The 606th's
Huey section was transferred to Vietnam and
the 20th Helicopter Squadron after it was
decided that their services were no longer
needed by the Thai government. The 20th's
Huey section was known as the "Green
Hornets" and used the radio call sign
"Hornet".
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The Bell UH-1F was originally chosen by
the Air Force to perform support duties for
missile sites. The F-model was based on the
civilian Bell 204B, but equipped with the
same powerful General Electric T-58
turboshaft engine used on the CH-3C. The
T-58 produced more than 1200 shaft
horsepower, driving a 48 foot main rotor. The
Green Hornet UH-1Fs were known as
"dlicks" and used as troop carriers, delivering
Special Forcesteams
both inside the borders of
Vietnam and across the
border into Cambodia.
They were usually armed
with "free 60s", infantry
model M-60 machine
guns suspended on
"bungee" cords.

The 20th's UH-1Ps
were UH-1Fs modified to accept a pair of
GAU-2B/A mini guns, one in each cargo
door, and two LAU-59/A 2.75 inch rocket
pods mounted to hard points. The mini guns
were mounted on a pintle and could be locked

to forward fire positions and fired by the pilot
or could be aimed and fired by gunnersin the
cabin. The P-model Hueys were used as
gunships, flying escort missions for the
"dlicks"'. Asmore of the 20th's F-models were
modified to accept armament, the difference
between the F- and P-models became blurred
and the designations were used
interchangeably.

UH-1F Huey

In 1967 and 1968, the Green Hornets lost
four UH-1sto enemy fire. 20th aviators
earned six Silver Stars, and eleven Purple
Heartsin the last half of 1968. The Air Force
Cross was awarded to six 20th crewmen in
1967-68.

By the beginning of 1968, all the 20th
CH-3Cs were located in Thailand. They were
organized into threeflights (A, B, and C), all
located at Udorn Air Base. The mission at
Udorn was support of a classified mission in
northern Laos, support of MACV SOG
(Military Assistance Command,

Vietnam - Special Operations Group),
logistical support of TACAN navigation
facilitiesin Thailand and Laos and support of
Specia Forcestraining in Thailand.

While returning from a successful road
watch team infiltration in the spring of 1968,
a Pony Express CH-3C flown by Lieutenant
Colonel Shirrel G. Martin was called upon to
rescue adowned A-1E pilot in central Laos.
The A-1E had been escorting a pair of
helicopters when hit by enemy fire. The pilot
was abl e to escape the aircraft and parachuted
into tall trees. Although a 37 millimeter
anti-aircraft weapon was known to bein the
area, Martin and his crew hovered over the
downed pilot, encountering continuous small
armsfire. Utilizing the rescue hoist equipped



with aforest penetrator seat, the fighter pilot
was rescued.

JH-1N Huey
Several insertion and extraction missions
were flown from aforward operating location
(FOL) in June. At thefirst landing zone (LZ2),

two teams were to be inserted and one
extracted. Thefirst CH-3C went into the LZ
to drop the first team and load the team being
extracted. The second aircraft orbited
overhead, waiting itsturn to land the
remaining team. The high chopper drew small
arms and automatic weapons fire. The aircraft
took five hits, including one in amain rotor
blade and two through the cockpit. Pilot
Magjor Jay R. Oberg wasinjured by flying
plexiglass. Both aircraft returned safely to the
FOL and then to Udorn.

By July 1968, the Pony Express was down
to ten CH-3C aircraft. Maintenance problems
reduced the actual number available to
perform missions to no more than five or six
at any given time. Asaresult, the CH-3s were
augmented by aflight of four UH-1F Hueys.
The Thailand-based Hueys also used the Pony
Express nickname and the "Pony" call sign.
The Hueys, however, did not have sufficient
range to perform cross-border operations.

On 3 April 1968, areconnaissance team
under attack by the enemy required assistance
from the 20th's Green Hornets. Aircraft and
crews launched from Ban Me Thout and
headed for the team's position some 15 miles
southwest of Ban Me Thout. Gunships
provided fire suppression while aslick flown
by Major Norman F. Eldridge searched for

landing Site to extract the team. No suitable
site was found, but Major Eldridge found a
hole in the tree canopy and hovered there,
dropping arope ladder. By now, darkness had
settled on the battle. Mgjor Eldridge, without
regard for the safety of himself or his crew,
held his aircraft in ahover with the aircraft
lights on while the recon team scrambled up
the rope ladder. The team was successfully
recovered.

The Pony Express was called upon to
perform rescue work again in July 1968 when
an A-1E pilot bailed out over North Vietnam.
Two CH-3Cs, accompanied by two A-1E
escorts were performing a routine road watch
infiltration/exfiltration (infil/exfil), recovering
atwelve man team and deploying a nine man
team. The target area was about 120 miles
east of Nakhon Phanom, Thailand, near the
North Vietnamese border. The infil/exfil went
off without problems and the aircraft were
enroute home when one of the A-1Es
experienced a propeller malfunction. The
A-1E was vectored to a"safe" areain North
Vietnam, where the pilot bailed out. The pilot
landed in the top of the tree canopy,
uninjured. A CH-3C piloted by Captain
Walter W. Martin hovered over the thick
jungle. The rescue hoist with forest penetrator
seat was lowered and the pilot recovered. The
entire rescue operation took less than a
minute!

Green Hornet pilot 1st Lieutenant James P.
Fleming, flying a UH-1F Huey, was awarded
the Medal of Honor for bravery under enemy
fire when he rescued a six-man Special
Forces team in November 1968.

The team had only just been inserted by a
Green Hornet flight of five Hueys, three
UH-1F dlicks and two UH-1P gunships, into a
heavily forested areanear Duc Co on 26
November when they came across alarge
enemy force. The team commander requested
extraction. The Hueys, low on fuel and
heading home, turned around.



They arrived to find the team trapped with
their backs to ariver and surrounded by the
enemy. The gunships made a passto lay
down covering fire from their miniguns. One
gunship was hit by enemy machine gun fire
and was forced to autorotate into a small
clearing. The lead slick followed the crippled
aircraft down and rescued the crew only
minutes before enemy troops arrived.

The number two dlick, low on fuel was
forced to withdraw, leaving only the third
dlick and the remaining gunship on the scene.
The Special Forces team was ordered to move
20 yards down the river bank to a small
clearing. The gunship positioned itself
between the enemy and the dlick flown by
Lieutenant Fleming. Fleming attempted to get
into the clearing, holding his nose over the
river bank and histail over theriver.

Enemy fire had pinned the team down,
keeping them from reaching the chopper.
Fleming backed the chopper out as his door
gunners kept the enemy at bay. Once in the
clear, he nosed the Huey over and climbed
out of there, circling to make another attempt.
In spite of facing the heaviest enemy fire he
had ever seen and being dangerously low on
fuel, Fleming brought his aircraft back around
and headed for the river bank clearing,
skimming the water. He hoped that the river
banks would provide some measure of safety
from the enemy fire that was concentrating on
the clearing.

The Special Forcesteam had set up a
series of Claymore mines around their
position to cover their escape. Asthey raced
for the chopper, the enemy forces tripped the
Claymores, setting off a series of blasts. The
Huey hugged the river's edge, again with the
front of the skids on the shore and the tal
boom extended out over the river. The team
was helped aboard by the door gunners and
Fleming backed the chopper out over the
river once more. Thistime, asthe UH-1
climbed away from theriver, gunfire
shattered the windshield, but missed Fleming,

his crew, and the team. Lieutenant Fleming
landed his shot up Huey safely at afriendly
base a short time | ater.

In January 1969, the Pony Express
evacuated more than 5000 personsin 539
sorties from avillage in northern Laos, where
they had been cut off by communist forces.
The effort required hauling fuel in drumsto
the site for refueling the helicopters at the
pickup point. The evacuation was hampered
by early morning fog and hazardous terrain.
The pickup point was in the mountains at the
4700 foot elevation. The unarmed and
unescorted choppers transported the villagers
to a safe area fourteen miles away. Although
carried out deep in an area controlled by the
enemy, the six-day operation successfully
concluded without loss of life or damage to
aircraft.

Unfortunately, a CH-3 was lost that same
month while supporting a TACAN sitein
northern Laos on 17 January 1969. Three
crew members and three passengers died in
the crash. Two crew chiefs and one passenger
survived and were transferred to Clark AB,
Philippines for hospitalization.

In early March, the Pony Express Hueys
performed arescue in Laos while supporting
acommunications site. An Army OV-1
Mohawk, one of aflight of two on a
reconnaissance mission in southern Laos was
hit by anti-aircraft fire. The Army crew tried
to return to safety, but their crippled aircraft
could not maintain altitude and the two-man
crew was forced to gect. The remaining
OV-1 circled overhead and vectored the two
UH-1F Hueysinto the area. The OV-1
provided close air support to halt advancing
hostile forces. Under constant heavy fire from
small arms and a .50 caliber automatic
weapon, the Hueys went in for the pickup.
The two Army pilots were successfully
recovered from certain capture or death at the
hands of the enemy.

In late March, eighteen helicopters,
including CH-3Es and UH-1Fs from the 20th,



were utilized to insert a 230-man assault force
into alanding zone. The infil was
successfully accomplished, but the recovery
was delayed for operational reasons. Asthe
aircraft began their approach to the pickup
point, they came under fire from hostile
forces. Three Pony Express CH-3Es and one
UH-1F received battle damage. One aircraft
suffered fifteen bullet holes and lost an
engine. Three 20th pilots were wounded in
the action. The exfil was aborted and the
aircraft returned to Thailand to recover.
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Almost a month later, another infiltration
of a215-man force from aforward operating
location was scheduled. The team was to take
astrategic position overlooking an
enemy-controlled road. Five CH-3Es and
three UH-1Fs were escorted by eight A-1
Skyraiders and aforward air controller (FAC)
inan O-1. The A-1s utilized the call sign
"Hobo", while the FAC utilized the call sign
"Raven". Asthe helicopters approached, the
FAC directed four of the Hobos to suppress
ground fire around the LZ. Asthe A-1s
attacked a nearby hill, the first wave of
helicopters touched down and unloaded. As
the first two choppers took off from the LZ,
they encountered ground fire. The next wave
turned to the right as they took off and
avoided further small arms fire. With the first
half of the infil completed successfully, the
helicopters returned to the FOL for the
remaining troops. Asthey returned to the LZ
with the rest of the assault force, Raven
reported that the original LZ was under
mortar attack. A site a short distance away
was selected as an dternate LZ. Thefirst two

aircraft landed and de-planed their men and
equipment. They took off without incident,
but the next two CH-3Es were fired on as
they made their approach to the new LZ.
They aborted the attempt and the Hobo
Skyraiders rolled in to suppress the enemy
fire. The remaining members of the assault
force were successfully inserted and the Pony
Express crews and aircraft returned safely.

In the early months of 1969, the 20th
encountered some of its heaviest combat yet,
losing five more Hueys, this time to ground
fire. On 13 April, while extracting arecon
team, the Green Hornet flight was fired on
after successfully making the pick up. A
gunship flying escort for the extraction was
hit by ground fire. The co-pilot waskilled and
the aircraft commander seriously wounded.
Although on the verge of unconsciousness
due to loss of blood and awound in the |eft
leg, the pilot managed to land in anearby
clearing. Two dlicks rescued the crew, but the
aircraft was left behind and destroyed to
prevent it from falling into enemy hands.

On 21 April, areconnaissance team had
stumbled into alarge force near the enemy
base camp. The team had been without fresh
water for aday a half and was exhausted and
dehydrated. Hornet gunships camein and laid
down suppressive fire, making repeated
passes. A dlick went in for the extraction, but
was shot down on the attempt. In a battle that
lasted nearly seven and a half hours, Green
Hornet crews fired some 200,000 rounds of
minigun ammunition and 500 2.75 inch
rockets. Army gunships provided additional
support while the Hornet UH-1Ps returned to
base to refuel and rearm. Finally, three Army
light helicopters were able to extract the team
and the crew members of the 20th's downed
slick.

Forays into Cambodian airspace all but
ceased in the spring of 1969, but the 20th
Green Hornets continued to fly gunship
support for Vietnamese H-34 helicopters.



In May, a Pony Express crew came to the
aid of an Army UH-1 that suffered from
engine failure some sixty miles southwest of
Nakhon Phanom, Thailand. An airborne
rescue control plane pinpointed the Huey's
location and directed the CH-3E into the area.
The CH-3 crew rescued nine of the twelve
aboard the UH-1. The remaining crew
members stayed behind to guard the aircraft
and effect repairs.

Infil/exfil missions and rescues continued
to be the order of business for the Pony
Expressin June and July. On 1 August 19609,
the CH-3s and the Pony Express mission
were transferred to the 21st Special
Operations Squadron.

By mid summer, the 20th was | eft with
only the UH-1 Hueys. The Pony Express
UH-1Fs and crews based in Thailand returned
to Vietnam and joined the Green Hornets.
Three UH-1Fs were lost due to engine
failuresin July and August 1969. Crews
received only minor injuries, although the
aircraft were destroyed. The Huey fleet was
grounded for approximately 30 days, while
the incidents were studied.

In September, the squadron moved from
Nha Trang to Tuy Hoa Air Base, South
Vietnam. Living quarters and squadron
facilities were cramped at the new location.
Enlisted quarters housed 72 men in afacility
designed for 54. Latrine and shower facilities
were more than a hundred yards from the
quarters. Officers were billeted three to room
at the location. Squadron offices were all
located in asingle room that had been the
briefing room for the 308th Tactical Fighter
Squadron.

In 1971, the 20th replaced its UH-1F/P
Hueys with the twin engine UH-1N, still
flying gunship and unconventional warfare
missions. The UH-1N Twin Huey was fitted
with two Pratt and Whitney PT6T-3 engines
mated to a reduction gearbox and producing
1800 shaft horsepower. The N-model Huey
had alarger cabin, allowing a passenger load

of 13 plus apilot and co-pilot. 20th N-model
gunships were armed with GAU-2B/A mini
guns and the LAU-59 rocket system. The
N-models could mount XM-94 40 millimeter
grenade launchersin place of the mini guns.
Green Hornet N-model Hueys often sported a
40 mm grenade launcher in the right door and
amini gun in the left. Like the F- and
P-models, 20th N-models were devoid of any
markings other than the aircraft serial number
and the hornet stenciled on the tail.

Following the deactivation of the 14th
Special Operations Wing in 1971, the 20th
was reassigned to the 483rd Tactical Airlift
Wing. In March 1972, the 20th was
inactivated as the U.S. involvement in
Vietnam began to draw down. By the time the
20th was inactivated, some 19 Hueys had
been lost in combat, 13 due to enemy fire.



THE 20TH SPECIAL OPERATIONS SQUADRON

The 20th Specia Operations Squadron
was reactivated at Hurlburt Field, Florida on
1 January 1976 as a part of Tactical Air
Command's 1st Special Operations Wing.
The 20th's mission was to fly the UH-1N and
CH-3E in the unconventional warfare role.28
The next two years saw the unit grow to its
full strength of six Bell UH-1N Hueys and
four Sikorsky CH-3Es.

In January 1978, the 20th becameinvolved in
aprogram called JJCATCH. JCATCH, for
"Joint Countering Attack Helicopters', wasto
devel op tactics to counter a growing threat
from attack helicopters.29 Concern over the
increased helicopter firepower and numbers
in potential adversary nations led Tactical Air
Command to outfit 20th UH-1Ns and CH-3Es

as aggressors, creating a force that simulated
Soviet attack helicopter capabilities and
tactics. Scenariosincluded
helicopter-to-helicopter tactics, and
helicopter-to-fighter tactics. The JCATCH
helicopters were configured with chain guns
mounted under the fuselage, which were
aimed by the co-pilot's hand controlled sight.
The 20th's aggressor force was known as
"Red Force" and adopted ared scarf, which is
still worn by the unit today. The red star on
the unit patch today is areminder of the
J-CATCH mission, which successfully
concluded in 1979.

After the failure of the Iranian hostage
rescue attempt in late April 1980, the Vice
Chief of Staff of the Air Force ordered the
reassignment of nine HH-53H Pave Lows
from the Aerospace Rescue and Recovery
Service to the 1st SOW on 14 May 1980. By
17 May, eight of the aircraft had been
transferred from Kirtland AFB, New Mexico
to the 20th SOS at Hurlburt Field. The ninth
aircraft was still undergoing modification at
Naval Air Station Pensacola, Florida.

The HH-53H Pave Lows, which had
become operational only afew months
earlier, were the result of a number of
upgrades of the old HH-53 Super Jolly Green
Giant rescue helicopter. The modification
program was code named "Pave Low" and
the name stuck on the helicopter. The Pave
Low program had actually begun in the late
1970s to augment combat rescue forces with



an all-wesather, nighttime, low level
capability.

The transfer of the Kirtland Pave Lows,
including Kirtland aircrews and maintenance
personnel to specia ops, began the 20th's
transition out of the H-3. The sudden transfer
of rescue aircraft and personnel to Tactical
Air Command created a lot of hard feelingsin
the Aerospace Rescue and Recovery Service
and its parent Military Airlift Command.

Almost immediately, the Pave Lows and
their crews, along with AC-130 gunships and
MC-130 Combat Talons were deployed for
Operation HONEY BADGER, which was a
rehearsal for a possible second rescue attempt
for the hostagesin Iran. The new wrinklesin
the problem: the Iranians had dispersed the
hostages to hamper further rescue attempts
and the Soviets had stepped up surveillance
of U.S military movementsinthe U.S. and in
the Middle East. Still, after nearly five
months of training and the loss of an HH-53H
in atragic crash at Dugway, Utah, HONEY
BADGER was ready to go. Plansto press
with the rescue were put on hold because
estimates put potential losses of rescuers and
hostages at an unacceptable 30 percent. The
force remained on standby, however, until the
hostages were released in January 1981.

While the Pave Low section awaited
ordersto deploy to Iran, the 20th's UH-1N
flight was pressed into rescue duty while
deployed to Nellis AFB, Nevada for aRED
FLAG exercise. Early on the morning of 21
November 1980, fire broke out in the MGM
Grand Hotel in downtown Las Vegas. Within
the first thirty minutes after the fire was
spotted, aLas Vegas police helicopter,
augmented by three civilian helicopters, had
rescued between 250 and 300 hotel patrons
from the building's roof. Many more were
still trapped in the building, perhaps
thousands, when a call went out to the Nellis
AFB command post for help. Nellis 57th
Tactical Fighter Wing maintained a
detachment of UH-1Ns at Indian Springs

Auxiliary Air Field, which soon joined the
rescue effort. Nellis command post, realizing
the dire need for helicopters, also notified the
20th's deployed crews and the 302nd SOS, an
Air Force Reserve unit flying CH-3Es
deployed to RED FLAG from Luke AFB,
Arizona.

Within forty minutes of the call, the 20th's
three UH-1Ns were airborne. They joined the
three CH-3Es from the 302nd and three
UH-1Ns from the 57th's Detachment 1. They
began to ferry fire, medical, and rescue
personnel and supplies and equipment to the
roof of the hotel, returning with exhausted
rescue personnel and firemen. 20th crews
transported around 150 emergency personnel
to or from the roof, along with five survivors.
The UH-1N crews from Det 1 pulled 57
survivors from the roof, while the CH-3E
crews from the 302nd pulled 17 survivors
from balconies with their rescue hoists and

forest penetrators.

When the blaze was finally brought under
control and extinguished, 84 lives had been
lost and nearly 700 persons had been injured
in the second deadliest hotel firein U.S.
history. Undoubtedly, many more would have
lost their lives if not for the actions of the
crews from the 20th, their comradesin Det 1
and the 302nd, and their civilian counterparts.
After the rescue, all three Air Force helicopter
units were recognized on the national
television program "That's Incredible”.
Co-host John Davidson honored all the Air



Force members involved in the rescue, saying
"They are truly American heroes."

Following the tragic Iranian hostage
rescue attempg Special Operations Review
Group was commissioned and the Air Force
began to take a look at its future needs with
the Air Force 2000 Study. As a result of the
studies, special operations gained new
emphasis. Active duty Air Force special
operations force were still aligned under the
Tactical Air Command and consisted of the
single wing at Hurlburt Field, and two
squadrons overseas.

The Air Force 2000 Study recommended
that special operations be placed under HQ
USAF as a Special Operations Agencyroa
major command as a numbered air force.
Military Airlift Command, originally opposed
to consolidation, was now a proponent of
consolidating special ops and combat rescue
forces. MAC argued that placing these assets
under MAC control would be the most
efficient way to manage both special
operations and rescue forces. Since MAC
already controlled most-C30 and helicopter
aircraft and personnel anyway, MAC argued
that it was only logical that MAC should
control the special ops assets. The logic of the
argument finally convinced TAC commander
General Wilbur Creech and in September
1982, TAC agreed that Military Airlift
Command should be the sole manager of Air
Force Special Operations Forces.

In March 1983, MAC established the 23rd
Air Force at ScotAFB, lllinois. Aerospace
Rescue and Recovery Service and the newly
reactivated 2nd Air Division at Hurlburt Field
fell under the new numbered air force. The
2nd Air Division was to manage all Air Force
special operations forces, including the 1st
Special @erations Wing at Hurlburt, the 1st
Special Operations Squadron at Clark AB,
Republic of the Philippines, the 7th SOS at
Sembach, Germany, and a special operations
detachment at Howard AB, Panama, along
with all Air Force Reserve and Air National
Guard unis with special operations missions.
The 1st Special Operations Wing consisted of
three flying squadrons, the 8th SOS, flying
MC-130E Combat Talons, the 16th SOS,
flying AC-130H Spectre gunships, and the
20th SOS, still flying UHLNs and HH53HSs.

In May 1983, the 20th SOS URN flight
was tasked for drug interdiction in a mission
code named Operation BAT. The purpose
was to stem the flow of illegal drugs from the
Bahamas, Antilles, and Turks Islands in
co-operation with the Drug Enforcement
Agency andhe government of the Bahamas.
The 20th's UHLNs continued to fly
Operation BAT missions until October 1985,
when the UHLNs and the BAT mission were
transferred to Homestead AFB, Florida, and
the 48th Aerospace Rescue and Recovery
Squadron.

On 4 July1983, Operation BAT missions
resulted in the capture of a Cessna 404
aircraft, its pilot, and 863 pounds of cocaine,
plus the capture of a 70 foot motor vessel and
more than 3,000 bales of marijuana, weighing
more than 30 tons.

A UH-1N crashed duringn Operation
BAT mission in January 1984, killing three of
the four crewmen aboard. Dead were Captain
Dyke H. Whitbeck, First Lieutenant Thomas
L. Hamby, and Staff Sergeant Edgardo L.
Acha. Staff Sergeant Paul B. Cartter was
seriously injured.



