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20th Special Operations Squadron 

AIR COMMANDOS 
When Army Special Forces were in trouble, it was the Air Force's 
Green Hornet and Pony Express helicopters to the rescue. 

By Tech. Sgt. Dale K. Robinson, U.S. Air Force (ret.) 
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First Ueutenam 
James P. Fleming 
hovers his Bell 
UH-IF Huey over 
a riverbank in No­
vember 1968 as a 
Special Farces team 
struggles w reach 
him, in Bill Fams­
warth's "Not 
Today." Fleming 
was later awarded 
the Medal of Honor. 

The "Green Berets" of the Army Special forces me 
perhaps the best known llf the U.S. military's 
several specia l operations ti)rces, ti)llo\l'l'd hy thL' 
Navy's ~ EALs. But the Air Fmce was thL'n: :it thL' 

beginning as well. Among the first such spL'cial furcL's 
was what is today the Air force's 20th Special Opera­
ti<ms Squadron. 

O n Octoher 8, 1965, the 20th Helicopter Squadron 
(later redesignated the 20th Special Operations Squad­
ron) was formed at Tan Son Nhut Air Base, outfitted 
with 14 Siko!1lky CH-3C helicoptm. The 20th's primary 
mission was considerable in scope-to augment combat 
search-and-rescue forces, perform casualty evacuation, 
support communications sites as well as airfield con­
strnction and the tactical air control system, transport 
air liaison office!1l and engage in counterinsurgency. 1l1e 
squadron's secondary mission was to support MACY. 

Later, the H-3Cs would he replaced with mnre pow­
e1ful CH-)Es and Bell UH- I "Hueys." 

1l1e 20th began comhat \ll'L'r.ltil )nS ih lJl .. 'CL'll11x•r [96), 
By March 1966 the sqmdnH1 \\ '< IS flyinJ.! ;111 ;m:ragL' ,,f 
nemly 1,000 sorties per month from 1:111 Son Nhut 
(home hase tu A Flight, \\'ith five aircraft), frum Da 
Nang (B Flight, with three aircrnfr) and frum Nha Tmng 
(C Flight, with six aircrafr). When the 14th Air C1m­
m;111d\1 Wing was :ictiv;tted in March 1966, the 20th 
was assigned to the new wing. 

Between January and March, the 20th supported Op­
eration Double Eagle for the U.S. Marine Corps. During 
the two-month operation, a combined force of the 2nd 
and 22nd ARVN Infantry divisiuns, U.S. Army 1st 
Cavalry Division and U.S. Marines offask Force Delta 
blocked the region south of Quang Ngai in an attempt 
to round up elements of the 325th NVA Division. It 
was the largest amphibious as.<;,'1ult against hostile forces 
since the Korean War, and the 20th committed eight 
aircraft and crews to the effort. Its CH-3Cs airlifted 
lOSmm howitzers as well as personnel and supplies to 
forward locations, and crews and aircraft often came 
under hostile fire. 

In other combat action, the 20th was called on to 
evacuate wounded troops fn 1m rhe Special Forces camp 
in the infamous A Sh;n1 VallL'\' l)n March 9, 1966. A 
Marine ikPrsky CH-34 and a .20th CH-3C were dis­
patched . As the CH- H made irs appni;ich intn the 
c1mp, it was hit hy enemy tire. The crew managed tn 
land safely inside the camp, hut the chopper was then 
unflyahlc . Braving hem-y enemy tire, the CH-3 crew 
then hmded in rhe camp, rl'Cl l\·ered the crew ot the tir.;t 
aircr<1fr and l'\';Kuared )5 m>un,kd rrnops. During that 
same hart le ;11111rher air Cl 1111111;111d, \ Maj\ 1r BemiL' FishL'r, 
earned the Air Furce Medal nt Hnnor for his daring 
rescue of Dnugh1s A- IE Skyrni,ler pilot Maj\1r "Jump" 
Meyers (see "Personality" in December 1991 Viemam) . 

Eventu<1lly, the defenders ab;mdoned the camp, at a 
cost of five Americans and 75 South Vietnamese killed, 
33 South Vietnamese wnunded ;111d 15 missing.1l1e toll 
for the North Vietnamese attackers was much higher. 
Out of a regiment-sized force of 2,000, at least 800 NVA 
were killed and an unknown number wounded. 

As a result of requests by the government of Thailand, 
two aircraft and crews had been deployed to Nakhon 
Phanom Air Base, Thailand, from Tan Son Nhut to 
form D Flight the month before the Special Forces camp 
evacuation. In April the entire flight at Nha Tr.mg was 
transferred to Udorn Air Base in Th;1ih111d. In May <)p­
crations at na ;mg haired ;111d that tlighr 111\\\'ed [\\ 
Udorn as well. 

Ar their new hume base, the 20th's CH- 3Cs trans­
ported Thai military and police for countertermrist and 
counterinsurgency operations. The lari..:e helicopters 
enahled Th<ti tiirces tll rapidly respu11ll tll Cllmmunisr 
acriviriL's. The ZOrh hec1111e known as the "Pliny Ex­
press" ;111'-l used thL' rndill call sign "Pl)ny." 

By June 1966 only a single 20rh flight, hased at 1:111 
Son Nhut, remained in Vietn;1111. The squ<1dmn head­
quarters llll lVed to Nh;1 Tr;mg, hut with the bulk \lf its 
assets in Thailand, the 20th began to concentrate on an 
unconventional warfare role. Missions into L1os soon 
took precedence for the Pony Express. 1l1e 20th's crews 
supported the Laotian forces of Lt. Gen. Vang Pao and 
performed a variety of refugee relief and civic action 
missions. CH-3Cs were used to transport explosive ord­
nance disposal teams and crash investigators and to 
provide logistics support for isolated mountaintop radar 
and communications sites. 
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The choppers delivered rice and indigenous troops 
to a friendly outpost on top of a 5,000-foot moun­
tain in Laos. They inserted indigenous "road­
watch" teams m points ;1lnng the Ho Chi Minh 

Trail from the Mu G ia Pass snuth to the Cam­
bodian hmder. Several missions were flown in 
the vici nity of rhe heavily defended enemy 
stronghold of Tchepone, in central Laos. In 
April 1966 a 47-man team was inserted under 
cover of darkness he tween two hranches 1 if the 
trail and later extracted from the same area. 
Team memhers hmught back va luahle intelli -

gence from rhat opera tion. 
In two uther separme missillns, "r!lad-

'. / destruct" teams were droppL'll near the trail 
'"'"'~ .... ....._ and left overnight to mine the trail and de-

stroy any vehicles caught using the infiltrn­
tion mute. ll1e te;11ns also raided Pathet Lm 
villages. A total of 388 friendly troops were 

flown into or out of Laos in the first five months 
of operations in Thai land . 
In June 1966 20th CH-3Cs, flying from South 

Vietnam, inserted a combat team into the North, 
just above the DMZ. CH-3 crews flew a total of 
315 inserted sorties during that year. 

Flying from Thailand in 1967, the Pony Express 
was able to penetrate farther north into enemy 
territory. Of the 3 7 pcnetrntion missions sched­
uled, e ight were successful. Most 1if the un­

successfu l miss ions had to he ahmted because 
the chopper crews foi led to make contact with the 

deployed Special Forces teams. The successful recovery 
of a team in September 1967 boosted mmale of the 
tea ms <iml the Pony Express crews. 

In June 1967 15 Bell UH- I F/P Huey helicnpters, nrig­
inally assigned to the 606th Air Commando Squadron 
at Nakhon Ph;mom, were transferred to the 20th Heli­
Cllpter Squadron in Slluth Vietnam when their serv ices 
were no longer needed by the Thai government. As 
part of the 606th, the Huey section had performed mis­
sions in Laos and Thailand in support of the Thai anny 
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and border patrol police. A 606th Huey with a three­
man crew lifted 34 flood vict ims from danger in Thai­
land, one of its many civic action missions. The 606th 
crews also fl ew missions for the CIA's Air Ameri-ca. 
often wearing civilian cluthing so that U.S. military in­
volvement could he denied if the crews were captured 
during missions. 

The Air Force migin;illy chose the Bell UH- IF tll 
perfom1 support duties for missile sites. ll1e F model was 
hased on the civ ilian &II 2048 but was equirp<'d with 
the same powerfu l General Electric T-58 turhoshaft 
engine used on the C H -3C. The T-58 produced more 
than 1,200 shaft hnrsep!lwer, dri ving a 48-fnot main 
rutor. UH- IF "Slicks" \\"L'fL' usL'd as troop carrier.;, dcli\·­
ering Special Forces te;1ms both inside the bo rders lli 
Vietnam and across the hmder into Cambodia. They 
were usually anned with "free 60s," infantry model M-60 
machine guns suspem~ed on bungee cords. 

Flown by the "Green Hornets," the 20th's UH-!Ps 
were UH- I Fs that had been modified to accept a pair of 
GAU-2B/A miniguns, one in each cargo door, and two 
LAU-59/A 2.75-inch rocket pods mounted to hard 
points. The miniguns were mounted on a pintle and 
could either be locked to forward fire positions and fired 
by the pilot or aimed and fired by gunners in the cabin. 
The P-model Hueys were used as gunships, flying escort 
missions for the Slicks. Since many of the 20th's F models 
were modified to accept addit iona l armament, the dif­
fe rence between the F <md r models hec 1me hlurred. 
and the designat ions c 1111e tn he used interchange;1hly. 

In 1967 ;ind 1968 the Green Hornets lost four UH-ls 
to enemy fire. Six crewmen from the 20th received th<' 
Air Force Cross in 1967-68, and six S ilver Stars and 11 
Purple He;irts were awarded w 20th ;1\·iatnrs in the last 
half of 1968. 

By the beginning of 1968, all the 20th CH -JC ha,1 
heen moved to Thai land. They were llrgani:ed intu 
Flights A, Band C, all h 1e<ltl'd at Ud11m Air Base. ll1c 
mission at Udmn included support of a classified llper­
ation in northern Laos, suppo rt of the clandestine 
MACV-SOG, logistical support of Tactical Air Navi-



gationSystem (TACAN) facilities in Thai­
land and Laos and support of Special Forces 
training in Thailand. 

Whife returning from a successful road­
watch team infiltration in the spring of 1968, 
a Pony Express CH-3C, flown by Lt. Col. 
Shirrel G. Martin, was calleJ upon to rescue 
a downed SkyraiJer pilot in central Laos. 
The Skyraider had heen escorting a pair of 
helicopters when it was hit by enemy fire, 
and the pilot had parachuted into tall trees. 
Although Martin and his crew knew that 
there was a 37mm anti-aircraft weapon in 
the area, they hovered ove r the J owned 
fighter pilot in an effort to locate him, en­
countering continuous small-anns fire. They 
eventually managed to rescue the pilot using 
a hoist that was equipped with a forest pen­
etrator seat. 

On April 3, 1968, a reconnaissance team 
under attack by the enemy required assis­
tance from the 20th's Green Hornets. Air­
craft left Ban Me Thuot and headed for the 
team's position, some 15 miles southwest of 
the base. Gunships provided fire suppression during the 
mission, while a Slick flown by Major Norman E El­
dridge searched for a landing site to extract the team. 
When he could find no suitable site, Eldridge hovered 
near a hole in the tree canopy and dropped a rope ladder. 
By then, darkness had settled. Without regard for his 
own or his crew's safety, Eldridge held his aircraft in po­
sition with the aircraft lights on while the recon team 
scrambled up the rope ladder. The whole team was suc­
cessfully recovered. 

Crews from the 20th flew severa l insertion and ex­
traction missions from a forward operating location in 
June 1968. At the first landing zone, two teams were to 
be inserted and one extracted. The first CH-3C went into 
the LZ to drop the lead team and load the team being 
extracted while the second aircraft orbited overhead, 
waiting its tum to land the remaining team. The orbit­
ing chopper drew small-anns and automatic-weapons 
fire and took five hits, including one in a main rotor 
blade and two through the cockpit. Pilot Major Jay R. 
Oberg was injured by flying plexiglass, but both aircraft 
returned safely to the forward operating location and 
then to Udom. 

By July 1968 the Pony Express was down to only 10 
CH-3Cs. Maintenance problems reduced the actual 
number available to perform missions to no more than 
five or six at any given time. As a result, the CH-3s 
were augmented by a flight of four UH-lF Hueys. The 
Thailand-based Hueys also used the Pony Express nick­
name. However, they did not have sufficient range for 
cross-border operations. 

The Pony Express was called upon to perform rescue 
work again in July, when an A-1 E pilot bailed out over 
North Vietnam. Two CH-3Cs accompanied by two 
A-iE escorts were performing a routine road-watch 
infiltration-exfiltration, recovering a 12-man team and 
deploying a nine-man team. The target area was about 
120 miles east ofNakhon Phanom, Thailand, near the 
North Vietnamese border. The crews completed the mis­
sion without problems and the aircraft were head ing 
home when one of the A-1 Es experienced a propeller 
malfunction. The A-1 E was vectored to a "safe" area in 
North Vietnam, where the pilot bailed out, landing un­
injured in the top of the tree canopy. A CH-3C piloted 
by Captain Walter W. Martin hovered over the thick 

jungle, lowered the rescue hoist with forest penetrator 
seat and recovered the pilot. The entire rescue opera­
tion took less than a minute. 

UH-lF Huey pilot 1st Lt. James P. Fleming was 
awarded the Medal of Honor for his actions in rescuing 
a six-man Special Forces team on November 26, 1968. 
The team had just been inserted by a Green Hornet flight 
of five Hueys-three UH-1 F Slicks and two UH-1 P 
gunships--into a heavily forested area near Due Co when 
they encountered a large enemy force. The ream com­
mander requested extraction, ;md the Hueys, low on 
fuel and heading home, turned around. They arriwd t( 1 
find the team trapped with their backs to a river and 
surrounded by enemy tnx1ps. 

The gunships made a pass to lay down covering tire 
with their miniguns. Enemy mach ine-gun tire hir one 
gunship, which was forced to autonita te into a sma ll 
clearing. The lead Slick fo llowed the crippled aircraft 
down and rescued the crew only minutes hcfore more 
enemy soldiers arrived. 

The second Slick, low on fuel, had to withdraw, leav­
ing only the third Slick and the remaining gunship on 
the scene. The Special Forces team was ordered tt 1 nu we 
20 yards down the riverbank to a small clearing. Mean­
while, the gunship positioned itself between the enemy 
and the Slick flown by Lieutenant Fleming. Fleming 
attempted to get his chopper into the clearing, hold-
ing its nose over the riverbank and its tail over the river. 
But the team was pinned down by enemy fire and could 
not reach the Slick. 

Fleming backed the chopper out as his door gunners 
kept the enemy troops at bay. Once in the clear, he nosed 
the Huey over and circled. Despite heavy enemy tire­
and knowing he was dangerously low on fuel-Fleming 
headed hack for the clearing. He skimmed the \V<ltcr, 
hoping that the rive rbanks would screen him some­
what from the fire concentrated on the clearing. 

The Special Forces team had set up a series of C lay­
more mines around their p< 1sition to cover their c~; 1pL'. 
As the team members raced for the chopper, pursuing 
enemy tnx1ps tripped the Claymt ires, setting off a series 
of blasts. Fleming's Huey hugged the river's edge, ag;1in 
with the front of his skids on rhc shore aml rhc t; 1i1 1'1< x 'm 
extended out over the river. The door gunners helped 
the team members aboard, then Fleming hacked the 

Opposite, top: 20rh 
SJ>ecial 0/>erations 
Squadron (SOS) 
f1ight gear included 
flak jackets-virally 
imporrant for the 
low-level missions in 
which the squadron 
specialized. Oppo­
site, bottom: A 
UH-/ F Hue:v of rhe 
20th "Green Hor­
nets" al Nha Trang 
in 1967. Above: A 
UH-/ F-modified 
w rnn-v additional 
arnwmcnr-is 
readied for an escort 
mission al Ban i\ 1c 
T/11wr in 1968. 
Nore rhe 2.75-inch 
rnchet J>od m01mrd 
on ir.1 side. 
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The 20th '$ Sikonh 
CH-3C "Pony . 
Express" choppers 
handled a variety of 
counterinsurgency 
roles and were mostly 
based in Thailand by 
mid-1966. Here, a 
CH-3C inserts a 
"road-wmch" team 
in the jungle. 

contact with the other Green Hornets via 
survival radio. 

Trees around the downed crew's position 
made it impossible for the other choppers 
to land. While a rescue helicopter hovered 
over their position with rope ladders dan­
gling, gunships raked the surrounding trees 
with minigun fire. Sergeant Arroyo was the 
second man up the ladder, but he went back 
down again when his co-pilot fell from the 
ladder and was unable to make the ascent. 
Arroyo started back up the ladder, holding 
onto the cn-rilot. 

With guntirc raging all around them. the 
co-pilot-\\'hn \\'<JS in shock at that ~1int­
stn1ggled with the sergeant trying to help 
him. Wh1;n Arrnyn h;1d climbed halfway 

w up the ladder, he idt his grip on the en-pilot 
~ ~ slirri ng. 111e Huey then lmvcrt.'1.1 Am1yn and 
: the G1-rilnt into a trc'l' . \\'here the sergeant 
~ was able tl) "L't a bet k'r lwkl 'll l rhc l ithL·r 

man and th~~1 m;magcd rn h,iisr him alx1arll 
the hovering chopper. 

111e following month, while Pony Exprc~' 

chnprer out over the river once more. As they climbed 
aw<1y from the river, gunfire shattered the windshield, 
but luckily it missed all of the chopper's occupants. Flem­
ing safely landed his shot-up Huey at a friendly base a 
short time later. 

Hueys were fl ying a surpmt mission for a 
communications site, they rescued the crew of a U.S. 
Army Grumman OV- 1 Mohawk that had been hit by 
AAA, one of a flight of two planes on a reconnaissance 
mission in southern Laos. The two-man crew tried to 
return to base, but their crippled aircraft could not main­
tain altitude, and they had to bail out. The remaining 
OV-1 circled overhead, vectored the two Hueys into 
the area and provided close air support. Under constant 
heavy fire from small anns and a .SO-caliber automatic 
weapon, the Hueys managed to successli.11ly recover the 
two Army pilots. 

In January 1969 the Pony Express evacuated more 
than 5,000 people in 539 sorties from a village on a 
4,700-foot-high mountain in northern Laos, where 
they had been cut off by Communist forces. The mis­
sion, which required hauling drums of fuel to the site so 
that helicopters could be reli.1eled at the pickup point, 
was made even more difficult by morning fog and haz­
ardl1us terrain. Although the operation was carried out 
deep in an area controlled by the enemy, the unarmed 
and unescorted chorrers successfully transported the 
vi llagers to a safe area 14 miles away with-

In lme March, 18 helicopters, including C H-3E' anll 
UH- I Fs frnm t11L' 20rh , inserted a 230-man assault iixcl' 
into a landing zone. The intiltration was succes.,fully 
accomplished, but the recovery was delayed for opera-

out lnss of life or damage to any of the Pony 
Express aircraft. 

The 20th lost one C H-3 that same month 
during a mission to support a TACAN 
radar navigation si re in northern L'los. 111ree 
crew members and three passengers died 
when the chopper crashed on January 17, 
1969. Two crew chiefs and one passenger 
survived and were transferred to Clark Air 
Base in the Philippines for hospitalization. 

In February 1969 Sergeant Isidro Arroyo, 
Jr., was a crew member on one of eight Green 
Hornet Hueys supporting a Special Forces 
unit in South Vietnam's Central Highlands 
when word came in that the team was sur­
rounded by enemy troops and involved in a 
firefight. Two gunships and one Slick headed 
in to recover the team while the other five 
choppers stayed out of range. 

The Huey Arroyo was aboard was hit by 
small-arms fire, and the fuel tank began to 
hum. 111e crew attempted to make a distres.s 
ca ll, but a bullet had disabled their rad io. 
Although the chopper was heavily da1rnged, 
rhe crew m;magcd to make a contro ll ed 
landing. After they destroyed equ ipment 
and data ahoard the Huey th<1t might have 
hcen used by the enemy, the crewmen made 

U.S. Air Force Unconvention 
111e U.S. Air Force established 
the 4400th Combat Crew 
T rain~g Squadron at Hurlburt 
Field (Eglin Air Force Base 
Auxiliary Field 9), near Fort 
Walton Beach, Fla., in April 
1961. This small unit, known 
by the nickname "Jungle Jim," 
was charged with establishing 
a training cadre for counter­
insurgency forces. They would 
provide close air support for 
American and allied forces 
beh ind enemy lines and train 
friendly forces in Third World 
countries to cope with Com­
munist insurgencies. 

The unit consisted of 352 
men and 32 aircraft, including 
16 Douglas C-4 7 cargo planes 
and eight Douglas B-26 In­
vader light bombers of World 
War II vintage. By November 

1961 the first men and aircraft 
from the 4400th had deploye<l 
to South Vietnam as part of 
Operation Farmgate. They 
became the first U.S. Air 
Force unit to engage in com­
bat operations in Viemam. 

Over the next couple of 
years, the Jungle Jim concept 
was refined under the term "air 
commando," and the 4400th 
became the 1st Air Com­
mando Wing, which revived 
the name of an unconven­
tional warfare unit from World 
War II. A ir commando in­
volvement in Southeast Asia 
continued to grow, and by tht' 
mid-1960s there were two air 
commando wings in South ­
east Asia. The 56th had it , 
base at Nakhon Phanom Ai r 
Base in Thailand, while thl 
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tillnal reasons. As th<.: aircrafr I egan thdr 
approach to pick up the rn101)s, they came 
under fire. Three Pnny Express C H- 3E.~ and 
1me UH-lF wer<.: hit. O rn: ;1ircrafr was hit 15 
times and lost an engine. Three 20th pilots 
were wounded in rh;1t acti1m. The exfi ltra­
ti lln was abo rted ;1rnl the ;1ircrafr returned 
to Thailand. 

Almost a month later, the Pony Express 
took part in another infiltration-this time 
involving a 215-man force to be picked up 
from a forward operating location and in­
serted near a strategic position overlooking 
an enemy-controlled road. Five CH-3Es and 
three UH-1 Fs were escorted hy eight A-1 
Skyraiders and a FAC in ;1 Cessna 0-1. 111e 
A- ls used the c 1ll sign "l-luhu," while the 
FAC used the ca ll sign "Raven." As the 
helicopters apprrnched, rhe FAC directed 
four of the Hobos tn suppress grnundfire 
around the LZ. While the A- ls attacked a 
nearby hill, the firs t wave of helicopters 
touched down and unlu;1ded. When the 
first two choppers tnok nff fmm the LZ, they 
encountered n11 1rL' groundfire . TIK· next 
wave tumed rn the right as they tonk off, to avnid the 
fire . With the first half of the infiltration complete , the 
helicopters were returning to the pickup point for the 
remaining troops when Raven reported that the LZ was 
under mortar attack. 

A site a short distance away was selected as an alter­
nate LZ. The first two aircraft landed, deplaned their 
men and equipment and took off without incident, but 
the next two CH-3 Es came under fire as they approached. 
They aborted the attempt, and the Hobo Skyraiders 
rolled in to suppress enemy fire. After that, the chop­
pers inserted the remaining members of the assault force, 
and the Pony Express crews and aircraft returned safely. 

In the early months of 1969, the 20th encountered 
some of its heaviest combat to date, losing five more 

Hueys, this time tn gmundfi re. O n Janu;1ry 3, <1 Ul 1-1 F 
attempting tn recllver a heleaguered Speci;1l Forces tc;1111 
ne;1r Due Lap was dllwned hy enemy fire. SLTgeant 
Ronald P. Zenga died in the crash. Then on April 13, 
while extracting a recon team, a Green Hornet flight 
was fired on after it picked up troops. A gunship flying 
escort for that extraction mission was hit by groundfire, 
which killed the co-pi lot <ind seriously wounded the 
ai rcraft commander. Although he was hovering on the 
verge of unconsciousness due to loss of blood from a 
wound in his left leg, the pilot managed to land in a 
nearby clearing. The aircraft came to rest with its 
tail boom broken and its skids ripped from under 
it. Aboard-serving as the gunner-was the same 
Sergeant Arroyo who had been shot down two months 

r"' . 
14th was situated at Nha Trang 
in South Vietnam. 

The 20th Helicopter Squad­
ron was assigned to the 14th 
Air Commando Wing in 1966 
to undertake unconventional 
warfare missions. Until the 21st 
was formed in 1969, the 20th 
was the only Air Force combat 
helicopter squadron in South­
east Asia, the Jolly Greens and 
Pec495 of the Air Rescue Ser­
vice notwithstanding. 

Rumors abounded that the 
20th would become the 20th 
Air Commando Squadron, but 
that never came to pass. In 

' 1968 die.term "air commando" 
was abandoned in favor of the 
less-threatening term "spe­
cial operations," and the 20th 
changed names as well, be­
coming the 20th Special Op-

erations Squadron (SOS) . 
What began as Jungle Jim is 
now the Air Force Special Op­
erations Command (AFSOC) 
with some 9,000-plus people. 
Part of AFSOC, the 20th SOS 
now flies the most sophisti­
cated helicopter in the world, 
the Sikorsky MH-53J Pave 
Low IIIE. 

The 20th SOS, still known 
as the Green Hornets, saw 
action in Desert Stom11 where 
it led U.S. Army Apache 
attack helicopters against Iraqi 
radar sites in the first combat 
action of the Gulf War. The 
20th was also responsible for 
the successful rescue of U .S. 
Navy F• 14 pilot Devon Jones 
during a daring mission in 
broad daylight and under the 
guns of the Iraqi army. Today 
the 20th is one of the Air 
Force's premier special opera­
tions units. D.K.R. 

earlier. This time, he was wounded in the 
back. The other Hueys in the flight turned 
hack to pick up the downed crew. 

Arroyo moved the de<id co-pilot and the 
wounded pilot tn the Slick while the other 
gunner cleared out the gunsh ip. Since there 
was not enough mom for him lln the Slick , 
Arrnyo waited lln the grou nd f~ ir another 
chopper to come t11 his aid. He was srnm 
picked up and carried to safety and medical 
c;1re. The gunship was destrnyl'd t1111re\'L'nt 
it from fa lling into L'ncrny hands. SngL'<ll1t 
A rrnyn was later mvarded the 1969 Chl'nl'y 
Award for distinguishing himself "\ln t ll"ll 
separate nccasinns while participating in 
aerial flights as a UH-1 P gunner in South ­
east Asi<i ." 

On April 21, a reconnai~><mce team stum­
bled into a large force near an enemy hase 
camp. The team had been without fresh 
water for a day and a half and was exhausted 
and dehydrated. Hornet gunships came in 
and laid down suppressive fire, making re­
peated passes. When a Slick went in to at­
tempt an extraction, it was shot down. In 
a battle that lasted nearly 71/i hours, Green 
Hornet crews fired some 200,000 rnunds nf 
minigun amm uni tion and 500 2.75-inch 
rockets at the surrnunding enemy fllrccs . 

A d1Hn- RJ 1m1cr 
1111111s 11 ( ;AU-l/3/A 
7.6.!111111 1Hi11ig1111-

a hig/1-.1/>.:d 11wchi11c 
gun capable of fi1ing 
up to 6,000 rounds 
per minute-ahoard 
a 20th SOS chopper. 
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Top: The SOS 
operations and 
maintenance build­
ing at Tuy Hoa Air 
Base, home to the 
20th after September 
1969. Above: Per­
sonnel of ch!' 20ch 
SOS dis/>lll~ Cl rn/>­
wred VC flag m 
Nha Trang Air 13mc 
in lace 1968. Cc1/'­
tain Joe Vi1 ·iann 1.1 

in che cc11!1.:r. 

U.S. Am1y gunships provided additional support while 
the Hornet UH- I Ps returned to base to refuel and 
reann. Finally, three Army light helicopters managed 
to extract the team and the crew members of the 20th's 
downed Slick. 

That May a Pony Express crew came to the aid of an 
Anny UH-I whose engine had foiled some 60 miles 
'<)llthwest ofN;1khon Phannm. An airhome rescue con­
trul l'Lme pinpointed the Huey's lucatinn ;ind directed 
the C H- 3E inrn the area. The C H-) crew rescued nim: 
1if the 12 aboard the UH- I. The rem;1ining crew mem­
hers stayed behind to guard the aircraft and make re­
pairs hefme returning to hase. 

On August I, the CH-3s and the Pony Express mis-
siun were transferred to the 21st Speci;1l Operations 
Squadmn. Soon the 20th was left with only UH- I 
Hueys. The Puny Express UH - I Fs ;md cre\\'s based in 
Thailand returned to Vietrn1111 ;md joined the Green 
H11rnets. Three UH- I Fs were lost due to engine fail­
ure in July and August. The crews suffered only minor 
injuries when they crashed, but their aircraft were de­
stroyed. The Huey fleet was grounded for approxi­
mately 30 days while the incidents were studied. Then 
in September, the squadron moved from Nha Trang to 
Tuy Hoa Air Base, South Vietnam. 

As 1970 rolled around, the Green Hornets con­
tinued to participate in unconventional warfare, psy­
chological warfare and logistical support missions for 
Air Force units in Southeast Asia. They also provided 
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gunship support for Army Slicks carrying long-rangl' 
reconnaissance patrols of the Sch Special Forces Grour. 

On March 14, 1970, another Huey was lost near Du( 
Lap, with enemy groundfi re the suspected reason. The 
pilot, Captain D,ma A. Dilley, was killed in the crash. 
while the instructor-pilot and hoth gunners were injurt..J. 
Five days later another Huey was shot down near Ban 
Me ll1uot, this time killing hoth pilots, Captains Clyde 
W. Enderle and Carlos A. Estrada, Jr., and gunner Tech. 
Sgt. James W. Greenwood. 

In May the 20th received an Air Force Outstanding 
Unit Award, and in May and June it provided gunship 
support to VNAF CH-34s during operations in Cam­
bodia. The 20th SOS continued its support ofVNAF 
operations, conducted out of Due Lap, throughout that 
summer, and the squadron moved its operations from 
Tuy Hoa Air Base to Cam Ranh Bay. 

On July 29, a Huey was lost due to groundfire while 
on a training mission near Tuy Hoa. The five-man crew 
all received injuries, but there were no fatalities. An­
other Huey was lost when it crashed after avoiding a 
midair collision with a Vietnamese CH-34. Instructor 
pilot Captain Jackie P. Heil and gunner Master Sgt. 
Gerald A. Cooper were killed in that incident. 

In late Novemher 1970, the first of the twin-engine 
UH- IN Hucys began arriving in-country. The 20rh 
continued to support VNAF operations with the 5th 
Special Forces Group, although Vietnamese tactics and 
the language barrier presented many problems. For ex­
ample, VNAF pilots liked to come in high and spiral 
down into a landing zone marked with smoke. That 
tactic often drew attention in the fonn of j.,'fOundfire from 
enemy forces, negating the advantage of surprise. 

By the end of 1971, the 20th had replaced all its 
UH-1 F/P Hueys with the twin engine UH- IN and was 
sti ll flying gunship and unconventional warfare missions. 
The UH-IN Twin Huey was fitted with two Pratt & 
Whitney PT6T-3 engines mated to a reduction gearbox, 
which produced 1,800 shaft horsepower. The N-model 
Huey had a larger cabin, allowing a passenger load of 
13 plus a pilot and co-pilot. 

N-model gunships of the 20th were armed with 
GAU-2B/A miniguns and the LAU-59 rocket system. 
The N models could mount XM-94 40mm grenade 
launchers in place of the miniguns. Green Homer 
N-model Hueys often sported a 40mm grenade 
launcher in the right door and a minigun in the left. 
Like the F and P models, 20th N models had no mark ­
ings other than the aircraft serial number and the hnr­
net stenciled on the rail. 

The 20th's primary mission in 1971 continued to be 
support of VNAF H-34 operations with the 5th Special 
Forces Group. 111e Green Hornets also flew search-and­
rescue missions for downed aircrew members. Follo\\'­
ing the deactivation of the 14th Special Operation> 
Wing in 1971, the 20rh was reassigned to the 483rd Tac­
tical Airlift Wing. 

In March 1972 as the U.S. involvement in Vietnam 
heg;m to wind down, the 20th was deactivated. By thar 
t ime, some 19 Hueys had heen lost in combat, 13 due tt' 
enemy fire . * 

A Special Operations veteran of the Persian Gulf War, Dale 
K. Robin.son is the co-auchar of Air Commando! 1950-
1975: Twenty-Five Years at the Ttp of the Spear, pub­
lished by the U.S. Air Farce Special Operations School. 
Further reading: Special Men and Special Missions: 
Inside America's Special Operations Forces 1945 to the 
Present, by]oelNadelwich].R. Wright (Greenhill Books). 


