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PREFACE

In view of the findings of recent RAND research that suggest that few
opponents will be able to challenge the U.S. Air Force (USAF) in the
air, a RAND study for the USAF, “Countering U.S. Aerospace Power,”
has been investigating means that future adversaries might pursue to
counter U.S. airpower.

As part of that study, the historical effort reported here examines
ground attacks on air bases in conflicts between 1940 and 1992. Its
purpose is to offer a comprehensive review of attacker objectives and
tactics, and of the most effective defensive countermeasures. The
insights gained can be related to current air-base-defense doctrine
and tactics and should be of interest to Air Force Security Police in
training, operations, and policy positions. Additionally, it is hoped
that the report will serve as a useful reference for Security Police
courses on air base ground defense and for officers researching the
history of ground attacks on air bases. The report should also be of
interest to Air Force officers in operations and plans (OPLANS)
positions who have a broader responsibility for ensuring the
availability of airpower as a ready instrument in the defense of U.S.
interests. Finally, the special forces, defense analysis, and military
history communities should find the report of interest.

The study was conducted as part of the Strategy, Doctrine, and Force
Structure program of Project AIR FORCE and was sponsored by the
Director of Plans, Headquarters, United States Air Force (AF/X0X).

Project AIR FORCE, a division of RAND, is the Air Force federally
funded research and development center (FFRDC) for studies and
analysis. It provides the Air Force with independent analyses of pol-
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iv  Snakes in the Eagle’s Nest

icy alternatives affecting the development, employment, combat
readiness, and support of current and future aerospace forces. Re-
search is carried out in three programs: Strategy, Doctrine, and
Force Structure; Force Modernization and Employment; and Re-
source Management and System Acquisition.

Project AIR FORCE is operated under Contract F49620-91-C-0003
between the Air Force and RAND.
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SUMMARY

Recent RAND research on trends in global airpower suggests that few
opponents will be able to challenge the U.S. Air Force (USAF) in the
air. If that is correct, future adversaries are likely to look for alterna-
tive means to counter U.S. airpower. A RAND study for the Air Force,
“Countering U.S. Aerospace Power,” has been investigating those
means. The historical effort reported here was part of that study and
sought to better understand past, present, and future ground threats
to air bases.

In the course of the research, it became clear that attacks on air bases
were much more frequent and successful than is commonly appre-
ciated. For this reason, the history of those attacks is pertinent to
future USAF operations.

This report presents a comprehensive overview of ground attacks on
air bases from the first known attacks in 1940 to the most recent in
1992. The objectives, tactics, and outcomes of those attacks are ana-
lyzed to identify lessons learned and their applications to future
conflicts. In particular, this report identifies the attack techniques
that proved most difficult to counter and offers some suggestions for
improving air base defenses against them.

BACKGROUND

In 1921, Italian Army General Giulio Douhet observed that “it is eas-
ier and more effective to destroy the enemy’s aerial power by de-
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stroying his nests and eggs on the ground than to hunt his flying
birds in the air.”! Douhet’s metaphor was directed at fellow airmen,
pointing out both the great offensive potential of airpower—a radical
notion in 1921—and the exceptional vulnerability of aircraft on the
ground. Flying machines, even modern ones, by their very nature
are thin-skinned, relatively soft targets. Speed, maneuverability, and
stealth enable these unarmored vehicles to survive and be decisive in
combat. [n contrast, an aircraft parked on a ramp has none of these
characteristics and—compared with most other ground targets—is
triflingly easy to destroy. The vulnerability of parked aircraft was
vividly demonstrated by the Japanese at Hickam Field, Hawaii, and
the demonstration was repeated by all combatants many times dur-
ing World War I1. The preemptive Israeli raid on Egyptian airfields in
the 1967 war demonstrated that unsheltered aircraft remain a
tempting target in modern air warfare also. Since 1967, billions of
dollars have been spent by the world’s air forces on aircraft shelters,
air defenses, and programs to enhance air base survivability.

Douhet’s observation, like most great insights, has applicability be-
yond the confines of its initial setting. If aircraft are vulnerable on
the ground, why not attack them with every weapon available? That
is just what the world’s armies have done at least 645 times? in ten
conflicts between 1940 and 1992, destroying or damaging over 2,000
aircraft. Ground attack forces have included airborne, airmobile, in-
fantry, and armor elements. Airborne forces have arrived on the ob-
jective by parachute, glider, and aircraft landing, often under fire.
Armor and infantry have assaulted by land, and amphibious forces
have landed by sea. More recently, helicopters have been used to
transport the assault force. Finally, special forces, guerrillas, and ter-
rorists have made their contribution.

1Giulio Douhet, The Command of the Air, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force
History, 1983 (originally published in 1921), pp. 53-54.

2This number is based on deliberate attacks on airfields, whether they were indepen-
dent operations or part of a larger offensive. It does not include the many times that
ground forces overran airfields on their way to other objectives.
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PURPOSE AND APPROACH

Given the numerous occurrences, global distribution, and recentness
of ground attacks on air bases, it is surprising that a history of those
attacks has not been published.? This report is intended to begin
filling that void by bringing together in one document descriptions
and analyses of air base attacks over the past 50 years. Beginning
with a discussion of the four broad objectives of air base attackers,
the report then briefly describes examples of air base attacks under
each objective. The core of the report focuses on three case-study
regions in which many air base attacks occurred: Crete and North
Africa during World War II and Southeast Asia during the Vietnam
War. The objectives, tactics, and outcomes of both standoff and
penetrating attacks? are analyzed to identify lessons learned that can
be applied in future conflicts. In particular, by seeking answers to
the following questions, I identify those techniques that were most
effective for attackers and the successful defensive countermeasures:

* How have attacking forces been inserted into the enemy rear
area?

*  What attacker tactics and weapons have been most effective?
*  What defensive countermeasures have worked?

*  Were there promising countermeasures that the defense failed to
employ?

¢ What has been the strategic effect of ground attacks on air bases
in previous conflicts?

3The only published historical work on this subject is Roger Fox, Air Base Defense in
the Republic of Vietnam: 1961-1973, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Air Force Office of
History [now Center for History], 1979. Fox’s book is an excellent history of air base de-
fense in Vietnam, but it does not address attacks in other conflicts.

4Standoff atracks use direct- or indirect-fire weapons from beyond the defensive
perimeter. Mortars, rockets, recoilless rifles, and small arms have all been used to fire
on aircraft, facilities, and personnel from distances up to 11 kilometers. Penetrating
attacks typically are done covertly by small teams who slip through the defensive
perimeter and place bombs with time fuzes (satchel charges) on aircraft and materiel.
Defensive perimeters have been assaulted outright also; the attackers then use direct-
fire weapons (machine guns, tank guns, and small arms) against airfield targets.
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It is hoped that these historical insights will be helpful to USAF offi-
cers responsible for planning and executing air base defense today
and in the future.

CATEGORIZING AIR BASE ATTACKS

Between 1940 and 1992, ground attacks on air bases pursued a vari-
ety of objectives. These objectives ranged from the very ambitious
goal of capturing an airfield to the minimalist goal of harassing air
base operations. Discussions of air base defense often treat these
bounding goals as similar, but they really are quite different and call
for a broad range of defensive countermeasures. To make the range
and nature of historical threats to air bases more visible, I catego-
rized the attacks identified in this research according to which one of
the following four broad categories the attacker’s major objective fit
best (number of attack type follows each objective):

e Capture airfield (41)
¢ Deny defender use of airfield (47)
o Harass defenders (173)

* Destroy aircraft and equipment (384).

As Figure S.1 illustrates, the majority (60 percent) of these attacks
sought to destroy aircraft and equipment. Only 6 percent were di-
rected at the more ambitious objective of actually capturing airbases
as airheads for troop insertion or for offensive use by the attacker’s
air force. Most of these major attacks occurred during World War II,
although Soviet forces in Afghanistan (1979) and U.S. forces in
Grenada (1983) and Panama (1989) also seized airfields for use as
airheads. With these three exceptions, the most likely threat facing
current and future air base defenders appears to be attempts to de-
stroy aircraft rather than to seize the airfield. Figure S.2 shows the
distribution of attack tactics for the 645 attacks identified in this re-
port.

Of particular interest is the apparent evolution of air base attacker
tactics since World War 11 (WW II). All the British attacks on Axis air-
fields in WW II penetrated the defenses. In contrast, faced with ex-
tensive minefields, fencing, guard posts, and lights, Viet Cong and
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Figure S.1—Airfield-Attack Objectives
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| Penetrating

|:| Standoff
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Figure S.2—Air Base Attack Tactics, 1940-1992

North Vietnam Army (NVA) attackers rarely used penetrating tactics,
relying on standoff weapons for 96 percent of their attacks. Recent
attacks have used both techniques. Kurdish and Filipino insurgents
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used penetrating tactics; insurgents in El Salvador and Afghanistan
used standoff weapons. The Special Air Services (SAS) attack against
the Argentine airstrip on Pebble Island used both techniques,
opening the attack with naval gunfire and light antitank weapons,
then moving onto the airfield to plant charges on aircraft. It is likely
that both tactics will continue to be used in the future, depending on
the quality of perimeter defenses. Where perimeter defenses are
weak, attackers will probably continue to penetrate and place
charges. More troublesome is the possibility that precision-guided
munitions for both existing standoff weapons and some new
weapons may give small standoff attacks a lethality they lacked in the
past.

Large forces are not required to conduct the most common type of
air base attack. As one would expect, attempts to capture airfields or
to deny their use have required larger forces, typically of regimental
strength. In contrast, quite small forces have been used in efforts to
destroy aircraft and equipment. Such attacks are typically conducted
by platoons, albeit platoons often divided into squads or smaller
teams. The SAS used 3-to-5-man teams quite successfully in WW II;
later operations appear to favor platoon- or company-size teams.

DEFENSE DEFICIENCIES

Most large-unit attacks on airfields succeeded because defending
ground forces were outnumbered, outgunned, or outclassed. On
Crete, maldeployment of forces and bad leadership prevented effec-
tive use of well-trained and motivated forces. Many times, attacker
air superiority also played an important role. For both standoff and
penetrating attacks intended to destroy aircraft, shortages in high-
quality rear-area security forces and a lack of surveillance assets were
the most common weaknesses. Axis forces in North Africa demon-
strated another weakness: their notable slowness to develop coun-
termeasures to SAS attacks. In particular, their failure to establish
night listening posts and ambushes outside of airfield perimeters is
perplexing; such practices would not have taken large forces and
could have paid large dividends. Conversely, U.S. forces in Vietnam
demonstrated great innovation and creativity in their defensive
countermeasures. Joint-force responses to penetration attacks
proved quite effective. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam’s
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(MACV’s) refusal to make air base defense a high priority for such re-
sources as ground forces and airborne surveillance assets, however,
made it impossible to counter the standoff threat effectively. With-
out ground forces and airborne surveillance assets dedicated to
controlling the standoff footprint,> USAF bases remained vulnerable
to the end of the war.

Reliance on other services for the defense of air bases was a problem
for the RAF on Crete, the Luftwaffe in North Africa, and the USAF in
Vietnam. In each case, air base defense had to compete with other
missions to which ground commanders assigned higher priority. On
Crete, ground commanders failed to recognize that air bases were
key terrain that the attacker must be denied at all costs. [n North
Africa, Luftwaffe units reported up their own chain of command and
were not integrated under General Romme], the theater commander,
which hampered the coordination of defenses.

STRATEGIC EFFECT OF THE ATTACKS

What effect have these attacks had on the outcome of the subject
conflicts? At the least, they caused the loss of valuable aircraft, ma-
teriel, and personnel, and they forced the defenders to devote sub-
stantial resources to the defense of their airfields.

In one case—British special forces’ attacks on Axis airfields in North
Africa—the loss of aircraft was so severe and the airpower balance so
precarious that these small attacks made a major contribution to the
RAF’s battle against the Luftwaffe. In others, the loss of airfields to
attacking forces enabled the attacker’s air force to move in and ex-
tend its range. In the Pacific theater, the need to capture and defend
airfields drove both American and Japanese campaign planning. For
example, the Japanese victory over the British in Malaya was made
possible when critical air bases were captured by ground forces. The
U.S. island-hopping campaign was focused on capturing airfields;
toward the end of WW II, Tinian, Okinawa, and Ie Shima were
captured to launch air attacks against the Japanese homeland. The

S5The standoff footprint is the area around a base from which weapons can be fired
onto aircraft and other targets. Its size varies with the type of weapon; typically, it ex-
tends 10 kilometers beyond the perimeter fence.
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Japanese attack on Midway sought to capture the island for its
airfield; their failure to do so and their losses incurred in the process
marked a turning point in the war.

CONCLUSIONS

It is clear from this analysis that ground attacks on airfields in past
conflicts cannot be dismissed as a quaint subfield of military history.
The basic techniques of airfield attack and defense have not changed
dramatically over the past 50 years. The simple-but-effective tactics
and the strategic rationale for the attacks are as relevant today as
they were in 1940. Indeed, the centrality of airpower to modern
warfare makes airfields even more tempting targets than they have
been. Conversely, a variety of new information and sensor and
weapon technologies offers opportunities for attacker and defender
alike. It remains to be seen who will exploit these opportunities most
effectively.

What lessons can be learned from this historical review? The five
primary conclusions of this study are as follows:

¢ The most common air base attack objective was to destroy air-
craft.

« Seventy-five percent of the 645 attacks used standoff weapons.
e Standoff attacks have proved extremely difficult to counter.

* Reliance on non-air force services for air base defense proved
problematic for Britain’s Royal Air Force (RAF) on Crete, the
German Luftwaffe in North Africa, and the USAF in Vietnam.

¢ Small forces using unsophisticated weapons have successfully
destroyed or damaged over 2,000 aircraft.

During World War I, ground forces attacked air bases in pursuit of
three of the four objectives (harassment not included). During the
Vietnam War, virtually all air base attacks were focused on only two
objectives: destroy aircraft and harass defenders. Of the 19 attacks
since Vietnam, 12 have sought to destroy aircraft. Of the remaining
7, 5—Dby the Soviet Union in Afghanistan and the United States in
Grenada and Panama—were to capture airfields for use as airheads
and may not be representative, because few other nations have this
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capability. To the extent that we wish to look to historical experience
as a predictor of future challenges, these cases are probably mislead-
ing.

It is highly unlikely that USAF bases will be assaulted by large air-
borne forces in the near future. Although the possibility of large-unit
attacks on airfields should not be discounted, it is a possibility more
for adversaries of the United States than for the United States: The
United States has elite airborne units that specialize in assaulting
and capturing airfields. Airborne insertion of special forces is an-
other matter, however, and a distinct possibility in a future Korean
conflict, for instance. The threat facing USAF bases in future contin-
gencies is more likely to resemble that presented by SAS operations
in WW II or the VC/NVA operations in Vietnam. If the historical
experience is any indication, standoff threats will continue to pose a
particularly daunting challenge. New precision-guided munitions for
mortars and other standoff weapons will only exacerbate this prob-
lem.

In conclusion, attacks by small forces with the limited objective of
destroying aircraft succeeded in destroying or damaging over 2,000
aircraft between 1940 and 1992. Such attacks are powerful testimony
to the effectiveness of small units against typical air base defenses
and offer a sobering precedent for those responsible for defending
USAF bases against them.
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Chapter One
INTRODUCTION

Recent RAND research on trends in global airpower suggests that few
opponents will be able to challenge the United States Air Force
(USAF) in the air. If that is correct, future adversaries are likely to
look for alternative means to counter U.S. airpower. A RAND study
for the Air Force has been investigating means that future adversaries
might pursue to counter U.S. airpower.

This historical effort was part of that study and sought to better un-
derstand past, present, and future ground threats to air bases. In the
course of this research, it became clear that attacks on air bases were
much more frequent and successful than is commonly appreciated.
For this reason, the history of those attacks is pertinent to future
USAF operations. As the reader will see, the basic techniques of air-
field attack and defense have not changed markedly over the past 50
years. Conversely, a variety of new information, and sensor and
weapon technologies offer opportunities for attacker and defender
alike. It remains to be seen who will exploit these opportunities most
effectively.

This report presents a comprehensive overview of ground attacks on
air bases from the first known attacks in 1940 to the most recent in
1992. The objectives, tactics, and outcomes of those attacks are ana-
lyzed to identify lessons learned that can be applied to future con-
flicts. In particular, this report identifies the attack techniques that
proved most difficult to counter and offers some suggestions for
improving air base defenses against them.
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BACKGROUND

In 1921, Italian Army General Giulio Douhet observed that “it is eas-
ier and more effective to destroy the enemy’s aerial power by de-
stroying his nests and eggs on the ground than to hunt his flying
birds in the air.”! Douhet’s metaphor was directed at fellow airmen,
pointing out both the great offensive potential of airpower—a radical
notion in 1921—and the exceptional vulnerability of aircraft on the
ground. Flying machines, even modern ones, by their very nature
are thin-skinned, relatively soft targets. Speed, maneuverability, and
stealth enable these unarmored vehicles to survive and be decisive in
combat. These characteristics are absent, in contrast, when an air-
craft is parked on a ramp. Furthermore, compared with most other
ground targets, a parked aircraft is triflingly easy to destroy. During
World War II (WW II), attacks on airfields were common and highly
successful. The 1967 Israeli raid on Egyptian airfields reminded the
world’s air forces that unsheltered aircraft remain a tempting target
in modern air warfare. Since 1967, billions of dollars have been spent
on aircraft shelters, air defenses, and programs to enhance air base
survivability.

Douhet’s observation, like most great insights, has applicability be-
yond the confines of its initial setting. If aircraft are vulnerable on
the ground, why not attack them with every weapon available? That
is just what the world’s armies have done at least 645 times? in ten
conflicts between 1940 and 1992, destroying or damaging over 2,000
aircraft. Ground attack forces have included airborne, airmobile,
infantry, and armor elements. Airborne forces have arrived on the
objective by parachute, glider, and aircraft landing, often under fire.
Armor and infantry have assaulted by land, and amphibious forces
have landed by sea. More recently, helicopters have been used to
transport the assault force. Finally, special forces, guerrillas, and ter-
rorists have made their contribution.

IGiulio Douhet, The Command of the Air, Washington, D.C.: Office of Air Force
History, 1983 (originally published in 1921), pp. 53-54.

ZThis number is based on deliberate attacks on airfields, whether they were in-
dependent operations or part of a larger offensive. It does not include the many times
that ground forces overran airfields on their way to other objectives.
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As Figure 1.1 shows, these attacks have occurred in quite diverse lo-
cations around the world. The most recent attacks—El Salvador in
1990, Puerto Rico in 1991, Iraq in 1991, and the Philippines in 1992—
span the globe.

What effect have these attacks had on the outcome of their subject
conflicts? At the least, they caused the loss of valuable aircraft, ma-
teriel, and personnel, and forced the defenders to devote substantial
resources to the defense of their airfields. In one case—British spe-
cial forces’ attacks on Axis airfields in North Africa—the loss of air-
craft was so severe and the airpower balance so precarious that these
attacks appear to have made a major contribution to the British
cause. In others, the loss of airfields to attacking forces enabled the
attacker’s air force to move in and extend its range. For example, the
Japanese victory over the British in Malaya was made possible by
ground forces’ capturing critical air bases. Finally, in both North

RANDMAS553-1.1

Figure 1.1—Locations of Ground Attacks on Airfields, 1940-1992
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Africa and the Pacific theater, the need to capture and defend
airfields drove Axis and Allied campaign planning. It is clear from
this analysis that ground attacks on airfields in past conflicts cannot
be dismissed as a quaint subfield of military history. The simple-but-
effective tactics and the strategic rationale for the attacks are as
relevant today as they were in 1940. Indeed, the centrality of
airpower to modern warfare makes airfields even more tempting tar-
gets than in the past.

PURPOSE

Given the numerous occurrences, global distribution, and recentness
of ground attacks on air bases, it is surprising that a comprehensive
history of those attacks has not been published.? This report is in-
tended to begin filling that void by bringing together in one docu-
ment descriptions and analyses of airfield attacks over the past 50
years.* The objectives, tactics, and outcomes of both standoff and
penetrating attacks® are analyzed to identify those techniques that
were most effective for attackers, as well as those that were the most
successful defensive countermeasures. With an eye toward applying
lessons learned to future conflicts, I seek in this report to answer the
following questions:

* How have attacking forces been inserted into the enemy rear
area?

e What attacker tactics and weapons have been most effective?

3The only published historical work on this subject is Roger Fox, Air Base Defense in
the Republic of Vietnam: 1961-1973, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Air Force Office of
History [now Center for History}, 1979. Fox’s book is an excellent history of air base
defense in Vietnam, but it does not address attacks in other conflicts.

4This research revealed 645 ground attacks on air bases between 1940 and 1992.
These attacks are listed chronologically in Appendix B. Sources for the entries include
academic and personal accounts of military operations and campaigns, government
documents, official histories, and newswire and/or newspaper reports.

SStandoff attacks use direct- or indirect-fire weapons from beyond the defensive
perimeter. Mortars, rockets, recoilless rifles, and small arms have all been used to fire
on aircraft, facilities, and personnel from distances up to 11 kilometers. Penetrating
attacks typically are done covertly by small teams who slip through the defensive
perimeter and place bombs with time fuzes (satchel charges) on aircraft and materiel.
Defensive perimeters have been assaulted outright also; the attackers then use direct-
fire weapons (machine guns, tank guns, and small arms) against airfield targets.
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¢ What defensive countermeasures have worked?

¢ Were there promising countermeasures that the defense failed to
employ?

e What has been the strategic effect of ground attacks on air bases
in previous conflicts?

ORGANIZATION

This report is organized as follows. Chapter Two identifies four ob-
jectives of air base attackers and gives historical examples for each.
Since the attacker’s force size tracked closely with the ambitiousness
of its objectives, this classification system can help defenders make
the conceptual link between threats and appropriate defensive or-
ganizations, tactics, and weapons. For example, theater-level offen-
sives that used large ground formations to capture airfields could not
be countered solely by USAF Security Police units; offensives at this
level are the responsibility of the theater commander. As is pointed
out throughout the report, the most common challenge for past air
base defenders has been to detect and stop small forces seeking to
destroy aircraft.

Chapters Three through Five present short case studies of air base
attacks on Crete, in North Africa, and in Vietnam. The cases selected
represent both historical and current threats to air bases, have a
considerable literature or body of data available, and offer insights
into insertion techniques and attack tactics and weapons that
continue to be used by air base attackers.

Chapter Three discusses the successful May 1941 German airborne
assault of Commonwealth airfields on Crete. The loss of Crete con-
vinced the British government that a dedicated air-base-defense
force was needed and led to the creation of the Royal Air Force
Regiment. USAF leaders followed suit, creating a dedicated air-base-
defense force also. Thus, the attack on Crete is a seminal event for
the Royal Air Force Regiment and a touchstone for U.S. Air Force
Security Police.

This episode is relevant for two additional reasons. First, there is a
great deal of confusion in air-base-defense circles about what really
happened on Crete. This chapter seeks to dispel several myths about
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the operation and to offer lessons that are substantiated by the excel-
lent historical materials available. Second, the British experience on
Crete illustrates problems associated with joint-service operations in
defense of airfields.

Chapter Four investigates British special forces’ attacks on Axis air-
fields in North Africa and the Mediterranean between 1940 and 1943.
It is included for two reasons. First, the British were highly success-
ful, destroying almost 400 aircraft in 50 raids. Second, the extensive
literature on British special forces—both first-person accounts and
scholarly works—offers an attacker’s perspective on the purpose,
challenges, and tactics of air base attack.

Chapter Five analyzes Viet Cong (VC) and North Vietnamese Army
(NVA) attacks on U.S. air bases in Vietnam and Thailand. Vietnam
was included for several reasons. The sheer number of attacks—475
against main operating bases (MOBs) alone—argues for inclusion,
because the Vietnam experience dominates the historical record.
Second, the VC and NVA demonstrated impressive creativity, adapt-
ability, and persistence in their operations. They proved that third-
world forces with relatively crude weapons can threaten a superpow-
er’s airfields. Excellent mission planning, intelligence preparation,
training, and leadership made up for what they lacked in equipment.
Finally, the USAF kept excellent records on air base attacks in
Vietnam. Project CHECOS® reports and the official USAF history of air
base defense in Vietnam’ offer detailed insights into what orga-
nizational structures, training, equipment, and tactics were most ef-
fective. Of particular interest is a recently declassified Project
CHECO report on five attacks on USAF air bases in Thailand.?
Chapter Five analyzes data on these five attacks to gain additional
insights into the air-base-defense problem in Vietnam.

6Contemporary Historical Examination of Current Operations, an effort by Pacific Air
Forces' Headquarters Staff to identify lessons learned from operations during the
Vietnam conflict.

7Fox, 1979.

8USAF, Base Defense in Thailand: Project CHECO Southeast Asia Report, Hickam AFB,
Hawaii: Headquarters, Pacific Air Forces, February 18, 1973. (Declassified by USAF
Office of History, August 16, 1994.)
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Chapter Six presents lessons learned and conclusions for future
conflicts.

Following the successful May 1941 German attack on Crete, British
Prime Minister Winston Churchill issued a directive on improving air
base defense. Contemporary discussions of Crete have often cited
parts of this memo out of context. To give the reader a better under-
standing of Churchill’s concerns, I give the full text of the memo in
Appendix A. Appendix B includes short descriptions of the 645 at-
tacks identified in the course of this research. Full citations for all
references in Appendix B can be found in the Bibliography.






Chapter Two
HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

A RANGE OF THREATS

Air bases have been attacked as a way of pursuing a broad range of
objectives, from the ambitious goal of capturing an airfield to the
minimalist goal of harassing air base operations. Discussions of air
base defense often treat these threats as similar. However, the
threats are quite different and call for a broad range of defensive
countermeasures. To bound the problem and have the range and
nature of historical threats to air bases become more visible, I
categorize the attacks identified in this research according to the
attacker’s major objective. These attacks can be grouped into the
following four broad categories (the number of each attack type
follows each objective):

e Capture airfield (41)

* Denydefender use of airfield (47)

¢ Harass defenders (173)

* Destroy aircraft and equipment (384).

As Figure 2.1 illustrates, the majority of these attacks sought to de-
stroy aircraft and equipment. Only 6 percent of the attacks at-
tempted to capture air bases to insert troops or so that the attacker
could carry out its own offensive air operations. Most of the larger
attacks occurred during World War II, although Soviet forces in
Afghanistan (1979) and U.S. forces in Grenada (1983) and Panama
{1989) also seized airfields for use as airheads.
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Figure 2.1—Airfield-Attack Objectives

This chapter presents and discusses historical examples of attacks
that pursued these four objectives. The discussion is largely descrip-
tive and is intended to briefly introduce air base attack and to pro-
vide a context for the analysis that follows. Additional details on
these attacks can be found in Appendix B.

OBJECTIVE I: CAPTURE AIRFIELD

Ground forces have sought to capture airfields on 41 occasions. In 16
cases, airborne forces attacked airfields to use them as airheads for
the insertion of additional troops. In 23 cases, airfields were attacked
so that the aggressor’s air force could use the facilities. In 2 cases, the
airfields were attacked to destroy collocated ground forces.! The two
main goals are detailed below.

10n February 27, 1991, armored units from the U.S. 24th Infantry Division
(Mechanized) captured Iraqi airfields at Jalibah and Talil, destroying 29 aircraft in the
process. See Appendix B for more details.
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Seize Airfield as Airhead

Airborne forces attacked airfields 16 times between 1940 and 1989 to
secure airfield facilities for the air landing of troops, heavy equip-
ment, and supplies.

The Germans were the first to recognize the value of adversary air-
fields as insertion points for their own forces. On April 9, 1940,
German paratroopers captured airfields at Aalborg, Denmark, and
Sola, Oslo, and Stavanger, Norway. At Oslo, after the initial airborne
assault was aborted because of heavy anti-aircraft fire, a few aircraft
landed under fire and discharged paratroopers, who captured the
airfield. On May 10, 1940, German paratroopers captured three air-
fields at The Hague and another at Rotterdam in Holland. At The
Hague, Dutch reserve forces drove the Germans off the airfields.
German ground forces relieved the paratroopers five days later, re-
capturing the airfields.? A year later, in the largest German airborne
operation of the war, German paratroopers assaulted the three
Commonwealth airfields on Crete. Driven off by stout defenses at
two airfields, the Germans did, however, capture the field at Maleme.
Using Maleme as an airhead, the Luftwaffe rapidly reinforced the
tenuous German toehold. Crete fell to the Germans a week later.

In 1979, Soviet airborne forces seized Kabul airport and several other
bases for use by follow-on forces in the Soviet takeover of
Afghanistan.3 In 1983, American forces conducted similar attacks in
Grenada during Operation Urgent Fury, capturing Salinas and Pearls
airports on Grenada by airborne and helicopter assault, respec-

2Donald E. Cluxton, Jr., “Concepts of Airborne Warfare in WWII,” Master’s Thesis,
Duke University, Durham, N.C., 1967, pp. x, xi, xvii; Thomas E. Greiss, ed., The Second
World War: Europe and the Mediterranean, The West Point Military History Series,
Wayne, N.J.: Avery Publishing Group, Inc., 1984b, p. 29; Thomas E. Greiss, ed., Atlas
for the Second World War: Europe and the Mediterranean, The West Point Military
History Series, Wayne, N.].: Avery Publishing Group, Inc., 1985b, Map 8a.

3prew Middleton, “Soviet Display of Flexibility: Afghan Airlift Is Lesson in Moving
Troops Fast,” The New York Times, December 28, 1979, pp. Al, A13.



12 Snakes in the Eagle's Nest

tively.? Finally, in 1989, during Operation Just Cause, U.S. Rangers
captured Rio Hato and Tocumen airfields in Panama.®

Capture Airfield for Offensive Air Operations

In 23 cases, attacking air forces sought to capture enemy airfields to
perform their own air operations. This objective appears to be exclu-
sive to World War II; no cases were found in other conflicts. In many
of the 23 cases, the attackers were able to mount offensive air opera-
tions within hours or days after their ground forces had secured the
airfield. (Ground forces captured the airfields so that their own air
force could fly in and conduct offensive air operations from the air-
field, extending the reach of the attacker’s air force.)

Fighting in the Pacific theater was noted for its jointness, which in-
tegrated ground, naval, and air operations to an unprecedented de-
gree. In particular, the campaign plans of both sides were largely
determined by the need to capture and defend air bases.® Thus, joint
offensive operations were often Jaunched to capture enemy airfields.
Subsequent air operations from these new bases extended the
offensive reach of airpower, allowing for new naval and ground op-
erations that seized new airfields.

In December 1941, Japanese ground and naval forces attacked Wake
Island for its airfield. They were initially beaten off but returned sev-
eral weeks later and captured the island. Also in December, Japanese
forces invaded Thailand and Malaya. Their ultimate objective was to
defeat British forces in Malaya and capture Singapore. An important
intermediate objective was to defeat the Royal Air Force (RAF). To do
s0, the Japanese Air Force needed air bases in Thailand and northern
Malaya. The Japanese 25th Army made amphibious landings at
Singora and Patani, Thailand, and Kota Bharu, Malaya. In a week of
fighting, they captured the Thai airfields at Sin