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INTRODUCTION

As this book was being written in the autumn of 2014 it was made public that the US Air Force (USAF) had once again decided to retire the A-10. It is no secret that the service never wanted the ‘Hog’. No measure of success over the battlefield could ever redeem its forced entry into the USAF, and the ability of Congressional lawmakers to repeatedly out-manoeuvre USAF and Department of Defense decision makers is perhaps the only reason the aeroplane has reached the 21st century still very much in active service.

My two Osprey Combat Aircraft volumes on the A-10 in Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) could not have been written without the commitment and willingness of the ‘Hog’ pilots to tell me their stories of combat in Afghanistan. For their time and patience I am most grateful. Their combat accounts were frank, entertaining and insightful, and will probably never be repeated again. Thanks to Lt Col Drew ‘Baker’ English, Brig Gen Thomas ‘Big’ Deale, Lt Col Stephen ‘Bitch’ Otto, Lt Col Joshua ‘Bondo’ Rudell, Col Brian ‘BT’ Burger, Brig Gen John ‘Buster’ Cherrey, Lt Col Anthony ‘Crack’ Roe, Lt Col ‘D-Ray’ Rayman, Lt Col ‘Frag’ Haden, Col Michael ‘Foot’ Millen, Maj Jeremy ‘Frogger’ Stoner, Capt Aaron ‘Geezus’ Cavazos, Maj Eric ‘Gopher’ White, Maj Christopher ‘Metro’ Cisneros, Lt Col Thomas ‘Narly’ McNurlin, Maj Thomas ‘PETA’ Harney, Lt Col Mike ‘Pony’ Lowe, Capt Aaron ‘Puff’ Palan, Maj Joseph ‘Rudy’ Hext, Lt Col Michael ‘Scud’ Curley, Capt Chris ‘Slug’ Palmer, Col Kevin ‘Stubby’ Campbell, Maj Ruston ‘Trombone’ Traynham, Lt Col Paul ‘Zucco’ Zurkowski, Capt James Chevalier and especially Lt Col Robert ‘Muck’ Brown. I can only hope to have done your stories justice.

I would also like to thank my family – Stef, Carsten, Jamison and Madison – for their continued support with this project.

Gary Wetzel

Phoenix, Arizona

January 2015
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The first ‘Hog’ to be modified into an A-10C was 81-0989 of the 40th Flight Test Squadron at Eglin AFB. The aircraft made its first flight on 20 January 2005 from the Florida base, although it is seen here a long way from home at Nellis AFB in early 2009 (Gary Wetzel)



The A-10A Thunderbolt II was going to be left behind. Never known for its advanced technology, the ‘Hog’ was scheduled only to last until 2018 in its post-Operation Desert Storm configuration. Low-altitude safety and targeting enhancement (LASTE) was supposed to be the last major upgrade for the jet, and that was put in place as the aircraft returned from Saudi Arabia in 1991. After that there was no major upgrade planned for the A-10. As the USAF pursued the further advances in technology that had been demonstrated in Desert Storm, the A-10 was not to be one of the principal beneficiaries of those advances.

Prior to LASTE, the ability of an A-10 to pinpoint a target entirely depended upon the pilot’s skill, as Lt Col James Marks explained;

‘When I flew the A-10A in Europe back in the 1980s, you were lucky if the old inertial navigation system [INS] fitted in the jet got you to within a couple of miles of the target due to its propensity for drifting. That was where you made your money as an A-10 pilot, employing effective clock-to-map-to-ground skills. You knew the terrain, which meant that the INS was just a reference point that might get you close to the target. It would get you to the ballpark but it wouldn’t get you to home plate. You had to become very adept at knowing the roads, hills and valleys. INS gave you some corrections for weapons delivery but not a computed bombsight. LASTE gave us computed bombing, a radar altimeter and autopilot. The A-10 became quite precise as the “death dot” in the HUD [head-up display] made things a lot easier.’

Although LASTE had been a success, the A-10 was going to need an additional upgrade if it was to see another decade of service. In 1997, six years after Desert Storm, a modernisation was first proposed, and Lockheed Martin was awarded a contract to become the prime contractor and systems integrator. In 2001 the company was awarded another contract, this time for engineering and manufacturing development of the Precision Engagement (PE) modification programme that would ultimately produce the A-10C.

The PE programme would deliver a number of changes to the A-10. The single television monitor in the cockpit for the infrared AGM-65D Maverick missile would be removed and two 5 x 5-inch colour multifunction displays installed in its place. The addition of a HOTAS (hand-on-throttle-and-stick), new computers, improved power systems and a Mil-Std 1760 databus also meant that new weapons like the GPS-guided Joint Direct Attack Munition (JDAM) could now be employed by the jet. Add a current-generation targeting pod and a data link, and the post-PE A-10 would be among the most technologically capable aircraft in the USAF’s inventory, even if the service had never wanted it.

However, the PE programme was nearly derailed by the 1995 Base Realignment and Closure (BRAC) committee move to close McClellan AFB and its Sacramento Air Logistics Center. The jet’s System Program Office (SPO) had called McClellan AFB home since the aircraft had first entered service in 1976, and the engineering expertise (primarily civilian) required to work on upgrades and keep the jet operational had built up here over the ensuing 25 years. Upon McClellan’s closure in 2001, the A-10 SPO moved to Hill AFB, in Utah, but the expertise did not. This immediately created a vacuum in know-how when it came to pushing through the PE programme.

Frustrated by the situation at Hill AFB, and the slow progress of the PE programme, the Air Force Reserve (AFRes) and Air National Guard (ANG) had launched the A-10A+ project that would bridge the gap between the A- and C-models. It hoped that such an upgrade would fit its needs and budget. A proof of concept was initiated in 2002, pushed forward by the desire to include the A-10 in initial planning for combat operations in Iraq. The main goal of this programme was to make the jet compatible with a targeting pod. Such a system would give the pilot the ability to search for targets further than his eyes could see, even with the assistance of binoculars. Two units, the 118th Fighter Squadron (FS)/103rd Fighter Wing (FW) of the Connecticut ANG and the 131st FS/104th FW of the Massachusetts ANG, pushed the envelope as far as integrating a targeting pod with their A-10As.

The key to integrating the targeting pod – in this case the AN/AAQ-28 Litening II – was the A-10’s adaptive interface module (AIM). Maj Thomas McNurlin would end up running the A-10A+ programme, and he explained how this process occurred;
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One of the first A-10s to receive the PE upgrade, 79-0169 of the 422nd TES departs Nellis AFB on an early mission to test the aircraft’s systems on 9 February 2006 (Gary Wetzel)



‘The ANG was in a hurry to get a pod on the A-10 as the immediate goal was to use the A-10 in western Iraq. By attaching a pod to the AIM, and after running a few cables, the jet thought it was still talking to a Maverick missile and the pod thought it was talking to a Block 30 F-16. The cables allowed navigation solutions to be passed back and forth, which meant that the pod could determine where it was in space, thus allowing it to generate coordinates.

‘At this point Lockheed Martin was saying there was no way to install a pod without building the A-10C, but the Reserve Guard Test Center basically said, “Oh, really?” The latter entered into a relationship with Northrop Grumman, and engineers from both the test centre and the company put it all






















































A Note on the Front Cover

On the afternoon of 5 January 2012, Capt Joseph Hext and his wingman, Lt Col Joshua Ruddell, of the 303rd EFS departed Kandahar Airfield for an OEF combat mission. The A-10 pilots had originally been assigned a Joint Tactical Air Request not far from their base, but shortly after taking off Capt Hext (in A-10C 81-0985) had received information of a troops-in-contact (TIC) situation that they were being tasked to support. The two pilots duly headed for Kunar Province, in northeastern Afghanistan. When the two pilots arrived in the target area they found nearby mountain peaks obscured by cloud cover from a winter storm that had settled over a river valley in which the troops were patrolling. A SOF team on the ground had been engaged by insurgents, and it was now involved in a firefight with the enemy. One particular fighting position occupied by the Taleban was preventing the troops from egressing the area, so the SOF team’s JTAC requested that the A-10s target it. The soldiers were also wary of the possibility of ‘squirters’ – enemy fighters who might survive the bomb blast and try to escape.

The pilots devised a plan to meet all the concerns of the JTAC. Lt Col Ruddell would drop a 500 lb GBU-38 JDAM on the fighting position once the battle check was completed and the target’s coordinates had been passed to him. Circling at 22,000 ft, Lt Col Ruddell would be above the cloud layer and unable to see the target four miles below him. Capt Hext, three miles in trail of Lt Col Ruddell, would penetrate the cloud base and fly up the valley in order to maintain a visual on the target. With his Litening II targeting pod fixed on the fighting position to be bombed, Capt Hext would be able to see any ‘squirters’ and immediately engage them with his jet’s 30 mm cannon.

Unable to penetrate the cloud layer directly overhead of the target, Capt Hext, as the flight lead, flew down the valley from the TIC until he found a break in the undercast. Cautiously descending, he slowly worked his way through the clouds and then flew his A-10 back up the valley in the direction of the target area. As Capt Hext closed to within three miles of the fighting position, the JDAM, which Lt Col Ruddell had already released, impacted directly on the target. Using the Litening II pod to scour the area, Capt Hext overflew the impact point but found no surviving enemy fighters. He then turned the A-10 around within the valley and flew out the same way he had come in – above him, Lt Col Ruddell performed a similar manoeuvre. Finding another break in the clouds, Capt Hext then commenced his ascent to rejoin his wingman
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