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Madhatters bring down the hammer

By Master Sgt. Will Ackerman

48th Fighter Wing Public Affairs

EGLIN AIR FORCE BASE, Fla. – When most people think of traveling to Florida this time of year their thoughts are on beaches, sun bathing and spring break. But for the 492nd Fighter Squadron’s Madhatters, their thoughts were on dropping bombs during Combat Hammer at Eglin Air Force Base, Fla., held Feb. 25 to 28. 

For 12 492nd FS Strike Eagle pilots and weapons systems officers, the exercise was the first opportunity they had to drop 2,000-pound GBU-24 Paveway III and 500-pound GBU-12 Paveway II against real targets. Both GBUs are inert unpowered, laser-guided weapons.

“It was sweet watching the GBU-24 go ‘schwank’ right into the target,” said 1st Lt. Andrew Perry, 492nd FS WSO. “I saw (the GBU-24) just plow into the side of the bunker with dirt going everywhere. Imagine if that thing was live.” 

-MORE-

COMBAT HAMMER 2-2-2

The 86th Fighter Weapons Squadron at Eglin AFB hosts Combat Hammer, the air-to-ground portion of the U.S. Air Force Weapons System Evaluation Program, supported by the 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group at Tyndall AFB, Fla., a sub-unit of Eglin’s 53rd Wing. Hammer’s purpose is to operationally assess precision-guided munitions from cradle to target impact. 

“The primary objective is to establish a database so warplanners – all the agencies in the Air Force that do the planning function – have an idea what the Strike Eagle with a GBU-24 or a GBU-12 can do and what its hit ratio is going to be,” said Maj. Mike Alford, 86th FWS Air-to-Ground WSEP Manager. 

“The program doesn’t just evaluate the F-15E. We look at every aircraft that carries a precision-guided mission we look at in this program,” Alford said. About 15-20 Air Force units participate in Combat Hammer’s one-week program. 

From aircrew members who fly the F-15E Strike Eagle dual-role fighter (air-to-air and interdiction) like Perry to those that fly the granddaddy of bombers – the B-52 Stratofortress, Combat Hammer enables the crews to drop precision-guided munitions on real targets while multiple video cameras capture the missions to provide real-time feedback on combat tactics and weapon employment. 

-MORE-

COMBAT HAMMER 3-3-3

Aircrews employ their munitions on targets at the Eglin Reservation while battling exercise combat threats that include simulated surface-to-air missiles to F-15C Eagles from the 85th Test and Evaluation Squadron here flying as enemy aggressors, Alford said. Targets on the approximate 20- by 30-mile range are conex truck shipping containers configured to resemble bunkers.

Because heavier precision-guided munitions are expensive, and due to certain United Kingdom restrictions, Lakenheath F-15E aircrews don’t get to drop the GBU-24 or GBU-12 in England, said Maj. Travis Willis, 492nd FS deployed detachment commander.  Willis said it’s tough to validate the weapon system’s capabilities and aircrew employment tactics if they don’t drop live munitions.

“Here’s where we want to make any mistakes and learn lessons,” he said. “The first time to drop a weapon shouldn’t be in combat.” 

Although 492nd FS aircrews regularly train using simulations for employing these munitions at home, the “beauty” of Combat Hammer is that aircrews here actually drop and maneuver the laser-guided bombs and watch them hit their targets, which validates the training, said Capt. Andrew Bernard, 492nd WSO.

“It’s great to say, ‘hey, the stuff I trained to do actually gets the job done,’” Bernard said. 

However, aircrew, aircraft and weapon performance aren’t the only areas under evaluation; mission planning, aircraft maintenance and weapons loading are also monitored.
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“Not only are we telling warplanners how well combat aircrews are trained, we are telling them how well maintainers are trained,” said Senior Master Sgt. Tony Shimley, 86th FWS maintenance director. “We give a good look if the crews are proficient, follow technical data and at safety.”

Combat Hammer also helps Shimley’s evaluators determine discrepancies between maintenance checklists and actual procedures. “These guys actually load bombs for the Air Force. We can show the item managers who write the checklists how the end users might misunderstand the (technical order).” 

Although 492nd FS maintainers and weapons loaders were closely scrutinized by Shimley’s evaluators, a first-time Combat Hammer participant said working with heavier munitions and seeing the aircraft return with empty bomb racks provided great practical experience.

“It pumps you up to know you did your job right,” said Senior Airman Chris Brooks, 492nd FS weapons loader. “To know the bomb actually dropped off and hit the target; it’s self-gratifying.” 

One benefit of deployments such as Combat Hammer is aircrews and maintainers gain a better appreciation of each other’s roles, said 1st Lt. Chad Campbell, 492nd FS deployed senior maintenance officer. Aircrew members showed maintainers videotapes of their bombing sorties and described how they accomplished their mission and the challenges. 

“It allows the maintainers and weapons loaders to see the importance of what they do,” said Campbell. 
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It’s not only fighter squadron and aircrews who learn from each other on these deployments, Campbell said, “back shop” support airmen are important piece to the puzzle too. A small contingent from support units including 48th Supply, Equipment Maintenance and Component Repair squadrons worked alongside 492nd FS maintainers.

Although teamwork ensured the Strike Eagles were ready to fly their missions, the real test for the Madhatter’s six pilots and six WSOs who had never dropped the GBU-24s was whether they could hit their targets. Among the aircrews who dropped the GBU-12 and GBU-24 for the first time was Brig. Gen. John Brennan, 48th Fighter Wing commander, who converted to the Strike Eagle from the F-15C after assuming command of the Liberty Wing last March. Brennan’s last command was Eglin’s 33rd Fighter Wing. 

All aircrews had a 100 percent target hit rate on their first-time GBU-24 drops. 

The 492nd FS, which has been deployed to Eglin AFB and Tyndall AFB, Fla., redeployed from here to Nellis AFB, Nev., for a two-week Red Flag exercise, which starts Monday. 
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