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PROBLEMS

in an

AIRHEAD OPERATION

ON the night of 5 March,
1944, gliders of the First Air Com-
mando Force cut loose from their
mother transports deep in Japanese-
held Burma. The troops and equip-
ment they carried established the
“first” United States airhead, and,
together with subsequent Air Com-
mando operations, provided the
“only” combat history of United
States airhead operations.

Before anyone takes violent issue
with the “first” and the “only,” let
me define the “airhead” upon which
these statements are based. An air-
head is an objective or a series of
objectives well within enemy terri-
tory which can be taken only by
airborne assault and which must
be supplied and reinforced entirely
by air until the successful comple-
tion of the operation.

It is not the purpose of this article
to recite the military actions which
have contributed to the modern con-
cept of airhead operations. It is
important, however, that it be un-
derstood that the concept finds
little basis in experience in airhead
operations. Rather, it stems from

—From Army Information Digest, USA.

Major-General Otto P. Weyland, US Army.

an analysis of similar operations
(standard airborne, the Hump, the
Berlin Airlift), an evaluation of the

capabilities of present-day air-
craft, and an acknowledgment of
the existence of effective air-trans-
portable weapons and equipment of
the Army.

Visualize, if you will, the air-
borne phase of Normandy combined
with the Berlin Airlift, plus active
air opposition, and you have a fair
picture of an airhead operation. It
requires no stretch of the imagina-
tion to see that such an effort pre-
sents problems—many of them.

First of all, such an operation has
a staggering transport aircraft re-
quirement. Major-General James M.
Gavin has stated that in his opinion
a corps is the smallest unit that
offers promising tactical prospects in
the establishment of an independent
airhead.! Colonel Joseph N. Bell
has stated that the airlift of a corps
would involve 31,400 tons and that
its daily supply requirements would
amount to 3,000 tons.2 Add to this
the required engineers, receipt and
distribution personnel, aerodrome

1 Infantry Journal, December, 1946,
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operations and maintenance person-
nel and fighter defence units and
we begin to see the immense airlift
problem that faces us.

Besides the problem of securing
sufficient transport aircraft depar-
ture airfields must be selected which
have the facilities necessary to pro-
vide for the complicated marshall-
ing of aircraft and Army and Air
Force units destined for the air-
head. This is no small problem.
Hundreds of aeroplanes and thou-
sands of officers, soldiers and air-
men must, from start to finish, be at
the right place at the right time.
This, of course, requires more than
facilities. A major problem in orga-
nization is involved.

It is the theatre commander—or
perhaps even the Joint Chiefs of
Staff—who, having no other method
of securing a “must” objective in
the overall strategic scheme of the
war, decides that an airhead opera-
tion will be carried out. A Joint
Task Force will most likely be orga-
nized and given the airhead mission
and the units with which to carry
it out. It is this Task Force which
does the detailed planning which
puts the right men, the right equip-
ment and the right aeroplanes all at
the proper place at the proper time.

Let us assume that our Joint Task
Force has been allocated the re-
quired number of transport aircraft,
adequate departure airfields and
assurance that sufficient combat and
supporting units will be provided.
We now have something to work
with, but our work has just begun.

Before there can be any hope of
success we must establish air su-

2 Air University Quarterly Review,
Winter, 1948,

periority. Our fighters and bombers
must clear the sky of the enemy,
and not until this is accomplished to
a sufficient degree can we risk the
employment of our slow, unarmed
transports with their valuable car-
goes of men and equipment.

While the battle for control of
the air is progressing, our recon-
naissance units will be working
overtime to select the exact drop
zones and landing zones. They must
keep the Task Force supplied with
up-to-date photo coverage and re-
ports on enemy air and surface
activity over the entire area. The
photographs must be studied in de-
tail to select phase lines, to deter-
mine the capacity of the existing
airfields and to select sites for the
construction of airstrips if that
should prove necessary. Landing-
field capacity must be adequate to
handle the maximum effort of our
available transport aircraft and the
operations of our fighter planes.

Assuming that the capacity of the
airhead landing fields is satisfac-
tory, we must then select the per-
sonnel and equipment to keep our
transports flying the maximum
number of sorties day and night in
all weather. This means that we
must plan to install instrument
landing equipment and have it
operating early in the action. It
means that the right number of re-
ceipt and distribution personnel
must be selected, trained and
equipped so that aircraft turn--
around time is kept to a minimum.
If we have too many men for this
job it will cause an extra airlift
burden—for they, too, are consu-
mers.
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As our reconnaissance and intel-
ligence reports are studied over a
period of time, a picture of the
enemy’s capabilities begins to come
into focus. We can make our “final”
selection of combat units and deter-
mine the priority with which they
will be introduced into the airhead.
Having selected the combat units,
the next problem is to determine
the number and kind of supporting
units they require. How many and
what kind of engineers, for example,
are needed? Can we afford to base
fighter planes in the airhead, or,
conversely, can we afford not to
base them there? What will be
the fighter defence requirement and
what is the offensive reguirement?
Many educated guesses have to be
made—guesses based on an estimate
of the enemy's capabilities.

The method
tive fighters is

of utilizing protec-
itself a major con-
sideration. A wrong guess as to
where to base them and in what
strength may make or break our
airhead operation. Besides the
fighter units, an effective control
system must be installed. In a re-
cent exercise in which an airhead
was established, close tactical air
support was enhanced in the initial
stages of the operation by Forward
Air Controllers. These men para-
chuted into the area with the air-
borne units and established con-
tact with and control of the air alert
fighters in the area in a matter of

The picture opposite shows
American paratroops landing at
Nadzab, New Guinea, to prepare
the ground ‘- for the iransporis
flying in the 7th Australian
Division in September, 1943.
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minutes. As the airhead expands,
the Tactical Control System, too,
must grow so as to employ effec-
tively our air effort from both an
offensive and defensive standpoint.

So far, no mention has been made
of the weather man, but we can be
certain that he has been slaving
over his charts and his crystal ball.
He is the man who will exercise
considerable influence in the selec-
tion of D-Day. What kind of
weather do we want? Good weather
—good enough to allow the
assembly of our horde of troop car-
rier aircraft and their escort fighters.
We may be able to use a “Berlin
Airlift Stream” later on, but initi-
ally for the airborne phase of the
operation we want as large a gather-
ing in as small a space as possible.
We therefore want weather good
enough to allow the employment of
mass and we want it to stay good
until instrument landing systems
can be installed in the airhead.

From the time the decision is
made to conduct the airhead opera-
tion until the day it is established,
there is one important problem for
which the most careful plans must
be made—namely, the maintenance
of security. No whisper of what or
where must reach the wrong ears.
Like standard airborne operations,
the airhead by its very nature de-
pends on complete surprise for suc-
cess. An informed enemy could lay
a trap, the consequences of which
are not nice to think about. It is
almost certain that if the enemy
knew our plans, the airhead would
fail before it was fiairly started.
Deception has been employed effec-
tively in past military operations,

however, and might well prove
valuable in planning for airhead
operations.
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In summary, these are some of
the basic requirements in an opera-
tion. First, air superiority must be
established, or all thought of air-
head operation must be abandoned.
Second, there must be effective in-
telligence in order that an accurate
picture of the enemy’s capabilities
may be presented. Any plans made
without an understanding of these
capabilities might well be suicidal.
It is the key to the selection of
units, weapons, equipment and the
airhead itself. Third is the obvious
requirement that sufficient airlift
and combat and supporting units
are available to conduct the opera-
tion. Fourth, security must be air-
tight. Like airborne operations, the
establishment of an airhead requires
tor its success the advantage of sur-
prise. Fifth, weather must be care-
fully analysed. The weather fore-
cast plays an important part in the
selection of D-Day, good weather
being required for the employment
of mass in the initial stages of the
operation. These are a few of the
major problems.

Some military thinkers consider
that the logistic support required to
establish and maintain an indepen-
dent airhead exceeds our capability.
The logistic support required is in-
deed enormous and limits the selec-
tion of areas suitable for an airhead.
It is conceivable, however, that sites
might be selected with a complex of
airfields already built or utilizing,
for example, natural features of the

terrain such as the bed of a huge
dry lake, which would require little
if any heavy engineering equipment
or construction materials.

The modern concept of airhead
operations, as mentioned earlier, is
based in part on an evaluation of
the capabilities of present-day air-
craft. Meanwhile, the weight-lift-
ing capacity of transport aircraft is
increasing steadily. Cruising speed,
too, is increasing, and this in effect
increases lift capacity since it allows
more sorties in a given period. The
reversible propeller can stop a
heavily-loaded transport in a short
distance. The same transport empty,
or nearly so, can take off from the
airhead in a shorter distance so
that smaller airfields may be used.

The modern concept of airhead
operations also is based in part on
the acknowledgment that the Army
is succeeding in its efforts in mak-
ing modern weapons and equipment
air transportable—with less weight
and bulk. The recoilless rifle hav-
ing the weight of a .50 calibre gun
and the wallop of a 75mm. howitzer,
is an example of the success of this
programme.

As the Army programme to make
its weapons and equipment air
transportable and the Air Force
programme to increase the lift ca-
pacity of its aircraft progress, the
airhead operation becomes a potent
capability—a capability that a bel-
ligerent nation cannot take lightly.






