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Battle Cases: Objective and Truthful Records of the Epic Scenes of War

General Preface to the “World Classic Battles” Series

War is the highest form of struggle among nations, ethnic groups, classes, and political groups. At the same time, as a social phenomenon, it has closely accompanied the advance and development of human society, because every achievement that represents the progress and development of human society has left a vivid imprint on the scroll of war. In a certain sense, the entire history of war is in fact an important component of the history of human civilization. Every historical period has its own magnificent epic of war, and while people appreciate its sweeping panorama, they more often experience the glorious military history and splendid military culture it has left to humankind. Battle cases are the most vivid, rich, objective, and truthful record of this military-historical panorama.

A battle case is an actual example of a war (campaign, battle), a retelling of an operational process that has already taken place. Through concise text, precise expression, and objective evaluation, battle cases make it possible to reproduce the process, characteristics, and laws of a war (campaign, battle) in the quickest and simplest way, on the level of flat text, sand tables, and everything else that can be displayed. Collecting, analyzing, and discussing battle cases should be the main method by which military personnel, scholars, and historians study and research war (campaigns, battles) and draw experience and lessons from it.

Since ancient times, all those who have been praised by history and remembered forever—whether military strategists who rendered outstanding service in devising strategy from within the command tent, or statesmen who exerted themselves to govern well and achieved merit that will last through the ages—have, when the interests of the nation and the ethnic group were at stake, been adept at turning weapons of war into jade and silk. And all these great historical figures, who pursued the benefit of national and ethnic development and avoided the calamity of war, without exception attached importance to the study of war. Their purpose in studying war was to strive to reduce war and defuse war, and their main method of studying war was to analyze and discuss battle cases. While applying battle cases to military practice, some of them also played an important guiding role in strategic planning in the nation’s politics, economy, culture, diplomacy, and other fields.

Our army has always attached importance to the study and research of battle cases, and Mao Zedong, a representative of China’s proletarian military strategists, can be called a model. He was deeply versed in Chinese history and could readily cite famous battle cases from it. In the large body of famous military works, which formed a system of their own and became a treasure house of his ideological theory, the analysis and study of battle cases was often the basis of his arguments. All of our army’s military strategists and a large group of famous generals have devoted themselves to studying battle cases of ancient and modern times, at home and abroad; the glorious achievements in which they skillfully applied the experience and lessons of battle cases to guide the practice of war have also become models for our study today. A modern army should, first of all, be an army with a high level of military-theoretical accomplishment, and actively carrying out research on battle cases has naturally become the main subject and content by which this army studies military affairs and researches military affairs. Studying and researching battle cases has always been our army’s traditional way of raising the military command art of commanders at all levels; many battle cases of our army that deeply embody the essence of Mao Zedong’s military thought, embody our army’s fine traditions, and embody superb command art have been explored in depth, and have become important content in the teaching of military academies and in the study of military theory and exploration of military practice by commanders at all levels of the troops. Since the latter half of the 20th century, the study and research of battle cases has also become a main course in the military education of armies around the world. The U.S. Military Academy at West Point integrates the study of battle cases into the whole process of cadets’ learning and training; they hold that in wartime, the military quality of officers is raised through battlefield experience; in the absence of war, studying and researching battle cases makes it possible to use the war experience of others to raise the military quality of officers, which is the best means and an effective path of military education.

Entering the new century, the world’s new military revolution is flourishing, and the new military revolution with Chinese characteristics is advancing in depth; training and producing a large group of high-quality, innovative new-type military talents has become the urgent task of the moment. In order to improve the planning ability and command art of commanders at all levels, so as to better meet the requirements of winning local wars under informatized conditions, we have compiled this set of the “World Classic Battles” series. It is both to fill a gap in the systematic study of classic battle cases at home and abroad and, more importantly, to provide today’s commanders at all levels with a relatively standardized and unified set of teaching materials for studying world classic battle cases, shifting our army’s study and research of battle cases from a disorderly, scattered, “guerrilla”-style state into a systematic, comprehensive, and regularized process of study and education. We place our hope both on using history to enlighten the present and, even more, on using history to grasp the future, so that while studying and researching battle cases, we may make our due effort toward jointly advancing the military revolution with Chinese characteristics and training high-quality military talents.

Classic battle cases, ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, are as vast as the sea, and works studying battle cases are too numerous to list, but judging from the materials currently available, taking battle-case research as a discipline, systematically studying the world’s famous battle cases, and forming a military-historical document is a pioneering undertaking, and the “World Classic Battles” series is one such. According to our army’s tradition, drawing on the experience of foreign armies, and in light of the needs of education and training in the troops, the overall amount of battle-case study and research required by commanders at different levels differs: in general, junior and intermediate commanders need to master about 100 battle cases, and senior commanders need to master about 200. With a view to improving the command ability of our army’s commanders at all levels in future wars, from among tens of thousands of battle cases we compared, discriminated, and selected 288 battle cases that have a relatively far-reaching influence on current and even future operations and are of the greatest research value. Classified by content, they form the War Volume, the Campaign Volume, the Battle Volume, the Urban Operations Volume, the Air Raid and Counter-Air Raid Operations Volume, the River, Lake, Sea and Island Operations Volume, and the Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume, seven volumes in all, with a total of more than two million characters. In content, the series runs vertically through the three levels of war, campaign, and battle, and horizontally covers all the main operational styles; it also includes various forms of war and wars of various natures, and the battle cases specifically reflect the various factors that shaped the war (campaign, battle) concerned, the various strategic and tactical means adopted in the course of the war, and the final result of the war (campaign, battle). The “World Classic Battles” series has essentially built a battle-case research system that is diverse in form, rational in structure, and comprehensive in content.

The building of our army is at a critical period of reform and development. Actively promoting the military revolution with Chinese characteristics, accelerating the compound development of mechanization and informatization, and intensifying the strength of deepening reform are the only road to achieving the overall transformation of army building. The Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy, as the only mechanized infantry academy of our army, shoulders the important task of training talent for our army’s new-type mechanized units, and constantly raising the military quality of commanders at all levels of our army’s mechanized units is the academy’s main responsibility. Drawing on classic battle cases of ancient and modern times, at home and abroad, for teaching is one of the academy’s traditional teaching methods, and the study and research of battle cases has always been an important part of the academy’s teaching, training, and scientific research. Attaching importance to research on the forms, characteristics, laws, and experience of war, the academy has, over several decades of running its school, accumulated a large body of materials on famous battle cases of ancient and modern times, at home and abroad, rich in content and wide in coverage, and has achieved practical results in teaching, training a large number of high-quality military command personnel for the troops. The academy’s participation in the compilation of the “World Classic Battles” series is both a summing up and review of the academy’s battle-case research and teaching achievements, and will also certainly promote the academy’s teaching, training, and scientific research work into a new stage of development.

In studying and researching battle cases, our eyes are fixed on winning future wars. Taking history as a mirror means drawing on the experience of predecessors to study and grasp the guiding laws of future war. This is not only the fundamental requirement for every military commander to raise his own military quality, but also where his lofty mission and glorious duty lie, and it is precisely the main purpose of our compiling this series. The “World Classic Battles” series provides a platform for study and discussion for raising the military quality of servicemen. We hope that commanders at all levels of our army will treat the study of battle cases as a required course in their own study of military theory and attention to military practice, and make it a habit, an interest, and a hobby, running it through their entire military careers, so as to continually raise our ability to predict war (campaigns, battles), our ability to control the course of the war situation, and our ability to make decisions and command in the course of war (campaigns, battles). In 2005, Vice Chairman Guo Boxiong of the Central Military Commission said: “An outstanding commander should have dozens or even a hundred typical battle cases in his head; in this way his horizons will be broadened, his indirect experience will increase, his range of knowledge will widen, and the reference points by which he thinks through problems will multiply, which is of great benefit to correct decision-making and command.” Vice Chairman Xu Caihou of the Central Military Commission, when requiring the whole army to strengthen research on the “Three Warfares,” also clearly instructed that the study and research of battle cases be strengthened.

The compilation of the “World Classic Battles” series received strong support from the Military Training and Arms Services Department of the General Staff Department and the Air Force Command College, which spent eight months strengthening the review of the series and ensured its publication quality. On the occasion of the series’ publication, we express our sincere thanks to all the leaders and comrades who have cared about, helped, and supported our work! We believe that the publication of the “World Classic Battles” series will promote the study and research of battle cases and will bring a revolutionary change to our army’s military education. We also hope that the “World Classic Battles” series can make its due contribution to our army’s future work in studying war, grasping war, deterring war, and winning war decisively!

Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy

October 1, 2009
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Improving the Command Art of Accomplishing Diversified Military Missions

Preface to “World Classic Battles: Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume”

In the history of human warfare, there is a special type of operation akin to the “acupoint-striking divine skill” of Chinese kung fu, which, with its distinctive mode of operation, flexible and varied means, lean and versatile operational organization, and swift and tightly knit operational tempo, achieves the effect of “four ounces moving a thousand pounds”; this is special operations. A form of operation under modern conditions that is close to this type—counter-terrorism operations—is gradually affecting people’s way of life. For this reason, the “World Classic Battles” series places special operations and counter-terrorism operations together in one volume.

Special operations appear somewhat mysterious because of their “special forces,” “special missions,” and “specific purposes,” but since World War II, special operations have performed ever more actively in historical wars and major events. Practice has proved that special operations have become an important operational style in modern warfare, playing an ever greater role. Especially since the “9·11 incident,” as international terrorist activities and various violent incidents have intensified, the status of special operations and counter-terrorism operations has risen day by day and their role has become increasingly prominent; from formerly coordinating with and supporting other forces in achieving campaign and tactical objectives, they have developed into a relatively independent operational style that can directly achieve specific operational objectives, such as striking at the enemy’s headquarters, important facilities, and vital targets, and rescuing hostages. Therefore, carefully summing up the experience of special operations and counter-terrorism operations is of great practical significance for coping with various security threats and accomplishing diversified military missions.

Based on the important status and role of special operations and counter-terrorism operations, the “World Classic Battles” series specially introduces them as an important operational style, which not only makes the battle-case system more complete but also has strong practical significance for fully preparing for military struggle in the new period. There are many battle cases concerning special operations and counter-terrorism operations; this volume selects 46 classic battle cases from among them, consisting mainly of special operations and counter-terrorism operations carried out by renowned special forces of more than ten countries and regions, including the United States, Russia (the former Soviet Union), Britain, France, Japan, and Israel, and therefore is of greater representative significance. At the same time, in order to be consistent with the style of the other volumes in the series and to reflect the rigor and accuracy of battle cases, in the process of compilation we deliberately drew on the documentary technique of currently published books on special operations and counter-terrorism operations, while also employing a large amount of materials on special operations and counter-terrorism operations of various countries in the world, in pursuit of content that is detailed and true and data that are accurate, with strong readability, scholarliness, and authority, so as to be of certain reference value for the study and research of special operations and counter-terrorism operations.

Considering the particularity of special operations and counter-terrorism operations battle cases, we adjusted the structure of some cases concerning rescuing hostages, striking terrorists, and so on. Apart from the “Case Summary,” the “Pre-Battle Situation” part in some is described as “Causes of the Incident” or “Background of the Incident,” in the hope of introducing the relevant circumstances of the occurrence of the operation or incident more comprehensively and systematically; the “Course of the Operation” and “Case Commentary” parts in some appear under the names “Course of the Incident” (“Course of the Action”) and “Incident Commentary” (“Action Commentary”), so as to better fit the nature and characteristics of special operations and counter-terrorism operations. In addition, some cases break through the above structure and are composed of elements such as “Causes of the Incident,” “Course of the Incident,” “Action Deployment,” “Course of the Action,” and “Action Commentary.” Meanwhile, because special operations and counter-terrorism operations have the characteristics of adequate preparation, rapid action, and brief process, a considerable portion of cases devote relatively large space to introducing key content such as the antecedents and consequences of the whole operation, the specific tactics used, and the weapons and equipment used, and some even place their emphasis on the commentary on the case (incident), striving, through analysis and overall evaluation of the entire operation, to identify the factors in the success or the causes of the failure of each operation, and endeavoring to distill what has a regular pattern, for reference and use.

Our army also has many brilliant cases in special operations and counter-terrorism operations, but for various objective reasons none have been included. At the same time, owing to space limitations, the cases selected are not very many, and their coverage is not very broad. Add to this a lack of relevant materials, so that some cases are not very substantial, which may also affect the study and research of professionals; we express our deep regret here.

The vitality of military academic research lies in understanding reality and enlightening the future. We hope that the study and research of special operations and counter-terrorism operations cases will be strengthened and given importance throughout the army, so that commanders at all levels of our army can thereby gain a deeper understanding of the characteristics and laws of modern warfare, and, from the examples of ever-changing, enigmatic and complex special operations and counter-terrorism operations, find the diversity of modern warfare, so that our military command art may become still more colorful and varied.

Authors of “World Classic Battles: Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Operations Volume”

October 1, 2009




Case 1: German Airborne Surprise Attack on the Belgian Fort Eben-Emael (1940.5.10–5.11)

Book pp. 5–12. Author credited at the end of the case: Wang Xingwu.

【Case Summary】 From May 10 to 11, 1940, in the campaign in which the German army attacked Belgium, using 69 transport aircraft and 41 gliders, it landed 700 men by air (300 of them by parachute) and, concealed and without warning, carried out an airborne assault on Fort Eben-Emael. At the relatively small cost of 6 killed and 20 wounded, it achieved the result of wiping out the fort’s entire garrison, killing or wounding more than 110 of the Belgian fort’s defending troops and capturing more than 1,000, and it opened the gate leading to the Belgian capital, Brussels.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

After the outbreak of the Second World War, according to the operational plan of the German “Yellow” plan for the invasion of Western Europe, the 6th Army on the left wing of German Army Group B was to attack Belgium. Its main mission was to deploy along the German–Belgian border and deliver the main attack toward Liège and Brussels; with the cooperation of airborne troops, it was first to overcome obstacles such as the Maas River and the Albert Canal and break through the Albert Canal defense line, and afterward to annihilate the left wing of the combined British and French forces in the Brussels area. The key to realizing the above intention was to quickly seize the Belgian fort of Eben-Emael and to control the Albert Canal bridges near the fort. If the German 6th Army were blocked at the Albert Canal, the offensive of the whole German army would be seriously affected. Therefore, the German army decided first to assault Eben-Emael Fort, and to seize the 3 bridges over the Albert Canal to the northwest of Eben-Emael Fort—the Kanne Bridge, the Vroenhoven Bridge, and the Veldwezelt Bridge.


(1) A Formidable Fortress

Eben-Emael Fort lies on the Belgian side of the Dutch–Belgian border, between the city of Maastricht and the town of Visé. The fort is an important component of the Albert Canal and the core of Belgium’s eastern defense system. The fort was completed in 1935, and at that time was ranked among the most important defensive positions in Europe and as the strongest fortress in the world, and was figuratively likened to the “great gate” on Belgium’s eastern side and the “iron lock” on the Albert Canal. The Belgian military claimed that Eben-Emael Fort was easy to defend and hard to attack, as solid as a city of metal and a moat of boiling water, and able to withstand an attack by 2 armored divisions of the enemy. In outward appearance it is a small granite hill, with its works and covered structures all built into the natural rock, forming one whole with it. On the northeast and northwest of the fort are almost vertical cliffs and precipitous walls about 40 meters high, with the Albert Canal flowing beneath the cliffs; on the south side lies a broad anti-tank ditch and a 7-meter-high protective wall; on the east is a natural barrier formed by the Maas River and the canal, and the bridges over the rivers are all within range of the fort’s guns. On the north side there is a long, man-made ditch from which water can be released at any time to cut the enemy’s route. Around the foot of the hill are built very deep anti-tank ditches, and a large number of explosive and non-explosive obstacles have been set up. The whole fort is surrounded by the so-called “canal belt” and “moat belt,” and the fort skillfully combines gun emplacements, rotating armored gun turrets, anti-aircraft gun positions, anti-tank gun positions, heavy machine-gun positions, and so on, forming a complete defense system. Concealed within the fort are specially reinforced barracks, with all kinds of living and combat facilities fully provided, and the various parts are connected to one another by reinforced underground tunnels and communication trenches with a total length of 45 kilometers. On top of the fort are 4 concealed gun turrets, supplied with ammunition by hydraulic lifts and able to retract underground at any time. On the turrets are 2 guns of 120 mm caliber, with a range of 16 kilometers; there are also 16 guns of 75 mm caliber, 12 anti-tank guns of 60 mm caliber, 6 anti-aircraft guns, and 37 light and heavy machine guns. Along the outer edge of the fort, beside the ditches, there are also many covered structures and covered trenches as well as mutually supporting firepower points. For close-range defense, 25 twin-barrel heavy machine guns and over a hundred light machine guns were deployed in the blockhouses and covered trenches, and these weapons, together with the other types of firearms of the garrison troops, formed a powerful defensive fire network. In order to mislead the German army, the Belgian army also set up dummy gun turrets at various places in the fort. The troops defending the fort numbered 1,185 in all, belonged to the Belgian 7th Infantry Division, and were commanded by Major Jottrand. To guard against a sudden German attack on the fort, while strengthening the fort’s combat preparations the Belgian army drew up plans for other units to support the fort’s operations, and carried out rehearsals.



(2) The Germans Draw Up the Airborne Surprise Attack Plan

Hitler himself was quite concerned about how to make a surprise attack on Eben-Emael Fort. He sought and adopted the views of the female glider pilot Hanna Reitsch, and decided to use troops carried in gliders to make an airborne surprise attack. Hitler summoned Air Force commander Göring, airborne forces commander Student, and the aeronautical engineer Konrad, and finally decided to commit the strength of one parachute battalion to attack Eben-Emael Fort by means of an airborne surprise attack. A few days later, Hitler personally received the assault force commander selected by Student, Captain Walter Koch. In view of the fort’s terrain characteristics, Student decided to use the German Air Force’s DFS-230 gliders to land the assault force directly on top of the fort.

According to Hitler’s instructions, Student rapidly drew up an airborne operations plan for the surprise attack on Eben-Emael Fort. The plan stipulated: with the 5th and 6th Companies of the 1st Regiment of the 7th Airborne Division as the mainstay, and with other personnel and glider pilots drawn in, 700 men in all would form an assault force to undertake this airborne assault mission, with Koch as commander.

In November 1939, Koch assembled the participating personnel at the Hildesheim air base, and they were named by Hitler the “Koch Assault Regiment.” According to the needs of the operational mission, Koch divided the assault regiment into 4 assault teams and 1 reserve team. The first assault team was made up of 85 men, code-named “Granite,” with Lieutenant Witzig as team leader, equipped with light weapons and 2.5 tons of explosives, riding in 11 gliders; its main mission was to land on top of Eben-Emael Fort, seize the outlying blockhouses, and hold on until the army’s 51st Engineer Battalion came to relieve them. The second assault team was made up of 96 men, code-named “Concrete,” with Second Lieutenant Schächter as team leader, which together with the headquarters of the “Koch Assault Regiment” rode in 11 gliders; its main mission was to land at the Vroenhoven Bridge spanning the Albert Canal, prevent the Belgian army from blowing up the bridge, and build a bridgehead, holding it until the army units arrived. The third assault team was made up of 92 men, code-named “Steel,” with Lieutenant Altmann as team leader, riding in 9 gliders; its main mission was to land at the Veldwezelt iron bridge 6,000 meters northwest of Eben-Emael Fort, ensure the safety of the bridge, and cover the passage of the main-force units. The fourth assault team was made up of 90 men, code-named “Iron,” with Second Lieutenant Schlächter as team leader, riding in 10 gliders; its main mission was to land at the Kanne Bridge, ensure the safety of the bridge, and cover the passage of the main-force units. The reserve team was made up of 300 paratroopers, and its main mission was to parachute onto the top of Eben-Emael Fort and strengthen the assault strength of the first assault team.

In the airborne operation, the 69 “Junkers Ju-52” transport aircraft of the 7th Airborne Division were responsible for air transport. Of these, 41 towing gliders were responsible for the air transport of the 4 assault teams, 18 were responsible for the parachute transport mission of the reserve team, 7 were responsible for the dummy airborne mission, and 3 were responsible for follow-up resupply. The departure airfields were the Ostheim and Butzweilerhof airfields located at Cologne. The airborne distance was 300 kilometers and the airborne depth was 40 kilometers (the drop zone’s distance from the German–Dutch border); the airborne method was a combination of parachuting and airlanding, with airlanding as the main method; the jump altitude was 180 meters, and the gliders’ gliding distance was 100 kilometers. In the fighting, a total of 100 “Stuka” dive bombers of the 2nd Group of the 2nd Flight Training Regiment and the 2nd Dive-Bomber Regiment were responsible for air support, and the ground artillery of the 6th Army was responsible for ground fire support.

This operational plan was quickly approved by Hitler.



(3) Carrying Out Secret Training

As early as the spring of 1939, the German army had already obtained, through the fort’s designer, detailed design drawings of the fort’s interior. On the basis of these drawings, in the autumn of 1939 the German army began to build imitations of Eben-Emael Fort: at the Grafenwöhr military training base near the German–Czech border it built 1 “replica” of exactly the same scale; afterward, it also built 1 smaller model at the Hildesheim air base. After the “Koch Assault Regiment” was formed, the German army spent half a year carrying out strict, absolutely secret training at the Grafenwöhr training base. The training began with theory, and instruction was given using vivid teaching aids such as sand tables and three-dimensional models. After the theoretical study was completed, outdoor training began, regardless of day or night and regardless of whether the weather was good or bad. After Christmas of 1939, using the Altvater (阿尔特法塔) Fort in the Sudetenland region of Czechoslovakia as the imagined enemy, they carried out 12 rehearsals. The high-intensity airborne training made the participating personnel thoroughly familiar with the fort’s internal details and with the combat missions they themselves were to undertake. In the second half of April 1940, the “Koch Assault Regiment” moved to the Ostheim and Butzweilerhof airfields at Cologne to await orders.




II. Course of the Operation

At 03:10 on May 10, Major Jottrand, the commander of Eben-Emael Fort, received an order from the Belgian Army headquarters to “be strictly on alert”; he immediately organized his troops to enter a combat-ready state and sent out patrol sentries to stand guard. The sentries kept a vigilant watch on the surroundings of the fort, but they overlooked a possible assault from the air.

At 04:35, 41 German “Junkers Ju-52” transport aircraft towing 41 DFS-230 gliders took off from the Ostheim and Butzweilerhof airfields at Cologne for the assembly point; after the assault teams had all arrived, they flew west along a “lighted corridor” that extended all the way to the border line, and after reaching Maastricht gradually climbed. According to the regulations, the transport aircraft were to climb to 2,600 meters, but because of an error in calculating wind speed, they actually climbed only to 2,000 to 2,200 meters. The gliders were supposed to release their tow cables over the German–Dutch border and then glide on their own to the target. But the transport aircraft towed the gliders forward for somewhat longer and flew over Dutch territory, which alerted the Dutch troops and drew fire from Dutch anti-aircraft guns. Two gliders of the “Granite” assault team, including the one carrying the commander, Witzig, had their tow cables snapped while climbing, accidentally came free of their tow aircraft, and were forced to land. The other gliders, after releasing from the transport aircraft, were skillfully flown by their pilots clear of the gunfire. After the “Granite” assault team landed on the fort, although it had no commander, its members were well trained and still acted according to the established plan, and in less than 10 minutes blew up and damaged 10 blockhouses. At 07:00, the 18 “Junkers Ju-52” transport aircraft carrying the 300 men of the reserve team arrived over the fort and began the parachute drop, strengthening the assault strength attacking the fort. At 08:30, the glider carrying Lieutenant Witzig, having taken off again, arrived, and he resumed command of the assault team. At 09:00, the German army air-dropped explosives onto the fort. During the daytime of the 10th, the “Granite” assault team and the fort’s garrison engaged in a see-saw battle, but neither side succeeded. The two assault teams “Concrete” and “Steel,” according to plan, respectively at the Vroenhoven Bridge and the Veldwezelt Bridge, landed and rapidly and fiercely attacked the bridge structures. Before the Belgian bridge-guarding troops could react, the German army had swiftly seized the bridges intact. The “Iron” assault team likewise landed, according to plan, on the west side of the Kanne Bridge; just as the assault team members rushed onto the bridge, the Belgian army detonated the explosives on the bridge and blew it up, and the 6 paratroopers who had already reached the bridge deck were killed.

At 05:30 on May 10, the German 6th Army crossed the German–Belgian border line and launched an attack on Belgium. The German ground forces successfully broke through the Belgian army’s forward defense line, crossed the Maas River toward evening on the 10th, reached the Albert Canal, and linked up with the other three assault teams. At dusk on the 10th, the German army sent out the 51st Engineer Battalion (reinforced with 1 infantry company, 1 anti-aircraft machine-gun platoon, 1 anti-tank gun platoon, and 1 chemical-defense detachment), carrying a large quantity of explosives, to support the paratroopers on the fort. In the early morning of the 11th, the 51st Engineer Battalion successfully crossed the canal and began to open up a path onto the fort. Each engineer carried several tens of kilograms of explosives on his person, and every step forward was difficult. The Germans’ reinforced anti-aircraft machine guns and anti-tank guns fired at the fort at close range, the chemical-defense detachment also laid down smoke screens for cover, and the infantry company used light weapons to fire at the fort’s firing ports, covering the engineers’ movements. At 08:00, the engineers finally climbed onto the fort and began demolition. Koch assigned the paratroopers to the various demolition groups to assist and cover the engineers’ actions. On the morning of the 11th, the sound of explosions on the fort was deafening. Each time the engineers blew open an opening, the paratroopers immediately rushed into the underground works and engaged the Belgian army in fierce fighting. By 13:35, the Belgian army was unable to keep fighting and was forced to surrender under the leadership of Major Jottrand.

On May 15, the news of the Dutch surrender reached Belgium, and the combined British and French forces began to withdraw. The Belgian army, having lost the support of the Allied forces, fought while retreating, and in the end, unable to withstand the stronger force, King Leopold III at 04:00 on the 28th ordered the laying down of arms and surrendered to the German army; Belgium was defeated.



III. Case Commentary

In this operation, the German army used gliders to land, concealed and without warning, at the tightly fortified Eben-Emael Fort in Belgium, and at a relatively small cost achieved the aim of seizing the fort and opening the passage into Belgium; it was a very successful airborne surprise attack operation.


(1) Concealing Intent Is the Key to Victory in Airborne Operations

For an airborne surprise attack, the operational intent must be concealed. In this operation the German army did this extremely well. Hitler took a variety of measures to conceal the intent of this airborne operation. The first was to use gliders for the operation. This both took the enemy by surprise and avoided prematurely revealing the airborne intent through the roar of transport aircraft, making it possible to land on top of the fort without a sound and achieve a sudden attack. The second was to land on the fort suddenly without any fire preparation. The third was that, during the preparation period for the airborne operation, the participating personnel signed secrecy “life-and-death registers”; soldiers were not allowed leave and were not allowed to go out, incoming and outgoing letters had to undergo strict inspection, conversation with personnel of other units was strictly forbidden, and whoever leaked secrets would be shot. The fourth was to conduct closed training, with outsiders not permitted to have contact with the “Koch Assault Regiment”; before the airborne operation, when the engineering and technical personnel were assembling the gliders at the departure airfield, the airfield’s logistics personnel and pilots did not know what it was for. Thanks to the effective secrecy measures, the intent of the airborne operation was concealed, laying the foundation for victory in the airborne operation.



(2) Carrying Out a Dummy Airdrop Is an Important Means of Achieving Operational Objectives

When the reserve team of the “Koch Assault Regiment” parachuted, the German army dropped dummy paratroopers over a broad area extending 40 kilometers in depth west of the Albert Canal. These dummy paratroopers wore German uniforms, were stuffed inside with straw, and had parachute gear strapped to their bodies. In order to simulate gunfire, the German army also installed automatic ignition devices on the dummy paratroopers, so that as soon as a dummy paratrooper landed, gunfire and explosion sounds could be simulated through a contact point. The dummy airdrop achieved the effect of passing off the false as the true, disturbed the morale of the other side, made the Belgian army think it was being attacked from front and rear, and effectively held back the Belgian army’s reinforcement actions toward Eben-Emael Fort. This was the first time in the history of airborne operations that the dummy-airdrop tactic was used.



(3) Strong Fire Support Is the Basic Guarantee for Airborne Operations

When the “Koch Assault Regiment” attacked the fort, the Belgian army repeatedly organized counterattacks and support, but all failed because they came under German air fire strikes. As soon as the “Koch Assault Regiment” had landed, the German “Stuka” dive bombers imposed an air-fire blockade on the roads leading to the fort, cutting the fort off from outside assistance. Just as the airborne operation began, the fort’s commander requested the artillery at Noika (诺伊卡), Pontisse (彭蒂西), and Barchon (巴康) to carry out, according to plan, fire support. These guns had barely begun to fire when they were discovered and destroyed by German “Stuka” dive bombers. At 08:00 on the 10th, the Belgian army’s 1st Howitzer Artillery Regiment, according to its contingency plan, moved up to the north side of the fort, preparing to shell the “Koch Assault Regiment” on top of the fort. But before this artillery regiment could deploy, it was discovered by German “Stuka” dive bombers, and its guns were all destroyed by bombing. At 10:00, the Belgian army organized one infantry battalion of the 7th Division to carry out a counterattack on the fort, but it too was blocked by the artillery fire of the 6th Army at a distance of 3,000 meters from the fort. From the above actions it can be seen that, without the support of powerful air fire and ground artillery fire, any one of the Belgian army’s counterattacks could have led to the annihilation of the “Koch Assault Regiment.”



(4) The Individual Soldier’s Understanding of the Mission and Mastery of Multiple Skills Are an Important Precondition for Accomplishing the Airborne Operational Mission

In the assault regiment’s pre-battle training, Koch required every fighter to know the fort’s terrain and construction like the palm of his hand and to master more than two methods of demolition; actual combat proved this requirement correct. The individual paratrooper’s understanding of the operational mission and mastery of skills are of vital importance for achieving victory in airborne operations. For example, the “Granite” assault team, for as long as more than 4 hours without a commander and with insufficient personnel, saw every paratrooper fight bravely and, in only 10 minutes, blew up all the gun turrets on top of the fort, causing the fort to lose its function in the shortest possible time. After the tow cable of the glider carrying Witzig was snapped, it came down on a meadow near the Rhine River. After landing, on the one hand he immediately ordered the soldiers to knock down a nearby hedge and clear away obstacles; on the other, he ran to a nearby road and stopped a car, and in 20 minutes made it back to the Ostheim departure airfield at Cologne. He had meant to find a transport aircraft to tow his glider up again, but there was not a single transport aircraft left on the airfield. In desperation, he had no choice but to telephone and call in a bomber from another airfield as a replacement. At 07:00, the bomber successfully towed Witzig’s glider into the sky again. At 08:30, Witzig landed on top of the fort, returned to his team, and continued to command the fighting.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 2: British “Commando” Special Forces’ Raid on a German Submarine Base (1942.3.26–3.28)

Book pp. 13–20.

【Case Summary】 On March 26, 1942, at a time when the German army held air supremacy and sea supremacy and was about to attack the British homeland, the British “Commando” special forces, after careful planning and full preparation, crossed the English Channel, secretly infiltrated Saint-Nazaire on the west coast of France, blew up the lock gates of the German-occupied “Normandie Dock,” dealt a heavy blow to the German submarine base, seriously struck at the arrogant spirit of the German army, and greatly encouraged the confidence of the entire British military and people in resisting fascist Germany. But in the course of raiding the German submarine base, because the plan was not thorough, and in addition the German defense was tight, the British special forces also paid a very heavy price, with 34 officers and 178 men killed.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

In early June 1940, on the European theater of the Second World War, the British and French allied forces, under German air and ground assaults, were forced to cross the English Channel from Dunkirk in France and withdraw to the British homeland. Britain suffered its most grievous losses since the outbreak of the Second World War, and the nation’s self-respect was greatly wounded. In order to retrieve as quickly as possible the defeat in the European theater and to encourage the confidence of the whole country’s military and people in resisting Nazi Germany, Britain decided to launch active and continuous counterattacks across the whole German-occupied area. However, the British army had already had its vitality badly damaged, and had also suffered one heavy blow after another from the German army on the Middle Eastern and African theaters. Under these circumstances, the British army could not possibly cross the English Channel to launch a large-scale counteroffensive against the German-occupied west coast of France, and was even less able to launch a long-range surprise attack on the coastline from Denmark to northern Norway held by heavy German forces. In light of the British army’s situation at that time, Lieutenant Colonel Dudley (达托莱) Clarke of the Army, then the adjutant to the British Chief of the General Staff, proposed using small-scale units to make successive surprise raids on German positions along the line from Narvik on the west coast of Norway to the Pyrenees in France, continually wearing down the German army’s offensive strength and gradually reversing the passive situation. Clarke’s proposal won the support of the British war cabinet, which submitted the proposal to British Prime Minister Churchill, and it quickly received Churchill’s approval. Churchill held that if such destructive harassment were carefully planned and properly carried out, it could tie down a large number of German troops and weaken the German army’s combat power on other theaters. At the same time, successful raids could also greatly encourage the confidence of the British military and people in resisting the German army, which would be beneficial to the situation of the whole counterattack theater.

In accordance with Churchill’s instructions, the Army General Staff immediately ordered Clarke to form a raiding force as quickly as possible. In view of the fact that the German army was about to attack the British homeland, Churchill also specifically demanded, in forming the raiding force: that units defending the homeland not be drawn off as whole formations; that as few weapons and equipment as possible be taken away; that the force could be organized at about 10,000 men, selected from the existing Army and Navy marines; that the weapons carried be Thompson light machine guns and hand grenades, and that motorcycles and armored vehicles could be used when necessary; and that when the German army launched an attack on the British homeland, it must take on, on the coastline, the mission of countering the German attack. In accordance with Churchill’s requirements and the Army General Staff’s order, Clarke rapidly set about forming the raiding force, and in less than a month selected several hundred outstanding officers and men with combat experience from the Army and Navy marines, forming a force to carry out special missions, which was named “Commando.” Not long after the “Commando” special forces were established, they successively carried out a series of unexpected strikes against the German army. On March 28, 1942, the “Commando” special forces secretly infiltrated Saint-Nazaire on the west coast of France, blew up the lock gates of the German-occupied “Normandie Dock,” and dealt a heavy blow to the German submarine base; this was the largest in scale among them.

Saint-Nazaire, on the west coast of France, is about 400 kilometers from Falmouth, the nearest British port, and is located 10 kilometers upstream from the mouth of the Loire River; here had been built France’s only “Normandie Dock” capable of accommodating large warships. After the German army occupied France, this place was not only a base for the maintenance and refitting of German naval warships, but also became a forward position from which German naval submarines attacked the Allied maritime transport lines, posing an extremely great threat to Allied ships. The German army had stationed heavy troops here, and the defense was tight. In order to accomplish the raid mission, the British Army General Staff selected the shrewd and tough Lieutenant Colonel Newman, who had repeatedly won combat successes, to serve as commander. After accepting the mission, Newman immediately selected 200 members from the “Commando” special forces, and, adding 80 members and commanding officers recommended by the Army General Staff who had first-rate demolition skills, formed a special assault force of nearly 300 men. In order to ensure the success of the raid, at midnight on March 22, 1942, the assault force carried out a live-action exercise code-named “Verisimilitude” (逼真) at the British port of Devonport (岱翁港). During the exercise, Newman discovered two problems: first, the destroyer “Campbeltown” (堪培拉塔温), which was responsible for ramming the German dock gates, was too large a target and could easily expose the intent of the action prematurely; second, light vessels found it very difficult both to sail and to hold station under heavy searchlight illumination. In response to these problems, Newman decided to cut a section off the funnel of the destroyer “Campbeltown” and paint it a color similar to that of German torpedo boats, and at the same time leaked word that this was a force carrying out submarine-sweeping operations on the sea at the western entrance to the English Channel, so as to deceive and mislead the German army.



II. Course of the Operation

After careful planning and full preparation, the assault force crossed the English Channel aboard warships and boats, and after entering the Loire, although it came under German artillery fire and interception, it still tenaciously pressed on to the “Normandie Dock” and carried out the raid. In withdrawing after completing its mission, it suffered heavy losses.


(1) Crossing the English Channel

At 14:00 on March 26, 1942, the raiding force set out from the British port of Falmouth. The whole fleet was formed into three columns; in the middle of the columns was the destroyer “Atherstone” (阿萨斯顿), on which Lieutenant Colonel Newman was riding, and behind it were the destroyers “Tynedale” (挺迪尔) and “Campbeltown” and Gunboat No. 314, with 14 motor launches and Torpedo Boat No. 74 on both flanks; the whole formation sailed at a speed of 13 knots toward Saint-Nazaire on the Bay of Biscay on the west coast of France. At 07:00 on the 27th, Lieutenant Colonel Newman and the naval vessel commander, Commander Ryder (莱伊德), were conferring in front of the chart in the pilothouse about the anchoring formation on arrival in the Bay of Biscay when a lookout suddenly reported that something had been spotted ahead. Commander Ryder recognized the black object that had appeared 450 meters ahead as a German submarine that was surfacing, and immediately ordered “Tynedale” to open fire and quickly drop depth charges. At the same time, the German submarine also discovered the British fleet and dived urgently, and everything became calm again. However, Commander Ryder was worried that the German submarine had already sent out a report of what it had found, and that the German army might thereby have stepped up its alert.

At 17:00, the fleet arrived outside the mouth of the Loire an hour and a half ahead of the scheduled plan. After anchoring at the prescribed position, the command post transferred to Gunboat No. 314, and the other assault force members also transferred to the motor launches. After studying the matter, Newman and Ryder decided to set out for the Loire at 22:00 that night. According to the plan, the British Air Force at this time was to bomb Saint-Nazaire, the aim being to keep the raiding fleet from being detected by the German radar at Cape Croisic (克罗西克角) and to cover the great noise of the motor launches as they advanced. At 22:00, Newman ordered the fleet to set sail. Except for “Atherstone” and “Tynedale,” which remained outside the Bay of Biscay, the other ships and boats all changed to German naval ensigns and pressed on toward the Loire. Gunboat No. 314 bore the brunt in the lead, followed by the destroyer “Campbeltown” not far off to the left, with the submarine “Sturgeon” (斯特约) escorting on the right, 14 motor launches in two columns, and finally Torpedo Boat No. 74.



(2) Intercepted by German Artillery Fire

In the dead of night on the 28th, the raiding force quietly entered the mouth of the Loire. At 01:22, as the raiders in their boats were advancing toward Saint-Nazaire according to plan, several beams of searchlight suddenly shot out from the west bank of the Loire, and under the illumination of the searchlights, dense German fire from the shore poured down; 2 motor launches were hit. The raiders immediately sent out the recognition signal of German naval torpedo boats; this signal had been deciphered from a codebook captured from the German armed tug “Chengka’e” (橙卡厄) when the “Commando” special forces attacked Vågsøy (博库塞岛) in Norway in December 1941. Most of the German gun positions did indeed cease fire, but the German army immediately reported the situation of this suspicious fleet to its headquarters, and the German intelligence organs also gathered intelligence at the fastest speed from the various intelligence-net points. Very soon, after an interruption of only 5 minutes, the German artillery fire from both banks launched another round of dense fire at the raiding fleet. The situation was critical, and Newman immediately ordered the crews to lower the German ensigns, hoist the British national flag, and advance to return fire. Afterward, the raiding fleet rapidly passed up the Loire and arrived at the “Normandie Dock”; Lieutenant Colonel Newman resolutely ordered “Campbeltown” to launch the attack.



(3) Raiding the “Normandie Dock”

At 01:34, the destroyer “Campbeltown,” at a speed of 19 knots, drove straight at the lock gate of the “Normandie Dock” and rammed it violently, and the dock’s floating gate was severely damaged. Three minutes later, the delayed-action detonators in the compartment slightly aft of the bow gun position set off the high explosives over the fuel tanks, and a series of deafening explosions sounded over the water. Meanwhile, the German army had finally figured out the purpose of this fleet, and hurriedly concentrated artillery fire to prevent the assault force members from landing, and the battle became tense and fierce. Lieutenant Colonel Newman leapt out of the gunboat and led 8 assault force members rushing toward the shore; they crawled through the German fire blockade straight to the German command post beside the dock, and under the German army’s fire interdiction 2 members were killed. The 5th Squad, which had rushed down from the motor launches and was preparing to destroy the lock-gate control station, came under fierce German fire and was entirely killed. The 2nd Squad came down from the destroyer “Campbeltown,” made a detour and rushed into the water supply station, wiped out the scattered defenders, rapidly blew up the water supply system, and afterward also destroyed the gate control station.



(4) Captured During the Withdrawal

After the “Normandie Dock” was destroyed, the assault force members from all routes took the opportunity to force a landing, but suffered heavy casualties under the interception of the German army’s fierce artillery fire. Motor Launch No. 192 was the first to be hit and catch fire; it turned left out of the column and ran aground south of the old wharf. Motor Launch No. 156 was hit, its steering gear failed, it crashed into a freighter alongside, and most of the crew were wounded, so it had to turn out of the column and withdraw. Another motor launch was flipped over by blast waves, and the assault force members were thrown into the water. Of the several assault squads, only one boat each in the left and right columns managed to land. At this time, counting in more than 30 lightly and seriously wounded, only about 70 men remained. Lieutenant Colonel Newman sent a rescue signal to Commander Ryder, who was in charge of the pickup mission. The two ships “Atherstone” and “Tynedale,” under Ryder’s command, fired at the German army, covering the assault force members’ withdrawal, and picked up and took in those members who had not been able to land, and linked up with the remaining motor launches to return to the sea. At this time the British Air Force also received an order and dispatched 21 aircraft sorties to provide air cover, but because the two sides were engaged in a melee within the dock, the effect was small.

Under the blows of German artillery fire, the motor launches scheduled to take the assault force members back were either sunk or forced to turn back midway, and it was impossible for the assault force members to withdraw to the sea. Newman divided the remaining personnel into 8 squads, first infiltrating the old town of Saint-Nazaire south of the dock, then turning right into the city center, and afterward fighting while withdrawing, making a roundabout approach toward the Spanish border. When Lieutenant Colonel Newman led his men into an air-raid shelter to rest and regroup, they were discovered by the German army; after fierce fighting, the assault force members ran out of ammunition and food and suffered heavy casualties, and Newman had no choice but to lay down his arms and surrender to the German army. At 16:30 and 17:30 on the afternoon of the next day, two more explosions occurred inside the dock, one of them a time-delay torpedo; the panicked and flustered German troops fired blindly, killing and wounding 300 French workers who were working inside the dock.

In this battle to raid the German submarine base, the British “Commando” special forces also paid a very great price, losing 34 officers and 178 men. Of the landed assault force members, only 5 escaped German fire and pursuit and returned to Britain by way of Spain.




III. Case Commentary

The battle in which the British “Commando” special forces raided Saint-Nazaire, although it paid a very great price, nonetheless successfully blew up the gates of the German-occupied “Normandie Dock,” dealt a heavy blow to the German submarine base, seriously struck at the arrogant spirit of the German army, greatly encouraged the confidence of the entire British military and people in resisting fascist Germany, and achieved the expected effect.


(1) Careful Preparation Is the Key to the Success of a Raiding Action

The battle in which the British “Commando” special forces raided Saint-Nazaire was carried out against the broad background of the British army having suffered heavy blows from the German army and of the need to prevent the German army from attacking the British homeland, and it was also carried out not long after the “Commando” special forces were formed. The success of this raid could not only directly destroy the German army’s submarine base on the west coast of France, but could also seriously strike at the morale of the German army and raise the confidence and determination of the entire British military and people to resist fascist Germany. Therefore, in order to ensure the success of this raid, the British “Commando” special forces made careful preparations. In order to carry out this raid mission, the British Army General Staff selected the shrewd and tough Lieutenant Colonel Newman, who had repeatedly won successes, to serve as commander; Lieutenant Colonel Newman selected 200 capable members from the “Commando” special forces, and the Army General Staff also recommended 80 members with first-rate raiding skills, so that the composition of this special assault force reached the point of being lean and capable. In order to ensure that the raiding action succeeded in one stroke, a live-action exercise was carried out beforehand, and corresponding countermeasures were formulated for the problems discovered in the exercise, thereby laying a good foundation for the success of this raiding action.



(2) Organic Coordination of Land, Sea, and Air

In order to achieve success in the raiding action, the British army organized the special assault force to coordinate with the navy and air force. These included the formation of the special assault force members when sailing aboard the motor launches, the coordination of the command ship and the escort vessels during the crossing, the transfer of the command post on arrival at the landing site, and the air force’s bombing, according to plan before the landing began, of the defending German positions at the Saint-Nazaire submarine base, and the covering of the raiding fleet’s passage up the Loire, and so on. Before the raiding action, a live-action exercise code-named “Verisimilitude” was also carried out at the British port of Devonport, with emphasis on rehearsing the many problems of coordination between the navy and the raiding force members during the attack, and corresponding countermeasures were formulated. All of these created favorable conditions for the success of the raiding action.



(3) The Deception Actions Achieved a Certain Effect

Because the battle in which the British “Commando” special forces raided Saint-Nazaire was carried out under circumstances in which the German army held air supremacy and sea supremacy over the English Channel, and because the special assault force members needed to cross the English Channel and the raid target was defended by heavy German forces, whether the raiding action could achieve the effect of catching the enemy by surprise was the key to ensuring its success. To this end, the assault force members adopted several measures: the first was to cut a section off the funnel of the destroyer “Campbeltown” that rammed the “Normandie Dock” and paint it a color similar to that of German torpedo boats, so that the destroyer used in this battle resembled a German torpedo boat; the second was to choose as the raiding action’s assembly, training, and departure base the port of Falmouth, 400 kilometers from Saint-Nazaire, and to announce that this was a force carrying out submarine-sweeping operations on the sea at the western entrance to the English Channel, about to proceed overseas; the third was to change to German naval ensigns when the raiding force members sailed toward the landing site, and, when under German artillery fire, to disguise themselves as Germans in communicating and to send out distress signals. All of these deception actions, to a certain extent, deceived and misled the German army, and played a positive role in the success of the raiding action.



(4) The Organizational Plan Was Not Thorough

Although the British “Commando” special forces took all kinds of measures in this raiding action, certain problems still existed, in particular that the organizational plan was still not thorough and that difficulties of all kinds were underestimated, which had a certain influence on this operation. For example, the raiding fleet arrived at the port of Saint-Nazaire an hour and a half ahead of the scheduled plan; the British Air Force did not bomb the German submarine base at the scheduled time, so that the assault force members met with extreme difficulty when landing; and when the British Air Force received orders and dispatched aircraft to provide air cover, because the two sides were engaged in a melee within the dock, it likewise did not play its proper role.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 3: German Special Forces’ Airborne Surprise Raid on Gran Sasso to Rescue Mussolini (1943.9.12)

Book pp. 21–27.

【Case Summary】 In July 1943, Italy fell into a predicament of trouble at home and abroad. Mussolini, supreme commander of Italy’s Fascist National Army and head of state, came under fierce attack and condemnation, was relieved of his duties, and was placed in custody. In order to safeguard the interests of the fascist aggressors, Hitler, head of fascist Germany, sent an SS assault team that, riding in gliders, made a surprise raid on the Gran Sasso where Mussolini was being held, and under nearly impossible conditions successfully rescued the imprisoned Mussolini.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

On July 25, 1943, owing to military setbacks and the surge of the democratic movement, a political coup occurred within Italy; the Italian military, with the support of the King, arrested the Italian Fascist leader Mussolini and prepared to sign an armistice agreement with the Allies. After Hitler, head of fascist Germany, learned the news that Mussolini had been dismissed and imprisoned, he immediately convened a military conference to study how to respond to the sharp change in the Italian political situation, and at the same time made preparations to rescue Mussolini.

Captain Skorzeny of the German army was personally selected by Hitler as the person in charge of “Operation Oak” to rescue Mussolini. In the dead of night on July 25, Hitler summoned Skorzeny and ordered him to take charge of rescuing Mussolini. The day after receiving the order, Skorzeny immediately set about the preparations. Although the German army several times learned the place where Mussolini was imprisoned and prepared to carry out a rescue immediately, each time the attempt came to nothing because Mussolini had been secretly moved.

After many days of continuous reconnaissance, the German radio-monitoring unit discovered that unusual radio signals were appearing in the Gran Sasso area, 120 kilometers northeast of Rome, in which “important person” was mentioned very frequently. The German army immediately judged that Mussolini might be on Gran Sasso, and another piece of intelligence obtained by the German army further confirmed this. One day, Skorzeny’s communications squad intercepted a radio telegram from the Italian Ministry of the Interior: “Security measures in the Gran Sasso area have been completed. Sent by Gueli (库耶里).” Gueli was a general, who was responsible for guarding Mussolini. After assessment, Skorzeny believed that Mussolini was very likely being held in the Gran Sasso area.

On the summit of Gran Sasso there was a hotel named Campo Imperatore (康包·因培拉特莱), a place where skiers had often gathered in the past. About halfway up the mountain, at an altitude of about 2,000 meters, a winter sports center had been built before the Second World War. From the foot of the mountain to the hotel on the summit there was a cable car, which was also the only road up the mountain. The German staff officers immediately drew up a plan containing multiple missions and details.

On September 10, Skorzeny, his assistant Fölkersam (弗尔克萨姆), and the Air Force planners together conducted an aerial reconnaissance of Gran Sasso. They found that the only path up the mountain was closely guarded by sentries, and that the hotel on the mountain sat on a small level patch of ground, around which there was nothing but rock covered with white snow; in front of the hotel was a small patch of open ground overgrown with weeds. Because the space on the mountaintop was narrow, and the hotel was located at an altitude of more than 2,000 meters, where the thin air and bitter, raging wind were unfavorable for parachuting, Skorzeny considered changing the original parachute plan to a glider landing.

Skorzeny’s idea of using gliders to carry out the rescue met with opposition from the Air Force. The German Air Force held that, if ground operations were difficult to carry out, there were only two methods to choose from: either paratroopers jumping or gliders landing. But the landing ground in front of the hotel was too small for either method; moreover, Gran Sasso was at high altitude with thin air, which suited neither paratroopers jumping nor the use of gliders. To deal with the 200-man guard force, at least an equal number of troops would be needed. However, whether paratroopers jump or glider landing, because of the constraints of the landing ground, the number would in either case have to be limited to about 20 men.

Skorzeny, setting aside all interference, resolutely decided to adopt the method of glider landing. He planned to use “Hansa” (汉莎) light aircraft to tow 12 DFS-230 gliders, each glider able to carry a total of 11 persons including the pilot. The missions of the individual gliders were as follows: gliders Nos. 1 and 2 would land first to cover the landing of the gliders that followed; Skorzeny himself would ride in No. 3, and together with No. 4 would rescue Mussolini; Nos. 5 and above would be responsible for suppressing the other side’s fire. He further studied the essentials of ground operations such as fighting into the hotel, withdrawing from combat, and covering and supporting, as well as relevant details such as the time of entry, the point of entry, the essentials of landing, and the equipment to be carried. As for the method of withdrawal, it was decided that the Air Force would first suppress the Aquila (阿奎拉) airfield 20 kilometers south of Gran Sasso, and that “Hansa” light aircraft or “Storch” (怪鸟) liaison aircraft would be used to pick them up. In order to persuade any Italian officers and men who might appear to give up resistance, the Germans specially selected a pro-German Italian general, Soleti (苏莱提), to go to Gran Sasso together with the assault team.



II. Course of the Operation

On September 12, the gliders originally planned to fly in from the Riviera (里维拉) failed to arrive on time at the Pratica di Mare base 25 kilometers south of Rome, so the dawn surprise attack could not be carried out, and the operation could only be changed to a daylight assault. Italians have the habit of resting for a long time after lunch, which was an opportunity that could be exploited.

On the afternoon of September 12, the gliders carrying the assault force members, towed by their tow aircraft, took off from Pratica di Mare airfield in the suburbs of Rome. The last to take off, gliders Nos. 11 and 12, fell into bomb craters left by Allied aircraft bombing while taxiing on the airfield and crashed into each other, causing damage to varying degrees; the other 10 got into the air successfully. On the way to Gran Sasso, the aircraft towing Nos. 1 and 2 lost their way in dense fog and thick cloud, and the remaining 8 gliders successfully arrived over the objective an hour after takeoff. At 14:30, they successfully landed 40 meters from the hotel.

Because gliders Nos. 1 and 2 had not landed, the other members had to launch the assault without cover. After No. 3 landed, the first soldier rushed out quickly, cradling a submachine gun, with Skorzeny and General Soleti right behind him. On a small rise near the hotel stood an Italian sentry; because he heard General Soleti, who wore an Italian military uniform, shouting “Don’t shoot,” he did not fire. Skorzeny led the assault force members as they burst through the hotel’s main entrance and began exchanging fire with the guards. The assault force then set up a machine gun at one corner of the hotel and scattered the reinforcements coming up from below. Skorzeny ran up the nearby steps and, in the ballroom, met Mussolini, who was being watched over by two Italian officers. Outside the window, 2 assault force members had climbed up along the lightning rod. The Italian officers judged that there was no hope of victory and immediately raised their hands and laid down their arms. Skorzeny instructed Lieutenant Schwerdt (施贝尔特) to protect Mussolini. At this time, the assault force members from No. 4 were hurrying toward the hotel together. No. 5 had also landed, and the soldiers ran toward the hotel as soon as they were out of the hatch. From the landing of the first aircraft, only 4 minutes passed before Nos. 6 and 7 also landed. As No. 8 was just about to land, a strong gust of wind blew up, causing the fuselage to descend vertically and strike the ground; the occupants were seriously injured, and not one of them was able to walk out. Not long afterward, Nos. 1 and 2, which had lost their way not long after taking off at the same time as Nos. 9 and 10, also landed together.

In order to escort Mussolini away quickly, Skorzeny resolutely decided to use an aircraft to carry Mussolini, flying directly off the summit of Gran Sasso. The “Hansa” (汉莎) light aircraft that had been scheduled for use in the rescue operation had had its landing gear damaged when it landed on the summit, and therefore could not take off. So Skorzeny decided to call in the “Storch” (怪鸟) aircraft flown by Captain Gerlach (盖拉赫), which was circling in the air. This aircraft overcame the difficulty of the complex terrain and landed skillfully and successfully.

In order to give the aircraft sufficient speed for takeoff, 12 soldiers gathered around the small fuselage and gripped the wings hard. Captain Gerlach started the engine and slowly accelerated, and the soldiers spread their legs and dug in hard against the ground, bracing against the wind pressure to hold the fuselage. At 14:50, Captain Gerlach gave the takeoff signal, and the 12 soldiers let go together. The fuselage began to slide, swaying back and forth on the rough, rocky, gravelly ground, and somehow had no lift. The aircraft hit a rock and shook violently, and one wheel was knocked crooked. Suddenly a valley appeared ahead, and the aircraft immediately floated in the air, sliding downward hugging the ravine; only after it had gained lift did it take off successfully, and so this almost reckless rescue operation was finally completed.



III. Case Commentary

From a military point of view, the reason the German army’s operation to rescue Mussolini was able to succeed lay mainly in such causes as the German army’s accurate grasp of the situation, sufficient combat preparation, a thorough organizational plan, a sudden assault action, and boldness in daring to take risks.


(1) Continuous Reconnaissance and an Accurate Grasp of Intelligence

The primary problem in rescuing Mussolini was to find out where Mussolini was being held. After Mussolini was placed in custody, the Italian authorities, in order to avoid a raid, moved the place of confinement many times. The German army had learned that after Mussolini was arrested he was first held at some place and was later transferred to Ponza (庞萨岛) island off the west coast of Italy. When the German army fully took over Italy, the Italians again moved Mussolini to La Maddalena (马达累纳岛) island northeast of Sardinia. After the German army grasped this situation, it rapidly drew up a rescue plan, preparing to send naval forces and paratroopers to attack the island; but just as preparations were about to begin the operation, in early September 1943 Mussolini was once again secretly moved. In response to the changed situation, the German special assault team actively and proactively overcame difficulties, adopted a variety of reconnaissance means, and carried out continuous tracking reconnaissance. After many days of continuous reconnaissance and analysis and judgment, the German army finally discovered through radio monitoring that Mussolini was being held in the Gran Sasso area 120 kilometers northeast of Rome, specifically in a hotel named Campo Imperatore (康包·因培拉特莱) on the summit of Gran Sasso. After learning this, the German army rapidly drew up a rescue plan and put it into effect. Grasping Mussolini’s whereabouts in time provided a timely and correct basis for drawing up the rescue plan and carrying out the rescue action.



(2) Sufficient Preparation and a Strictly Organized Plan

On the very evening that Hitler learned of the Italian coup, he convened a military conference and drew up various rescue plans such as “Operation Oak,” “Operation Student,” and “Operation Black,” and spent a great deal of time discussing these plans at many military conferences. At the same time, he selected and dispatched the experienced special forces commander Skorzeny to serve as assault team leader, picked special assault team members and intelligence specialists, and strengthened all kinds of support, laying a solid foundation for the success of the rescue. After learning that Mussolini was being held on Gran Sasso, the rescue team led by Skorzeny rapidly drew up a meticulous and thorough rescue plan, ensuring the smooth carrying out of the rescue action.



(3) Quick Battle and Quick Decision; the Action Was Sudden and Rapid

Quick battle and quick decision, with rapid action, was an important reason for the success of this rescue action. On September 12, the gliders originally planned to fly in from the Riviera failed to arrive on time at the Pratica di Mare base 25 kilometers south of Rome, so the dawn surprise attack could not be carried out, and the operation could only be changed to a daylight assault. And the German army made full use of the Italians’ habit of taking a long rest after lunch, creating very favorable conditions for achieving surprise in the action. During the daylight assault, the special assault team, riding in gliders, caught the enemy completely off guard, passing through the dense fog, bracing against the strong wind, and using the only small patch of open ground on the summit of Gran Sasso, suddenly landed near the summit hotel where Mussolini was being held. This was completely beyond the expectations of the Italian garrison and caught it unprepared; it was forced to lay down its arms and surrender without having mounted any effective resistance. The special assault team took only 20 minutes to end the fighting and withdrew quickly, completing the rescue mission.



(4) Perseverance Without Letting Go, and Daring to Take Risks

From the drawing up of the action plan to the end of the rescue action, all sorts of difficulties were encountered, but the assault team members were able to persevere without letting go, tracking and pursuing. The entire action was completed under nearly impossible circumstances, and every step of the action reflected the spirit of the special operations members of daring to take risks and being good at taking risks. In particular, the risk-taking spirit of the commander, Skorzeny, played an irreplaceable and important role in the success of the rescue action. In the process of deciding how to land on the summit of Gran Sasso, assault team leader Skorzeny discovered through reconnaissance that the only path up the mountain was closely guarded by sentries, and that the hotel on the mountain sat on a small piece of ground. The space on the summit was narrow, and the altitude was high, the air thin, and the wind strong, all of which was very unfavorable for an airborne landing. In response to these various adverse factors, Skorzeny boldly took the risk, resolutely set aside all interference, and decisively adopted the method of glider landing. When the gliders were used to land, although 2 were damaged by colliding with each other, most of the gliders still landed successfully. After Mussolini was rescued from the hotel, how to leave successfully was also a very difficult problem. At that time there were three options to choose from: the first option, to go down the mountain by cable car and then transport Mussolini to Rome by road; the second option, after going down by cable car, to go directly to the nearby Aquila airfield; the third option, to fly directly to a safe area by aircraft. But the first two options were both dangerous: the former would have to pass through an area where guerrilla activity was frequent, and the latter might run into Italian troops coming as reinforcements. Skorzeny once again braved the danger of the aircraft being overloaded, being unable to take off normally, and possibly being destroyed with loss of life, forced the takeoff and succeeded, and finally brought this rescue mission to a successful conclusion.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 4: U.S. Forces’ Raid on the Los Baños POW Camp (1945.2.21–2.23)

Book pp. 28–35.

【Case Summary】 In order to rescue the American prisoners of war held by the Japanese army at the POW camp in the town of Los Baños, southeast of Manila, on February 21, 1945, the U.S. 11th Division organized a raid combining airborne assault and ground attack, and at the tiny cost of only 7 killed or wounded, wiped out the 275 Japanese guards and successfully rescued 2,147 prisoners of war. This POW rescue operation was praised by the U.S. military as a perfect small-scale assault operation.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

In order to rescue the prisoners of war in the Los Baños POW camp, the U.S. army collected relevant intelligence in detail, drew up a thorough action plan, and clarified the specific missions of the participating subunits.


(1) Clarifying the Intent

After the outbreak of the Pacific War, the Japanese army quickly occupied the Philippines and made it an important rear base for attacking Southeast Asia. After occupying the Philippines, the Japanese army sent the U.S. and Filipino soldiers captured in the fighting, together with civilians of the United States, Britain, and other Allied countries, into POW camps, among whom were many women and children. These POW camps were set up at places such as Bilibid, Cabanatuan, and Los Baños. Los Baños means “baths”; it is located on the south shore of Laguna (内湖) about 80 kilometers southeast of Manila, along the right side of Highway 17 from Tagaytay to Manila, a small town. The location of the town of Los Baños happens to lie on a narrow stretch of land at Manila Bay, which connects to the Pacific in the east and opens to the South China Sea in the west, like a natural prison. The Japanese army converted an agricultural college about 3 kilometers from the town into a POW camp, and held 2,147 prisoners of war in it, of whom more than 1,500 were Americans. To ensure security, the Japanese army dispatched a unit of 275 men to guard the POW camp exclusively. Near the POW camp the Japanese 17th Infantry Regiment and some other units were also stationed, about 10,000 men in all, and these forces could reach the POW camp as reinforcements within 4 hours; for the prisoners to try to escape was almost impossible.

Entering 1945, the Japanese army suffered defeat after defeat, and the day of victory in the Allied war against fascism drew closer. On January 9, the U.S. 6th Army landed at Lingayen Gulf, and its 1st Corps and 14th Corps advanced respectively toward the Japanese Shobu (尚武) Group in northern Luzon and toward Manila. On January 31, 1945, two glider infantry regiments of the U.S. 11th Division landed at Nasugbu in southwestern Luzon and attacked northward along the road leading to Manila. On February 3, the Airborne 511th Regiment seized the Aga (阿加) mountain pass, the throat of Highway 17, opening the southern gate of Manila and thereby forming a pincer posture against Manila from north and south. On February 11, after the U.S. 11th Division broke through the Japanese “Genko Line,” it linked up with the 1st Cavalry Division. As the war situation in Southeast Asia became further clear, the U.S. army began to pay attention to those prisoners held in the Los Baños POW camp. Seeing their own imminent destruction, the Japanese militarists would very likely kill the prisoners in advance, or at a critical moment use the prisoners as hostages to hold off the Allied advance. In order to avoid these situations from occurring, the U.S. army, after full consideration and deliberation, clarified the intent of the action and decided to raid the Los Baños POW camp and rescue the prisoners.



(2) Collecting Intelligence

In order to rescue the prisoners of the Los Baños POW camp, at noon on February 11 Lieutenant General Krueger, commander of the U.S. 6th Army, designated that this POW rescue action be organized by Lieutenant General Oscar Griswold, commander of the 14th Corps, with Major General Joe Swing, commander of the 11th Division, in charge of command. Immediately afterward, Division Commander Swing, the person responsible for the action, in order to draw up a detailed and reliable rescue plan, first had his intelligence chief, Miller (米勒), collect and collate intelligence. Miller, by questioning local people, studying recent aerial photographs of Los Baños, and listening to the accounts of those who had been near the POW camp who had conducted reconnaissance, namely reports from Philippine intelligence personnel, basically ascertained the troop dispositions and activity patterns of the Japanese army at Los Baños. At the same time, an engineer named Miles (迈尔斯), who had just escaped from the Los Baños POW camp a few days earlier, provided Miller with detailed information including the position of every sentry post in the POW camp and the quarters where the prisoners lived. On February 15, Miller drew up a sketch map of the POW camp and a report on the activities of the Japanese army.



(3) Dividing the Missions

In order to achieve the objective of the raid and rescue this group of prisoners, the U.S. 11th Division, on the basis of the intelligence provided by Miller, drew up a coordinated operations plan that combined amphibious landing, airborne assault, and ground holding attacks. After the plan for the whole raid on the Los Baños POW camp was drawn up, it was approved by Lieutenant General Oscar Griswold, commander of the 14th Corps, and was fixed for implementation on February 23, with the assault fighting commanded by Colonel Soule (索尔), commander of the Parachute 188th Regiment. The forces used in the whole operational plan were: the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 511th Regiment, the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 188th Regiment, 2 field artillery battalions, 9 C-47 aircraft of the 65th Troop Carrier Squadron, the 672nd Amphibious Tractor Battalion (40 amphibious vehicles), 1 anti-tank artillery company, 1 reconnaissance platoon, and 80 Filipino guerrillas. According to the division of missions, these forces were divided into four operational forces, namely a reconnaissance detachment, an airborne assault force, a lake landing force, and a ground holding force, undertaking respectively the missions of reconnaissance, raiding, linking up, and holding. Their specific organization and missions were as follows:

The reconnaissance detachment was composed of 33 men drawn from the 11th Division and 80 Filipino guerrillas. Traveling in wooden boats across Laguna (内湖), it entered the Los Baños area, secretly crossed the Japanese alert line by infiltration, and lay in wait in the swamp near the POW camp. Its mission was, by releasing smoke signals, to mark the landing place and the drop zone respectively for the landing force and the airborne assault force, and to eliminate the Japanese sentries on the outskirts of the POW camp.

The airborne assault force was made up of Company “B” of the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 511th Regiment, with 9 transport aircraft of the 65th Troop Carrier Squadron, commanded by Colonel Lahti (拉基), responsible for air transport. It would set out from Nichols Field (尼古尔斯机场) south of Manila and parachute in on the morning of February 23 southeast of Los Baños; it was responsible for raiding the POW camp, rescuing the prisoners, and covering the prisoners’ withdrawal.

The lake landing force was made up of the 3 companies “A,” “C,” and “D” of the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 511th Regiment and the amphibious transport vehicle 672nd Battalion. The 672nd Amphibious Transport Vehicle Battalion, commanded by Colonel Gibbs (吉布斯), was responsible for transport. The plan was to cross Laguna on the night of February 22, land east of Los Baños and north of the POW camp, occupy and hold the beachhead, and, after Company “B” had snatched the prisoners out, cover the amphibious transport vehicles as they went forward to pick them up and pulled out from the lake, holding on until all the prisoners had been brought back.

The ground holding force was made up of the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 188th Regiment. With the support of 2 field artillery battalions, it was to attack toward the POW camp by land from south of Mamatid (马马蒂德), 13 kilometers north of Los Baños, holding down the Japanese troops in the vicinity of the Los Baños area so that they could not reinforce the POW camp. When the prisoners could not be taken away from the lake by amphibious transport vehicles, it would help the airborne troops open up the land route and ensure that the prisoners withdrew safely by land.




II. Course of the Operation

In this U.S. army action raiding the Los Baños POW camp, the plan was thorough and the operational forces coordinated tacitly; after the participating subunits completed their pre-battle assembly, they launched the assault by surprise attack, and after successfully completing the mission they immediately sent the personnel to the rear.


(1) Pre-Battle Assembly

The raid was planned to be launched on February 23, and from the 21st on, the various operational forces taking part began to assemble.

On the evening of February 21, the reconnaissance detachment set out from Mamatid in wooden boats and sailed toward Los Baños under cover of darkness; at midnight it crossed over the right flank of the Japanese defense line, reached the lakeshore before dawn, and after landing hid its boats in the swamp. On the 22nd, after a day of lying in wait, it began to approach the POW camp at night. Using the darkness of night, the reconnaissance detachment moved toward the POW camp through rice paddies and swamps. One squad of it ran for the lake beach near Los Baños to mark the landing position for the amphibious transport vehicles commanded by Colonel Gibbs, while the other personnel occupied positions around the POW camp and in the planned drop zone to await the arrival of the airborne troops.

The Parachute 511th Regiment, which was responsible for the prisoner rescue mission, was at this time engaged in street fighting in Manila, and in accordance with the established plan, the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 511th Regiment pulled out of the fighting in the city of Manila at dusk on February 21 and concentrated at Muntinlupa (蒙廷卢帕) and Parañaque (帕拉尼亚克) to make combat preparations. On the 22nd, Company “B,” which had the airborne assault mission, entered Nichols Field; because the airfield was fairly close to the urban area of Manila, the airborne troops, under the threat of Japanese artillery fire, folded their parachutes and drew ammunition and rations at night, and after brief preparations boarded their aircraft and took off in the early hours of the 23rd.

On the evening of the 22nd, the 672nd Amphibious Transport Vehicle Battalion, carrying the 3 companies “A,” “C,” and “D” of the Parachute 511th Regiment, went around the east side of Manila, entered the Parañaque area south of the city, and drove along Highway 1 toward Mamatid; at 02:00 on the 23rd it entered Laguna from Mamatid and headed for the landing ground. The southward movement of the U.S. amphibious transport vehicles led the Japanese army to mistakenly believe that U.S. tank units would advance south along Highway 1, and it hurriedly shifted the 17th Infantry Regiment to Mount Malinken (马林肯山) to block the U.S. forces, which was exactly what the U.S. army had hoped for.

The 1st Battalion of the Parachute 188th Regiment, which had the ground holding mission, passed through a jungle zone and on the morning of the 23rd entered its jump-off area for the attack on the POW camp.



(2) Launching the Raid

At 07:00 on the 23rd, the raid was launched. At the landing position marked by the reconnaissance detachment, two columns of white phosphorus smoke appeared, and at the same time two columns of smoke also appeared over the planned drop zone behind the POW camp.

At the same time, the 9 transport aircraft carrying Company “B,” flying low over the sea, arrived above the vicinity of the POW camp, the transport aircraft began to climb, and, guided by the white smoke columns of the planned drop zone, entered the planned drop zone in single-aircraft trail formation; at an altitude of 140 meters, all of Company “B” parachuted and landed. At this time, the Japanese troops guarding the POW camp had just gotten out of bed and were stacking their rifles in the yard in preparation for morning calisthenics. Within 15 minutes, the U.S. troops swiftly seized 3 permanent Japanese fire points and quickly linked up with the reconnaissance detachment that had infiltrated by ground in advance, burst into the POW camp, and wiped out all 275 Japanese guards. After that, Company “B” and the reconnaissance detachment quickly opened the prison gates, gathered the prisoners in the yard and formed them into ranks, to wait for the arrival of the amphibious transport vehicles coming to pick them up.

After seeing the smoke columns that marked the objective rise, the 672nd Amphibious Transport Vehicle Battalion of the lake landing force, which was responsible for picking them up, carrying 3 companies, rushed toward the beach. The first group of amphibious transport vehicles to land came under attack from Japanese infantry on the high ground on both sides of the beach; the lead vehicles quickly deployed to the left and right flanks to block and cover the landing sector, while the remaining vehicles continued driving toward the POW camp. The artillery amphibious transport vehicles were the last group to come ashore; once ashore they immediately deployed near the beach and occupied firing positions, and fired suppressive artillery fire on the Japanese troops on the high ground on both sides, in order to cover the amphibious transport vehicles advancing toward the POW camp. The amphibious transport vehicles went fairly smoothly on their way toward the POW camp, and on arriving at the POW camp, before long they loaded the rescued prisoners and swiftly withdrew toward the beach.

In the early morning of the 23rd, the 1st Battalion of the Parachute 188th Regiment, which had the ground holding mission, together with 2 reinforced field artillery battalions and 1 anti-tank self-propelled gun company, sallied from the jump-off area south of Mamatid in the direction of Los Baños and held down the Japanese 17th Infantry Regiment, so that it was never able to pull troops out to reinforce the POW camp garrison or to launch a counterattack on the U.S. troops at the beachhead. This safeguarded the operations of the airborne assault force and the lake landing force, won time for completing the rescue mission, and ensured the smooth progress of the rescue action.



(3) Evacuating Personnel

Throughout the operation, Major Burgess (伯吉斯), chief of staff of the U.S. Parachute 511th Regiment, circled over the battlefield in a light observation aircraft, closely observing the Japanese army’s troop movements and continually sending intelligence on Japanese activity to Division Commander Swing, the commander of the action. Through careful observation, he found no sign of Japanese troop movements, and reported to Division Commander Swing that the beach could be held for a long time, which could ensure that the amphibious transport vehicles could shuttle back and forth to bring back by lake all the rescued prisoners and the airborne troops. On the basis of this important intelligence, Division Commander Swing at once decided that the rescued prisoners and the paratroopers would return by lake in amphibious transport vehicles. Afterward, the amphibious transport vehicles, fully loaded with rescued prisoners, rapidly carried them to the rear toward Mamatid, and then again safely brought back all the personnel of the Parachute 511th Regiment and the reconnaissance detachment.




III. Case Commentary

This POW rescue action adopted the tactic of combining airborne assault and ground raiding, launching the attack simultaneously from water, land, and air; the various units cooperated closely, and achieved operational success at a tiny cost.


(1) The Operational Plan Was Highly Creative

The success of the U.S. army’s raid on the Los Baños POW camp was mainly due to the highly creative operational plan. In order to conceal the intent of the airborne operation right under the Japanese army’s nose, and not give the Japanese army the opportunity to kill or transfer the prisoners of war, the U.S. army drew up a detailed airborne operations plan, divided its forces appropriately by area, and carried out a rational division of labor. The paratroopers and guerrillas, the amphibious transport vehicles, and the ground forces cooperated closely, with concealment and surprise and appropriate tactical employment, so this operation was called by the U.S. army a “perfect small-scale military operation.”



(2) The Preparations for the Airborne Operation Were Swift

This operation was an airborne battle organized and carried out by the U.S. 6th Army with the rescue of prisoners of war as its main action, and was also the second airborne operation carried out by the 11th Division. The airborne distance of this operation was only 75 kilometers, the shortest in the history of airborne operations. The unit that undertook the airborne mission was withdrawn from the street fighting in Manila only two days before the airborne operation to make airborne preparations, so the preparation time was extremely short. Because of the threat of Japanese artillery fire, the airborne troops folded their parachutes and drew combat supplies on the night of the 22nd, and boarded their aircraft to set out a few hours later; this too was one of the shorter preparation times in the history of airborne operations. From this it can be seen that the U.S. airborne troops in the Second World War were well trained and responded rather quickly.



(3) Emphasis on Reconnaissance of the Battlefield Situation

After receiving the mission, Major General Swing, commander of the 11th Division, led the battalion and company commanders in specially surveying by aircraft the terrain of the POW camp and Laguna, and after returning the various subunits carried out serious study in accordance with their respective missions, which laid a solid foundation for drawing up a realistic and feasible operational plan. Throughout the operation, the U.S. army attached great importance to reconnaissance of the situation on the whole battlefield; especially in the personnel evacuation phase, Major Burgess, chief of staff of the Parachute 511th Regiment, flew over the battlefield and closely observed the Japanese army’s troop movements, continually providing the commander with the Japanese army’s operational dynamics. Through his battlefield observation, no sign of Japanese troop movements was found, and therefore the U.S. army was able to smoothly bring back all the rescued prisoners and combat personnel swiftly and safely, which reduced to a certain extent the casualties that might have occurred.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 5: Israeli Airborne Operations in the Third Middle East War (1967.6.5–6.11)

Book pp. 36–41.

【Case Summary】 On June 5, 1967, the Third Middle East War broke out. In the ground operations, the Israeli army, making use of the characteristics of airborne operations such as flexible organization, rapid response, and strong assault power, repeatedly adopted the tactic of ultra-low-altitude penetration to strike important targets of the Egyptian and Syrian armies, coordinated with ground forces in combat, smoothly achieved its operational objectives, and played an important role in winning victory in the Third Middle East War.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

After the Second Middle East War, Britain and France, two old-line colonialist countries, gradually declined and step by step withdrew from the Middle East stage, while the two superpowers, the United States and the Soviet Union, took advantage of the vacuum and began to penetrate the Middle East region. After 1957, the Soviet Union began to use “economic aid” and “military aid” as means, and successively signed various economic and technical cooperation agreements with Egypt. Entering the 1960s, the Soviet Union, taking advantage of the United States being deeply mired in the Vietnam War, also stepped up the expansion of its influence in the Middle East. By 1965, the Soviet Union had successively provided Egypt with the most advanced weapons and equipment of the time, such as MiG-21 and Su-7 fighters, T-54 and T-55 tanks, and SAM-2 air-defense missiles. In response to the Soviet Union’s expansion and penetration in the Middle East, the United States, besides exerting pressure on Egypt and other Arab countries and adopting various restrictions, stepped up its support and arming of Israel. In 1967, besides providing Israel with 400 new-model tanks and 250 aircraft, the United States also began to receive Israeli pilots in the United States for training, and drew 1,000 “volunteers” from serving units of the air force, to enrich and strengthen Israeli air power. In May 1967, the Soviet Union, on the basis of intelligence obtained by its intelligence agencies, judged that the Israeli army might launch an attack on May 17, and notified Egypt and Syria. Egypt, based on the intelligence provided by the Soviet Union, issued a nationwide war mobilization order on May 14, began assembling troops in the Sinai Peninsula on the 15th, and blockaded the Tiran Strait on May 23. Faced with Egypt’s war threat, Israel resolved to use breaking the blockade of the Tiran Strait as a pretext to launch the Third Middle East War immediately.

In order to achieve the aim of a quick war and quick decision, Israel decided first to use all of the air force’s combat aircraft to eliminate the Egyptian air force by sudden air strike action and seize comprehensive air superiority, and afterward to use 3 army divisions (brigades), 60,000 men in all, to launch a ground offensive, eliminate the Egyptian troops in the Sinai Peninsula, and lift the blockade of the Tiran Strait. The specific deployment was as follows. The northern route was Tal’s (塔勒) Division (composed of 2 armored brigades, the airborne 35th Brigade, and others), whose main mission was to advance along the north of the Sinai Peninsula and occupy Rafah, El Arish, and Gaza. The central route was Yoffe’s (约菲) Division (composed of 2 armored brigades and 1 airborne brigade), whose main mission was first to cut the links between the northern and southern Egyptian forces, guarantee the flank security of the Israeli forces on the northern and southern routes, and then advance to places such as the Mitla Pass to block Egyptian troops retreating in the direction of the canal. The southern route was Sharon’s (沙龙) Division (composed of 1 armored brigade, 1 infantry brigade, and the airborne 202nd Brigade), whose main mission was to attack and occupy Auja (奥贾) and advance westward along the line from Nitzana to Ismailia. The operation was planned to be carried out in four phases. In the first phase, Tal’s Division would break through the Rafah–El Arish coastal road, and Sharon’s Division would break through the Abu Ageila–Umm Katef road. In the second phase, Yoffe’s Division would be thrown in between Tal’s Division and Sharon’s Division, to attack and annihilate the Egyptian units deployed in the second line. In the third phase, the strength of the 3 divisions would be concentrated in the Nakhl, Mitla Pass, and Jifjafa triangular zone to attack and annihilate the Egyptian army. In the fourth phase, the forces would advance toward the Suez Canal and occupy Sharm el-Sheikh.



II. Course of the Operation

After the war began, the Israeli army’s 3 airborne brigades and 1 independent airborne detachment were all attached to the various army divisions for use as ground forces. In the ground operations, the various Israeli army divisions, according to operational actual needs, carried out a series of airborne operations.


(1) Raiding the Abu Ageila Artillery Positions

Abu Ageila was defended by the Egyptian army’s 2nd Infantry Division. At 08:15 on June 5, the armored brigade and infantry brigade under Sharon’s Division crossed the border and attacked the outskirts of Abu Ageila, preparing for the general assault. The airborne 202nd Brigade followed behind them, ready to join the fighting at any time. The main obstacle to the advance of Sharon’s Division was the Egyptian army’s forward positions at Abu Ageila, where the Egyptian army had 1 infantry brigade and 6 artillery regiments on defense. In order to pass through this area quickly, Division Commander Sharon decided to carry out a helicopter airlanding assault on the Egyptian artillery positions. At 20:30 that day, the 4th Company of the airborne 202nd Brigade, riding in 4 helicopters, quietly landed behind the Egyptian artillery positions, marked and controlled the landing ground. From 21:00, the 2nd Battalion of the 202nd Brigade (less its 4th Company), 800 men in all, airlanded at the landing site in 3 waves, and had all finished landing by 22:10. Although the landing ground was not far from the Egyptian artillery positions, because it was night, the continuous sound of gunfire drowned out the engine noise of the helicopters, and so the Israeli helicopters were not detected. With the Egyptian army entirely unaware, the 2nd Battalion launched a sudden assault on the Egyptian artillery positions, causing 70 Egyptian guns to lose effectiveness very quickly. At 22:45, Sharon’s Division launched a general assault on Abu Ageila, firing 6,000 shells at the positions of the Egyptian 2nd Infantry Division within 20 minutes; then 2 brigades attacked the Egyptian 2nd Infantry Division from the front, and the main body of the 202nd Brigade attacked it from the flank and rear, and after 20 hours of bloody fighting they finally wiped out the Egyptian troops at Abu Ageila.



(2) Seizing the Sharm el-Sheikh Fortress

The Sharm el-Sheikh fortress controls the Tiran Strait and was one of the main attack objectives of the Israeli army in carrying out the war. In order to seize the Sharm el-Sheikh fortress, the Israeli army used naval marines to land at Sharm el-Sheikh by way of the Gulf of Aqaba, and at the same time used the independent airborne detachment to airland at Sharm el-Sheikh, to coordinate with the naval marines’ actions. At 12:00 on the 7th, 1 platoon of the independent airborne detachment airlanded at Sharm el-Sheikh, ascertained the Egyptian army’s defensive situation, and returned by aircraft. At 09:00 on the 8th, 700 men of the independent airborne detachment, riding in helicopters, airlanded on the west side of Sharm el-Sheikh, and after landing immediately attacked Sharm el-Sheikh; after entering the city they found that the city had already hoisted the Israeli flag. It turned out that as early as when the Israeli naval marines landed in the early morning of the 8th, the Egyptian army had already withdrawn on the afternoon of the 7th. After landing, the naval marines found it an empty city, and so took the city without firing a single shot. Afterward, the independent airborne detachment advanced northwest by way of Tur (图尔), and at noon on the 9th linked up at Abu Zenima (阿布扎尼马) with the Israeli troops advancing southward.



(3) Seizing Ras Sudr

Ras Sudr (苏尔角) is located on the east coast of the middle section of the Gulf of Suez. On the 7th, the Egyptian army, under the powerful attack of the Israeli army, began a full-line withdrawal. In order to encircle the Egyptian army in the Sinai Peninsula, Israeli Defense Minister Dayan ordered the independent airborne detachment to airland at Ras Sudr and, together with the ground forces, complete the interdiction mission. At 07:00 on the 8th, 400 men of the independent airborne detachment, riding in helicopters, airlanded at Ras Sudr, and seized Ras Sudr immediately after landing; then, by order, they advanced south along the highway on the east coast of the Gulf of Suez, preparing to link up with the Israeli troops that had seized Sharm el-Sheikh. At 12:00 on the 9th, the two forces that had airlanded at Ras Sudr and Sharm el-Sheikh linked up at Abu Zenima. At this point, except for the interstitial zone around Port Fuad (富阿德港), the whole Sinai Peninsula had fallen under the control of the Israeli army.



(4) Raiding the Golan Heights Artillery Positions

On June 8, with the fighting between Egypt and Israel on the western front temporarily subsiding, the Israeli army shifted forces to go north quickly to deal with the Syrian army. On the evening of the 8th, Mandler’s (曼德勒) armored brigade was shifted north to the Golan Heights to take part in operations against the Syrian army. The Syrian army had deployed artillery units with very strong firepower on the Golan Heights, including 300 Soviet-made 152 mm guns, which posed a great threat to the attacking troops. Brigadier General Lanna (兰纳), the overall commander of the Israeli army’s Golan Heights theater, ordered the independent airborne detachment to raid the Syrian army’s artillery positions. On the morning of the 9th, the independent airborne detachment used helicopters to airland at the Syrian army’s artillery positions and raid them. Because the terrain was rugged and uneven, the helicopters could not land, and the paratroopers descended by rope from the hovering helicopters. The Syrian army had not thought that the Israeli army would adopt such an attack method, and for a moment was panicked and at a loss and abandoned the fight, and its guns were quickly destroyed by the Israeli army, so that the Israeli army smoothly achieved its operational objective.




III. Case Commentary

The Israeli army’s airborne operations in the Third Middle East War took the raiding or seizing of important targets as their main focus, giving full play to the airborne-operation characteristics of flexible organization, rapid response, and strong assault power; in the space of 6 days they flew more than 100 helicopter sorties and airlanded more than 2,500 men, and every action achieved its operational objective.


(1) Attached Use

In the Third Middle East War, the Israeli army had 3 airborne brigades and 1 independent airborne detachment in all, all of which were attached to the various army divisions for use as ground forces. Helicopters were dispatched to carry out airborne operations only when needed, so the airborne troops first had to make good preparations for ground combat, and only then came airborne operations. In airborne operations, the departure airfields were all within the area where the unit itself was deployed; the airborne forces requested by each division were, after approval by the higher level, organized and carried out by the division itself, and the targets were determined temporarily by each division commander according to the battlefield situation.



(2) Rapid Response

Because helicopter airlanding has such characteristics as simple organization and strong assault power, the airborne brigades were usually positioned in the rear of the divisions, so that they could be dispatched immediately whenever needed. In the several airborne operations of the Third Middle East War, the time from the airborne troops’ receiving the mission to setting out was as short as 2 hours and, at the longest, only 5 hours. Simple organization and rapid response were the key to the success of the Israeli army’s airborne operations in the Third Middle East War.



(3) Flexible Tactics

In the airborne operations of the Third Middle East War, the Israeli army’s tactical employment of helicopters was very flexible; it frequently adopted the tactic of ultra-low-altitude entry, and under the threat of the advanced fighters, surface-to-air missiles, and anti-aircraft guns of the Egyptian and Syrian armies, the helicopters suffered no losses. In addition, in terms of the targets of airborne operations, the Israeli army mainly aimed to strike the opponent’s fire-power targets and, in coordination with ground forces, to seize important areas; the objectives and missions of its airborne operations were very clear, and its actions were also very resolute and decisive.

(Zhang Xuecheng, Xiao Xiangwen)






Case 6: Soviet Airborne Seizure of Prague, Capital of Czechoslovakia (1968.8.20–8.21)

Book pp. 42–47.

【Case Summary】 From August 20 to 21, 1968, in the operation of the Soviet Union’s invasion of Czechoslovakia, the Soviet army first used airborne troops, adopting deceptive means to land, concealed and without warning, at Ruzyně (鲁齐内) International Airport at Prague, the Czechoslovak capital. Afterward, they advanced rapidly toward the urban area and soon controlled all the city’s major traffic routes, surrounded important targets such as the Czechoslovak Communist Party Central Committee building, the Ministry of National Defense, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, occupied departments such as the post and telegraph office and the radio station, and, in the name of the “Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Government,” detained key Party, government, and military figures of Czechoslovakia. This airborne action took only 6 hours to occupy the Czechoslovak capital Prague, effectively coordinating with the invasion action of the ground forces.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

For a very long period after the Second World War, Czechoslovakia’s tendency to break free of Soviet control became more and more evident. With political and economic pressure proving ineffective, the Soviet Union decided to invade and occupy Czechoslovakia by force, and decided that airborne troops would first seize its capital, Prague, throw its strategic command into disarray, and create conditions for ground action.


(1) Czechoslovakia Wished to Break Free of Soviet Control

The Soviet Union practiced a “patriarchal system” toward the Eastern European countries, confining these countries within the “socialist big family” under the banner of internationalism, wantonly trampling on other countries’ sovereignty in politics, crudely interfering in these countries’ internal and foreign affairs, and pursuing a policy of production specialization and division of labor in the economy. From January 3 to 5, 1968, the Czechoslovak Communist Party held a meeting, removed the pro-Soviet Novotný (诺沃提尼), and put in his place Dubček (杜布切克), who had a reputation as a reformer, as the leader of the country. After Dubček came to power, he adopted a series of political and economic reform measures: removing and replacing pro-Soviet officials, pursuing privatization policies, and so on. The rapid development of these “liberalization” tendencies in Czechoslovakia put the whole of Eastern Europe into a centrifugal state. In order to maintain its ruling position in Eastern Europe, the Soviet Union, after political and economic pressure proved ineffective, decided to invade Czechoslovakia by force.



(2) The Soviet Union Decided to Invade Czechoslovakia by Force

On May 17, 1968, Soviet Defense Minister Marshal Grechko (梅列奇科) and Chairman of the Council of Ministers Kosygin (柯西金) visited Czechoslovakia to probe its military and political situation. Afterward, the Soviet army drew up an invasion plan. The plan stipulated: the forces taking part in the war would total 23 divisions, 250,000 men, 7,000 tanks, and more than 800 aircraft; the operational intent was to first use airborne troops, by deceptive means, to seize the Czechoslovak capital Prague, and then to use ground forces, under the cover of the air force, to advance toward Prague at high speed and occupy Czechoslovakia in the shortest time, achieving the strategic objective. In order to coordinate with the ground assault, the Soviet army decided that the Soviet 105th Airborne Division and 1 regiment of the Polish 6th Airborne Division would be organized into an airborne assault group, whose main force would parachute into the Czechoslovak capital Prague ahead of the ground forces, seize important targets, throw the Czechoslovak strategic command into disarray, and create conditions for the ground forces’ attack; and part of whose forces, after the ground forces launched their attack, would parachute onto important traffic routes within Czechoslovak territory, creating conditions for the ground forces’ high-speed advance.



(3) The Soviet Army Drew Up the Airborne Operations Plan and Made Related Preparations

The Soviet Airborne Forces headquarters drew up the airborne operations plan. The plan stipulated that the airborne assault group be organized into 1 advance party, 1 main party, and 4 detachments. The advance party was composed of more than 70 members of Soviet special operations forces, and its main mission was, 20 minutes ahead of the main party, to land at Prague airport by deceptive means and seize the airfield’s communications and command facilities and ensure the airlanding of the main party. The main party was composed of the main strength of the 105th Division, and its main mission was to land by air at Prague airport and seize the Czechoslovak capital, Prague. The 4 detachments were composed of part of the 105th Division and 1 regiment of the Polish 6th Airborne Division; after the frontal forces launched their attack, they were to parachute in respectively at České Budějovice (布迭约维策), Bratislava (布拉迪斯拉发), Brno (布尔诺), and Hradec Králové (赫腊德次·克腊洛佛) in Czechoslovakia, seize key traffic routes, and ensure the forces on the ground advanced in depth. In addition, the eastern assault group among the ground assault groups would also use helicopters to airland at Košice (科希策), in coordination with the actions of the ground forces.

In accordance with the invasion plan, the Soviet army held large-scale military exercises many times inside Czechoslovakia and in surrounding areas, and took the opportunity to complete the movement of its forces. In early August, the Soviet army completed its preparations for the attack and waited for an opportunity to launch it. On August 18, the Soviet government learned from its ambassador in Czechoslovakia that Czechoslovakia would hold an emergency meeting on the 20th to purge pro-Soviet forces further, and would hold a military exercise on the 21st to show Czechoslovakia’s determination to defend, by force of arms if need be, the independent and autonomous line it was pursuing. On this basis, the Soviet army decided to get in ahead of the Czechoslovak army’s exercise of the 21st and carry out the armed invasion on the 20th, with the start time of the action fixed at midnight.




II. Course of the Operation

At 20:30 on the 20th, the advance party of the 105th Division and the first echelon of the main party, 2,500 men in all, riding in 30 An-12 transport aircraft, took off from Vitebsk (维杰布斯科) airfield in Belorussia and, under the cover of the fighters and bombers of the Air Force’s 24th Army stationed in southern East Germany, flew toward the Czechoslovak–Polish border.

At 23:00 on the 20th, 1 An-12 transport aircraft carrying the advance party falsely claimed engine trouble over Prague and requested an emergency landing at Prague’s Ruzyně International Airport. After the airport, in accordance with international practice, allowed it to make a forced landing, the more than 70 special operations members aboard burst out of the cabin carrying submachine guns and rapidly occupied the key points of the airfield; before the staff of Ruzyně airport had understood what was happening, they had become prisoners of the special operations members. Under the threat of the special operations members’ guns, the airport staff had no choice but to work as usual, ensuring the landing of the aircraft that followed.

At 23:20, the 29 An-12 transport aircraft of the first echelon of the main party, which had long been circling at the Czech–Polish border, arrived over Prague and landed at Ruzyně airport at intervals of one aircraft per minute. Afterward, the second echelon, 2,000 men riding in 25 An-12 transport aircraft, landed at Ruzyně airport, and 30 An-22s carrying 120 tanks and armored vehicles landed after them. Within 3 hours, the personnel and weapons and equipment of the main party of the airborne 105th Division had all finished landing at Ruzyně airport.

At 04:00 on the 21st, the airborne troops, after landing, riding the airlifted tanks and other combat vehicles, thrust toward the urban area of Prague, and within 6 hours controlled all the city’s major traffic routes, surrounded important targets such as the Czechoslovak Communist Party Central Committee building, the Ministry of National Defense, and the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, occupied departments such as the post and telegraph office and the radio station, and, in the name of the “Workers’ and Peasants’ Revolutionary Government,” detained key Party, government, and military figures of Czechoslovakia.

At the same time, the 3 detachments of the 105th Division, 3,000 men in all, riding in 33 An-12 transport aircraft, airlanded respectively at the airfields of České Budějovice, Bratislava, and Brno in Czechoslovakia; 1 detachment composed of 1,200 men from 1 regiment of the Polish 6th Division, riding in 15 An-12 transport aircraft, airlanded at Hradec Králové airfield; and the eastern assault group, riding in 50 Mi-6 helicopters, airlanded 1 motorized rifle regiment, 3,000 men in all, at Košice airfield. After landing, these detachments quickly seized the airfields and key traffic routes, to serve as forward bases for the airlifted troops and supplies.

The units responsible for the ground combat missions, at 00:00 on the 21st, thrust deep into Czechoslovakia from three directions at a speed of 60 kilometers per hour, and with the cooperation of the airborne troops took only 22 hours to occupy the whole of Czechoslovak territory, completing the military invasion mission.

In this airborne operation, the Soviet army used more than 130 transport aircraft and 50 helicopters, and within 3 hours airlanded more than 11,700 men and 120 tanks and armored vehicles. Because the action was sudden and rapid, it took only 6 hours to occupy the Czechoslovak capital Prague.



III. Case Commentary

The Soviet army’s airborne seizure of the Czechoslovak capital Prague was well prepared, carefully planned, concealed and sudden, and rapid in action; it achieved the objective of the airborne operation in one stroke and created favorable conditions for occupying the whole of Czechoslovakia.


(1) Taking Various Measures to Conceal the Intent of the Airborne Operation

In order to achieve the aim of a concealed and sudden invasion, the Soviet army adopted many measures. In order to lull Czechoslovakia, three weeks before the invasion the Soviet Union took the initiative in proposing a meeting with the Czechoslovak leaders at the border, reached an agreement to withdraw the Soviet troops taking part in joint military exercises inside Czechoslovakia, and issued a joint communiqué. On August 3, the leaders of six countries, including the Soviet Union, Poland, East Germany, and Czechoslovakia, issued another joint communiqué after a conference, stressing the development of the traditional fraternal friendly relations between the Soviet Union and Czechoslovakia. A few days before the invasion, the Soviet ambassador to Czechoslovakia publicly declared: “The Soviet Union has no intention whatsoever of invading Czechoslovakia.” Right up to an hour and a half before the invasion on August 20, the Soviet ambassador to Czechoslovakia personally told the Czechoslovak leader Dubček that “there will absolutely be no military action.” Yet at that very same time, the Soviet strategic transport aircraft carrying the airborne troops had already taken off from Vitebsk airfield in Belorussia and were flying toward the Czechoslovak capital Prague. After the airborne action began, an An-12 transport aircraft of the airborne operation’s advance party flew over Prague, falsely claimed mechanical failure, and requested an emergency forced landing, thereby tricking the airport control department into agreeing. At the same time as the airdrop, the Soviet army released large-scale, intense electronic jamming in the direction of West Germany and Austria and used large numbers of metal reflectors, so that the radar screens with which the West monitored the airspace over Prague showed only a blur of white and nothing could be seen clearly, effectively covering the airborne action.



(2) Sufficient Preparation, Thorough Planning, and Rapid and Orderly Action

The Soviet army’s consideration of the organization of the airborne operation was fairly thorough, and its preparations were very sufficient. Beginning in mid-May, the armies of the Warsaw Pact military bloc countries such as the Soviet Union, Poland, East Germany, Hungary, and Bulgaria, in the Soviet homeland and in the several directions from which the invasion was expected, respectively held 13 military exercises with the invasion of Czechoslovakia as their background, fully rehearsing the invasion plan. It was proven afterward that the main areas of the exercises were the main areas of the later joint invasion, and the units that took part in the exercises were the spearhead units of the later invasion. In early August, the invasion preparations entered the final stage. The Soviet army transferred Pavlovsky (巴甫洛夫斯基), Commander-in-Chief of the Army, who had combat experience, to serve as general commander of the invasion forces, and transferred Shtemenko (什捷缅科), who had served as Chief of the General Staff of the Soviet army after the Second World War and who had organizational and planning ability, to serve as chief of staff of the Warsaw Pact joint armed forces. After taking up his post, Shtemenko immediately assembled troops and combat supplies secretly in the Czechoslovak border region, and personally went to the Czechoslovak border region to command the Soviet, East German, Polish and other countries’ armies’ joint exercises and revise and perfect the invasion operational plan. In order to achieve surprise in the airborne operation and catch the Czechoslovak army unprepared, the Soviet army deliberately chose to carry out the airborne operation at midnight. It used An-12 transport aircraft to carry personnel, An-22 transport aircraft to carry tanks (4 per aircraft), and Mi-6 helicopters to carry armored troops, and within 3 hours landed 1 airborne division by air at Prague’s Ruzyně airport, concentrating the use of airborne forces to the maximum extent, so that the airborne troops formed fairly strong combat capability in a short time, and it took only 6 hours to gain control of the situation in Prague.



(3) Intelligence Personnel Acted as Agents on the Inside Coordinating with the Outside, Providing Powerful Intelligence Support

Throughout the invasion, the Soviet embassy in Czechoslovakia became a forward command center, and spies and special agents lurking inside Czechoslovak territory acted as inside collaborators coordinating with the outside, serving as guides. When the airborne troops arrived in the urban area of Prague, personnel dispatched by the Soviet embassy served as guides and quickly occupied important targets such as the presidential palace, the Ministry of National Defense, and the radio station, gaining time for controlling Prague in a short time. Before and after the invasion, thousands of “Volga” brand sedans equipped with radio transceivers with a transmitting range of about 100 kilometers drove one after another from neighboring countries into Czechoslovak territory, thereby forming across the whole of Czechoslovakia a traffic command network for the invasion forces and ensuring the smooth carrying out of the invasion action.

(Wang Xingwu, Zhao Kun)






Case 7: Israeli Airborne Raid to Steal Egypt’s Advanced Radar (1969.12.25–12.26)

Book pp. 48–54.

【Case Summary】 After the Third Middle East War, Egypt obtained large quantities of advanced weapons and equipment from the Soviet Union, including the advanced P-12 long-range low-altitude radar. In order to eliminate the threat that the Egyptian army’s advanced radar posed to the Israeli air force, and also in order to master its advanced technology, on December 25–26, 1969, the Israeli army dispatched special forces which, by means of an airborne raid, successfully carried off intact one of the Egyptian army’s advanced long-range early-warning radars.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

After the Third Middle East War, Egypt obtained large quantities of advanced weapons and equipment from the Soviet Union, and the army’s combat capability quickly recovered. Soon afterward, Egypt, with the support of other Arab countries, launched a “war of attrition” against Israel, attempting to wear Israel down. In response, Israel, besides counterattacking with ground firepower, also dispatched large numbers of aircraft to bomb some of Egypt’s strategic targets. In September 1969, after Israel obtained the “Phantom” jet fighters supplied by the United States, the air war between Egypt and Israel escalated further. Egypt’s air defense network was seriously damaged, and it had no choice but to rely only on anti-aircraft guns for air defense. In order to raise the Egyptian army’s air defense capability and reverse the passive situation of being beaten, in early December 1969 the Soviet Union deployed its newly developed P-12 long-range low-altitude radars at places such as Shadwan Island (沙德万岛), Port Said, and Ras Gharib (腊斯加里卜角), greatly raising the Egyptian army’s early-warning capability and effectively restricting the activities of the Israeli air force.

The P-12 long-range low-altitude surveillance radar was composed of 5 engineering vehicles, with an operating frequency between 2 and 3 megahertz, a detection range of 290 to 350 kilometers, and an antenna rotation speed of 6 revolutions per minute. It used a vertical antenna, which was very advanced at the time. In the transceiver vehicle were installed 6 identically structured centimeter-wave transmitters and receivers, which greatly improved the radar’s range-measurement accuracy and resolution. The height-finding display was eliminated inside the radar display vehicle, and an external display for the “Kangnusuo” (康奴所) height-finding radar was installed, so that the radar’s height-finding accuracy was also greatly improved. This radar not only had high power and high resolution, but could also automatically guide one’s own air-defense missiles to attack invading aerial targets at long range.

On December 22, 1969, the Israeli army discovered from aerial reconnaissance film the exact location of a P-12 radar at Ras Gharib. It had originally prepared to send the air force to bomb it, but afterward, on the advice of the photo interpreters Yehiel (耶希埃尔) and Rami (拉米), decided to use airborne troops to make a surprise attack on the Ras Gharib radar station by airborne raid and to bring the radar back.

The Egyptian army’s Ras Gharib radar station was located on the west side of the Gulf of Suez, 10 kilometers from its western shore. The Egyptian army had carefully camouflaged the radar station. North of the radar station there was a small road leading to an Egyptian army camp 10 kilometers away, where 40 to 50 Egyptian troops were stationed; 7 kilometers east of the radar station there were 6 large tents and 14 vehicles equipped with anti-aircraft guns and machine guns; according to the estimate of the air force intelligence department, the troop strength of the radar station itself, including the radar operators, was about 30 to 40 persons.

On the 24th, Lieutenant General Bar-Lev (巴列夫), Chief of the General Staff of the Israeli army, together with Major General Hod (霍德), commander of the air force, Colonel Ilyov (伊里夫), head of the Operations Department, Lieutenant Colonel Cohen (科恩), chief of the Joint Operations Section of the Operations Department, and Brigadier General Eitan (艾坦), commander of the infantry and paratroopers, jointly studied the feasibility of stealing the Egyptian radar by means of an airborne raid. Afterward, Bar-Lev ordered Eitan to carry out the preliminary operational preparations quickly.

Eitan, together with Colonel Nader (纳德尔), commander of the airborne 35th Brigade, Cohen, chief of the Joint Operations Section, and the commander of the “Super Frelon” helicopter squadron, studied the matter together and jointly drew up the operational plan. The plan stipulated: 50 combatants and 10 engineering and technical personnel drawn from the 50th Battalion of the 35th Brigade, together with 3 “Super Frelon” helicopters and 2 CH-53 helicopters from the air force helicopter squadron, would jointly form the “Divine Mouse” (神鼠) assault force, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Qidun (齐敦), commander of the 50th Battalion. The assault force was organized into 2 detachments, a covering detachment and a dismantling detachment. The covering detachment was organized into 3 small teams. The first team was made up of 15 paratroopers, with Nehemiah (内赫米亚) in charge of command, and its main mission was to destroy the radar station’s guard force with rifle and machine-gun fire. The second team was organized from 15 paratroopers, with Moti (莫蒂) in charge of command, and its mission was the same as the first team’s. The third team was organized from 20 paratroopers, with Yesreel (耶斯雷尔) in charge of command, and its main mission was to assist the dismantling group in its actions and to carry and sling the radar. The dismantling detachment was made up of 10 engineering and technical personnel, and its main mission was to ride the same helicopter as the third team, land from the sea, and dismantle the main components of the radar. An airborne-technique instructor transferred from the airborne troops school and the film interpreter Yehiel also took part in the operation. The air force helicopter squadron sent 3 “Super Frelon” helicopters, used to carry the assault force members; it sent 2 CH-53 heavy transport helicopters which, after the assault force members had finished dismantling the radar, would quickly come forward to the radar position and carry the radar components back by sling-load; and it sent 15 fighter aircraft to strike the Egyptian positions near the radar station and cover the assault force’s action.

On the 25th, the “Divine Mouse” assault force carried out repeated simulated training at the Israeli army’s Edru (埃得鲁) air force base. The dismantling detachment found a Soviet-made P-10 radar of the Egyptian army that had been captured in the Third Middle East War and dismantled it repeatedly, and also slung the radar onto a CH-53 helicopter for sling-load training. The covering group repeatedly practiced attacking against straw dummies.

At 08:00 on the 25th, Bar-Lev reported to Prime Minister Golda Meir (梅厄夫人) the operational plan, code-named “Rooster” (雄鸡), for stealing the Egyptian radar, and it was quickly approved. At 13:30, Eitan issued the operational mission to the assault force. In the afternoon, the assault force flew by aircraft from the Edru air force base to the Abu Rudeis (阿布鲁迪斯) air force base in the central part of the Sinai Peninsula to stand by. Toward evening, Bar-Lev saw the assault force off, and Colonel Nader, commander of the 35th Brigade, set out the specific requirements for completing the mission.



II. Course of the Operation

At 21:15 on the 25th, 3 “Super Frelon” helicopters painted black and bearing no markings of any kind, carrying the assault force members, set out from Abu Rudeis airfield. The helicopters flew low over the sea, while 15 air force fighters struck an Egyptian position 60 kilometers north of the radar station in order to divert attention and cover the helicopter formation’s action.

At 21:40, the helicopter formation entered Egyptian airspace and arrived at the designated spot 6,000 meters east of the radar station. After landing, the assault force members quickly formed 3 teams and, carrying weapons and work tools, crept toward the radar station. When they were 1,500 meters from the objective, the first and second teams, which had the covering mission, quickly crossed the small road north of the radar station, ready at any time to block possible Egyptian reinforcements. The team that was to carry out the raid mission also reached its designated position and began laying mines on the small road. Just at this time, 2 Egyptian army trucks drove in the direction of the assault force members, stopped at a point 2,000 meters from the assault force, and sent signals with their headlights. Battalion Commander Qidun immediately ordered the assault force members to get ready for combat, but the army vehicles turned around and left.

At 00:30 on the 26th, the first and second teams began to approach the radar station, and the sound of the radar station’s generator set covered the assault force’s movements. When they were still 300 meters from the objective, Lieutenant Colonel Qidun ordered the covering detachment to move up to the vicinity of a small sand dune 25 meters from the radar and wait; he then assigned missions to the leaders of the 3 teams: Nehemiah’s team would advance toward the radar; Moti’s team would approach a blockhouse beside the radar; and Yesreel’s team would follow the 2 teams ahead and, awaiting orders, attack a tent beside the radar that was possibly the quarters of the radar operators and guard personnel. The 3 teams then moved separately, approaching the objective step by step.

The battalion commander and the covering group, with the help of the moonlight, crept together behind the small sand dune and lay near the radar station, watching the assault group’s actions. Suddenly, the assault force’s movements were discovered by an Egyptian sentry. The sentry shouted loudly and turned and ran; the assault force members ended the fighting in only three or four minutes, capturing 4 prisoners in all and killing 2 Egyptian soldiers, while 3 Egyptian soldiers escaped.

The 2 trucks carrying the radar and auxiliary equipment were buried in a sand pit 13 meters deep, with no exit and without any protective sandbag wall; the Egyptian army had only covered the pit with a layer of desert camouflage netting, so that from high altitude one could not tell at all that a radar station was actually hidden below. The air force technician Ezra (埃兹拉), leading several assault force members, took an hour to finally dismantle the radar cabin. At 02:43 on the 26th, Battalion Commander Qidun reported to the rear command post that the first radar vehicle had been completely dismantled. Twelve minutes later, the first CH-53 helicopter, piloted by squadron commander Dagan (达甘), flew over to the radar station and lifted the dismantled radar equipment back. On the return flight, a hydraulic system on the helicopter malfunctioned, and it was forced to make an emergency landing in dangerous circumstances at Ras Salatib (拉斯萨拉提布) on the opposite shore of the Gulf of Suez. Another CH-53 helicopter, on the command post’s order, quickly went to Ras Salatib and carried the radar equipment back to Abu Rudeis. The assault force members who remained at the radar station blew up the radar station’s remaining facilities—5 engineering vehicles, the generator set, and the defensive works. After everything was finished, the unit withdrew to the designated boarding place not far away. At 04:00, they fired signal flares on a dry riverbed to guide the 3 “Super Frelon” helicopters in to land. At 04:35, the assault force, riding the helicopters, landed safely at Abu Rudeis airfield.

In this airborne operation, the Israeli army, at the cost of zero casualties, smoothly carried off the Egyptian army’s P-12 radar intact.



III. Case Commentary

Raiding behind enemy lines through special operations is not rare. But this time the Israeli army dispatched special forces which, by means of airborne operations, penetrated deep into the opponent’s positions and successfully carried off intact one of the Egyptian army’s advanced long-range early-warning radars, which can be called a new successful practice in the history of special operations.


(1) Accurate Intelligence Information Was the Precondition for the Success of This Action

The Israeli army’s stealing of the Egyptian radar equipment was an airborne operation organized and carried out by the Israeli high command with the raiding of a target as its main action, and it was also the second airborne action in the history of airborne operations to steal a radar (in the early period of the Second World War, British paratroopers had successfully stolen German radar equipment). The putting forward of the plan for this airborne operation benefited from 2 photo interpreters. On the 22nd, the photo interpreters Yehiel and Rami identified the Egyptian radar station and reported it to the air force operations department, and the air force immediately ordered it bombed on the 24th. But after Yehiel and Rami again put forward to the air force the suggestion of obtaining a radar by means of a surprise raid, it attracted the attention of the Israeli army’s senior commanders, and after study this suggestion was finally adopted, whereby the Israeli army obtained extremely valuable advanced Soviet radar technology.



(2) The Attention of the Israeli Army’s High Command Was an Important Guarantee for the Success of This Action

As with the previous airborne raiding operations, the Israeli army high command attached considerable importance to this operational action; not only was its operational plan put forward by the Israeli army General Staff, but it also attached considerable importance to the command. After the assault force members set out by aircraft, Prime Minister Golda Meir, Defense Minister Dayan, Chief of the General Staff Bar-Lev, air force commander Hod, infantry and paratroop commander Eitan, and 35th Brigade commander Nader all gathered at the command post of the Abu Rudeis air force base and personally directed the fighting.



(3) Powerful Support and Backup Was an Important Condition for the Success of This Action

In order to cover the assault force’s actions, the air force sent 15 fighter aircraft, which, together with the helicopter formation, took off at the same time, entered Egyptian airspace, and struck the barracks, positions, oil depots, and so on on the periphery of the Egyptian radar station, attracting the attention of the Egyptian army, powerfully supporting the assault force’s actions, and ensuring the success of the raid operation.

(Wang Xingwu, Zhao Kun)






Case 8: Israeli Raid on Beirut International Airport (1968.12.26–12.29)

Book pp. 55–59.

【Case Summary】 On December 26, 1968, Palestinian guerrillas at Athens (雅典) airport shot up a Boeing 707 airliner of the Israeli airline. In order to carry out revenge, an assault force of the Israeli airborne brigade, riding in 4 helicopters on the night of the 29th, flew in at ultra-low altitude over the Mediterranean to Beirut International Airport in Lebanon and blew up the Arab national civil aviation aircraft on the airport. In this raid operation, the Israeli army used 11 helicopters, 2 transport aircraft, and 6 combat aircraft, airlanded 76 men, and with zero casualties destroyed 13 Arab national civil aviation aircraft at Beirut International Airport.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

Southern Lebanon adjoins northern Israel. For a long time Lebanon and Israel had been in a state of hostility. Beginning in the 1960s, because Palestinian guerrillas had moved to Lebanon and used Lebanon as a base for resisting Israel, Israel frequently carried out military strikes against Lebanon, causing continual conflict between Lebanon and Israel.

Beirut International Airport is Lebanon’s only international airport, located 5 kilometers south of Lebanon’s capital Beirut, 2 kilometers from the Mediterranean on its west, and 90 kilometers from Naqoura (纳库拉) on the Lebanese–Israeli border to the south. The airport was composed of two intersecting runways; the passenger terminal was located at the intersection of the two runways, in front of the building was a stretch of open ground, along the northeast and northwest edges of the runways were hangars and aprons, and on the south side of the terminal was a fire and rescue center equipped with various firefighting and rescue facilities.

On July 22, 1968, an Israeli airline scheduled flight from Israel to Rome, Italy, was hijacked to Algiers by several terrorists calling themselves the “Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine” (the PFLP). After lengthy negotiations, Israel was forced to accept the terrorists’ demands and in late August released 12 Palestinian guerrillas in exchange for the hostages. On December 26 of the same year, 2 more Palestinians came from Beirut to Athens International Airport in Greece, disguised as airport workers, and approached 1 Israeli flight waiting to fly to New York, but were seen through by the security personnel; the terrorists were subsequently subdued, but a grenade thrown by the terrorists blew up the airliner’s engine, and the bullets they fired penetrated the side wall of the aircraft, killing 1 passenger and wounding 1 stewardess. A few hours later, the PFLP, with its headquarters in Beirut, announced that it was responsible for the incident.

In revenge for Lebanon’s tolerating terrorists’ use of Beirut as a base to attack Israeli airliners, on the evening of December 26 the Israeli army General Staff held an emergency meeting of all its members at the Ministry of Defense, and the meeting decided to raid Beirut International Airport and blow up all the Arab national civil aviation aircraft on the airport.

This raid mission was jointly undertaken by an assault force composed of the Israeli General Staff Reconnaissance Battalion, the reconnaissance company of the airborne 35th Brigade, and the air force helicopter squadron; the overall commander was Brigadier General Eitan, commander of the Israeli army’s infantry and paratroopers, and the deputy overall commander was Colonel Nader (纳德尔), commander of the airborne 35th Brigade. The assault force was organized into 3 assault detachments in all. The first assault detachment was formed from 22 men of the General Staff Reconnaissance Battalion led by the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Uzi (乌齐), and was code-named the “Uzi Unit”; its main mission was to land at the northwest of the runway of Beirut International Airport, successively blow up Arab national airliners in the direction from the northwest toward the terminal, and, after completing the mission, wait at the assembly point code-named “London.” The second assault detachment was formed from 20 men of the General Staff Reconnaissance Battalion led by the battalion deputy commander, Major Digli (迪格里), and was code-named the “Digli Unit”; its main mission was to land near the airport’s main building area, destroy the Arab national airliners on the open ground north of the terminal, and, after completing the mission, wait at the “London” assembly point. When withdrawing by sea, this detachment was responsible for the security of the evacuation point code-named “Rome.” The third assault detachment was formed from 22 men of the reconnaissance company of the airborne 35th Brigade led by the company commander, Captain Negbi (内格比), and was code-named the “Negbi Unit”; its main mission was to land at the northeast end of the airport runway and destroy the Arab national civil aviation aircraft from the landing point south to the terminal. The airborne 35th Brigade also arranged for a company’s strength to stand by at the departure airfield, as a reserve ready at any time to move forward to Beirut International Airport to carry out supporting operations.

On the air force side: first, the Israeli air force sent out 6 “Super Frelon” helicopters, of which 3 transported the 3 assault detachments and 3 stood by at the departure airfield. Second, it sent out 5 “Bell” (贝尔) helicopters, of which 3 were, after the assault force completed its mission, to fly to Beirut International Airport and bring it back; 1 was responsible for first landing the command post of the commander, Brigadier General Eitan, at the airport and then going to the east and west areas of the airport for aerial guard duty; and 1 was responsible for aerial patrol and communications relay. Third, it sent out 2 “Boeing” (波音) transport aircraft, mainly responsible for wartime aerial communications relay and, when necessary, landing at Beirut International Airport to pick up the assault force members. Fourth, it sent out 4 “Vautour” (秃鹰) and 2 “Skyhawk” (天鹰) fighter aircraft, standing by at a rear airfield, ready at any time to support the ground fighting with air firepower.

On the naval side: on the one hand, the Israeli navy sent out 2 torpedo boats, deployed off the coast at Sidon (西顿) and Tyre (提尔) south of Beirut, to monitor the movements of the Lebanese troops on shore. On the other hand, it sent out 4 “Storm” (风暴) class missile boats carrying 13 rubber boats, standing by along the coast off Beirut, prepared, if necessary, to land and bring back the assault force members.

At 08:00 on the 28th, Israeli Prime Minister Eshkol (艾希科尔) approved the operational plan, and the operation was code-named “Gift.” At 09:00, the commander, Brigadier General Eitan, issued the operational mission to the participating personnel. At 11:00, the participating personnel carried out pre-battle training. At 16:00 on the 29th, the participating personnel arrived at Ramat David (拉马特达维德) air force base to stand by.



II. Course of the Operation

At 20:30 on the 29th, the raid action began. The “Bell” helicopter piloted by Lieutenant Colonel Cohen, carrying the commander, Brigadier General Eitan, and 12 forward command personnel, took off first, and another “Bell” helicopter followed it. During the flight, the helicopters maintained radio silence and flew toward Beirut International Airport at an altitude of 15 meters along a route 5 kilometers from the coastline.

The first assault force landed at 21:18, 3 minutes later than the scheduled time. At 21:19, the other helicopters carrying assault force members landed one after another, and the members of the 3 assault detachments immediately dashed toward the airliners in their respective directions. The assault force members ordered the airliners’ maintenance personnel to leave the scene, and after the assault force members confirmed that there was no one aboard the airliners, they began to place explosives. When each assault force was ready, the commander, Brigadier General Eitan, gave the order to detonate, and the sound of the explosions resounded throughout the whole airport area. The “Bell” helicopter piloted by Lieutenant Colonel Cohen stood guard at the designated place, and the “Bell” helicopters responsible for the assault force members’ withdrawal mission had also arrived at the airport.

At 21:42, the third assault detachment, led by Captain Negbi, was the first to arrive at the assembly point, and laid out on the ground markers to guide the helicopters in landing. Afterward, the other helicopters arrived one after another at Beirut International Airport. At 22:02, the last helicopter taking part in the raid action left the ground, only 29 minutes after the first helicopter had landed. The Israeli navy vessels that had been standing by at sea also withdrew one after another after receiving the report that the assault force had returned safely.

In this raid operation, the Israeli army used 11 helicopters, 2 transport aircraft, and 6 combat aircraft, airlanded 76 men, and with zero casualties destroyed 13 Arab national civil aviation aircraft at Beirut International Airport.



III. Case Commentary

In the Israeli army’s raid on Beirut International Airport, the three services coordinated closely, the operational plan was thorough, surprise in the operation was achieved, and very good operational results were obtained.


(1) In-Depth Pre-Battle Study Raised the Success Rate of the Operation

In this raiding action, the main operational mission was not to kill or wound the other side or to rescue hostages, but to destroy Arab national civil aviation aircraft; how to blow up the aircraft in the shortest time and then withdraw safely was the main problem facing the Israeli army. After receiving the operational mission, the action commander, Brigadier General Eitan, led headquarters personnel in carefully studying aerial photographs of Beirut International Airport and the relevant maps, asked people who had been to Beirut International Airport about the situation at the airport, consulted the timetables of the Arab countries’ flights, and learned the types of airliners landing at Beirut International Airport and their landing times. Then Brigadier General Eitan again led the relevant personnel to the Israeli Ludd (卢德) International Airport to survey the structure of large civil aircraft on the spot, and discussed demolition methods with demolition experts. Through this series of studies and investigations, the Israeli army grasped a large amount of relevant information, which increased the specificity of the action and also provided a technical guarantee for completing the demolition mission.



(2) Concealing the Operational Intent Achieved Surprise in the Operation

In special operations, what is valuable is launching the action suddenly and catching the enemy unprepared. In order to achieve surprise in the operation and ensure the success of this raiding action, the Israeli army did a great deal of work in concealing the operational intent, and practice proved it very successful. In order to ensure that the helicopters, in flying across the sea, would not be detected by the Lebanese side and expose the operational intent, the Israeli army helicopters flew at an altitude of 15 meters above the sea surface along a route 5 kilometers from the coastline, which was basically within the blind zone of the Lebanese army’s radar; this made it possible both to navigate by the coastline and not to be discovered by the Lebanese army, so that the Israeli army’s aerial maneuver could proceed smoothly. At the same time, after takeoff the helicopter formation maintained radio silence, to prevent being monitored by the Lebanese army’s radio stations. By adopting this series of concealment measures, the Israeli army’s assault forces were able to approach the objective covertly, achieved surprise in the operation, and laid a foundation for the success of the raiding action.



(3) The Commander’s On-the-Spot Command Ensured Smooth Command

In this raiding action, the Israeli commander was always on the scene and commanded the fighting at the front line, which played an important role in ensuring the uninterrupted continuity of command throughout the fighting and in increasing the specificity of battle command. The commander, Brigadier General Eitan, and his command post personnel, riding in “Bell” helicopters, were the first to land at the airport, and immediately directed the assault detachments to launch their actions suddenly and rapidly, so that the Lebanese side was caught off guard. When the mission was completed, Brigadier General Eitan again directed the assault detachments to withdraw rapidly. It can be said that the Israeli army commander’s on-the-spot command played an important role in the smooth completion of this raiding action in a little more than 20 minutes.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 9: Israeli Special Forces Hijack Missile Boats Back from France (1969.12)

Book pp. 60–65.

【Case Summary】 In December 1969, Israeli special forces, with the cooperation of the intelligence agency “Mossad” (摩萨德), successfully hijacked 5 missile boats from France and carried them back to their country. In this action, Israeli intelligence agencies promptly grasped the intelligence that France was about to impose an arms embargo on Israel, and after careful planning and strict organization, created illusions and carelessness among the French, and, using Christmas night, carried the 5 missile boats back home, fully displaying the outstanding working ability of the Israeli intelligence agencies and the tough qualities and skills of the special forces, and creating a miracle in the history of special operations.


I. Background of the Incident

In the Middle East region, Israel has the sea on one side and is surrounded by Arab countries on three sides; under long-term hostility with the Arab world, if it were also to lose maritime superiority, its situation would be unimaginable. Therefore, Israel had always sought to develop maritime strength, in order to break the Arab world’s encirclement and blockade.


(1) Israel and West Germany Signed a Boat-Purchase Agreement

In the early 1960s, the Egyptian navy, with the help of the Soviet Union, already had 12 submarines, 10 frigates, 6 destroyers, and more than 50 torpedo boats, holding a clear advantage compared with Israel. Faced with the increasingly strong Egyptian naval power, Israel secretly signed with the then West German government an agreement to buy 12 “Jaguar” (美洲虎) missile boats. The “Jaguar” missile boats had strong firepower and good maneuverability, with a maximum speed of up to 70 kilometers per hour, sufficient to match the Soviet missile boats. By the end of 1964, 3 “Jaguar” missile boats had been delivered for use. However, although this arms purchase agreement was kept very secret, it was still discovered and exposed by the media of pro-Arab countries, thereby arousing the dissatisfaction of the Arab countries. Under pressure from the Arab world, the West German government had no choice but to order a halt to the building of missile boats in Germany. At the same time, in order not to offend Israel, the West German government decided to transfer the construction of the “Jaguar” missile boats to France to continue, with the German side paying the money, and with the boats to be built by the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company (诺曼底机械制造公司) at Cherbourg (瑟堡), France, and delivered by France to Israel for use after completion.



(2) France Imposed an Arms Embargo on Israel

France and Israel had always maintained close relations. In 1967, the first missile boat built by the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company successfully sailed to Israel. At this time, Israel had developed a new type of two-stage solid-fuel missile named “Gabriel” (加里布埃尔), 3.35 meters in overall length and 0.325 meters in diameter, whose warhead could carry 180 kilograms of high explosive, with a range of more than 40 kilometers. After the new-type boats were built, Israel mounted the “Gabriel” missiles on the boats, so that Israel had the strength to deal with the Egyptian navy. Soon afterward, the second boat built by France arrived at Tel Aviv in May. However, in June 1967 the situation in the Middle East changed suddenly and the Third Middle East War broke out. Israel, disregarding the French government’s repeated warnings, took the lead in launching an attack on Egypt and within a mere few hours destroyed Egypt’s entire air force. The French government then announced an arms embargo on Israel, which included the missile boats being built by France for Israel.



(3) Israel Decided to Smuggle the Missile Boats Back Home

In order to grasp in a timely and accurate way the French government’s attitude on the arms embargo, the Israeli intelligence agency sent a first-rate intelligence officer, General Mordechai Limon (莫迪凯·利蒙), to work in France, responsible for collecting and grasping the relevant French intelligence and, as far as possible, retrieving for Israel the losses brought about by the arms embargo. General Limon began to work, immediately upon arriving in France, by using the friendly relations that had previously been established between the Israeli intelligence agencies and the French intelligence agencies, seeking French intelligence personnel’s sympathy for and support of Israel. General Limon had many friends in France, including many senior officials of the French Ministry of Defense. On January 3, 1969, Limon learned from a French Ministry of Defense official that the French president had already decided to freeze arms exports to Israel, but that the cabinet meeting did not yet know of this decision of the president. Limon seized the opportunity and, taking advantage of the inertia of the French government, rapidly had the boats brought back to Israel. Very early the next morning, the sixth boat scheduled by Israel immediately set sail and left the French port of Cherbourg. Three days later, when the paint of the seventh boat had not yet been finished and its motors had not yet been tested, the Israeli side demanded that it be launched for a trial run, and it went and never returned, successfully reaching the Israeli city of Haifa. A few hours later, the Cherbourg authorities of France formally received notice that the remaining 5 missile boats must on no account be delivered to Israel again.




II. Drawing Up the Plan

In the spring of 1969, French President de Gaulle stepped down and President Pompidou (蓬皮杜) took office, but he did not immediately cancel the arms embargo on Israel. In October, Limon learned that the 5 boats had been completed, so he returned to Israel and immediately settled with the authorities on a plan to hijack the boats; this action would be carried out jointly by the Israeli intelligence agency “Mossad” and the navy special forces, and the code name of the action was “Noah’s Ark” (诺亚方舟). In order to mislead the French, Israel carried out a series of deception actions. General Limon wrote a letter to the person in charge of the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company, stating that if the other side returned the advance payment, the Israeli government would no longer demand the boats held up because of the embargo. The Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company believed this to be true and began to look for a new buyer. Just at this time, a ship broker who called himself a “Norwegian” (挪威) expressed willingness to buy these 5 already completed missile boats at a high price, and the French government did not clearly express opposition. On November 20, the buyer smoothly remitted $55 million to the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company, and the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company immediately returned the $22 million advance payment made by Israel to Israel; this thorny matter seemed to have been resolved satisfactorily in this way. In fact, however, from the Israeli government’s returning of the goods and pressing for the return of the advance payment to the so-called “Norwegian” buying the goods, all was planned entirely by the Israeli intelligence agency “Mossad.”



III. Course of the Action

A few days before Christmas in 1969, a group of “Norwegian” (挪威) sailors came to the French port of Cherbourg, and they quickly completed the handover procedures for the ships and technical files with the Israeli technical personnel who had previously worked there. Afterward, they scraped off the Hebrew ship names on both sides of the hulls and hung a Norwegian national flag on each ship. These “Norwegian” sailors filled the boats with fuel and had to test-run the engines every evening toward dusk, the roar of the engines so disturbing the residents of Cherbourg that they hoped these “Norwegians” would leave soon. In fact, these “Norwegian” sailors were all Jewish immigrants of Nordic nationality selected from the Israeli navy special forces, and the evening test runs every day were to create an illusion among the French so that the missile boats could be successfully brought back home secretly. As time went on, however, some of the “Norwegian” sailors occasionally conversed in Hebrew, arousing the suspicion of the French intelligence personnel. Limon soon learned of these circumstances, and decided to get this batch of boats away as soon as possible. Because of the haste of time, the boats neither had precision navigational instruments installed nor had weapons for self-defense prepared, and according to the weather forecast there would also be storms along the route in the next few days; therefore, this action would be extremely dangerous and difficult. After repeated weighing, General Limon finally decided to take advantage of the French celebrating Christmas to hijack the boats.

On Christmas night of 1969, the “Norwegian” sailors again started the motors, and the rumbling of the engines resounded throughout the harbor, but no one in all of Cherbourg paid attention: first, it was Christmas that day, and people were immersed in the joy of the festival; second, everyone had long been accustomed to this noise and thought that the “Norwegian” sailors were again going out to sea for a trial run. When the sound of church bells echoed in Cherbourg harbor, the 5 boats, which had long been made ready, quietly sailed toward the depths of the harbor bay and soon vanished into the darkness. On the morning of December 25, the workers of the Normandy Machinery Manufacturing Company, after coming to work, discovered that the 5 missile boats and the “Norwegian” sailors had all mysteriously disappeared overnight. While the Cherbourg authorities were launching an investigation into this, the 5 missile boats, piloted by Israeli navy special forces members, successfully arrived at Israel’s port of Haifa.



IV. Commentary on the Action

The Israeli special forces, with the cooperation of the intelligence agency “Mossad,” relying on tough qualities and superb skills, successfully smuggled 5 missile boats from France back to their country, creating a miracle in the history of special operations.


(1) The Intelligence Agency’s Work Was Outstanding

That the Israeli special forces were able to pull the wool over everyone’s eyes and smuggle the missile boats back to their homeland right under the French people’s noses is owed, first of all, to the outstanding work of the Israeli intelligence agency, and especially to the tireless efforts of General Mordechai Limon. In order to grasp the movements of the French government in a timely way, General Limon used his personal charm, together with the friendly relations that had previously been established between the Israeli intelligence agency and the French intelligence agency, to actively win the French people’s sympathy for and support of Israel, and obtained relevant intelligence from them. In particular, after learning that the French president was going to impose an arms embargo on Israel, he took advantage of the inertia of the French government to rapidly transport 2 missile boats that were about to be completed back to Israel. In the course of Israel’s carrying out the “Noah’s Ark” action, French intelligence personnel occasionally heard some of the “Norwegian” sailors conversing in Hebrew and became suspicious. General Limon again rapidly grasped the intelligence on this point, and so decided to get this batch of missile boats away as soon as possible, to avoid a long night and many dreams. In short, the outstanding work of the Israeli intelligence agency won time for this action and created favorable conditions.



(2) The Boat-Hijacking Action Was Thoroughly Planned

This boat-hijacking action was carried out within French territory, and it was necessary not only to escape the sight of the French but also to sail a long distance across the sea of more than 3,000 nautical miles; a loophole appearing in any one place could have undone all the previous efforts. Therefore, in order to achieve success, besides accurately grasping the movements of the French government, it was also necessary to plan carefully and organize thoroughly, so that not the slightest error would appear. To this end, the Israeli intelligence agency made careful plans. The first was to substitute the beams and pillars: first requiring the French to take back the goods and refund the advance payment, and afterward disguising themselves as a “Norwegian” (挪威) ship broker expressing willingness to buy the missile boats at a high price. Everything seemed to go smoothly, but under the careful planning of the Israeli intelligence agency, the French were successfully misled and the French people’s misgivings were dispelled. The second was creating illusions: Israeli special forces members, dressed up as Norwegian sailors, filled the missile boats with fuel every evening toward dusk and went out to sea for test runs, creating an illusion among the French. The third was the careful choice of the time for the boat hijacking, acting on Christmas night when the French were going home for family reunions and revelry, which greatly reduced the risk of the boat-hijacking action and thereby made the hijacking succeed in one stroke.



(3) The Special Forces Members’ Qualities Were Tough

In the course of Israel’s carrying out the “Noah’s Ark” action, the Israeli special forces members’ tough qualities and superb piloting skills played an important role. This was shown mainly in the following: being able to communicate using the Norwegian official language and smoothly completing the handover procedures for the ships and technical files; filling the boats with fuel every evening and going out to sea for test runs; and, especially, with fewer than 20 people on each missile boat, with no precision navigational instruments installed on the boats and no weapons for self-defense, and with storms on the route, being able to sail 3,000 nautical miles continuously and successfully smuggle the 5 missile boats back to their homeland, fully displaying the Israeli special forces members’ tough qualities and superb piloting skills.

(Zhang Xuecheng, Xiao Xiangwen)






Case 10: U.S. Forces’ Surprise Raid on the Son Tay POW Camp in North Vietnam (1970.11.20–11.21)

Book pp. 66–72.

【Case Summary】 From November 20 to 21, 1970, the U.S. forces invading Vietnam, in order to rescue American prisoners of war held in Vietnam and ease the increasingly high antiwar sentiment at home, carried out a helicopter-landing surprise raid on the Son Tay POW camp in North Vietnam. The raid was thoroughly planned and fully prepared, the secrecy measures were effective, and the specific execution was also very smooth. But because the intelligence was not timely, the prisoners had been moved in advance, and the surprise raid in the end did not achieve its purpose.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

In the spring of 1970, the numbers of U.S. troops killed and captured on the Vietnam battlefield kept increasing, and antiwar sentiment within the United States grew day by day; many people demanded that the U.S. government stop the Vietnam War and urge the Vietnamese side to release the U.S. prisoners of war, and the pressure the U.S. government faced on the Vietnam War issue grew greater and greater. In order to rescue the U.S. prisoners of war on the Vietnam battlefield and soothe the antiwar sentiment at home, the U.S. army carried out detailed reconnaissance of the various POW camps located in Vietnam. After analysis, it decided to raid the Son Tay POW camp in North Vietnam and carry out a rescue action. The Son Tay POW camp is located 32 kilometers west of Hanoi. Through reconnaissance, the U.S. army learned that 70 to 80 American POWs were held there, including the son of Admiral McCain, commander of the Pacific theater; about 12,000 North Vietnamese troops were stationed within roughly 10 kilometers of the Son Tay POW camp; and nearby there were also North Vietnamese air defense missile units.

Around May 1, 1970, the U.S. army completed its reconnaissance of the Son Tay POW camp in North Vietnam and drew up an action plan code-named “Ivory Coast” (象牙海岸) and formed an assault force. The assault force was composed of 15 officers, 82 soldiers, 1 HH-3 transport helicopter, and 3 HH-53 transport helicopters, with Air Force Brigadier General Manor (麦纳) as overall commander and Colonel Simons (西蒙斯) as commander of the assault force. The assault force was divided into 3 groups, namely the rescue group, the guard group, and the support group. The rescue group, code-named “Blue Boy” (蓝色少年), was composed of 14 assault force members and was commanded by Captain Meadows (迈道斯); it would land in an HH-3 helicopter on the open ground inside the POW camp and was responsible for entering the POW camp to find and rescue the prisoners. The guard group, code-named “Red Wheel” (红色车轮), was composed of 20 assault force members and was commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Sydnor (希德纳); it would land in an HH-53 helicopter outside the POW camp. One part of its assault force members was responsible for security guard, blocking the roads, and stopping enemy reinforcements; another part was responsible for blasting a breach in the outer wall of the prison and rescuing the prisoners onto the helicopters. The support group, code-named “Green Reef” (绿色暗礁), was composed of 22 assault force members and was personally commanded by Colonel Simons; it would land in an HH-53 helicopter outside the POW camp and provide support for the actions of the above two groups. While the assault force flew by helicopter to the Son Tay POW camp, 2 MC-130 special warfare aircraft of the U.S. Air Force provided navigation for it. In addition, a formation composed of 5 A-1E attack aircraft would provide air cover, and 10 F-4 fighters would carry out combat air patrol in the air and intercept North Vietnamese aircraft attempting to approach. On August 20, 1970, training was carried out under extreme secrecy. On September 28, the U.S. Air Force and Army assault forces formally began coordinated rehearsals. On September 30, President Nixon approved the action plan. On October 6, the assault force held the final simulated rehearsal.



II. Course of the Operation

The U.S. army had originally planned to act at the end of October, but because of bad weather it was postponed to November.

On November 17, the first batch of relief forces, riding C-130 transport aircraft, arrived at Takhli (打卡里) Air Force Base in Thailand. At 14:00 on the afternoon of November 18, Brigadier General Manor and Colonel Simons briefly briefed the participating personnel on the situation at Takhli base, with the action scheduled to begin within 3 days. On November 19, Colonel Simons inspected the weapons and equipment carried by the members and briefed everyone on the specific operational plan. On the evening of November 20, the U.S. assault force members at Takhli base, riding C-130 transport aircraft, arrived at Udorn (乌隆) base in Thailand near the southern border of Laos and linked up with the helicopters, HC-130 tankers, and MC-130 special warfare aircraft that had arrived earlier.

At 22:10, the assault force members, riding in 1 HH-3 helicopter and 3 HH-53 helicopters, escorted by C-130 transport aircraft, flew toward the Son Tay POW camp in North Vietnam. An hour and a half later, the A-1E attack aircraft group responsible for support also took off from Nakhon Phanom (那空帕侬) Air Force Base in Thailand. All the participating aircraft rendezvoused under radio silence and set out for North Vietnam. When the aircraft groups flew across the Laotian border, a total of 116 U.S. aircraft taking off from 7 air force bases in Thailand and 3 U.S. aircraft carriers also began to take action. 5 U.S. F-105 fighters approached the Son Tay area at high altitude in order to attract the attention of the North Vietnamese “SAM” air defense missile units and make it easier for the assault force to begin its action. At the same time, 10 F-4D fighters from Udorn base took to the air on patrol. At about 01:00 in the early morning of the 21st, the participating U.S. helicopters, after refueling in the air, flew toward Hanoi.

At about 02:20 in the early morning, the U.S. A-1E attack aircraft approached the target area at ultra-low altitude, preparing to carry out the attack mission. The C-130 transport aircraft escorting the helicopters guided the helicopters carrying the assault force all the way to a point about 6 kilometers from the POW camp. Because the trees around the landing site were very tall, the helicopter carrying the rescue group, when landing, hit tree branches with its rotor and fell to the ground; the helicopter was lightly damaged, and there were no casualties. Afterward, the rescue group leader, Captain Meadows, led 13 assault force members out of the cabin, and, divided into several combat groups, they reached their designated combat positions and began to eliminate the North Vietnamese garrison. The helicopter carrying Colonel Simons and the other 22 members of the support group, because it had not followed the helicopter ahead, mistakenly landed inside a middle school 450 meters south of the POW camp, where it encountered a group of Soviet soldiers, and the two sides engaged in a fierce battle. A few minutes later, the support group assault force members had wiped out more than 100 of the other side without a single death of their own. At this time Colonel Simons discovered that the landing point did not match the plan, and quickly summoned the helicopter to carry them to the POW camp. Guard group leader Lieutenant Colonel Sydnor, after discovering that the support group had been unable to act in accordance with the established plan, immediately changed the plan. He led the guard group in establishing its own command post outside the POW camp to direct the fighting. At this time, in the POW camp, the rescue group, under the command of Captain Meadows, engaged the North Vietnamese units in a fierce battle and killed more than 10 North Vietnamese soldiers in all. The assault force members, after carefully searching the whole POW camp, did not find a single prisoner. Finally Captain Meadows reported to General Manor: “Search completed; no prisoners found.” The assault force commander, Colonel Simons, then ordered a withdrawal. Although the action in this raid went smoothly, because North Vietnam had moved the prisoners in advance it did not achieve its purpose and became a successful “failure.”



III. Case Commentary

Although this U.S. raid on the Son Tay POW camp in North Vietnam was fully prepared, rapid in action, and closely coordinated, and the whole course of the action went rather smoothly, because it had not grasped the fact that the prisoners had already been moved in advance, the action failed to achieve its purpose.


(1) Inaccurate Intelligence Caused This Action Not to Achieve Its Expected Purpose

In this raid action, although the action went smoothly and losses were slight, not a single prisoner was rescued. The root cause was that North Vietnam had moved the prisoners in advance and the POW camp was empty, while the U.S. army had not grasped this situation before the action. As early as September 30, the U.S. army had discovered that aerial reconnaissance photographs showed “some decrease in personnel activity” at the Son Tay POW camp, and the grass in the places where the prisoners often took walks had also begun to grow deeper. On October 3, photographs taken by an SR-71 reconnaissance aircraft showed that the POW camp already had no sign of any people. Some experts analyzed that, if the prisoners were still being held at the Son Tay POW camp, they must have been punished for some reason and unable to go outside for walks. But photographs taken later by the SR-71 reconnaissance aircraft again showed that “activity had certainly increased somewhat” at the Son Tay POW camp. Afterward, a reliable piece of intelligence from Hanoi said that the prisoners at the Son Tay POW camp might already have been moved. By November 18, U.S. reconnaissance aircraft attempted a final reconnaissance of the POW camp but did not succeed. Afterward, General Blackburn (布莱克本), who was responsible for planning this action, and Bennett (班尼特), director of the Defense Intelligence Agency, recommended carrying out the rescue action as long as the weather was good. The U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff agreed with their suggestion and put forward a feasibility opinion to President Nixon, and President Nixon in the end also approved the plan. The inaccuracy of the intelligence information left the U.S. army without a grasp of the fact that, before the action, the prisoners of the Son Tay POW camp had already been moved, which directly led the senior U.S. leadership to carry out the rescue action with the idea of venturing a try, and in turn caused the raid action, though successful, not to rescue a single prisoner.



(2) Careful Planning and Sufficient Preparation Ensured the Smooth Carrying Out of This Action

In order to carry out this raid action, the U.S. army carried out planning and preparation for as long as 6 months, in order to leave nothing to chance. The first measure was to select elite soldiers and strong officers rich in combat experience and in the spirit of devotion to form the assault force. The overall commander of the whole action, Brigadier General Manor, was the commander of the Special Operations Group at Eglin Air Force Base of the U.S. Air Force. He had taken part in the Second World War and had carried out many special operations missions in Vietnam. The assault force commander, Colonel Simons, was physically strong and outgoing in personality, and was an old assault force member who had taken part in the Second World War. In order to accomplish the mission well, Colonel Simons decided that the 103rd Army Special Forces “Green Berets” would carry out this raid mission, and General Manor also selected from the Air Force several veterans who had taken part in many search-and-rescue missions to pilot the helicopters. The second measure was to carry out sufficient pre-battle simulation training. In order for the assault force members to become familiar with the situation of the POW camp, the U.S. army built a mock prison at Eglin Air Force Base modeled on the Son Tay POW camp, and trained with emphasis on subjects closely related to rescuing prisoners, such as target identification, village reconnaissance, room searching, hand signals, the installation of demolition equipment, jungle survival, night shooting, and the rescue of combat casualties. While the ground forces were training, the Air Force units also trained in night aerial refueling, night formation flying, dropping illumination flares, and so on; altogether they flew 268 sorties, with training time of more than 1,000 hours, without a single accident occurring. The third measure was the thorough organization of coordinated actions. Those taking part in the action included helicopters, transport aircraft, ground-attack aircraft, and the carrier-based aircraft on the U.S. aircraft carriers in the Gulf of Tonkin, as many as more than 100 aircraft. The action missions included navigation, transport, aerial refueling, escort, patrol, ground attack, and so on; through strict coordination, the U.S. army enabled this action, which involved multiple services, multiple aircraft types, and multiple missions, to proceed in a coordinated way, thereby ensuring the smooth carrying out of the raid on the Son Tay POW camp. For example: the normal cruising speed of the C-130 transport aircraft at low altitude is more than 460 kilometers per hour, but this mission required them to fly at a low speed of 200 kilometers per hour, almost in a stalled state. In contrast, the fully loaded HH-53 and HH-3 helicopters had to speed up as much as possible to keep up with the C-130 transport aircraft. For the A-1E attack aircraft, the requirement this time was also different: in order to keep formation with the main force, the A-1E attack aircraft, loaded with bombs and rockets, had to fly an “S”-shaped route in a near-stalled state, in order to resolve the speed difference between the helicopters and the attack aircraft.



(3) Feints, Deception, and Concealed Maneuver Ensured the Surprise of This Action

In this raid action, the U.S. army was also very successful in carrying out feints and deception to ensure the surprise of the action. The first was the adoption of a series of deception measures to divert the attention of the North Vietnamese army. The U.S. army took advantage of the shooting down of 1 reconnaissance aircraft by North Vietnam on November 13 to stir up public opinion on a large scale, declaring that it would retaliate against North Vietnam; at the same time it used radio to create large amounts of false intelligence and deliberately let North Vietnam intercept it; it also used the Navy’s 7th Fleet, cruising in the waters of the Gulf of Tonkin, to carry out feint attacks on North Vietnam’s coastal defense ports and tie down North Vietnamese forces; at the same time it also sent RF-4 reconnaissance aircraft on patrol in the air, to direct the attention of North Vietnam’s air defense firepower and radar toward dealing with high-altitude targets, so as to make it relax its vigilance against targets entering at low altitude; before the assault force entered North Vietnamese airspace, the U.S. army sent out more than 250 fighter aircraft, which carried out air strikes with emphasis on the near suburbs of Hanoi and on some of North Vietnam’s main radar stations and missile positions, creating a posture of large-scale bombing, so that an indirect action played the role of direct coordination. The second was the careful choice of the time of action to achieve surprise. The time of operational action selected by the U.S. army was the night of November 20–21; the moonlight that night was fairly bright, which made it convenient for the helicopters to fly at ultra-low altitude and for the assault force members to carry out their missions after leaving the aircraft, and the darkness of night could be used as cover, enhancing the concealment of the action during the round trip. The third was the choice of a concealed route to achieve surprise. The U.S. army made full use of the favorable terrain of the mountainous area on the Laotian border and carefully chose a route that was both short and straight and concealed; under radio silence, it flew at ultra-low altitude through the gaps in the deployment of radars in western North Vietnam, thereby avoiding the other side’s radar surveillance and the threat of air-defense fire, and achieved surprise in the action.

(Wang Xingwu, Zhao Kun)






Case 11: Japanese Police’s Handling of the “Asama Lodge” Hostage Incident (1972.2.19–2.28)

Book pp. 73–81.

【Case Summary】 On February 19, 1972, 5 members of the “United Red Army” organization, slipping through the net in a large-scale sweep operation by the Japanese police, fled to the “Asama Lodge,” where they seized 1 hostage and stood off against the police for as long as 10 days. The Japanese police adopted a method that combined psychological warfare with the force of an armed strike to rescue the hostage and captured all 5 terrorists. In this hostage rescue action, with the police special mobile units as the main body, the strategy of besieging rather than attacking, with multiple measures going forward at once, was carried out, and targeted special warfare methods such as psychological fatigue were employed, and in the end the hostage was successfully rescued. This action declared that the “United Red Army” terrorist organization had been thoroughly crushed inside Japan, curbed the then increasingly frenzied momentum of terrorist activity in Japan, and also provided both positive and negative experience and lessons for the police special forces of various countries in completing the missions of domestic small- and medium-scale counter-terrorism operations.


I. Causes of the Incident

In the 1970s, Japan’s student movement rose one wave after another, and some of the students suppressed by the Japanese government began to turn extreme, setting up various armed groups and secret organizations and frequently creating incidents of bombing, robbery, and attack that endangered social stability and public safety; the “Red Army,” an ultra-left terrorist organization, was one of the typical representatives. The “Red Army” organization was an armed faction within the “Communist League” of Japan’s new left wing, also called the “Communist League Red Army Faction.” In November 1969 the organization was surrounded by the police in Yamanashi Prefecture, 53 members were arrested, and its strength was reduced and split into many small factions. On December 20, 1971, some members of the “Red Army” within the country, led by Tsuneo Mori (森恒夫), and the ultra-left organization “Keihin Security Treaty Joint Struggle,” led by Hiroko Nagata (永田洋子, female), merged the two factions and set up the “United Red Army” organization. The “United Red Army” organization had 29 core members, and through robbing banks, post offices, and gun shops it possessed ample weapons and equipment and operating funds; it set up multiple secret bases for training and planning terrorist activities in the mountainous areas of prefectures and cities near Tokyo, but because attacks on law enforcement agencies such as the police boxes (that is, the substations) drew the attention of the Japanese police to investigate and sweep them, the Japanese authorities concentrated large numbers of police in Nagano and other prefectures to conduct reconnaissance, set up checkpoints, patrol, and sweep the mountains. On February 1, 1972, the Japanese police broke up the organization’s recently abandoned secret bases on Mount Tanzawa in Kanagawa Prefecture and on Mount Haruna (棒名山) and Mount Kaba (迦叶山) in Gunma Prefecture, and the subsequent searches caused “United Red Army” members to be caught one after another; by February 19, 7 members of the organization had been arrested by the police, and another 5 members were targeted and being pursued.



II. The Hostage-Taking Incident

On February 19, the “United Red Army” core member Hiroshi Sakaguchi (坂口弘) and the members Kunio Bando (坂口国男), Masakuni Yoshino (吉野雅邦), Michio Kato (加藤伦敦), and Motohisa Kato (加藤元九, only 16 years old), 5 persons in all, after learning that their accomplices had been captured by the police, crossed over the mountain ridges of Gunma Prefecture near Nagano Prefecture and fled to Mount Wakakusa (若草山) in the lakeside urban area of Karuizawa Town in the southeast of Nagano Prefecture. At 10:00, they lay in hiding at the Satsuki Lodge (皋月山庄, unoccupied at the time) on Mount Asama in Karuizawa Town. In the meantime, 3 persons went back to the Mount Wakakusa campsite to retrieve concealed weapons, but their remaining footprints in the snow were discovered by the police at the Mount Wakakusa campsite, and the police pursued all the way to the Satsuki Lodge on Mount Asama. At 15:05, the “United Red Army” and the police exchanged fire, and 1 policeman was wounded; at 15:20, the 5 terrorists broke out from the Satsuki Lodge to the Asama Lodge 500 meters away and took hostage Yasuko Muta (牟田泰子), the wife of the lodge manager, who was alone at home.

After seizing the hostage, the terrorists immediately used wardrobes, sofas, bedding, and other miscellaneous articles on the first floor of the Asama Lodge to build temporary roadblocks at the exits and cut firing ports on the second and third floors, trying to rely on the favorable terrain of the Asama Lodge, easy to defend and hard to attack, to stand off against the police. The terrorists’ weapons and equipment included 1 rifle, 1 pistol, 4 shotguns, several bombs, and about 700 rounds of ammunition of various kinds.



III. Rescue Deployment

The police pursuing the terrorists quickly surrounded the Asama Lodge; because the terrorists had taken a hostage and were stubbornly holding out, they promptly reported to their superiors and requested support. The police completed the full encirclement of the lodge and control of the roads, and analyzed the current situation on the basis of the intelligence they had. The police held that: first, the lodge was an independent three-story building with solid outer walls and only one access road, and even the nearest Satsuki Lodge was 500 meters away from it, so it was like a natural fortress, easy to defend and hard to attack; second, the lodge was located at an altitude of 1,169.2 meters, and the nighttime temperature there in February could fall as low as minus 15 degrees, so the number of police performing the siege mission was constrained by logistical support; third, there was ample food in reserve inside the lodge, the terrorists held a hostage and had relatively advanced weapons and sufficient ammunition, and the rifle they held could penetrate the police’s 2-layer shields at close range, so a rash assault might cause unnecessary police casualties; fourth, the police rescue action would receive full-course tracking and reporting by radio and television stations, the hostage’s safety should come first, any shot fired by the police without permission might be held legally accountable, and the degree of pressure on and constraint upon the police was very great. Therefore, the police decided that, before finding the best solution, they would persist in using non-force means to resolve this hostage-taking incident, while continuing to add the police strength and equipment required. By February 28, the police taking part in the action numbered 1,635, equipped with 9 special armored police vehicles, 4 high-pressure water trucks, and 1 10-ton crane vehicle. The scheduled rescue plan was to build field fortifications outside the lodge, gradually close in on the lodge by relying on the fortifications, and then, by destroying obstacles such as the lodge’s walls, force the terrorists to surrender or subdue them and rescue the hostage who had been taken.



IV. Course of the Rescue

The hostage incident began at 15:20 on February 19 and ended at 18:20 on the 28th, lasting as long as 219 hours; it was the longest hostage-taking and rescue incident in Japan’s history up to that time, and it was divided mainly into two phases: non-force resolution and armed rescue.

Phase one: the non-force resolution phase. In order to resolve this hostage-taking incident, which had drawn wide attention from the Japanese public, the Japanese police first sought non-force means of resolution and adopted four measures. The first was to adopt a family-affection psychological offensive. While collecting to the maximum extent intelligence on the terrain inside the lodge and on the identities of the terrorists, the police asked their relatives to come to the scene to carry out persuasion. From the 21st on, the police, by comparing the fingerprints found at the scene of the gunfight at the Satsuki Lodge and through video recordings of persons at the scene, successively determined the identities of Masakuni Yoshino, Hiroshi Sakaguchi, and Kunio Bando; their mothers were brought to the scene by helicopter to carry out family-affection broadcasts, and this family-affection persuasion by broadcast continued until the final resolution of the hostage crisis. The family-affection psychological offensive played a role in stabilizing the terrorists’ psychology: after feeling and learning that their family members had not completely abandoned them, the terrorists did not subject the hostage to further persecution, and this was also beneficial to the police in adjusting deployments and adopting other measures. The second was to launch noise fatigue warfare. When the hostage-taking incident entered its 4th day, in order to break the stalemate, the police, under the on-site guidance of experts of the “Police Psychology Research Society” and technical officers of the Metropolitan Police Department’s Scientific Investigation Research Institute, carried out noise fatigue warfare. The specific measures were: shining large searchlights outside the lodge and playing simulated sounds of a police attack (including the firing sounds of tear-gas shells, the shouted commands of the mobile unit commander, and the rumble of police vehicles driving past), with bulletproof police vehicles feigning an attack on the lodge while playing high-decibel noise. This not only caused the terrorists to misjudge and expend ammunition, but also kept the terrorists from resting for more than 40 hours continuously, reaching the psychological fatigue point of people under ordinary laws, and affected the terrorists’ vigilance and judgment. The third was to carry out information blockade warfare. In the initial phase, the terrorists inside the lodge were able to grasp the police arrangements through television and radio, and so their response measures were timely and their psychology was stable. In response to this situation, the police cut off the Asama Lodge’s electric power at 20:00 on the 22nd, so that the police’s actions would no longer be noticed by the terrorists through television broadcasts; on the 26th, the police concluded an “X-DAY coverage and reporting agreement” with the major media in Karuizawa Town, Nagano Prefecture, so that the terrorists could not obtain the police’s specific action plan and reports from the radio either. The fourth was to carry out a war of bewilderment and attrition. Because the terrorists had a fairly large quantity of ammunition and had cut a large number of gun ports in the lodge’s outer wall, in order to reduce resistance during the attack, the police began at 13:00 on the 23rd to build field fortifications on the road on the south side of the lodge; the field fortifications were 1.5 meters high and more than 10 meters long, and step by step they moved from the camp close to the lodge. They not only provided a safety screen for the on-site command and the assault personnel in the final attack, but also drew the terrorists into firing large quantities of ammunition at the fortifications. Although the above efforts at non-force resolution did not result in the release of the hostage, they provided a great deal of help for the armed rescue action.

Phase two: the armed rescue phase. On February 28, the hostage-taking incident entered its 10th day; the police inferred that the terrorists had basically been worn down, and therefore decided to resolve this incident thoroughly that day. At 08:00, the police, having finished assembling outside the lodge, broadcast to the terrorists the final ultimatum to release the hostage and surrender. With no response, the assault action to rescue the hostage by force of arms formally began. The armed rescue was divided into four steps. Step one: destruction operations. The assault began from the front; tear gas was first fired onto the balconies and bedrooms, and high-pressure water trucks sprayed high-pressure water columns at the gun ports in the lodge’s outer wall to prevent the terrorists from firing out of the gun ports; at 10:45, a crane vehicle swung an engineering iron ball weighing as much as 1.5 tons and began to destroy the lodge’s outer wall, destroying the gun ports on the wall that were used for shooting and at the same time depriving the terrorists of cover. Kunio Bando, who had been monitoring the radio inside the lodge, finally at 10:00 obtained a report on this police assault, and the terrorists fought back with shotguns, pistols, and homemade bombs. Step two: bursting into the lodge. At 11:17, the Yamano Death-Defying Squad (山野决死队) of the 2nd Mobile Unit burst into the interior of the lodge from the manager’s room on the south side of the second floor; at 11:24, the company of Nagata Chio (长田千夫), commander of the 9th Mobile Unit, burst in from the first floor and occupied the ground floor; the follow-up detachments set out from the prepared cover fortifications and, in accordance with the planned division of labor, burst into the lodge one after another. The terrorists were finally squeezed into the “Ginkgo Room” on the third floor; because the terrorists held a hostage and had relatively strong firepower, in order to prevent the police from suffering more unnecessary casualties in the narrow space, the command post required a temporary halt to the forced entry. Step three: armed standoff. In the exchange of fire, the police suffered a number of casualties. Takami Shigemitsu (高见繁光) of the Metropolitan Police Department’s Special Vehicle Team, who was commanding the high-pressure water truck and the crane vehicle at the scene, was shot and killed, and Otsu Takayuki (大津高幸) of the Metropolitan Police Department’s 2nd Mobile Unit, who was wounded by a stray bullet while crossing the fortifications to burst into the lodge; Uchida Naotaka (内田尚孝), commander of the Metropolitan Police Department’s 2nd Mobile Unit, was shot and killed by rifle fire while observing the enemy situation at a corner of the fortifications; and the 2nd Mobile Unit was hit by a pipe bomb in the kitchen on the third floor, wounding 5 persons. At the same time, the engine of the crane vehicle suddenly went out, and because it was impossible to leave the bulletproof panel to carry out repairs amid a hail of bullets, the iron-ball operation ended. The police attack was once interrupted after 13:00, forming a standoff with the terrorists inside the lodge. Step four: rescuing the hostage. At 15:39, the attack resumed. The police destroyed the dining-room wall adjoining the “Ginkgo Room,” used high-pressure water guns to release water directly into the “Ginkgo Room,” and threw in tear gas; the “Ginkgo Room” was filled with swirling smoke, with standing water 30 centimeters deep, but the 5 terrorists were still using pistols and rifles to make a last resistance. At 18:20, mobile unit members holding shields suddenly burst into the “Ginkgo Room” from the breach in the wall, arrested the 5 terrorists in an instant, and found the hostage Yasuko Muta on the bed, and the rescue action was declared over.



V. Commentary on the Action

In the “Asama Lodge” hostage rescue action, the police strength directly employed reached 1,635 persons; although all 5 terrorists were captured and the hostage was rescued, 2 police officers and 1 civilian were killed and 27 persons were wounded. The methods of action and the means adopted in this hostage rescue action both had distinctive features, worthy of deep reflection and of drawing on.


(1) Strictly Implementing Established Policies, Flexibly Employing Special Means, and Using Non-Lethal Weapons Were the Outstanding Features of This Action

First, restricting the opening of fire, avoiding killing, and cooperating with the media were the three major policies formulated by the Japanese Metropolitan Police Department for this action. They were strictly implemented in the action and produced a good influence among the Japanese public. The police riot-duty mobile units subordinate to the Japanese Metropolitan Police Department are non-combat units; therefore, even under such special conditions as counter-terrorism operations, the opening of fire was also subject to strict restraint; the Japanese Metropolitan Police Department required that on-site personnel, even if they obtained temporary approval to open fire, must not intentionally kill terrorists; at the same time, it required close cooperation with the media reporting from the scene, and in the 10-day rescue process the Japanese police basically achieved this. Second, the family-affection offensive and psychological fatigue were effective special means employed in this action. The flexible employment of these means laid the foundation for the hostage’s final rescue. After the terrorists were besieged in the “Asama Lodge,” the police widely adopted the suggestions of experts and relevant personnel and tried various methods that might produce positive effects. After determining the terrorists’ identities, the police immediately used helicopters to invite their mothers and other family members to the scene, and after exchanges with the negotiation experts, they urged those inside the lodge to surrender from multiple angles such as family affection, social understanding, and the changing situation of the international student movement; family members of terrorists also came to the scene, and the family-affection offensive persisted until the general assault. Psychological fatigue began on the 22nd: the police accepted the suggestions of the technical officers of the Metropolitan Police Department’s Scientific Investigation Research Institute and relevant experts and launched noise fatigue warfare, shining large searchlights outside the lodge and using ultra-high-power loudspeakers to play high-decibel simulated sounds of a police attack, keeping the terrorists inside the lodge at all times in a tense and irritable state, unable to rest for a long time, and reducing their ability to react. Third, achieving the operational intent with non-lethal weapons was the biggest bright spot of this rescue operation. In this rescue action, the police mainly used non-lethal weapons (rubber bullets, tear gas shells, smoke shells, illumination shells, and water guns), using in all 3,126 tear gas shells, 326 smoke shells, 96 rubber bullets, and 83 illumination shells, with 158,500 liters of water released; the pistols used for deterrence fired only 16 rounds, none of which were fired at the terrorists. This operational form with non-lethal weapons as the main means is the preferred choice for police forces in resolving domestic terrorist activities. Facts have proved that relying on non-lethal weapons, coordinated with appropriate tactics, it is possible to resolve some low-intensity terrorist activities, and in future police actions this should also be taken as a feasible plan and one of the primary choices. After this successful rescue of the hostage, the Japanese domestic public basically affirmed the police’s action, while their attitude toward extremist organizations changed from sympathy and support to antipathy and opposition, which promoted the stabilization of the social situation.



(2) Strengthening News Control, Guiding the Media’s Self-Discipline, and Carrying Out News Reporting with Operations as the Center Was an Experience in This Counter-Terrorism Operation Worthy of Reflection and Summing Up

Hostage-taking and other terrorist incidents have always been important content that the news media take great interest in and report on, but the police’s handling activities usually cannot reach the state of openness and transparency that the media require, and handling activities therefore cannot avoid facing intervention by the news media and interference by public opinion; at the same time, the terrorists’ creation of terrorist activities also has the intent of attracting the widest possible public attention, and a terrorist incident may trigger “secondary panic” among the broader population that is concerned about the hostages. Therefore, improper intervention by the media and improper interference by public opinion will have a harmful effect on the hostage’s safety, the effectiveness of the handling activities, and the objective fairness of news reporting, and may also lead to loss of control at the incident scene and the leaking of operational secret information, and may even play a role in publicizing, exaggerating, and fanning the flames of terrorist activities. In this handling action, the Japanese police at first were lax in supervising public opinion, mostly stressing that the police should cooperate with the news media, while the police had no due binding force over news reporters and over the content, which caused the police in the first phase of besieging the terrorists to be always in a passive position: the police’s response strategies, the deployment of police strength, and the reconnaissance actions about to be launched were all rebroadcast through television and conveyed at the first moment to the terrorists inside the lodge, which enabled them to promptly take counteractions aimed at the police; the press conferences and leaflet distributions in support of the terrorists carried out outside the lodge by various political groups and individuals boosted the morale of the terrorists in front of the television; thousands of media reporters and large numbers of onlookers brought the terrorists enormous vanity, making them give up completely the idea of surrendering and firming their determination to resist stubbornly, so that they were unmoved even when their own mothers shouted persuasion to surrender outside the lodge, and answered with gunfire. In sharp contrast to this: beginning on the 20th, the police adopted the measure of cutting off the power and stopped the terrorists’ channel for obtaining information from television; on the 26th, in order to ensure that a rescue action that could be launched at any time would not become known to the terrorists inside the lodge, the police concluded reporting control agreements with 65 radio and television media, stipulating the content, time, and method of on-site interviews and reporting, and forming a public opinion environment favorable to the police’s action. For example, rumors such as “the police have dispatched 40 snipers preparing to eliminate everyone inside the lodge” no longer spread; the terrorists, though they always held a radio, were also unable to hear any report concerning the police, so that even half an hour or more after the police launched the final attack they were still not certain that this was the final assault. The Japanese police’s good coordination and cooperation with the media in the later period reflected that, in a modern society where information transmission is increasingly fast and difficult to control, the counter-terrorism struggle must face new problems and adopt effective countermeasures. It shows that in handling hostage-taking incidents, one must attach importance not only to behavioral confrontation but also, more and more, to information confrontation. By expanding information input and controlling information output, the police obtain an information advantage over the terrorists, making up for and resolving the police’s disadvantage in behavioral confrontation that arose because the terrorists controlled the hostage, thereby turning passivity into initiative and finally resolving the hostage crisis safely.



(3) The Unclear Purpose and Ineffective Means of the Negotiations in the Initial Phase, Which Failed to Achieve Phased Results, Were the Main Reason for the Failure of the Efforts to Resolve the Hostage Crisis Peacefully

Whether peaceful means or force is finally adopted for resolution, hostage negotiations should be launched quickly after the crisis appears. Negotiations have a final goal and phased goals: the final goal is to secure the safe release of the hostages as early as possible at the smallest concession, while the phased goals are closely tied to the various actions to rescue the hostages. They mainly include: cooling down the situation at the hostage incident scene so that the situation at the scene cools and stabilizes; isolating the hostage incident scene, separating the scene from the people and things in the surrounding area, and finding ways to block or monitor the terrorists’ contact with the outside world; using negotiation, technical reconnaissance, and other means to take the opportunity to obtain relevant intelligence information, accumulating and creating conditions for resolving the hostage incident by negotiation or by force; and adopting all effective delaying tactics, striking at the terrorists’ confidence, and striving to win the necessary preparation time for resolving the hostage incident by force. Compared with this, the negotiation activities in this action had the following deficiencies. First, the negotiation environment was not guaranteed. This was mainly because the police’s blockade outside the lodge was not strong enough, and large numbers of unrelated persons and vehicles gathered outside the lodge, which prompted the terrorists to adopt a rather hard-line attitude; some persons broke through the police cordon and tried to enter the lodge, with the result that one person was shot and killed by the terrorists, and the hostage incident caused casualties among bystanders; and the restrictions on the police’s use of firearms meant that the terrorists were under little pressure from force strikes and therefore were unwilling to negotiate a resolution. Second, the negotiation strategy was not flexible. Because the Japanese police were overly cautious about the legitimacy of the incident-handling methods and public acceptance, they only blindly applied pressure demanding that the hostage-takers give up the hostage and surrender to the police, without starting from the terrorists’ psychological characteristics and weak points to first obtain the terrorists’ psychological identification and then, through analysis, make them rationally recognize the current situation, which reflects an inflexible negotiation strategy; at the same time, all the psychological experts, police representatives, and terrorists’ relatives taking part in the negotiations adopted obviously similar strategies, so the terrorists were very likely to develop rebellious and extreme psychology.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 12: The Federal Republic of Germany’s Handling of the Munich Olympic Games Hostage Incident (1972.9.5–9.6)

Book pp. 82–92.

【Case Summary】 On September 5, 1972, the 20th Olympic Games were being held in Munich, Federal Republic of Germany, when 8 Palestinian “Black September” terrorists suddenly kidnapped 9 Israeli athletes and coaches. In the hostage rescue action that followed, because of many mistakes in the links of intelligence, planning, preparation, and implementation, the West German police caused the deaths of all 9 hostages and 1 police officer in the rescue action, and many persons were wounded. This setback was a rather typical counter-terrorism action in which non-specialized counter-terrorism armed forces were the main body, rashly carried out under hasty conditions and resulting in final failure; on the one hand it became a negative case repeatedly studied by the counter-terrorism operational organs of various countries afterward, and on the other hand it promoted the building of specialized counter-terrorism special forces in various countries and made the security work for major international events such as the Olympic Games an important part of counter-terrorism operations.


I. Causes of the Incident

The Munich Olympic Games hostage incident occurred against the background of increasingly intense international contradictions at the time, especially the Arab–Israeli contradictions in the Middle East. On the one hand, the Arab countries were at a disadvantage in their confrontation and conflict with Israel, while Western countries mostly leaned toward sympathizing with and supporting the Israeli side; for this reason, the people of the Arab countries generally felt injustice and neglect, which in turn gave rise to many organizations that attempted to achieve political aims by extreme means such as bombing, assassination, and kidnapping. On the other hand, under Israel’s powerful blows, Palestine not only had no hope of founding a state, but the exile regimes set up in other Arab countries were also rejected and struck at, and extreme factions independent of the mainstream—the Palestine Liberation Organization—such as “Black September,” were set up one after another. In September 1971, the Palestine Liberation Organization was expelled by force from Jordanian territory, which is where the name of the “Black September” terrorist organization comes from; it is a secret organization specializing in assassination and sabotage activities abroad. On November 28, 1971, they assassinated Jordanian Prime Minister Wasfi al-Tal (瓦斯飞·泰奥).

The Munich Olympic Games hostage incident had two direct fuses. The first was that 3 months before the incident, 2 members of the “Black September” terrorist organization hijacked at Israel’s Tel Aviv airport an airliner of a Belgian airline carrying 97 passengers and crew members, but 20 hours later they were defeated by force by an Israeli assault force, and the organization was anxious to launch a new round of terrorist attacks. The second was that Palestine had always hoped to win international standing and treatment equal to Israel’s and hoped to take part in this Munich Olympic Games as a state; its request to compete was finally rejected, which triggered the retaliatory motive of the Palestinian extreme organizations.

At the same time, the side responsible for the security of the Munich Olympic Games was lax in precautions. The government of the Federal Republic of Germany wished to use this Olympic Games to rebuild the new international image of the postwar German government, and in particular set the theme of this Olympic Games as “Peace and Joy”; at the same time, in order to avoid reminding people of Nazi Germany, most of the military, police, and security personnel responsible for the Olympic venues and the athletes’ village were not equipped with firearms; the security measures for the Olympic Village where the delegations of the various countries lived were not strict, and the guards usually did not check or question athletes who returned late and climbed in over the fence; and the Israeli delegation, which had just come out of a war, was accompanied and protected by only 1 secret service agent. All of these provided an opportunity for the premeditated and prepared Palestinian “Black September” terrorists to exploit.



II. The Hostage-Taking Incident

On September 5, 1972, the Munich Olympic Games schedule was already more than half over. At a little past 4 o’clock in the early morning, 8 “Black September” terrorists, wearing track suits and carrying submachine guns and hand grenades in sports bags, climbed over the fence beside Gate 25A of the Olympic Village and headed straight for Building 31, where the Israeli athletes lived. These 8 men were the group leaders Luttif Afif (卢特夫·阿费夫, alias Issa) and Yusuf Nazzal (约瑟夫·纳扎尔, alias Tony), and the group members Afif Ahmed Hamid (阿菲夫·阿摩德·哈米得), Khalid Jawad (柯哈里德·加瓦蒂), Ahmed Chic Thaa (阿摩的·查尔·泰), Mohammed Safady (穆罕默德·色菲德), Adnan Al-Gashey (阿德南·阿尔盖谢), and Jamal Al-Gashey (杰姆·阿尔盖谢). At 04:30, the terrorists entered Building 31, where the Israeli delegation lived, and took hostage 9 Israeli athletes and coaches in Apartments 1 and 3; another 2 persons escaped and 2 were killed on the spot. At 05:00, the terrorists gave up taking more hostages, tied the 9 hostages together and moved them to a second-floor room of Apartment 1, and sealed off all the entrances and exits of this three-story freestanding small building, going into a standoff with the police who had received the alarm. At 05:10, the terrorists threw out a note declaring that they were the Palestinian “Black September” organization and put forward their ultimatum: before 09:00, to release 234 Palestinian guerrilla fighters held by the Israeli government and 2 leaders of the “Red Brigade” imprisoned by the government of the Federal Republic of Germany, and to send an aircraft to take them to a safe destination.

After the Olympic Games hostage incident occurred, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany promptly set about handling it. Considering the international nature of the Olympic Games and the foreign nationality of the hostages, the handling of the hostage incident was extremely cautious, and peaceful negotiation was the first choice determined by the government of the Federal Republic of Germany and the International Olympic Committee. At 06:00, a volunteer for the security work of this Olympic Games, the 42-year-old female police officer Anneliese Graes (安妮丽丝·葛瑞丝), became the intermediary accepted by both sides; on the terrorists’ side their leader Luttif Afif came forward, while on the government side the negotiators were continually rotated, including the Munich police chief, the mayor of Munich, the minister-president of the State of Bavaria, the Federal Minister of the Interior, and others. The final goal of the negotiations was to have the hostages released as soon as possible, and therefore efforts were made on the following three fronts. The first was to extend the final deadline continually. The government of the Federal Republic of Germany fully recognized that this international hostage incident involved a wide range of parties and was difficult to coordinate, and that its handling required a sufficient time guarantee; therefore, in the negotiations it showed frankness, sincerity, and flexibility, and political figures at all levels took turns negotiating with the terrorists; the terrorists extended the final deadline 5 times, from 09:00 to a final 20:00. The second was to actively seek international coordination. The government of the Federal Republic of Germany hoped that Arab leaders with potential influence would step forward to mediate, but because Egypt and other Arab countries were unwilling to intervene, international coordination fell into a stalemate. The third was to try other peaceful solutions. For example, Federal Republic of Germany Chancellor Brandt stated that a ransom could be paid and the hostage-takers’ safe delivery to a third country ensured; and political figures such as the Interior Minister of Bavaria, the mayor of Munich, the Munich police chief, and the head of the Olympic Village expressed willingness to take the place of the Israeli athletes as the terrorists’ hostages, but all were refused. As time passed, the Emergency Incident Handling Committee analyzed that the terrorists would be unlikely to make any major compromise and that the situation might also worsen further after the terrorists lost patience, and decided first to move the terrorists and hostages out of the Olympic Village, to avoid causing a greater negative impact on this Olympic Games. With the negotiations having produced no result, the Federal Republic of Germany prepared to carry out a rescue by force.



III. Rescue Deployment

There were three plans for a rescue by force. First, Border Police personnel would launch a surprise attack on Building 31 of the Olympic Village during the negotiations, but because the hostages were tied together with their heads covered, and the terrorists held hand grenades pressed right up against the hostages, it would be very hard to succeed. Second, helicopters would be provided to the terrorists to go to the airport, with the plan to carry out an ambush with snipers in the underground parking garage passed along the way, but because the terrorists were very familiar with the route and demanded to go to the helicopters by vehicle instead of on foot, this plan could not be carried out. Third, helicopters would be used to take the terrorists and hostages to an air force base in the suburbs, with the plan to use snipers to shoot the terrorists during the transfer between the helicopters and the airliner. The final result of the discussion was to adopt the third plan.

At 22:03 on September 5, the terrorists, holding the hostages and mixed in together with them, began the transfer. At 22:21, the terrorists and hostages, riding in 2 helicopters, left the Olympic Village and flew to the Fürstenfeldbruck (弗尤尔斯坦福埃尔布鲁克) air force base, 25 kilometers outside Munich, planning to change there to an airliner to go to Egypt.

The Federal Republic of Germany’s rescue plan and deployment on the airport side were as follows: after the terrorists arrived at the air force base, when some of the terrorists went into the airliner to inspect it, police disguised as the airliner’s crew would first subdue them; then snipers would shoot the terrorists responsible for guarding the hostages; and finally, at the right moment, an assault would be launched to rescue the hostages. But before the action, Georg Wolf (乔治·沃尔夫), deputy chief of the Munich police department, who was responsible for on-site command of the airport assault action, encountered three situations that were not in the plan: first, shortly before the helicopters were about to arrive, the police who had been disguised in advance as crew members withdrew from the aircraft on their own authority; second, the terrorists temporarily changed their promise to allow the helicopter pilots to leave after landing, forcing the 4 pilots to become new hostages as well; and third, he had been told that there were 8 terrorists in all, but had arranged only 5 snipers. These sudden situations constituted a disruption of the established plan, but because there was no plan to rescue the hostages on the airliner, the commander still decided to carry out the established plan.



IV. Course of the Rescue

The rescue action at the air force base was mainly divided into three phases: passive firing, a firefight standoff, and a full assault.

Phase one, the passive-firing phase. At 22:40, the helicopters carrying the terrorists arrived at the air force base and landed about 150 meters from the Boeing 727 aircraft of Lufthansa (汉莎航空公司). 2 terrorists went to inspect the airliner, and when they found the airliner empty with no one inside and ran back toward the helicopters shouting, Wolf gave the order to open fire. At this time, the 3 terrorists of the western helicopter were all standing outside the aircraft, and in the eastern helicopter there were 2 terrorists, with 1 on guard outside the aircraft. The 5 snipers first fired at the 2 terrorists in the eastern helicopter, killing 1 and wounding 1, and then immediately wounded the terrorist leader Luttif Afif, who was returning from inspecting the airliner.

Phase two, the firefight standoff phase. After coming under the first wave of sniping, the terrorists immediately took cover in the dark shadow under the helicopters and began to concentrate their fire to return fire at the airport control tower, causing 1 police officer on the first floor of the tower to be killed and the on-site command post on the second floor of the tower to fall into confusion; the 4 helicopter pilots took the opportunity to flee, 2 of them wounded; and the Israeli hostages, with their eyes blindfolded and their hands and feet bound, were sitting inside the helicopters unable to move. In consideration of the hostages’ safety, the on-site commander never ordered any armed personnel present other than the snipers to open fire, and the not very intense exchange of fire between the two sides lasted 1 hour. The terrorists resisted to the death and refused any negotiation.

Phase three, the full assault phase. At 00:01 in the early morning of September 6, the final assault was launched under the cover of 6 armored vehicles. When the armored vehicles closed in on the terrorists hiding in the dark shadow of the helicopters, one terrorist in the eastern helicopter opened fire and killed 4 hostages and detonated the helicopter with a hand grenade, and immediately afterward the 5 hostages in the western helicopter were also shot dead by the terrorists; at this point, all 9 hostages had been killed. The armored vehicles and fire trucks closed in on the helicopters, but the remaining terrorists still used the helicopters as cover and continued to fire. At 00:45, 5 of the 8 terrorists had been killed and 3 captured, and the rescue action ended.



V. Commentary on the Action

This hostage rescue action was the first cooperation among different armed forces of the Federal Republic of Germany after the Second World War; 450 armed personnel in all took direct part, including the Munich city police, the Bavarian State police, the Federal Republic of Germany Border Police, and the Air Force helicopter squadron. The rescue action killed 5 terrorists and captured 3 terrorists alive, but caused the deaths of all 9 hostages and 1 police officer in the rescue process, the destruction of 2 helicopters, and an enormous negative impact internationally. The incident reflected deficiencies in the following respects:


(1) Ineffective Intelligence Work

Intelligence is the foundation of counter-terrorism operational action; when scene intelligence and related intelligence is untimely, incomplete, or even inaccurate, it will lead to counter-terrorism operational plans that are not thorough, preparations that are insufficient, and ultimate failure. In the handling of the hostage incident by the Emergency Incident Handling Committee of the Federal Republic of Germany, the ineffectiveness of the intelligence work was shown most prominently in the error in grasping the number of terrorists, which made it impossible for the 5 snipers arranged at the airport to ensure killing all 8 terrorists in one stroke; the failure of the first wave of sniping directly led to the failure of the whole rescue. Looking over the course of the handling of the incident, the police could have grasped basic intelligence such as the terrorists’ number, weapons, and condition through three channels. The first was to obtain intelligence by investigating those directly involved or eyewitnesses. The 2 Israeli athletes who luckily escaped, Sokolsky (索克拉维克) and Tsobari (提巴瑞), lived in Apartments 1 and 3 respectively and should have known the number of hostages; when the 8 terrorists crossed over the fence outside Gate 25A in the early morning, they also exchanged greetings with 2 American athletes who were likewise returning late; and a mail carrier who passed by here in the early morning reported to the police, confirming that 8 to 12 people had crossed over the fence. But the police did not carefully question the escaped Israeli athletes, and, in order to prevent information from leaking out, did not carry out a broad investigation in the Olympic Village; even the mail carrier’s testimony was not conveyed to the Emergency Incident Handling Committee. The second was to obtain intelligence from the scene through negotiation. The face-to-face negotiations between the two sides within the Olympic Village exceeded 5 times, and the negotiating intermediary was basically with the terrorist leader all along; there were wounded among the terrorists, and opportunities such as providing medical treatment services, or visits by the Red Cross or International Olympic Committee officials, could have been used to get to the hostage scene; in the meantime, food and means of transport were provided to the terrorists; and Interior Minister Genscher (耿什) even entered Building 31 during the final negotiation at 17:05 and confirmed the condition of the hostages. Because Genscher reported that he had seen only 4 or 5 terrorists at the scene, the Emergency Incident Handling Committee, without any other information as corroboration, took it as the exact number and drew up the relevant rescue plan. In fact, at the point when the terrorists considered the 16-seat bus provided by the government too small, the commanding personnel should have developed the necessary doubt about the number of terrorists and left in the relevant plan room for the unexpected. The third was to obtain it through special means such as eavesdropping, surveillance video recording, and X-ray detection. Building 31, where the terrorists were, was an independent 3-story building, with taller buildings nearby from which Building 31 could be overlooked; the police had also already entered Building 31 and the nearby rooftops, but did not use effective special reconnaissance tools, and did not compare the terrorists’ appearance with the relevant personnel through television pictures to accurately determine the number and identities of the terrorists. There were also relatively large loopholes in grasping other important tactical intelligence. For example, the commanding personnel were unclear about the terrorists’ identities and affiliation, and after the Palestine Liberation Organization declared that it had nothing to do with the matter, the government was at a loss; they did not deeply understand and accurately grasp the fundamental purpose of the terrorists’ taking of hostages, and the continuation of the subsequent competitions of the Olympic Games made the terrorists feel ignored, while the large crowds of onlookers and reporters strengthened the terrorists’ determination not to compromise and damaged the negotiating atmosphere; and the personnel who carried out the armed rescue were unfamiliar with the battlefield environment at the air force base, and specific circumstances such as the structure of the buildings, the strength and range of the searchlights, the snipers’ firing positions and firing routes, and whether there was helicopter air support were unclear, which led to the armored vehicles accidentally injuring the snipers in the assault. The ineffectiveness of the intelligence work left operational decisions without a basis and operational plans not thorough, and planted a fatal hidden danger for the rescue action.



(2) Poor Organization and Command

Powerful and efficient organization and command is a necessary guarantee for handling emergency incidents. But the Emergency Incident Handling Committee, with the person in charge of the Munich police department as its core, was slow to react throughout the whole incident, and in domestic police strength deployment, international relations coordination, the organization of peaceful negotiation, and the planning of the rescue by force, it displayed improper strategy, disjointed action, and confusion in the scene that should not occur in the organization and command of counter-terrorism operations. Investigating the causes, there were mainly three points. First, command authority was improperly assigned. According to the special provisions of the postwar constitution of the Federal Republic of Germany, incidents occurring in the various states should be resolved locally; therefore, since the hostage-taking incident occurred in the city of Munich, the authority to handle it lay with the government of the State of Bavaria, and the Interior Minister and other key officials dispatched by the federal government also had only the right to advise and no command authority. What played the decisive role in the Emergency Incident Handling Committee was still the Munich municipal authorities; the commander in charge in the Olympic Village was the Munich police chief Schreiber (施拉帕), and the commander in charge at the air force base was Schreiber’s assistant, deputy chief Wolf, while command authority in the coordinated action of multiple armed forces belonged to the person in charge of a municipal police department was obviously not appropriate. Because of the limits on the commander’s status and on the authority granted by law, it was impossible to select and transfer specialized personnel to take part in the rescue action; in particular, important posts such as the airliner pilot and the helicopter pilots were not filled by dispatched special agents, which weakened the combat strength of the rescue force; in addition, personnel of different organizational structures could not be brought under unified direct command; the commander on the airport control tower, Wolf, commanded only the 3 snipers beside him, and even the dispatch of the armored vehicles was ordered by a Border Police officer at the scene after the two sides had exchanged fire, so that the handling and command of this emergency incident lost its due effectiveness and efficiency. Second, orders were not carried out. When the helicopters carrying the terrorists were about to arrive at the airport, the 17 Munich police officers who, according to the rescue operation plan, had been disguised as aircraft crew and deployed in advance inside the cabin of the Boeing 727, fearing that they would be seen through by the terrorists and that the aircraft might be destroyed with loss of life, actually left the airliner entirely on their own authority at the last moment by way of a vote, but the on-site commander Wolf was unable to order them back to their combat posts, which seriously damaged the established operational plan and caused the carefully planned rescue action to fall short at the last step. Third, the on-site command ability was weak. The on-site command post was set up on the airport control tower but lay within the terrorists’ firing range; after the action began, the command post came under fire, the commanding personnel were forced to leave their posts, and on-site command was interrupted; there was no communication equipment between the command post and the various action units, in particular the snipers were not equipped with walkie-talkies, and the 2 snipers 100 meters from the tower could not receive on-site instructions at all; when the rescue by force fell into a stalemate, the on-site commander could not change the deployment according to the situation, and when it was necessary to take an assault action outside the plan he did not issue orders to the rescue personnel; and after the first helicopter caught fire, the firefighters, without reporting and without receiving orders, acted on their own authority and tried to rescue the hostages, but returned without success because there was no fire support. The loss of control of on-site command caused the hostages’ situation to worsen continually and the rescue plan to fail again and again.



(3) Careless Preparation

This rescue action also showed carelessness in preparation. The first was insufficient personnel preparation. According to past combat experience and the conclusions of experimental research, in order to shoot and kill multiple enemies simultaneously within a short time, snipers are usually deployed at twice the other side’s number, forming “multi-point sniping.” But although the command post had both time and venue permitting, only 5 snipers were arranged at the airport; there were no assisting personnel holding submachine guns beside the snipers, and some of the snipers, being less than 200 meters from the terrorists and worried about their own safety, had their technical performance affected. The second was incomplete weapons and equipment. None of the snipers was equipped with the infrared sights required for night operations, nor with the walkie-talkies required for firing coordination; in the firefight standoff with the terrorists, there was no complementary suppressive fire, the density of firepower did not form a psychological deterrent against the terrorists, and it was difficult to provide a safety guarantee for the assault personnel’s attack; only conventional weapons, equipment, and ammunition were used, and no special munitions and equipment such as flash-bang grenades, anesthetic rounds, stun grenades, smoke and gas grenades, high-pressure water-spray trucks, helicopters, and powerful searchlights were used. The third was unskilled pre-battle rehearsal. On the afternoon of the 5th the snipers were called back by the Emergency Incident Handling Committee from the originally planned operational site, the air force base, to the Olympic Village, in an attempt to shoot the terrorists when they walked through the underground parking lot; after that plan was canceled they were hurriedly sent back to the airport, and there was no time at all for the necessary rehearsal; the other assault personnel at the airport did not receive clear and detailed instructions, and although they waited at the airport for a long time they did not rehearse a forced attack, so that when the situation at the scene worsened they were unable to carry out a multi-route forced attack in time; and the various forces at the airport—the commander, snipers, assault personnel, firefighters, helicopter squadron, lighting personnel, and so on—had no prearranged and unified coordination mechanism or plan among themselves and did not know one another’s action timing, signals, routes, and targets, which led to shifting of responsibility during the action, loss of initiative, and even accidental injuries.



(4) The Assault Action Was Not Resolute

In a hostage rescue action, the situation changes in an instant and a fighting opportunity vanishes if let slip even slightly; only by taking resolute action according to the situation at the scene can one win the opportunity and ensure success. Resolute action means quick reaction, quick deployment, and quick commitment of forces, in order to seize the initiative. But this airport assault action was launched under compulsion and was delayed for a very long time, giving the terrorists ample time and opportunity to kill the hostages. The irresoluteness of the assault action was shown in the following. The first was that the launch of the assault action did not achieve the effect of a surprise attack. According to the established plan, when the 2 terrorists entered the Boeing 727 to inspect it, the police stationed inside the airliner would be responsible for subduing them and the 5 snipers would concentrate on eliminating the other terrorists; but after the police inside the airliner withdrew on their own authority, the opportunity to launch an active attack while the terrorists were inspecting the aircraft was lost, and instead the terrorists, after discovering the government’s intent, passively opened fire, so that the snipers’ shooting lost its surprise. The second was that the carrying out of the assault action had no multi-level firepower support. After the order to fire was given, the other non-sniper firepower could entirely have concentrated on eliminating the 2 terrorists returning after inspecting the airliner, so as to make up for the error caused by the police inside the airliner withdrawing temporarily; it could also have carried out intensive suppressive fire on the other terrorists standing outside the helicopters, aiming the precious sniper strength at the terrorists remaining on the helicopters; only such a multi-level firepower arrangement could make the shooting produce the best benefit. The third was that the transition of the assault action was not timely and resolute enough. According to the airport rescue action plan, it should have been a combination of ambush, sniping, and forced attack, that is, first an ambush on the airliner, then eliminating the threat to the hostages by accurate sniping, supplemented by a timely forced attack to eliminate the remaining enemy. Therefore, when the surprise attack did not succeed, it should have been converted in time into a forcible attack; while maintaining the snipers’ accurate shooting, forces should have been deployed along multiple routes, using motor vehicles as cover to launch an assault on the helicopters, which could at least have saved a certain number of the hostages’ lives. However, the on-site commander placed his hopes on temporarily summoning armored vehicles from far away in the Olympic Village to rush to the airport, and as soon as the armored vehicles arrived at the airport, the terrorists took the action of killing all the hostages and blowing up the helicopters. This shows that the time-sensitivity of counter-terrorism rescue actions is extremely strong; if one insists on “perfect safety” for the rescue action in an emergency, one will very likely lose the favorable opportunity and cause the action to fail.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 13: U.S. Forces’ Rescue of the Crew of the “Mayaguez” (1975.5.15)

Book pp. 93–99.

【Case Summary】 In order to rescue the American “Mayaguez” cargo ship detained by the Cambodian People’s Army and its 39 crew members, on May 15, 1975, the U.S. forces sent out a Marine unit, riding helicopters, to carry out an airlanding on Koh Tang (通岛) Island, where the “Mayaguez” cargo ship had been anchored, and also sent out a Marine unit which, boarding from aircraft onto a destroyer in the waters near Cambodia, boarded the “Mayaguez” cargo ship by way of the destroyer and took the ship back. Although the crew and the ship returned safely in this action, because of improprieties in intelligence, planning, command, and other respects, 3 U.S. helicopters were shot down and 3 were hit and damaged, and nearly 50 persons were killed or wounded.


I. Pre-Battle Situation

After the American cargo ship was seized by the Cambodian People’s Army, the senior leadership of the U.S. government immediately determined the intent of retaking it by force, and the headquarters of the U.S. base stationed in Thailand, in accordance with the intent of the U.S. Department of Defense, drew up the specific operational plan.


(1) The American Cargo Ship “Mayaguez” Was Hijacked by the Cambodian People’s Army

In early 1975, the Cambodian Khmer Rouge organization overthrew the pro-Western Lon Nol military government. On April 1, Lon Nol, the head of government, fled to the United States; on April 17, the pro-Western regime in Cambodia collapsed; on April 28, the Cambodian Communists established a new regime in Phnom Penh and then unilaterally declared that Cambodia possessed territorial waters of 90 nautical miles.

In early May 1975, the American Sea-Land (西兰德) Shipping Company’s cargo ship “Mayaguez” set sail from Hong Kong carrying more than a thousand tons of food and daily necessities, bound for the port of Sattahip (梭桃邑) in Thailand, to resupply personnel of the U.S. Embassy in Thailand and of the U.S. military bases in Thailand. At 14:18 on May 12, when the “Mayaguez” passed 10 kilometers south of Wai Island (威岛) in Cambodia, it was attacked by a warship of the Cambodian People’s Army and was seized by the Cambodian People’s Army. Captain Miller (米勒) immediately sent a distress signal to the U.S. Navy. At 20:00, the “Mayaguez” anchored overnight 10 kilometers north of Wai Island. In the early morning of May 13, the Cambodian People’s Army ordered the “Mayaguez” to sail in the direction of Koh Tang (通岛, also written 当岛) in Cambodia. At 13:30, the “Mayaguez” arrived at Koh Tang and anchored, and the Cambodian People’s Army ordered all the crew members to leave the ship; riding in Cambodian fishing boats and a seized Thai fishing boat, they spent the night in a small bay on Koh Tang. At 06:00 on May 14, the 39 crew members of the “Mayaguez” again boarded the Thai fishing boat and, under the escort of 4 gunboats of the Cambodian People’s Army, headed for the port of Sihanoukville (西哈努克城, Kampong Som 磅逊) in Cambodia. At 10:30, they arrived at the port of Sihanoukville. At 11:30, the crew members were again moved by Thai fishing boat to a military base 1 kilometer from the port of Sihanoukville, and then proceeded toward Rong Sam Island (隆三岛).



(2) The U.S. Government Determined to Retake the “Mayaguez” by Force

The signal of the “Mayaguez” seizure was received by Sea-Land’s dispatching office in Indonesia and quickly relayed to the U.S. State Department. On the night of May 12, the United States convened the first National Security Council meeting. President Ford, Vice President Rockefeller, Secretary of State Kissinger, Secretary of Defense Schlesinger, CIA Director Colby, Air Force Chief of Staff General Jones (琼斯), and the President’s security affairs assistant Rumsfeld (拉莫斯菲尔德) took part. After study, President Ford instructed the State Department to rescue the detained crew and ship as soon as possible through diplomatic channels, and instructed the Secretary of Defense to make the necessary preparations for military action. According to the intelligence continually obtained, the United States again convened three National Security Council meetings in succession on the 13th, 14th, and 15th. The United States believed that most of the crew members were still on Koh Tang; in order to prevent the crew from being moved to the Cambodian mainland, and at the same time to block reinforcements by the Cambodian People’s Army, the United States decided to take military action. To this end, the Department of Defense decided to use Marines, riding helicopters, to assault Koh Tang by force and rescue the detained crew. At the same time, part of the force, riding helicopters, would land on the “Mayaguez” and retake the ship. In order to block the Cambodian People’s Army from going south to the rescue, it was decided to carry out limited bombing of military facilities, including the airfield on the Cambodian mainland. At 03:45 on May 15, U.S. President Ford issued the operational order to retake the “Mayaguez” by force.

Koh Tang, the main place where this operation occurred, is located in the Gulf of Thailand, 150 kilometers from the port of Sihanoukville to the north; it is a small triangular island covered with primeval forest, with comparatively high hills in its northern half. The Cambodian People’s Army had a garrison of 150 to 200 men on Koh Tang, equipped with 82 mm mortars, 75 mm recoilless guns, and 12.7 mm anti-aircraft machine guns.



(3) The U.S. Forces Stationed in Thailand Drew Up the Operational Plan

In the early morning of May 14, in accordance with the Department of Defense’s operational intent relayed from the Pacific Fleet headquarters, the headquarters of the U.S. forces’ U-Tapao (乌塔保) base in Thailand began to draw up the operational plan. The operational plan had four parts. The first was that a first assault force, composed of 72 Marines and 103 amphibious troops and commanded by Marine Lieutenant Colonel Austin (奥斯汀), would use 8 CH-53 helicopters to land in the early morning of the 15th in a depression on the north side of Koh Tang, eliminate the Cambodian garrison on Koh Tang, and rescue the crew. The second was that a second assault force, composed of 48 Marines and 12 demolition-team personnel, would use 3 CH-53 helicopters to land on the “Mayaguez” at the same time that the first assault force landed on Koh Tang (considering the “Mayaguez”‘s capacity to bear helicopters, the second assault force’s landing on the “Mayaguez” was later changed to first landing on the destroyer “Holt” (霍尔特) and then transferring from the destroyer “Holt” onto the “Mayaguez”), and retake the detained ship. The third was that a reserve force composed of 250 amphibious troops would ride the second wave of helicopters to support the assault force’s fighting. The fourth was that, in order to support the assault forces’ operations, a mixed formation composed of F-4, F-111, and A-7 fighters and 1 AC-130 gunship would assault, suppress, and eliminate the Cambodian land and maritime combat forces, supporting the assault forces’ operations.




II. Course of the Operation

At 04:00 on the 15th, 11 CH-53 helicopters carrying 235 Marines, led by Lieutenant Colonel Austin, took off from U-Tapao base in Thailand and flew toward Koh Tang. The first batch of 8 helicopters carrying 175 Marines, supported by F-4, A-6, and A-7 fighters, landed at the northern end of Koh Tang at 06:10 on the 15th. Because of the ground fire with which the Cambodian People’s Army met them, 3 helicopters were hit and crashed into the sea nearby, and 2 helicopters were damaged. Because the helicopter formation had been thrown into disorder, only 109 men of the first assault force landed on Koh Tang, and they landed scattered, and only 20 landed at the designated landing site. 59 men, including Lieutenant Colonel Austin, landed in error at the protruding part on the west side of Koh Tang, and 29 led by First Lieutenant Keith (基准) landed in error in the northwest of Koh Tang. Not until 1 hour later did Lieutenant Colonel Austin link up with Lieutenant Keith and jointly launch an attack on the defending enemy. At 11:08, the reserve force arrived on Koh Tang by helicopter.

At the same time, 60 men of the second assault force, riding in 3 CH-53 helicopters, flew over the destroyer “Holt,” but the helicopter pilots discovered at the last moment that the deck of the “Holt” intended for landing was too narrow, and so gave up landing directly and instead had the assault force members jump onto the deck by way of rope ladders. After the assault force members had come aboard the ship by rope ladder, the “Holt” quickly headed toward the “Mayaguez.” At 07:25, the “Holt” came alongside the “Mayaguez,” and A-7 fighters dropped tear gas bombs on the “Mayaguez.” The assault force members, led by Captain Wood (伍德), quickly boarded the “Mayaguez,” but did not find the crew or any Cambodian soldiers. Afterward, the “Holt” towed the “Mayaguez” toward the west. In fact, just as the assault force members were searching for the crew’s traces on the “Mayaguez,” the Cambodian government announced the release of the crew. The Cambodian government placed the crew on the Thai fishing boat that had been seized the day before and let them sail toward the “Mayaguez.”

The guided-missile destroyer “Wilson” (威尔逊), which took part in the rescue action, arrived at Koh Tang in the early morning of the 15th and rescued 13 surviving assault force members and helicopter pilots from the first assault force who had fallen into the sea. At this time, the “Wilson” received an order from U-Tapao base requiring it to intercept a “gunboat” sailing from Rong Sam Island toward Koh Tang; in fact, this “gunboat” was exactly the Thai fishing boat on which the released crew members of the “Mayaguez” were riding. After rescuing the crew members and helping them board the “Mayaguez,” the “Wilson” again sailed toward Koh Tang to support the assault force members’ ground fighting.

From 07:45 to 11:00 on the 15th, the carrier-based aircraft taking off from the aircraft carrier “Coral Sea” (珊瑚海) 3 times carried out bombing of the Ream (云壤) air force base at Sihanoukville, Cambodia, mainly bombing military facilities such as runways, hangars, and refueling stations, which further pinned down operations in other directions. This bombing almost completely wiped out the Cambodian Air Force, whose main strength was T-28 fighters.

Because the crew and the ship had already been released, the U.S. Department of Defense issued an order to stop the operation at 11:10 on the 15th. But because of the fierce firepower of the Koh Tang garrison, the assault force members fighting the ground battle on Koh Tang were for the time being unable to disengage from the fighting. For this reason, a U.S. AC-130 gunship taking off from Thailand dropped on the south coast of Koh Tang a BLU-82 bomb, the largest of the conventional bombs then available, and U.S. Navy warships also suppressed the Koh Tang garrison with fire, until 20:55, when, after the fall of night, helicopters at last carried the assault force members away from Koh Tang. At this point the whole operation came to an end.

In this rescue action, the U.S. forces sent out several dozen aircraft sorties and airlanded more than 200 personnel; in all, 3 helicopters were shot down and 3 were hit and damaged, and nearly 50 persons were killed or wounded.



III. Case Commentary

This action to rescue the crew of the “Mayaguez” was a rescue operation planned by the U.S. high command and organized and carried out by the Pacific theater, and was also a special airborne battle. Although the crew and the ship returned safely, the rescue action also had shortcomings in organization and implementation.


(1) Inaccurate Grasp of Intelligence

The U.S. forces’ grasp of intelligence on where the crew members were located was inaccurate; after the crew members had already been moved to Rong Sam Island, the U.S. forces still believed that the crew members were on Koh Tang, and thereby made the erroneous decision to carry out airlanding operations on Koh Tang. At the same time, the U.S. forces misjudged the situation of the Koh Tang garrison; they had originally thought that there were only a dozen or so men, but the actual garrison was 150 to 200 and was equipped with heavy weapons such as 82 mm mortars, 75 mm recoilless guns, and 12.7 mm anti-aircraft machine guns, so that in the course of the airlanding on Koh Tang many U.S. helicopters were shot down or damaged by its fierce fire. It can be said that, because the U.S. forces’ grasp of intelligence was very inaccurate, the U.S. forces made one error after another and caused many unnecessary losses. From this intelligence error of the U.S. forces it can be seen that accurate, comprehensive, and timely intelligence often plays a vital role for special operations; conversely, erroneous, one-sided, and delayed intelligence often leads to an increase in cost and even to the failure of the operational action.



(2) The Operational Plan Was Not Comprehensive

Looking over this U.S. forces’ action to rescue the crew, the U.S. forces’ operational plan was not drawn up meticulously, and most of the units carrying out the mission acted as opportunities arose; in the whole operational process, the U.S. forces never issued a complete operational plan, which very easily leads to errors appearing. Special operations are short in duration and stress sudden attack and the rapid resolution of the fighting, which requires that, when drawing up the operational plan, it be made detailed, and that it should as far as possible take all possible situations that might arise into consideration and draw up various contingency plans, in order to deal with the various situations that might occur and to prevent a loss of coordination among the various combat units.



(3) Command Coordination Was Not Close

In this action to rescue the crew, the U.S. forces did not establish a unified command organ; the maritime combat forces were remotely commanded by the Pacific Command headquarters, while the assault force was commanded by the headquarters of the U-Tapao base, which led to a loss of coordination in operational cooperation and made it hard to keep pace in action, and in turn led to the phenomenon that the assault force members attacking Koh Tang could neither come down nor withdraw. This also shows that special operations are often participated in by multiple services, fought in a combined sea, land, and air manner; the organization of operations must be strict, and the various services must coordinate closely, and only in this way can the participating units be made to keep in step and complete special operations missions quickly and smoothly.



(4) Neglect of the Political Route of Resolution

In responding to this incident, the U.S. government placed excessive trust and reliance in military action and did not give sufficient attention to the important route of political resolution. The U.S. government did not establish a direct dialogue mechanism with the Cambodian government but conducted mediation through a third party, and the intensity of the mediation was greatly weakened. Because the Cambodian government had already decided, before the rescue action began, to release the ship and the crew, the release of the ship and crew had no direct relationship with the military action taken by the U.S. forces, and the U.S. forces’ operation basically had little significance. From this it can be seen that for special operations, although the importance of military action goes without saying, attention should also be paid to non-military routes of resolution such as politics and diplomacy. Relying purely on force sometimes cannot achieve a satisfactory effect. Resolving a crisis in all respects through multiple routes and by relying on various forces is of great help in effectively resolving problems.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 14: French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s Hostage Rescue Action at Djibouti (1976.2.4)

Book pp. 100–104.

【Case Summary】 On February 3, 1976, Somali terrorists hijacked a school bus of the dependents’ school of a French military base. On the 4th, the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group responded swiftly and overcame all kinds of difficulties; after careful organization, thorough deployment, and patient lying in ambush, it finally waited for a favorable opportunity and in the end, within a mere few minutes, wiped out the terrorists in one stroke and successfully rescued the hostages who had been seized, while the small assault subunit of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group suffered no casualties at all.


I. Causes of the Incident

The French Territory of the Afars and the Issas, formerly called French Somaliland, that is, present-day Djibouti (which became independent on June 27, 1977), is located at the exit of the Red Sea in eastern Africa, and France had a military base there. At that time, Africa’s national liberation and independence movements were flourishing, and calls for national independence inside French Somaliland were also rising day by day, while the French government turned a blind eye. Under these circumstances, this induced a terrorist incident in which members of the Somali Coast Liberation Front organization hijacked a school bus of the dependents’ school of a French military base.

At 8:00 in the morning on February 3, 1976, 4 members of the Somali Coast Liberation Front organization, in Djibouti City, then the capital of the French Territory of the Afars and the Issas, hijacked a school bus of the dependents’ school of a French military base students, with 30 French children aged 6 to 12 aboard. They then hijacked the vehicle to a place 180 meters from the Somali border post and issued a final ultimatum, demanding that the French government agree to the immediate independence of the territory, saying that if no reply was received within 36 hours they would execute all the hostages. The news that the school bus of the dependents’ school of the French military base had been hijacked quickly reached France and greatly shocked the French government. After deep deliberation, the French government decided to send personnel to negotiate with the terrorists while also sending France’s counter-terrorism assault unit, the National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, to carry out the rescue. The French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, abbreviated in French as GIGN, is the abbreviation of four French words meaning search, intervention, rescue, and deterrence. The National Gendarmerie Intervention Group was a special forces unit formed by the French government on November 3, 1973, specializing in counter-terrorism operations; the unit had an establishment of 2 officers and 40 soldiers, organized into 3 assault subunits, with each subunit having two 5-man action teams, 1 subunit commander, and 1 military dog handler. Under normal circumstances, each assault subunit was on 24-hour alert status for 3 days each week and could be dispatched at any time to the area where an incident broke out. This special forces unit was commanded in a unified way by its commander, Lieutenant Christian Prouteau (克里斯迪昂·布鲁托).



II. Rescue Deployment

On the day of the incident, Prouteau, the commander of the Gendarmerie Intervention Group, received the mission at the French Ministry of Defense, which required him to set out immediately with his members to rescue the children seized by the terrorists. In addition, Commander Prouteau also learned that there were indications that this hijacking had received the tacit consent of the Somali military authorities, who might cause trouble for the rescue action. In order to prevent their intervention, the French government had ordered a unit of the overseas legion to assist the Gendarmerie Intervention Group in carrying out the rescue, in order to deal with possible Somali military intervention. After receiving the order and after brief preparation, Commander Prouteau immediately led an assault subunit composed of 9 members of the Gendarmerie Intervention Group and, at 00:45 on the 4th, flew secretly to Djibouti aboard 1 modified DC-8 transport aircraft. After arriving at Djibouti airport, Prouteau, regardless of the fatigue of the long flight, immediately held a brief mobilization meeting in the airport building, and then analyzed the situation of the time at the command post of General Brasal (布拉萨), who was responsible for the rescue action. In order to understand the terrorists’ situation accurately, Prouteau also personally conducted an on-site reconnaissance, and he found that Somali border troops were stationed 180 meters from the hijacked school bus, evidently meaning that this hijacking had received the tacit consent of the Somali military; all the children were detained on the bus, and the cries of children and the shouts of the terrorists came from inside the vehicle from time to time. In order to deal with possible military action by the Somali military, Prouteau made contact with the French overseas legion, so that it could provide fire support to the assault subunit when necessary.

Dealing with these few terrorists was no problem for the assault subunit. But what made Prouteau feel it thorny was that, besides the 4 terrorists on the bus, there was 1 more outside the bus. Prouteau was very clear in his mind that, besides dealing with the 4 terrorists on the bus, the assault members must also prevent the 5th terrorist from boarding the school bus; should any error appear in the rescue action, the consequences would be unimaginable. After careful analysis and study, Commander Prouteau divided the 9 assault members into 3 combat teams and, in a triangular combat formation, deployed them around the school bus at dawn. Because of skillful disguise, the terrorists had not noticed their arrival in the slightest. At noon, with the fierce African sun hanging high in the sky, the assault members lay in ambush without moving; they had eaten nothing and drunk not a mouthful of water since setting out from Paris, and they held their positions with dogged willpower, patiently waiting for a favorable opportunity and staring fixedly, through the scopes on their rifles, at the terrorists on the school bus. Prouteau required the assault members to maintain uninterrupted communication with him; as soon as he received reports that all the terrorists had entered the snipers’ line of sight, he would give the order to fire, and by a one-time sniper volley would eliminate the terrorists at the fastest speed; this was the only way to ensure the safety of the hostages on the bus.



III. Course of the Rescue

At 14:00 on the afternoon of February 4, the terrorists agreed to send food to the students on the bus, and Commander Prouteau had the meal deliverers put a sedative in the food, so as to put the students into a drowsy state and thereby take them out of the assault members’ line of fire. After the 30 students had finished the food, before long they had all fallen asleep in their seats, and the terrorists, thinking it was caused by the students’ fright plus hunger, paid no attention. After 10 hours of lying in ambush and waiting, the assault members finally waited for a favorable opportunity. At 15:47 in the afternoon, Commander Prouteau received a report that all the terrorists had entered the respective lines of sight of the assault members. Upon hearing this, Commander Prouteau resolutely gave the order to open fire. At once, the bullets flew accurately to their respective targets, and the 5 terrorists fell at the sound. The scene was instantly in confusion; the Somali border sentries hurriedly opened fire on the assault members to stop them from approaching the school bus, and the reinforcement troops of the French overseas legion immediately carried out artillery fire in return on the border post. Taking advantage of the moment when the Somali border sentries’ firepower was suppressed, Commander Prouteau and the assault members quickly closed in on the school bus. Unfortunately, however, a bullet fired by a Somali border sentry hit a little girl; the assault members immediately returned fire and quickly rescued the hijacked children.



IV. Commentary on the Action

In the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s action at Djibouti to rescue the hostages from the military base dependents’ school bus, because of its rapid reaction, thorough planning, and calm patience, it finally seized the favorable combat opportunity and killed all the terrorists in one stroke; among the 30 hostages only 1 child met with misfortune, while the assault subunit of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group had no casualties at all. Overall, the success of this hostage rescue action had the following causes.


(1) The French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group Reacted Rapidly

From the time the news that the school bus of the dependents’ school of the French military base at Djibouti had been hijacked was reported back to the French government, to the time the assault subunit boarded the DC-8 transport aircraft and flew to Djibouti to rescue the hostages, it took less than 16 hours in all. After receiving the hostage rescue mission, Commander Prouteau of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group rapidly formed an assault subunit composed of 9 members of the Gendarmerie Intervention Group and immediately boarded the aircraft to go far to a foreign land to carry out the rescue. After arriving at the rescue site, Commander Prouteau, regardless of the fatigue of the long flight, immediately collected the relevant intelligence and materials, went to the scene to reconnoiter and learn about the terrain and the enemy situation, drew up the rescue operational plan, and, in accordance with the needs of the rescue operational mission, promptly made contact with the French overseas legion. The rapid reaction of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group won time for the success of the rescue operation.



(2) The Rescue Operational Plan Was Detailed and Thorough

One important reason the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s Djibouti hostage rescue action was able to succeed was that Commander Prouteau drew up a detailed and thorough rescue operational plan within a rather short time. The special nature of this rescue operation lay in the fact that the terrorist action had received the tacit consent and covert support of the Somali military authorities, and the place where the incident occurred was in the area of the Djibouti–Somali border line, only 180 meters from the Somali border post. In addition, those who had been seized were all children, who on the bus blocked the assault members’ line of fire and also could not act in accordance with the assault members’ commands; if an attack were launched rashly, it would be very likely to cause casualties among the children. Furthermore, there were terrorists both on and off the bus, and the terrorists on and off the bus could support each other; once an error appeared in any link, the consequences would be unimaginable. In order to ensure that the hostage rescue action would be foolproof, Commander Prouteau deployed the assault members in groups, chose the best moment, and adopted the tactical means of a one-time sniper volley, eliminating the terrorists at the fastest speed. Because the plan was thorough, the preparations sufficient, and the tactics appropriate, a foundation was laid for the success of the hostage rescue action in one stroke.



(3) Patience and Composure Played an Important Role

In this Djibouti hostage rescue action, the composure and patience of the assault members of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group played an important role. The assault members were deployed in dispersed positions around the school bus at dawn, and by the time the rescue action began at 15:47 in the afternoon, the assault members, under the scorching of the African sun, overcame difficulties such as hunger, heat, and mosquito and insect bites, lay in ambush without moving, and patiently waited for a favorable combat opportunity. The composure and patience of the assault members finally waited for the favorable combat opportunity, and when they received the fire command given by Commander Prouteau, the assault members fired swiftly and eliminated all the terrorists in one stroke, thereby bringing this hostage rescue action to a satisfactory and smooth conclusion.

(Zhang Xuecheng, Xiao Xiangwen)






Case 15: Israeli Army’s Raid on Uganda’s Entebbe Airport to Rescue Hostages (1976.7.3)

Book pp. 105–113.

【Case Summary】 On June 27, 1976, an Air France airliner was hijacked by Palestinians at Athens, Greece, to Entebbe Airport in Uganda. After attempts to resolve the problem by peaceful means failed, Israel dispatched more than 200 special forces members, who, riding military transport aircraft, flew a long distance and raided Entebbe Airport; they killed the hijackers on the spot, blew up 11 Ugandan aircraft, and killed 45 Ugandan soldiers, and at the cost of 1 life successfully carried out the rescue: of the 106 hostages, apart from 1 missing and 2 dead, the remaining 103 were all rescued safely.


I. Causes of the Incident

At noon on June 27, 1976, an Air France “Airbus” aircraft took off from Athens airport in Greece for Paris, carrying out the Flight 139 mission. 5 minutes later, the aircraft lost contact with the ground. At that time there were 247 passengers aboard, of whom 105 were Israelis. Israeli intelligence agencies quickly detected the interruption of radio waves and learned the news of the disappearance of Flight 139. The Israeli government then obtained accurate intelligence: Flight 139 had been hijacked to Uganda. It was reported that the one commanding the hijacking was the Palestinian guerrilla Haddad (哈达德), but he himself was in Somalia and did not take direct part. The direct commander was Jabir (贾贝尔). The hostages aboard the aircraft were placed under house arrest in the airport waiting-room building at Entebbe, and Ugandan President Amin had known of the hijacking plan in advance. The hijackers demanded that Israel, within the stipulated time, send 53 Palestinians held in Israel to Uganda in exchange; otherwise, all the hostages would be put to death.

Israel and Uganda had once been friendly countries. Israel had always been assisting Uganda, helping train Uganda’s army, while the Israeli Air Force helped train the Ugandan Air Force’s pilots and helped Uganda build Entebbe Airport. Therefore, Israel had a quite good understanding of the organization and equipment of the Ugandan army and of the situation at Entebbe Airport. Beginning in March 1972, Israel ended its friendly relations with Uganda and withdrew its advisory group in Uganda.



II. Rescue Deployment

At 15:30 on June 27, the Israeli government set up a crisis response committee headed by Prime Minister Rabin. On the one hand, it sent government representatives to negotiate with the hijackers; on the other hand, it immediately launched the preparatory work for a military rescue. The Israeli infantry and paratroop commander, Shomron (肖姆隆), drew up a military rescue plan code-named “Operation Thunderbolt.”

Air Force commander Peled (佩莱德) served as overall commander of the action, infantry and paratroop commander Shomron served as ground action commander, and Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu (内塔尼亚胡) served as assault force leader. 200 elite officers and men were selected from the 35th Airborne Brigade and the “Golani” Infantry Brigade to form the assault force; the various aircraft for carrying out the mission were drawn in and concentrated at an air force base near Sharm el-Sheikh, where pre-battle training was carried out under the direct leadership of the Israeli Chief of the General Staff, Gur (古尔).

The assault force planned to use 4 C-130 transport aircraft and 2 Boeing 707 aircraft, all of which were painted with civil aviation markings. The arrangement of the 4 C-130 transport aircraft was as follows: the ground action commander and the assault force leader would ride in Aircraft No. 1, leading the assault group to attack the waiting-room terminal and rescue the hostages; Aircraft No. 2 would carry the covering group, blocking Ugandan reinforcement troops and rescuing and transporting the hostages; Aircraft No. 3 would carry the destruction group, destroying the airport radar and fighter aircraft and transporting the hostages; and Aircraft No. 4 was the reserve force, responsible for replenishing fuel. The arrangement of the 2 Boeing 707 aircraft was as follows: Aircraft No. 1 was responsible for action command and communications; Aircraft No. 2 was a rescue aircraft, carrying 33 medical personnel. The Air Force commander Peled would ride in Aircraft No. 1 and command in person at the scene. In addition, 2 C-130 transport aircraft would serve as reserve tankers and radio communication relay aircraft, and in the initial phase of the action 8 F-4E fighters were to be responsible for guard and escort.

The total number of persons taking part in the action was 280, of whom 208 were assault force members. The assault force carried armored personnel carriers, heavy machine guns, “Dragon” anti-tank missiles, hand grenades, silenced submachine guns, and jeeps mounted with 106 mm recoilless guns, and also a “Mercedes” sedan that had been temporarily painted black, so as to pass for the car of Ugandan President Amin. The time of the raid was chosen as a time when no civil aviation aircraft were taking off or landing at Nairobi and Entebbe airports.



III. Course of the Rescue

In this hostage rescue action, the Israeli army’s aircraft, after a long-range dash, penetrated Uganda’s Entebbe Airport, killed the hijackers with swift and sudden action, blocked the Ugandan army’s counterattack with active action, and smoothly flew back carrying the rescued hostages.


(1) Long-Range Dash

At 14:30 on July 3, the assault force set out from Sharm el-Sheikh airport, and the raid action began. After Aircraft No. 1 (a Boeing 707) took off, it first flew along a civil aviation route, then midway left the route and turned south, passed over Ethiopia, and landed at Embakasi (埃姆巴卡西) Airport in Nairobi, the capital of Kenya. The aircraft stopped in a restricted area of the airport, and only a few senior Kenyan officials, such as the Nairobi chief of police, knew the true intent of the aircraft’s landing here. Aircraft No. 2 (a Boeing 707) landed at Nairobi along the same route and, as a rescue aircraft, stopped at Nairobi airport preparing to receive the wounded. Only after these 2 aircraft had landed did the 4 C-130 transport aircraft carrying the assault force begin to take off.

The 4 C-130 transport aircraft turned off their on-board radio communications and, in accordance with the flight regulations for civil aviation aircraft, kept visual-distance formation flight along the civil aviation route. After leaving Israeli airspace and entering the Red Sea, the aircraft lowered their altitude. In order to avoid being discovered by the radar of the Arab countries, the aircraft flew at ultra-low altitude, 15 meters above the sea surface. On arriving near Djibouti, they turned right into Ethiopian airspace, passed southward through a mountainous jungle zone, and went by over Nairobi. When approaching Entebbe, they ran into a thunderstorm, and the aircraft advanced in dense cloud guided by radar; the weather also happened to cover their action. After more than 7 hours of continuous flight, the aircraft arrived over Entebbe Airport. As the aircraft formation prepared to land at Entebbe Airport, Brigadier General Shomron and Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu once again made clear to their subordinates the essentials of the rescue action.

Air Force commander Peled’s Aircraft No. 1 (a Boeing 707) took off again after refueling at Nairobi, and by this time was already circling at 8,000 meters over Lake Victoria south of Entebbe. Its mission was to track the assault force’s aircraft by radar, to serve at the same time as the communications link with the Israeli army General Staff located in Tel Aviv, and to give the assault force the necessary support in an emergency.

When the 4 C-130 transport aircraft were only 800 meters from the airport, Entebbe was still utterly quiet, and the aircraft began to land in groups of 2. Aircraft Nos. 1 and 2 prepared to land on the old runway, and Nos. 3 and 4 prepared to land on the new runway. Aircraft No. 2 began to call the control tower: “We are bringing the Palestinians who are to be released; request permission to land.” In order to prevent being lit by the searchlights, Aircraft No. 1 drove off the old runway and taxied toward the old terminal. Then Aircraft No. 2 also entered the runway in a posture ready to go around again at any moment. Aircraft Nos. 3 and 4 also landed one after another on the new runway.



(2) Killing the Hijackers

After Aircraft No. 1 entered the apron in front of the old terminal and opened its rear hatch, a “Mercedes” sedan sped out and drove toward the guard room near the old control tower. The other members also rushed out of the cabin behind it and immediately dispersed to look for the hijackers and hostages. The Ugandan guards, seeing a black “Mercedes” coming and not knowing what was going on, hurriedly saluted the “Mercedes,” but were immediately felled by silenced pistols. The hijacker Böse (伯泽) was standing outside the terminal and at first did not notice the arrival of the assault force members; at the instant when he found that something was wrong and turned to take his gun, he was shot down by the assault force members. At the same time, an assault force member ran toward the hijacker Tiedemann (太戴曼), who was standing at the doorway, and opened fire, bringing her down. Inside the hall, 2 hijackers fired wildly with automatic rifles and pistols but were immediately killed by the assault force members. The gunfire in the hall lasted only 45 seconds before it was over.

Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu and his subordinates climbed together to the second floor to search for other hijackers, and found 2 hijackers in a toilet and killed them on the spot. Another hijacker on the north side of the waiting-room terminal was also killed in an exchange of fire. In all, the assault force members killed 7 hijackers. The rescue subunit quickly carried out the 5 wounded hostages and 4 soldiers and sent them to the treatment station on Aircraft No. 2.



(3) Blocking the Ugandan Army’s Counterattack

The Ugandan garrison began to counterattack, firing with fierce firepower from within the control tower. Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu led the assault force members in returning fire on the tower with anti-tank missiles and heavy machine guns, suppressing the other side’s firepower. Netanyahu was unfortunately hit and killed in the fighting. During the assault, none of the 4 C-130 transport aircraft shut down their engines, and they were guarded by a dozen or so members.

In order to prevent Ugandan pursuit during the withdrawal, the destruction subunit blew up 11 Ugandan “MiG” fighters on the apron of the airport’s new runway. Another part of the members raided the airport radar and placed explosives, and at the same time dismantled some Soviet-made devices and took them back.

The covering subunit, riding armored vehicles and jeeps mounted with recoilless guns, blocked at the main gate of the airport and wiped out the Ugandan troops coming to reinforce from the direction of Kampala (坎帕拉). In addition, the assault force members photographed the 7 hijackers who had been killed and took their fingerprints, to serve as evidence. Then they carried them onto the aircraft. Aircraft No. 2, carrying the hostages, took off first, in a light rain. At this time, at the presidential residence only 4 kilometers from the airport, President Amin was still sound asleep, not knowing in the slightest that the raid had occurred. After the members who had assaulted the control tower and the airport radar had withdrawn, Aircraft Nos. 3 and 4 also took off one after another after Aircraft No. 2. Brigadier General Shomron’s Aircraft No. 1 took off last, at 00:30 at midnight (00:30 Uganda time). When they withdrew, they left nothing behind except magazines, explosives, and a useless fuel pump.

In this battle, the Israeli army killed 45 Ugandan soldiers in all. At the time of withdrawing from Entebbe, of the 106 hostages 1 was missing and 2 were killed by gunfire, and the remaining 103 were rescued, including 11 wounded. Afterward, 1 seriously wounded person died in Nairobi, and 102 hostages returned safely to Israel. Among the raiding force, only 1 person, Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu, was killed.




IV. Commentary on the Action

This Israeli hostage rescue action had the typical characteristics of a cross-border action and a long-distance dash: the Israeli army won time through skillful maneuvering, accurately grasped the situation through multiple channels, made full preparations through pre-battle training, and finally achieved its operational objective at a relatively small cost.


(1) Adopting Various Means to Lull the Other Side and Win Time for the Rescue

In order to win more time for rescue preparations, Israel effectively lulled the other side through active diplomatic activity. First, it continually made contact with the hijackers through the French Foreign Ministry, deliberately floating rumors that the hijackers’ demands could be considered; it then feigned that the imprisoned Palestinians could be used in exchange for the hostages, and listed a handover list. Under Israel’s deception, the hijackers released 147 non-Israeli hostages in two batches, on June 30 and on July 1, and agreed to extend the “deadline” from July 1 to July 4, providing Israel with more preparation time. Up to 2 hours before the raid, the authorities were also still having the French ambassador to Uganda telephone Ugandan President Amin, asking Amin to mediate and extend the hostages’ “deadline” once again. After the Israeli army’s aircraft arrived over Entebbe airport, they also made contact with the airport control tower in the names of Air France and East African Airways, falsely claiming that they were “bringing the Palestinians whose release the hijackers had demanded.” After the aircraft landed, the Israeli assault force, taking advantage of the fact that the hijackers and the Ugandan soldiers were unprepared, carried out a sudden raid on the airport.



(2) Accurately Grasping Intelligence Through Multiple Channels

Accurately grasping intelligence through multiple channels was an important precondition for the success of this raiding action. After the operational plan was drawn up, the Israeli intelligence departments widely collected intelligence through various channels. For example: because Entebbe Airport had originally been built with Israel’s help, after the hijacking occurred the authorities specially convened the technical personnel who had taken part in building the airport and learned in detail about the airport facilities. Israel also widely learned about the hijackers’ activity patterns, and specially sent the government’s counter-terrorism adviser, Major General Zeevi (泽维), on a special trip to Paris, where it learned important intelligence such as that the hijackers had removed the mines laid at the airport, that no explosives had been placed inside the waiting-room building where the hostages were held, and that the hijackers’ vigilance at night was very lax. It also sent out intelligence personnel to operate in various places: some infiltrated Ugandan territory to collect intelligence such as the airport’s troop deployment and the hijackers’ characteristics; some broadly learned from the released passengers about the hijackers’ activity patterns and the guard situation at the waiting-room building, and obtained from the United States the latest photographs of the airport taken by satellite, thereby collecting intelligence on changes in the airport facilities and on the Ugandan army’s troop deployment and air defense facilities at the airport. It also investigated, through Israeli staff stationed at Nairobi Airport, a safe flight route to ensure that the raid would proceed smoothly. This series of comprehensive and accurate intelligence created favorable conditions for the assault force to carry out the raid on the attack targets swiftly and accurately.



(3) Thorough Planning, Repeated Rehearsal, and Full Preparation

Thorough planning, repeated rehearsal, and full preparation were another important condition for the success of this raiding action. In order to draw up the plan for an armed raid on Entebbe Airport, the Israeli authorities specially established an “Emergency Command Headquarters” headed by Prime Minister Rabin and Defense Minister Peres (佩雷斯), and carried out detailed study of the assault force’s composition, flight route, assault method, and action coordination, drawing up a military rescue plan named “Operation Thunderbolt.” The headquarters carefully selected more than 200 officers and men from the 35th Airborne Brigade and the “Golani” Infantry Brigade to form an emergency assault force, built at an air force base near Sharm el-Sheikh in the south of the Sinai Peninsula a model similar to Entebbe Airport for the assault force members to carry out pre-battle training, and all the other preparations were also carried out very thoroughly. Moreover, the assault force carried out thorough training according to the division of labor among missions. The division of labor was: the rescue subunit mainly trained in rushing into the building where the hostages were held, identifying the hijackers and hostages, killing the hijackers, and rescuing the hostages; the covering subunit mainly trained in suppressing the Ugandan soldiers’ counterattack; the destruction subunit mainly trained in blowing up the radar and “MiG” fighters and so on; and the medical rescue subunit mainly trained in rescuing casualties and treating the wounded. In order to ensure successful landing and forced takeoff, the C-130 transport aircraft carried out 3 hours of forced takeoff and landing training. On July 2, the assault force taking part in the raid carried out repeated rehearsals on the basis of a full-scale physical model of Entebbe Airport. Before the action began, Lieutenant Colonel Netanyahu also, in front of a large schematic map of Entebbe Airport, centered on the old waiting-room terminal where the hostages were held, gave the assault force members a detailed introduction to the relevant situation, and also let the members look, one by one, at photographs of the hijackers. Full preparation made the whole action very smooth. In the actual course of combat, the whole action was carried out almost entirely according to plan. Assault force Aircraft No. 1 landed at Entebbe Airport at 23:01 (Israeli time), and the first shot was fired at 23:03. At 23:54, Aircraft No. 2, carrying the hostages, took off. Counting from the landing of the first aircraft, the whole action took only 53 minutes, 2 minutes ahead of the originally planned 55 minutes.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 16: Dutch BBE’s Handling of the Double Hostage Incident (1977.5.23–6.11)

Book pp. 114–121.

【Case Summary】 From May 23 to June 11, 1977, the emergency special forces unit of the Royal Netherlands Marine Corps (in Dutch Bijzondere Bijstands Eenheid, abbreviated BBE) simultaneously and successfully handled two interrelated hostage-taking incidents, killing or capturing all 13 terrorists and safely rescuing 197 hostages. This counter-terrorism operation was a small-scale independent operation in which special forces were the main force and special operations methods were employed to achieve the objective of rescuing the hostages. Because of its well-trained personnel, full preparation, powerful coordination, and novel means, the BBE successfully carried out two assaults in total of less than 10 minutes in the action, becoming a “standard textbook” for the later counter-terrorism training and actions of the special forces of various countries. The successful resolution of the double hostage incident had a profound influence on the Netherlands’ later domestic situation and counter-terrorism strategy, and also established confidence in the counter-terrorism struggle of the European countries in the 1970s, when terrorist arrogance was rampant.


I. Causes of the Incident

In Europe in the 1970s, under the influence of combined factors such as social trends, economic fluctuations, and national movements, terrorist organizations increased day by day and terrorist activities were rampant. Inside the Netherlands, some radical elements among the South Moluccans continually created terrorist incidents, attempting thereby to force the Netherlands to apply pressure on the Indonesian government to agree to the independence of the Moluccan Islands.

Inside the Netherlands, the national question of South Moluccas, an island of the former Dutch colony Indonesia, was becoming increasingly prominent; after Indonesia’s independence, 40,000 South Moluccans lived in the Netherlands as refugees, becoming “stateless persons” inside the Netherlands. In order to make the Netherlands apply pressure on the Indonesian government and force Indonesia to agree to the independence of the Moluccan Islands, the radical elements among the South Moluccans attempted to achieve this goal by creating terrorist activities. In December 1975, the South Moluccan radicals had hijacked a train, causing 3 deaths, and afterward more than 20 South Moluccans implicated in it were arrested. The double hostage-taking incident occurred against this background.



II. The Hijacking Incident

In the early morning of May 23, 1977, 9 terrorists of the “Free South Moluccan Youth Organization” hijacked a commuter train at De Punt (德平特) in the Netherlands; apart from the train crew and a few passengers who took advantage of the chaos to flee, 94 persons in 3 carriages were held as hostages. At the same time, another 4 terrorists of the organization occupied a primary school at Bovensmilde (博文斯迈德), 30 kilometers from the train, and 105 primary school pupils and 4 teachers became hostages. The terrorists in these two hijacking incidents all carried submachine guns and hand grenades, and the leader in charge of unified command, Max Papilaja (马克斯·帕佩拉亚), had taken part in the train hijacking case of 18 months earlier. Besides demanding that the Dutch government apply pressure on the Indonesian government to force Indonesia to agree to the independence of the Moluccan Islands, the terrorists also demanded the release of the Moluccans who had been sentenced in the previous train hijacking incident, and the provision of 1 airliner to take them and the released prisoners to a country of their choosing.



III. Rescue Preparation and Deployment

After receiving the alarm from the passengers who had fled from the train, the Dutch police and army rushed to the scene, cut the railway tracks in front of and behind the train, and surrounded the train. At the same time, the Dutch government established, in The Hague, a crisis-handling group responsible for unified command and coordination. The crisis-handling group ordered the emergency special forces unit of the Royal Marine Corps to detach two emergency operations teams and send them respectively to the train and school sites to begin rescue preparation work. The operations team on the train side was under the charge of Kees Komo (基斯·科莫), deputy leader of the BBE sniper subunit, with 12 members; the operations team on the school side was formed from another subunit of the BBE. On the afternoon of May 23, the 2 teams arrived at the scenes respectively, and set up an on-site command center in an area close to the train to command the actions of the 2 teams in a unified way.

The assault subunits actively made preparations before the action. The first was carrying out simulated assault training. The operations team on the school side carried out simulated exercises of searching inside a building and rapid assault; the operations team on the train side carried out simulated training inside a train near the hijacked train, mainly rehearsing coordination of firepower inside and outside the train and assault movements inside the carriages, preparing to launch an attack promptly on order if harm to the hostages should appear. The second was carrying out intelligence collection. At the terrorists’ request, the assault personnel set up a wired telephone between the train and the school, but at the same time carried out wiretapping, and learned that the leader of this double hostage-taking incident was Max Papilaja on the hijacked train; sensitive listening equipment installed beneath the train carriages provided the assault units with real-time information on conversations inside the carriages. The third was provisional improvement of the action plan. While being ready at any time to attack, the assault subunits used the intelligence collected and verified through negotiation to further demonstrate, rehearse, and improve the action plan. In the end, the on-site command center decided that in the assault on the school side, heavily equipped M113 armored vehicles would serve as the vanguard, and that in the assault on the train side, Air Force F-104G aircraft would be used.

On May 26, the 4th day after the hijacking incident occurred, the situation suddenly changed: a large-scale acute infectious disease suddenly broke out inside the school, and the terrorists were forced to release all 105 primary school pupils, continuing to hold only a few primary school teachers; but on June 10, because the negotiation intermediary inadvertently disclosed, in the course of mediation, the information that a certain African country was willing to accept the terrorists as refugees, the terrorists became arrogant, and the negotiating terms returned to all their original demands. The government negotiating expert Henk Haven (汉克·哈文) judged that a peaceful resolution had already become very difficult, and the Dutch government therefore decided to rescue the remaining hostages by force. The final action plan was determined as follows: in the early morning of June 11, with M113 armored vehicles as the vanguard, the wall would be broken through to burst into the classroom where the terrorists were, rescuing the remaining 4 teachers; at the same time, using the tremendous roar of Air Force F-104G aircraft as psychological suppression and physiological interference, and with the cooperation of the armored vehicles and the fire support group, the assault team would, in 3 groups, burst into the 3 carriages, carrying out defeat in detail.



IV. Course of the Rescue

With the 2 BBE assault teams having mastered the favorable situation of detailed intelligence on the terrorists, the Dutch government decided to launch the armed rescue action on June 11, with the fighting taking place respectively in the school direction and the train direction.

In the school direction, in the early morning of June 11, the command headquarters decided first to resolve the school hijacking incident thoroughly. After the primary school pupils were released on May 26, the assault team had immediately cut the wired communication link between the terrorists inside the school and the terrorists on the train, and had drawn a detailed map according to the descriptions of the released pupils, learning the specific positions and activity patterns of these 4 terrorists; at the same time, the intelligence showed that the morale of this group of terrorists, who had lost command and the great majority of their hostages, was already low, that their guarding of the hostages was lax, and that they were passively waiting for a possible armed attack. Therefore, as soon as the attack order was given, the BBE assault team on the school side, under the cover of M113 armored vehicles, quickly broke through the wall and entered, rushing directly into the classroom where the terrorists were resting separately; the 4 terrorists were subdued before they could resist, and the rescue mission was smoothly completed.

In the train direction, late at night on June 10, the BBE assault team members fixed with wooden frames the plastic explosives prepared for blowing open the train doors; at 04:48 on the 11th, the assault members put on earphones, 2 F-104G fighters of the Royal Netherlands Air Force swept at ultra-low altitude over the train, and the assault action formally began. The tremendous roar produced by the aircraft engines instantly shattered all the window glass of the train, and the great majority of the hostages instinctively lay on the floor. At the same time, fire support for 3 different missions began. The first was suppressive fire support: armor-piercing machine-gun rounds from the armored vehicles were fired on a low trajectory at the level above the seats of the first carriage, eliminating the terrorists who tried to stand up. The second was blocking fire support: the snipers concentrated their fire between the carriages to prevent surviving terrorists from moving. The third was deterrent fire support: the other fire support personnel swept the area above the train with automatic weapons and lit it with searchlights, suppressing return fire by the terrorists inside the train. This all-round, three-dimensional, and powerful fire network caused the terrorists enormous psychological panic and confusion in action. The assault members then detonated the explosives on the car doors and the 3 assault groups of 4 men each, in accordance with the prior division of labor and taking advantage of the smoke of the explosions, burst into the 3 carriages and assaulted accurately toward the designated targets. Because the assault members had grasped in advance intelligence on the terrorists’ positions on the train, their personnel distribution, and their weapons and equipment, in less than 1 minute 6 terrorists were killed on the spot and another 3 were captured. At 04:53 the whole fight ended, the assault team had retaken the train, and 92 hostages had been successfully rescued; only 2 hostages were killed in the exchange of fire, and 1 assault team member was lightly wounded.



V. Commentary on the Action

The Dutch BBE’s handling of the hostage incident was a rather successful counter-hijacking special operation, and it provided useful experience for the special forces of the militaries of various countries in taking part in counter-terrorism operations.


(1) Flexibly and Accurately Grasping the Strategy of “Combining Negotiation and Attack” Was the Cornerstone of the Successful Resolution of the Double Hostage Crisis

There are two main forms of handling terrorist incidents, peaceful negotiation and resolution by force, and in the specific handling process the two are generally used in combination. In the course of command in this action, “combining negotiation and attack” was flexibly and rationally applied in every link. First, the judgment was accurate and the strategy of “crisis emergency response” was appropriate. For a terrorist incident that might produce especially serious consequences, an irrational and simple response by the government could very likely drive the terrorists to extremes. Therefore, it was necessary to ease the situation in an appropriate way and create favorable room for resolving the problem. The crisis-handling group, through analysis and judgment, held that: first, the situation was unclear, and it was not appropriate to use force first—after the train and the school were hijacked, the terrorists immediately ordered the hostages to paste the windows over with newspaper, so the situation inside was unclear; second, the situation was serious, and force could not be used rashly—the number of hostages seized reached more than 200, more than half of whom were primary school pupils, and casualties among children would cause political and social consequences that would be difficult to control; and third, there was room for maneuver, and non-force means of resolution should be used—the terrorists had stated their position and put forward demands on the second day, which made resolution by negotiation or the use of a psychological offensive possible. Based on the above judgments, the government immediately launched active dialogue, satisfying the terrorists’ demands such as setting up telephone lines and providing food, and inviting prominent South Moluccan figures to serve as mediating intermediaries, thereby easing the atmosphere. This measure made the terrorists believe that the government would in the end satisfy their demands; therefore, after the first final deadline arrived they did not harm the hostages. Second, flexible adaptation: the tactic of “promoting attack through negotiation” was effective. Using negotiation to delay time and create many convenient conditions for a resolution by force was one of the purposes of the Dutch government’s carrying out negotiations with the terrorists for as long as 3 weeks. The preparation process for the armed rescue action ran throughout the negotiation process, giving a great deal of help to the training, rehearsal, and perfecting of the details of the assault action. For example, under full study and active coordination, the assault team was finally able to abandon the commonly used stun grenades and instead use the tremendous roar produced by Air Force aircraft to temporarily control the terrorists physiologically and psychologically and to reduce harm to the hostages; because it had grasped the intelligence that the terrorists inside the school lived separately when resting, in the final attack on the school the assault subunit’s armored vehicles broke through the wall directly, and when the assault members arrived accurately at that room, the terrorists surrendered directly before they had time to resist. Third, preparation was sufficient and the determination to rescue by force was firm. Although after the hijacking occurred the crisis-handling group drew up a plan of two-handed preparation, it did not overlook the accidents that might occur at any time, did not place too much of its hope of resolution in negotiation, and in the process of “waiting for change through delay” maintained a firm determination to rescue by force; the BBE assault team adopted active and proactive measures, and throughout the negotiation process was always in a good state of gathering strength, ready to launch.



(2) Secretly and Boldly Employing Unconventional Means Created Favorable Conditions for the Final Rescue by Force

In handling this double hostage crisis, the operational command center, under appropriate circumstances, at an appropriate opportunity, and in response to necessary needs, decided to employ unconventional means secretly, and because the method was concealed and the means novel, obvious effects were obtained. On the one hand, state-secret technology was used to make the primary school pupils successfully released. On May 26, the 4th day of the hijacking, a large-scale uncontrollable acute infectious disease suddenly broke out inside the school, and large numbers of students showed symptoms of acute vomiting, high fever, and bleeding from the mouth and nose, leaving the terrorists helpless and worried that they too would be infected, and at 17:00 that afternoon they finally released all 105 primary school pupils, keeping only the 4 teachers as hostages. These released students very quickly recovered their health after release, and the physical examination results also showed that the children had not contracted meningitis. There are examples showing that in the Second World War and in later special operations, special forces frequently used certain special drugs to make kidnapping targets show temporary infectious disease, with symptoms such as bleeding from the mouth and nose. This time the counter-terrorism unit put special drugs in the food, making the hostages temporarily “fall ill.” The appearance of this situation allowed the primary school pupils to be released safely in advance, greatly reduced the degree of damage of the hijacking incident, suddenly reduced the pressure on the government, and also cleared obstacles for the final issuance of the order for a rescue by force. On the other hand, new tactical means were used to clear the way for the assault. In the armed rescue of the hostages on the train, 2 Air Force F-104G fighters, with their engine afterburners running, swept low over the train from more than 100 meters, and the tremendous roar they produced shattered all the train’s window glass in an instant; the noise and vibration produced caused people’s sensory organs to malfunction, and the people inside the train were in a dazed state for more than 10 seconds, most of the hostages instinctively lying on the floor to protect themselves; the assault members used this opportunity to burst into the carriages, and not only did they meet only weak resistance, but the hostages were also less likely to suffer final harm from the terrorists. Facts proved that this novel method was more powerful than flash-bang stun grenades, had a longer duration of effect, and did not require operation by ground assault personnel, and it achieved good results.



(3) Well-Trained Personnel, Accurate Intelligence, and Powerful Coordination Were Important Guarantees for the Success of the Assault Action

First, the BBE emergency special forces unit is an amphibious elite of the Royal Netherlands Marine Corps (RNLMC), and its counter-terrorism capability derived in large measure from good ordinary training. This was shown in the following. The first was that the content of ordinary training was highly targeted. It not only had the ability to fight in airborne, on-water, desert, and even mountain conditions, but also, in view of the characteristic that the country had many trains and water-surface facilities, trained with emphasis on attacking trains and maritime targets, and frequently adopted the form of simulated-attack training, so that when this train hijacking incident occurred, the assault unit was able to react rapidly and prepare for action. The second was maintaining a good state of readiness to attack at any time. It did well in carrying out, under any circumstances, the attack order issued by the command center, and when hostages suffered harm and a hasty attack had to be launched, there were plans, order, command, and support. The third was good tactical qualities. When launching the attack, the BBE assault members adopted tactical methods such as seizing the initiative and setting off explosions, concealed approach to the enemy, interference from multiple directions, assault at multiple points, and three-dimensional strikes; the attack firepower in the train direction was close to three-dimensional saturation, achieving the “quick battle, quick decision” pursued by special operations. Second, expanding the sources of intelligence and making full use of various technical means was a major characteristic of the intelligence in this counter-hijacking operation. There were three sources of its intelligence. The first was relying on active reconnaissance. When the terrorists agreed to send food into the train, the assault members hid an eavesdropping device in a food container and sent it in, but it was later detected and thrown out; the assault members, at the risk of being discovered, installed sound-monitoring devices beneath the train carriages. The second was learning from the released hostages. The persons who fled from the train in the confusion provided the number of the terrorists and their accent and facial features, from which it was judged that they were South Moluccans; the students released from the school provided first-hand materials such as the positions of the terrorists and hostages within the school, the classroom layout, and activity patterns. The third was obtaining it through various monitoring and surveillance devices. Electronic experts hid the most advanced reconnaissance cameras in the bushes beside the train and, using thermal-source sensing analysis, on the basis of the general rule that “terrorists (can) move about, while hostages do not (get to) move,” analyzed the terrorists’ activity patterns, and thereby discovered that the terrorists kept the hostages separated and controlled in 2 carriages and had set up sentry posts only at the connections between carriages. Third, orderly organizational and coordination work played a huge role in successfully rescuing the hostages. The first aspect was international cooperation. Although none of the seized hostages were citizens of a third country, the Dutch government at the first moment invited the British government to assist, and the veteran special forces unit, the British Special Air Service reserve, immediately sent a small advisory group of 3 persons to take part in the hostage rescue action, assisting in completing some intelligence collection, planning, and other work. The second was coordination among services and arms. In the assault on the school side, the M113 armored vehicles of the military police unit were used as the attack vanguard; in the assault on the train side, armed forces of multiple units such as the Air Force, Army, police, and Ministry of the Interior took part. Under such circumstances, the on-site command center, on the basis of clarifying the division of labor among the various forces, stipulated that the other actions should unfold closely around the actions of the BBE assault team and serve the main attack force. The third was the coordination of the operations and support groups. The assault team on the train side was divided into 3 assault groups and several fire support groups; each assault group was responsible for one carriage, and its attack route and target had already been clarified, while the actions of the fire support groups, such as demolition, fire suppression, sniping, and lighting, all took the rhythm of the assault groups’ actions as their base point in clarifying time differences, firing points, and ranges, so that this assault action was basically completed within 1 minute, with all the terrorists killed or captured.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 17: Federal Republic of Germany Special Forces’ Counter-Hijacking Operation at Mogadishu Airport (1977.10.13–10.18)

Book pp. 122–128.

【Case Summary】 On the afternoon of October 13, 1977, a civil aviation airliner of the Federal Republic of Germany was hijacked, and after several twists and turns landed at Mogadishu airport in Somalia; the government of the Federal Republic of Germany then ordered its special forces to carry out a rescue. In the course of the rescue, the special forces were fully prepared, swift in action, and appropriate in tactics, and in addition used high-tech weapons and equipment such as magnetic directional bombs and flash-bang stun grenades, so that the rescue action achieved success; except for the captain, who unfortunately met his death, all the remaining hostages were rescued. In addition, the deception activities carried out by the government of the Federal Republic of Germany also lulled the hijackers to a certain extent, winning time for the rescue action and avoiding more casualties.


I. The Course of the Hijacking

On the afternoon of October 13, 1977, a Boeing 737 airliner of Lufthansa (汉莎航空公司) of the Federal Republic of Germany (Flight LH181, the “Crown” [皇冠] aircraft), after taking off from Palma International Airport on the Spanish island of Majorca, flew toward the south coast of France. At that time there were 86 passengers and 5 crew members aboard. At 13:50 in the afternoon, when the aircraft reached the airspace above the southern French city of Riera (里埃拉), 2 men and 2 women suddenly burst out from among the passengers; holding submachine guns and raising hand grenades, they announced that the aircraft had been hijacked, and the passengers, by this sudden turn of events were dumbstruck, and in an instant the cabin was filled with an atmosphere of terror, tension, and dread. The 2 male hijackers rushed to the cockpit and, holding Captain Schumann (舒曼) hostage, made the aircraft circle continually in the sky until its fuel was exhausted, and it made an emergency landing at Rome airport in Italy. The 2 female hijackers drove the passengers in the forward cabin to the rear cabin, and the hijack leader, Mahmud (马姆特), put forward their conditions into the aircraft’s radio transmitter: they demanded that the government of the Federal Republic of Germany immediately release the imprisoned leaders of the Red Army Faction and give each of them 100,000 marks, release 2 Palestinian fighters from an Istanbul prison, hand over 15 million marks to the Red Revolutionary League (红色革命联盟), and provide 1 aircraft, guaranteeing the hijackers’ safety and sending them to the place they designated.

The hijackers demanded that the Italian government fill the aircraft with fuel; the Italian government, in the haste of the moment, had no time to prepare and was unable to take any measures, and under the hijackers’ constant threat of killing people and blowing up the aircraft, it was forced to refuel the aircraft and replenish food and water. Thereupon this Boeing 737, carrying the badly frightened passengers and crew members, took off and left at 17:40. At 20:40, the Boeing 737 landed at Larnaca Airport in Cyprus. 3 hours later, the hijacked aircraft left Cyprus and began its aimless flight. This practice of flying aimlessly around the world was a tactic adopted by the hijackers, whose very purpose was to make the government of the Federal Republic of Germany unable to carry out a rescue because it could not make out the aircraft’s specific destination. In this process, the hijackers requested landing at the relevant airports of Lebanon, Syria, and Iraq along the route, but were refused in every case. At 04:45 in the early morning of the 14th, the Boeing 737 made a forced landing at Bahrain airport and, 1 hour later, after being refueled, took off again. At 07:02, this aircraft landed at Dubai Airport in the United Arab Emirates, and the hijack leader stated that their demands must be met within 48 hours, otherwise the aircraft would be blown up. Afterward, this aircraft flew to Matrah (马特腊) and then turned back north to head for Oman (阿曼); because Oman had closed its airport, the hijack leader ordered Captain Schumann to fly the aircraft to South Yemen. At 17:00 on the 16th, the hijacked aircraft, disregarding the refusal of the South Yemen government, forcibly landed at Aden Airport (亚丁). Because airport personnel had blocked the runway with fire trucks, the aircraft was forced to land on the ground alongside the runway. The hijack leader found that Captain Schumann, when he got off the aircraft to inspect and repair it, had made contact with the South Yemen government, and in a rage of shame cruelly killed Captain Schumann, and then forced the first officer to fly the aircraft toward Somalia, in the Horn of Africa. On the early morning of the 17th, the aircraft landed at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia, and the hijack leader once again reiterated the final deadline for meeting the demands: if the stipulated time was exceeded, they would blow up the aircraft.



II. Rescue Deployment

The news that the Lufthansa Boeing 737 of the Federal Republic of Germany had been hijacked spread rapidly around the world and aroused people’s great attention. In order to resolve this serious sudden incident and ensure the hostages’ safety, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany, after study, decided to commit the counter-terrorism special forces unit known to people as the “Jaguar” (捷豹), the 9th Border Guard Group (GSG9), to go and carry out the rescue. After receiving the order, the 9th Border Guard Group immediately formed a first assault team of 30 persons in all, including group commander Colonel Wegener (韦格纳), subunit leader Wiegert (韦戈尔特), adjutant Baum (鲍姆), 2 demolition experts, 1 communications technician, and 24 assault members, and made preparations to set out. At the same time, a second assault team, likewise made up of 30 persons, boarded Lufthansa Flight 1231 at Bonn airport at 22:13 on the 14th and flew in search along the track of the hijacked aircraft. During the tracking flight of Flight 1231, out of concern that the action might be exposed, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany on the one hand had Flight 1231 temporarily fly to Cologne on the 15th, and on the other hand had the assault team led by Colonel Wegener continue the tracking flight by special aircraft.

What the hijackers did not expect was that, when the hijacked aircraft landed at Dubai Airport in the United Arab Emirates at 07:00 on the 14th, Colonel Wegener immediately led the first assault team to fly to Dubai, the capital of the United Arab Emirates, preparing to rescue the hostages there. And the special forces unit that had arrived at Cologne also, on the 16th, changed to a special aircraft and took off from there, landing at an air force base of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization on the island of Crete, to await an opportunity to sortie. On October 17, when the aircraft landed at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany, in order to steady the hijackers and keep them in Mogadishu so as to win precious time for the assault action, successfully carried out a deception activity. The Federal Republic of Germany’s ambassador to Somalia, Mönster (曼斯特), told the hijackers: the government of the Federal Republic of Germany fully accepts your conditions and will unconditionally release the prisoners you designated. But because the journey from the Federal Republic of Germany to here is too far, and gathering the 11 persons held in various places onto one aircraft would take at least 8 hours, it was hoped that you would postpone the stipulated final deadline by 8 hours. The hijackers believed it to be true, and so postponed the final deadline to 02:30 in the early morning of the 18th.

Upon learning that the hijacked aircraft had landed at Mogadishu Airport and that the hijackers had agreed to postpone the final deadline, the 30 assault team members led by Colonel Wegener, riding a Boeing 707, landed close behind the hijacked aircraft. In order not to let the hijackers discover it, the aircraft turned off its indicator lights during landing and, after landing, quietly taxied to behind a sand dune about 2 kilometers from the hijacked aircraft. Not long afterward, the assault team members who had been standing by on Crete also arrived; Colonel Wegener gathered the 60 members together and began to learn the terrain and building facilities of the airport, choosing concealed positions, approach routes, and firing positions. Finally, Colonel Wegener fixed the time for launching the attack at 02:00 in the deep night of the 18th, because this is when people’s nervous systems are at their slowest, and hijackers whose conditions had been met might relax their vigilance.

In the deep night of October 17, Colonel Wegener divided the 60 assault team members into 2 groups. The first group was an assault group made up of 28 members, which would approach the aircraft from all directions and prepare to attack; the second group was a support group made up of 32 members, who lay in ambush around the aircraft, of whom 8 were snipers whose positions had been carefully chosen to ensure that they could provide fire support to every part of the aircraft. Each sniper carried 1 SP66 sniper rifle, which was equipped with a night-vision scope and could shoot accurately at targets within 800 meters. In addition, in order to open the aircraft’s doors successfully, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany also invited 2 demolition experts of the British Special Air Service, who brought 2 secret weapons: one was a magnetic directional bomb, which could blow the door lock apart and at the same time make the door swing quickly outward, convenient for the assault team members to rush quickly into the cabin; the other was a flash-bang stun grenade, a specially made grenade that at the instant of explosion produces not fragments but an intense flash of more than 5 million candlepower and a tremendous sound, the direct light and the light reflected from white objects being able to cause people’s eyes to lose sight temporarily, while the tremendous sound can stun people and cause them to lose the ability to resist, so that 6 to 10 seconds could be gained for the assault team members to rush into the cabin and take control of the situation.



III. Course of the Rescue

The stipulated time to sortie arrived, and 2 assault team members crawled forward on the concrete runway, and reached the aircraft’s underside, where they installed several highly sensitive acoustic monitors on the belly. This acoustic monitor is high-tech equipment developed by the Federal Republic of Germany specifically for special forces; it can make the activities of the persons inside the cabin clearly audible, and can even determine the exact position of the active person from the sound. 2 assault team members, with aluminum alloy telescoping ladders on their shoulders, quietly carried the ladders under the aircraft, and after opening them wrapped gauze around the heads of the ladders to avoid making noise, and then leaned the ladders against the aircraft’s 2 exits. In addition, 2 assault team members quietly climbed the ladders and mounted explosives with adhesive force on the cabin doors, ready for blasting, to open a passage for the assault team members.

At 02:00 sharp, Colonel Wegener gave the order to attack. At the sound of the order, the cabin was blown open by the magnetic directional bombs, the door flew out with a crash, 2 assault team members accurately threw flash-bang stun grenades into the cabin, and under the cover of the stun grenades’ dazzling bright light and ear-splitting explosions, the assault team members rushed into the cabin. Colonel Wegener led one route of assault team members rushing to the front door of the aircraft, while another route of assault team members climbed up onto the wing and rushed into the cabin through the rear door; searching as they went and shooting as they went, they killed 1 hijacker on the spot. The main criminal, Mahmud, tried to put up stubborn resistance relying on the pilot’s seat, and was immediately knocked down by the assault team members. Very quickly, the hijacked hostages were all rescued, with only 4 persons lightly wounded in the melee; the assault team members killed 3 hijackers in all and 1 hijacker was seriously wounded; the whole rescue action, from start to finish, took a total of 1 minute 46 seconds.



IV. Commentary on the Action

In the counter-hijacking action at Mogadishu Airport by the special forces of the Federal Republic of Germany, because of the resolute attitude of the government of the Federal Republic of Germany, the special forces’ full preparation, rapid action, and appropriate tactical employment, and in addition the use in the assault action of high-tech weapons and equipment such as magnetic directional bombs and flash-bang stun grenades, the rescue action achieved success.


(1) The Hijackers’ Cunning and Ferocity Added Difficulty to the Rescue Action

In this action, the hijackers showed themselves to be very cunning and ferocious. From the very start, the hijackers adopted the tactic of “cat and mouse,” making the hijacked aircraft fly aimlessly around the world without revealing the specific place of landing, until its fuel was exhausted, and only then made an emergency landing at Rome airport in Italy. Not long afterward, carrying the badly frightened passengers and crew members, it left Rome airport and landed at Larnaca Airport in Cyprus. 3 hours later the hijacked aircraft left Cyprus again, and at 04:45 in the early morning of the 14th landed at Bahrain Airport, and 1 hour later, after being fully refueled, took off and left again. At 07:02 the aircraft landed again at Dubai Airport in the United Arab Emirates, then flew on to Matrah, and then turned back north toward Oman. And at 17:00 on the 16th it forcibly landed at Aden Airport in South Yemen, and after cruelly beating Captain Schumann to death, it then forced the first officer to fly the aircraft toward Somalia, in the Horn of Africa, and finally landed at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia. The cunning and ferocity of the hijackers added not a little difficulty to the rescue action, and at one point left the assault team members in a waiting state because they could not make out the aircraft’s specific destination, wasting a good deal of time.



(2) The Deception Action Lulled the Hijackers

When the aircraft landed at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia, the government of the Federal Republic of Germany, in order to steady the hijackers and keep them in Mogadishu so as to win precious time for the rescue action, successfully carried out a deception activity. The Federal Republic of Germany’s ambassador to Somalia, Mönster, passed false information to the hijackers, causing the hijackers to agree to postpone the final deadline to 02:30 in the early morning of the 18th. This delaying measure won the critical 8 hours of preparation time, and also enabled the assault team members to use the cover of the darkness of night to unfold the rescue action smoothly, thereby ensuring the success of the counter-hijacking action in one stroke.



(3) High-Tech Weapons and Equipment Played an Important Role

In this counter-hijacking action, the high-tech weapons and equipment used by the special forces of the Federal Republic of Germany played an important role. First was the use of the magnetic directional bomb, which can blow the door lock apart and at the same time make the cabin door open quickly outward, convenient for the assault team members to rush quickly into the cabin. Second was the use of the flash-bang stun grenade; this specially made grenade, at the instant of explosion, produces an intense flash of more than 5 million candlepower and a tremendous sound, causing the hijackers to lose sight and hearing temporarily and thereby lose the ability to resist, giving the assault team members precious time to rush into the cabin and take control of the situation. Next was the use of the SP66 sniper rifle; this sniper rifle has very high accuracy and is equipped with a night-vision scope, able to shoot accurately at night at targets within 800 meters. In addition, the acoustic monitor was also used; this monitor is high-tech equipment developed by the Federal Republic of Germany specifically for special forces, with fairly high sensitivity, and when installed under the belly of the aircraft it can make the activities of the persons inside the cabin clearly audible, and can even determine the persons’ specific positions from the sound. Because of the use of a series of high-tech weapons and equipment, the special forces of the Federal Republic of Germany handled this counter-hijacking action with ease and succeeded in one stroke.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 18: Israeli Special Forces’ Sabotage of the Nuclear Reactor France Built for Iraq (1979.4.6)

Book pp. 129–134.

【Case Summary】 On April 6, 1979, Israeli special forces, with the cooperation of their intelligence agency “Mossad,” successfully blew up at Toulon (土伦), France, the nuclear reactor that France was building for Iraq. In this sabotage action, the Israeli intelligence agency grasped the intelligence in time, planned carefully, drew up multiple plans, carried out an on-site reconnaissance within French territory, and became familiar with the terrain, the features of the ground, and the targets to be sabotaged; in addition, the special forces calculated very precisely the quantity of explosive charge for destroying the Iraqi nuclear reactor, which both achieved the purpose of destroying the Iraqi nuclear reactor and did not harm the nuclear reactor components being built next to it for Belgium and Kalka (卡尔卡), demonstrating the superb sabotage skills of the Israeli special forces.


I. Causes of the Incident

In the Middle East, Israel and Iraq had always been mortal enemies. In 1959, the Israeli intelligence agency “Mossad” obtained intelligence that Iraq was preparing to develop nuclear weapons. But because of limits on technical conditions, it was not until 1974 that Iraq formally signed a nuclear technology cooperation agreement with France, with France helping Iraq at the Tuwaitha (图瓦萨) Nuclear Research Center, 18 kilometers southeast of Baghdad, to build, over 7 years, a nuclear reactor. Besides providing technical equipment and professional knowledge, France also provided 150 technical personnel and 65 kilograms of nuclear raw material. Although when signing the nuclear technology cooperation agreement Iraq explicitly declared that the development of nuclear technology was for peaceful purposes, Israel never took its eyes off the Iraqi nuclear program.

In 1976, the annual budget of Iraq’s Atomic Energy Commission surged from 5 million U.S. dollars to 70 million U.S. dollars, and nuclear technology cooperation between France and Iraq made rather smooth progress; under these circumstances, Israel felt that measures must be taken to stop Iraq’s nuclear program. The Israeli Prime Minister and Defense Minister of that time, Begin, first, through diplomatic channels, accused Iraq of researching nuclear technology in order to develop nuclear weapons, and demanded that France, Italy, and other countries stop providing technical assistance to Iraq. Shamir (沙米尔), who was then serving as Israeli Foreign Minister, also summoned the French chargé d’affaires in Israel and expressed dissatisfaction with France–Iraq cooperation in nuclear engineering. But the French chargé d’affaires pointed out on the spot that Iraq had already signed the international nuclear non-proliferation treaty, while Israel had still not signed it to this day. Israel’s diplomatic efforts were declared a failure, but without removing this worry in its heart, how could it willingly give up? Thereupon, Israel decided to adopt other means to sabotage Iraq’s nuclear program and prevent Iraq from developing nuclear weapons. After careful planning, the Israeli intelligence agency drew up a plan code-named “Operation Airlift” (空运行动): before the nuclear reactor that France was building for Iraq had been shipped to Iraq, it would steal the reactor and transport it back home, and if stealing it did not succeed, it would destroy the nuclear reactor thoroughly, so as to eliminate future trouble.

In early 1979, the Israeli intelligence agency obtained the news that the nuclear reactor France was building for Iraq was about to be completed and delivered for use. In order to prevent Iraq from becoming a country with nuclear power, the Israeli intelligence agency and special forces immediately carried out “Operation Airlift.”



II. Drawing Up the Plan

On April 4, 1979, 3 Israeli special forces members secretly arrived by aircraft at Toulon, a city in southern France, and met up with 4 special forces members who had arrived earlier. Some of these special forces members were highly skilled mechanics, and some were demolition experts of superb skill; they were to jointly complete the “Operation Airlift” plan according to their superiors’ instructions. After full study, they decided first to carry out the first plan, stealing the nuclear reactor and transporting it back home, and if conditions did not permit it, to switch to the second plan, blowing it up completely, and they fixed the time of the action as between 00:00 and 03:00 on the following night. This was because, according to the local weather forecast, the following night would be overcast, dark and moonless, which was convenient for acting. Moreover, according to prior reconnaissance, during the period between 00:00 and 03:00 every night the sentries stopped patrolling.

The small town of La Seyne (塞恩) in Toulon, France, was a heavy industrial town, in which the Mediterranean Shipyard was the town’s largest factory; 60% of the warships and machinery made by this factory were for export. Because this place was rather out of the way and few people came strolling here, there were no particularly strict security measures or guard system inside the Mediterranean Shipyard. At that time only a few people in the factory knew that, in a round container in the third workshop, the key parts of the nuclear reactor France was building for Iraq were stored. Once Iraq obtained the cores of these nuclear reactors, together with the 65 kilograms of nuclear raw material promised by the French government, the balance of military strength in the Middle East would be completely broken. On the very day the Israeli special forces members arrived at Toulon, the boss of the Mediterranean Shipyard booked several armored vehicles from a private security service, intending on the night of April 8 to secretly set out from the workshop with the nuclear reactor parts built for Iraq, load them onto the armored vehicles, transport them via the N559 highway to the port of Marseille, and then use a cargo ship to transport these goods to Iraq.

At 10:00 in the morning on April 5, 3 Israeli special forces members, disguised as tourists, came to the small town of La Seyne. Like ordinary tourists, they strolled to the outside of the shipyard and examined on the spot those targets they had seen only on maps. They first noted the exact positions of 3 large sheds painted in the three colors of red, white, and blue, then firmly memorized the positions of several large cranes, and carefully measured the wall about 1.80 meters high around the factory area. The whole process did not take long and did not attract anyone’s attention.



III. Course of the Sabotage

At 01:00 in the early morning of April 6, the Israeli special forces members, riding in 2 heavy trucks, sped from the southern suburbs of Toulon in the direction of the small town of La Seyne. When the two heavy trucks were nearing the shipyard warehouse, the drivers turned off the headlights. The trucks stopped outside the warehouse enclosure wall, and the road was empty of people. 4 members remained on the truck to keep watch, and the other 3 members jumped off the truck, moved the concrete pipes they had spotted in the daytime to the wall, then climbed over the wall and went in, heading straight for the red, white, and blue shed on the right; an inside man who had lain in wait inside the plant beforehand had already disabled the alarm device, and they then used their own keys to smoothly open that sturdy large sliding door. The special forces members each had in hand a very detailed floor plan of the third workshop, and they were all quite clear that on the left side of the shed were placed a nuclear device built for Belgium and products manufactured for the nuclear reactor at Kalka (卡尔卡) on the lower reaches of the Rhine; they did not even touch these, but ran straight over to lift the canvas covering the Iraqi nuclear reactor parts, set about carrying out the first plan, attempting to take down the key component of it called the “honeycomb” and then find a way to carry it away. However, this set of equipment was very complicated, and with the light also dim, the dismantling work progressed very slowly. 40 minutes passed and it still was not finished being dismantled. Therefore, they decided to give up the first plan and carry out the second plan. They installed explosives at the key parts of the nuclear reactor, connected timed fuses, and then withdrew by the original route, climbed over the wall, jumped onto the trucks, and disappeared into the night.

At 03:05 in the early morning, just as the night-duty sentries were starting their next round of patrol, with a “boom,” a deafening huge sound tore through the silent night sky. The sentries immediately fired warning shots, fire trucks sped over with their sirens sounding, and nuclear experts also hurried over, but it was all too late: more than 60% of the huge nuclear reactor equipment had been blown up. Experts of the French security department, after surveying the scene, found that the saboteurs had calculated the dosage of the explosives very precisely, both achieving the purpose of destroying the nuclear reactor equipment and not harming the nuclear reactor parts of Belgium and Kalka.



IV. Commentary on the Action

The Israeli special forces, with the cooperation of their intelligence agency “Mossad,” went far to a foreign country and successfully blew up the nuclear reactor that France had built for Iraq. As a special sabotage operation, its success lay in accurate intelligence, familiarity with the terrain, and superb demolition skill, both achieving the purpose of the sabotage and not harming anything else.


(1) Timely Grasp of Intelligence and Careful Planning

This sabotage action by the Israeli special forces was carried out within French territory at a time when France had imposed an arms embargo on Israel and relations between the two countries had become tense. Therefore, in order to achieve success, careful planning and strict organization were necessary. According to the intelligence grasped by the Israeli intelligence agency, Israel carefully drew up action plans: the first action plan was to remove the key parts of the Iraqi nuclear reactor and transport them home with trucks prepared in advance; the second action plan was, if conditions did not permit, to install explosives at the key parts of the Iraqi nuclear reactor and destroy the nuclear reactor completely. For Israel to transport the nuclear reactor home, it could be done only after the nuclear reactor had been built: too early, and it would not yet have been built; too late, and it might already have been delivered to Iraq for use; this required grasping timely and reliable intelligence. Its intelligence agency “Mossad” grasped in time the intelligence that France had built the nuclear reactor for Iraq and was about to deliver it for use, and thereupon, with the cooperation of an inside man, immediately carried out “Operation Airlift,” ensuring the success of the sabotage action in one stroke.



(2) Fully Familiarizing Themselves with the Enemy Situation and Terrain Through On-the-Spot Reconnaissance

Although the Israeli intelligence agency had grasped the necessary intelligence in time, in order to leave nothing to chance, the Israeli special forces also carried out on-the-spot reconnaissance within French territory, further familiarizing themselves with the terrain, the features of the ground, and the various situations they would face. They obtained a floor plan of the Mediterranean Shipyard, through which they basically grasped the geographic bearing and exact position of the target to be sabotaged. Afterward, disguised as tourists, they carried out on-the-spot reconnaissance outside the shipyard in the daytime, further familiarizing themselves with the actual position, shape, size, and color of the target to be sabotaged, and made the necessary preparations for night action. In addition, because the sabotage target was rather out of the way, there were no strict security measures and no particularly strict guard system inside the French shipyard, and furthermore the Israeli special forces members had the cooperation of an inside man; all of this created favorable conditions for the success of the sabotage action.



(3) The Special Forces Members Had Superb Sabotage Skills

Because in the sheds of the Mediterranean Shipyard there were also placed a nuclear device that France had built for Belgium and products manufactured for the nuclear reactor at Kalka on the lower reaches of the Rhine, in order both to achieve the purpose of destroying the Iraqi nuclear reactor and not to damage further its relations with France, or even with other countries, the Israeli special forces members were required to be able to calculate precisely the quantity of explosive charge for destroying the Iraqi nuclear reactor, both achieving the purpose of destroying this nuclear reactor equipment and not harming the nuclear reactor parts beside it. In fact, the Israeli special forces members achieved this, fully demonstrating the superb sabotage skills of the special forces members.

(Zhang Xuecheng, Xiao Xiangwen)






Case 19: U.S. Forces’ Rescue of the Hostages at the U.S. Embassy in Iran (1980.4.24–4.25)

Book pp. 135–141.

【Case Summary】 On November 4, 1979, the U.S. Embassy in Iran was suddenly occupied by several hundred Iranian students, and more than 100 embassy staff members were taken hostage. After the incident occurred, the United States on the one hand actively sought to resolve the problem through diplomatic channels, and on the other hand secretly made preparations for a military rescue. On the night of April 24, 1980, the U.S. forces dispatched 6 C-130 transport aircraft and 8 RH-53 helicopters, carrying 97 assault force members into Iran, attempting to rescue the 53 hostages of the U.S. Embassy in Iran who were being detained by Iran. Because 3 helicopters developed malfunctions on the way to the rescue, the rescue action was canceled midway. Although this rescue operation ended in failure, it was nevertheless a raiding action that was carefully planned and boldly carried out.


I. Causes of the Incident

On January 16, 1979, Iranian Shah Pahlavi, sensing that his regime was about to collapse, fled abroad and, after many twists and turns, fled to the United States. On February 1, Iran welcomed back the spiritual leader Khomeini, who had been in exile in Paris. After Khomeini returned to the country, he immediately set off a wind of Islamic revolution in Iran and severely condemned the crimes of Pahlavi. On April 1, the founding of the Islamic Republic of Iran was announced, with Khomeini serving as leader. After taking office, he announced the nationalization of key industries, chose a non-aligned line, and caused Iran gradually to evolve toward an Islamized system. At this time, the calls demanding the “return of Pahlavi” and to “let Pahlavi return to the country to stand trial” rose to an unprecedented height. Within Iran it was held that it was precisely the United States’ open support for and indulgence of Pahlavi that had created Iran’s present predicament. On November 4, 1979, several hundred radical Iranian students rushed into the U.S. Embassy in Iran and took more than 100 embassy staff members hostage.



II. The Rescue Plan

After the personnel of the U.S. Embassy in Iran were detained, the U.S. authorities on the one hand worked through diplomatic channels to try to win the release of the hostages, and on the other hand the National Security Council, in accordance with the instructions of President Carter of November 7, ordered Meadows (梅多斯), adviser to the U.S. Army’s “Blue Light” counter-terrorism special forces unit, to begin secretly drawing up a military rescue action plan. On November 24, the rescue plan was drafted and submitted to U.S. President Carter.

In order to prevent leaks, the United States strictly controlled the circle of those in the know about the rescue plan. Only President Carter, Vice President Mondale (蒙代尔), National Security Adviser Brzezinski (布热津斯基), Secretary of Defense Brown (布朗), Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Jones (琼斯), and a few others knew of the rescue plan. The units carrying out this mission knew only their respective missions and did not understand the whole intent or the action plan.

The preparatory work for the whole plan included: first, secretly shipping to the Middle East the equipment necessary for rescuing the hostages; and second, forming an assault force inside the United States and selecting a desert zone whose terrain conditions were similar to those within Iran, to carry out specialized training for rescuing the hostages. At the same time, many U.S. intelligence agents infiltrated Iran one after another to collect intelligence, and from various aspects worked out arrangements for the rescue of the hostages in a raid on the U.S. Embassy in Iran. By the end of January 1980, all preparations were basically in place.

The key points of the rescue plan were as follows. 6 C-130 transport aircraft would secretly take off from a base in the Azores Islands (亚速尔群岛) in the Middle East, fully loaded with gasoline, assault force members, and weapons and equipment, pass through the Red Sea, go around the Arabian Peninsula, and infiltrate Iran from the Arabian Sea. In order to avoid being detected by the radar of Iran and other countries, ultra-low-altitude flight (at an altitude of about 30 meters) would be adopted during the long-distance flight, especially after entering Iranian airspace, to arrive at the first assembly point near Tabas (塔巴斯) in Khorasan (霍腊散) Province in central Iran (located more than 300 kilometers southeast of Tehran). At the same time, 8 RH-53 helicopters taking off from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz” (尼米兹) stationed in the Arabian Sea would fly toward the first assembly point near Tabas, where C-130 transport aircraft would replenish their fuel, and then, carrying 97 assault force members, fly to a second assembly point on the outskirts of Tehran. There, the assault force members would change to vehicles provided by secret agents who had infiltrated Iran and, under cover of night, infiltrate Tehran to rescue the personnel detained in the U.S. Embassy. After the rescue succeeded, helicopters waiting on the outskirts would, according to radio notification, fly to land at a stadium near the embassy, evacuate the assault force members and the rescued hostages from Tehran, and fly to the third assembly point of this rescue action (a remote simple airfield in western Iran), where they would change to C-130 transport aircraft to leave Iran and send the hostages to Egypt or Western Europe.

In addition, the United States also considered that if, in the course of the rescue and evacuation, fierce resistance were encountered from Iranian ground forces, or the transport aircraft, helicopters, and so on were intercepted by the Iranian Air Force and the safety of the assault force members and hostages were thereby endangered, the United States would launch F-4, F-14, A-7, and other fighters and attack aircraft from the aircraft carriers to provide air cover. At the same time, the United States also moved 3 MC-130 aircraft into the Masirah (马西拉) air force base in Oman so as to take off when necessary to jam Iran’s radar system and delay the takeoff of Iranian fighters to intercept. 2 of the C-130 transport aircraft taking part in the rescue action were also fitted with cannon and machine guns to provide fire support against ground targets.



III. Course of the Rescue

On April 11, President Carter, considering that the hope of resolving the hostage problem through diplomatic channels was slim, formally approved the military rescue plan. On April 24, President Carter issued the order to carry out the military rescue plan, and the rescue action code-named “Rice Bowl” (饭碗) began.

The 6 C-130 transport aircraft taking off from a base in the Azores Islands (亚速尔群岛), carrying 97 assault force members, passed through Egypt and, after refueling in Oman, flew toward southern Iran. At the same time, 8 RH-53 “Sea King” (海王) helicopters taking off from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz” stationed in the Arabian Sea also advanced toward Iran. They attempted to assemble and refuel at the first assembly point near Tabas in Khorasan Province in eastern Iran, and then fly to the second assembly point 80 kilometers southwest of Tehran.

In April, Iran is in the season when winter turns to spring, and strong gales often cause sandstorms. The 8 helicopters took off from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz” and, not long after entering Iran, ran into a sandstorm. The helicopters tumbled up and down with the air currents in the gale. Very soon, 2 helicopters suffered mechanical failures, of which 1 was abandoned in southeastern Iran and the other 1 returned to the aircraft carrier “Nimitz.” The remaining 6 helicopters, after a difficult flight, finally arrived at the first assembly point and linked up with the C-130 transport aircraft. But another helicopter then developed a malfunction.

According to the requirements of the plan, at least 6 helicopters were needed for the rescue mission to be completed smoothly. Beckwith (贝克威思) had no choice but to recommend to the Pentagon that the rescue action be aborted. U.S. President Carter immediately convened the National Security Council for consultation, and the result of the consultation was that the remaining 5 helicopters were not enough to carry the 53 hostages and the 97 assault force members safely out of Iran, and that continuing the action would inevitably lead to greater danger and there was no assurance of success. Thereupon, President Carter issued the withdrawal order.

The withdrawal order was passed to the first assembly point, and the assault force members, in the confusion, boarded the aircraft one after another to prepare to withdraw. Suddenly, 1 RH-53 helicopter accidentally collided with 1 C-130 transport aircraft, and 8 assault force members were burned to death on the spot and 4 were seriously burned. The rest of the assault force members were forced to abandon 4 intact helicopters, carry the 4 wounded, board 5 C-130 transport aircraft, and hurriedly leave Iran. When the assault force withdrew from the first assembly point, besides abandoning the 4 intact helicopters, it also left behind at the scene the top-secret maps, reconnaissance photographs, and radio call-sign and frequency tables concerning this action. On the way out of Iran, Beckwith had requested Washington to send ships carrying aircraft to destroy the helicopters and secret documents left behind. But Washington, fearing that the situation would escalate, refused his request. The “Rice Bowl” operation, which had been prepared thoroughly and planned carefully over a period of more than 5 months, ended in failure.



IV. Commentary on the Action

This U.S. rescue action in the end ended in failure. Investigating the reasons, it was mainly because preparation was insufficient, coordination was not thorough, and there were errors in command, in particular a lack of in-depth consideration of the weather, the types of aircraft taking part, and similar matters, the special mission force lacked sufficient joint training, and sandstorms were encountered on the way to the rescue, and so on. The main lessons were as follows:


(1) The Types and Number of Aircraft Taking Part in the Operation Were Open to Question

The RH-53 helicopter that took part in the fighting is an improved version of the CH-53 transport helicopter, has been in use for many years, and has fairly stable performance, but its range is rather short (designed range of only 400 kilometers), and it is not suited to long-distance flight. In order to carry out the rescue mission, it was refitted in advance, with auxiliary fuel tanks added, increasing its range to 900 to 1,000 kilometers. In this use, the range from the aircraft carrier “Nimitz” to Tabas was nearly 1,000 kilometers; because of long-distance flight beyond its range, the airframes and their components suffered excessive fatigue. It is said that on some helicopters sparks appeared on the main rotor and cracks developed, making them unusable. Because the helicopter structure is complicated, and because they were flying at the limit of their capability, their sortie rate was generally relatively low compared with fixed-wing aircraft. According to relevant materials, the sortie rate for RH-53 helicopters that had been in service for 7 years in operations was 36% to 47%. Judging from the sortie rate, to ensure completion of this rescue mission 12 should have been needed; moreover, there would have been no problem in increasing the number and supplementing the crews. In addition, there was another view that every 1 helicopter formally taking part in the fighting should be paired with 1 reserve helicopter, but all of these views were vetoed for reasons of secrecy. According to the situation at the time, the carrying capacity of the aircraft carrier “Nimitz” was 11 aircraft, and the refueling capacity of the first assembly point was 10 aircraft, but the aircraft that finally took part in the fighting were only 8, and the result was failure.



(2) The Special Mission Force Lacked Comprehensive Joint Training

Because the various units of the special mission force had no clear unit organization, training was also mostly carried out in a dispersed way. Although each one’s own training was often carried out, joint training was carried out only 4 times, and comprehensive joint training approximating actual combat was not carried out even once, for fear of exposing the intent. Therefore, in the vast night, the special mission force did not form a way of acting without feeling its way, instead carrying out the operational action in an orderly and automatic fashion according to the established procedures, and the result was a lack of centralized and unified command. If one or two joint exercises had been carried out and the level of training raised, it might have been able to carry out this action quickly and correctly according to the procedures and make the operation succeed.



(3) Failure to Grasp Meteorological Intelligence Well

Sandstorms have a very great impact on both ground operations and airborne operations. April is the season of frequent sandstorms in southeastern Iran, and although the U.S. forces’ plan-drafters had already taken meteorological issues such as temperature, moonlit nights, and monsoons into exhaustive consideration, they neglected sandstorms. According to the weather forecast, the weather on April 24 was fairly good, but in fact as soon as the U.S. helicopters entered Iranian territory they ran into a sandstorm, with extremely low visibility. In order to overcome the effects of the sandstorm, the U.S. helicopters adopted terrain-hugging flight and high-altitude flight, but both were to no avail, causing 1 to make a forced landing in southeastern Iran and another 1 to return to the aircraft carrier “Nimitz.” For the joint special mission force, the information for grasping the sandstorm situation consisted only of the 1970 monthly statistics and the statistics of the number of sandstorms occurring in each region, and as for the ever-changing low-altitude sandstorm conditions, giving an accurate forecast was inherently very difficult. Before the helicopters took off, someone proposed sending a weather reconnaissance aircraft to carry out probing near Iran, but this too was not adopted, for reasons of secrecy. When the aircraft took off, the weather forecast did not mention that sandstorms would occur along the flight route. Another regret regarding the encounter with the sandstorm was that, although the C-130 transport aircraft formation had observed the sandstorm, for fear of exposing the intent it did not use the radio to notify the helicopter formation. Had the helicopter formation grasped this information, it would at least have taken some precautionary measures and would not have let the sandstorm throw the formation into disorder.



(4) The Command System Was Unsound

Under what kind of adverse conditions the operation should be abandoned was not clear to the U.S. forces. Because radio communications had been shut off, no instructions could be obtained and each aircraft commander could only make judgments on his own; thus the situation arose in which Aircraft No. 5 flew back alone to the aircraft carrier “Nimitz.” Before arriving at the first assembly point, the commander of the helicopter formation did not yet know that Aircraft No. 5, on which the deputy commander rode, had already returned to the aircraft carrier “Nimitz.” Moreover, in the helicopter formation, the aircraft the commander rode failed to arrive at the first assembly point in time and the deputy commander was also absent, so command at this place was a blank for a very long period. At the first assembly point, although the on-site commander had been designated as Air Force Colonel Kyle (凯尔), it was not clearly stipulated that all units should fully obey his command. Visibility in this area was extremely low, and the roar of the engines was very loud, so that their mutual identification and contact were both very difficult. Moreover, the commander’s position was not clearly established, and no marker had been set up. Among the helicopter pilots, there were even some who did not know the commander’s name. When the collision accident occurred, Kyle happened to have left his command position, and a communications operator, on his own authority, reported the situation to the base. Because of the panic, the content was also insufficient, and not even call signs were used, so that queries came one after another. This flurry of signals made the on-site command even more at a loss, and, together with the fear of exposing the intent and the difficulty of communication and contact, it was impossible to provide timely and effective command of the rescue action.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 20: Joint Indonesian–Thai Counter-Hijacking Operation (1981.3.28–3.31)

Book pp. 142–148.

【Case Summary】 From March 28 to 31, 1981, the Indonesian special forces “Indonesian Red Caps” (印尼红帽) and the Royal Thai Army special forces “Red Berets” (红色贝雷帽) acted jointly and, inside Thai territory, successfully handled a cross-border aircraft hijacking carried out by an Indonesian extremist religious organization, rescuing 44 passengers and 5 crew members and killing all 7 terrorists; only 1 member of the two countries’ assault teams was lightly wounded. This was Indonesia’s first victory among the hijacking incidents that had occurred frequently since the 1970s, and it played a role in strengthening conviction in countering terrorism throughout Indonesia, boosting counter-terrorism morale, and curbing the momentum of terrorist activity.


I. Causes of the Incident

In the 1980s, under the influence of international terrorist activity, and especially the wave of hijackings, some Islamic extremist organizations in Indonesia, in order to achieve their political aims, kept manufacturing terrorist incidents such as aircraft hijackings and bombings, posing an extremely great challenge to the aviation security of Indonesia.

Indonesia is a populous country and also the largest Muslim country in the world; 80% of its people believe in Islam, which has great influence among the public. Its mainstream sects are known for being moderate, but there is also a small number of radical sects that oppose the “separation of religion and state” policy of the Suharto (苏哈托) government of the time, attempt to overthrow the government, and keep manufacturing terrorist incidents, causing social unrest and threatening national security. Hijacking aircraft was one of the commonly used methods of terrorist elements at that time. In June 1980, a terrorist incident occurred in Indonesia in which an aircraft was hijacked and exploded in the air, causing the deaths of all passengers and crew on board; in the same month, a bomb exploded in the baggage room of a domestic airport. To restrain the occurrence of such incidents, the Indonesian authorities promulgated strict airport security inspection regulations, but the airlines, out of considerations of economic interest, did not keep implementing this system over the long term.

The direct cause of this hijacking incident was this: on March 11, 1981, the extremist religious organization “Indonesian Islamic Revolutionary Council” (印尼伊斯兰革命委员会) attacked the Cicendo (芝振多) police station in Bandung (万隆), killed 3 police officers and carried off a batch of weapons; the police immediately solved the case and arrested a number of the organization’s leaders. In order to force the government to release their leaders, 7 members of this faction manufactured the hijacking incident.



II. The Hijacking Incident

On March 28, 1981, 7 members of the “Indonesian Islamic Revolutionary Council,” by bribing ground-service personnel at the airport, carried weapons aboard a DC-9 aircraft of Indonesian Garuda Airlines (印度尼西亚航空公司), Flight 206. Flight 206 was flying from the capital Jakarta (雅加达) via Palembang (巨港) in southern Sumatra (苏门答腊) to Medan (棉兰) in northern Sumatra, with 5 crew members and 46 passengers on board (7 of whom were not of Indonesian nationality). At 10:10 the aircraft took off on time. At 10:30, as the aircraft was about to reach Palembang, the terrorists took out submachine guns, pistols, hand grenades and daggers and hijacked the aircraft, and ordered the captain to fly the aircraft to Penang Airport (槟榔屿机场) in Malaysia. The terrorists, through the aircraft’s radio telephone, put to the Indonesian government the conditions for releasing the hostages: before 14:00 on March 29, release 20 political prisoners held in Java (爪哇) and Sumatra; provide a long-range airliner to replace the hijacked small DC-9 aircraft and carry them safely to Sri Lanka (斯里兰卡); and pay a ransom of US$2 million in cash.

Under the terrorists’ hijacking, the aircraft left Indonesian airspace and made an emergency landing at Penang Airport in Malaysia. To guard against unexpected situations, the Malaysian government agreed to the terrorists’ demands to fill the aircraft with fuel and to provide food and a radio navigation chart. On the afternoon of March 28, the aircraft left Malaysia and flew toward Sri Lanka. The crew of Flight 206, who had received special counter-hijacking training, took the initiative, in a situation where they could not make any contact with the ground station, to have the aircraft “circle” over the Pacific Ocean and, taking the opportunity, turned the aircraft toward Thailand. At 17:20 on March 28, the aircraft landed on the cargo apron of Don Mueang (廊曼) Airport outside Bangkok (曼谷), the capital of Thailand. After discovering that the destination was wrong, the terrorists fired shots and wounded the captain, and put forward new, harsh conditions: fill the aircraft with fuel; increase the number of political prisoners to be released to 80; immediately expel the Jews and Israelis living in Indonesia; and force the Thai government to enter into negotiations with the Indonesian government immediately. After that, the emotions and behavior of the hostages on board showed an extremely unstable state. At 11:30 and 15:00 on the 29th, the Briton Robert Wainwright (洛巴特温赖特) and the American Karl Shunada (卡尔舒纳达) escaped one after another while the hijackers were not paying attention. This incident enraged the terrorists, and the hostages’ situation became still more critical.



III. Rescue Deployment

When the Indonesian government saw that the hijacked aircraft had already flown to another country and that the situation had worsened, it quickly dispatched to Thailand a negotiating group headed by Army Lieutenant General Sugomo (苏格茂), Minister of Intelligence, which formed a joint two-country negotiating group with Thai Foreign Minister Siddhi (西提). The joint negotiating group first adopted temporary countermeasures: on the question of refueling the aircraft, it repeatedly delayed time on the grounds that it was requesting approval from higher authority; on the question of releasing political prisoners, it asked for an extension of the final deadline on the grounds that so many people were difficult to assemble; on the question of flying to a third country, it kept the aircraft on the ground on the pretext that the Sri Lankan government was unwilling to accept it, thereby striving for more time for a forcible rescue. The battlefield of this counter-hijacking operation lay outside Indonesia’s borders, and the rescue operation was jointly presided over and carried out by Indonesia and Thailand. As for the counter-hijacking operation, the Thai government hoped to resolve it by peaceful means, while the Indonesian government held a resolute attitude of resolving it by force without sparing any cost. Although the force-resolution plan was at first not agreed to by the Thai government, the Indonesian government never gave up the plan of using force to rescue the hostages, and kept up continuous consultation between high-level government officials. On the 29th, the Thai government agreed to an armed assault in case of necessity, and also agreed that Indonesian special forces come to Thailand, but required the Indonesian special forces to temporarily accept the command of the Thai special forces during the action, with the timing of resolution by force to be decided by the Thai government, and without abandoning the effort at peaceful resolution.

On the 30th, the government’s new negotiating delegation led by General Benny Moerdani (贝尼·马布达尼) flew to Bangkok aboard a DC-11 airliner; aboard the DC-11 were also the political prisoners prepared for release, and the Indonesian special forces “Indonesian Red Caps” had also concealed themselves among them and arrived with the aircraft. In view of the present situation, the pre-determined assault plan studied and fixed by the Indonesian special forces and the Thai Army special forces “Red Berets” was: the special forces of the two countries would act jointly, each dispatching 20 special combat personnel, to launch a surprise forcible rescue action under the unified command of the Thai special forces. But just before the action was to begin, the terrorists put forward that after 5 terrorists and the released political prisoners first left on the DC-11 airliner, the other 2 terrorists would then release the hostages and leave on the DC-9 airliner. In view of the changed situation, the special forces of the two countries urgently revised the operational plan, changing the mixed grouping into each being responsible for one aircraft, with the Indonesian special forces responsible for the DC-9 airliner and the Thai special forces responsible for the DC-11 airliner.



IV. Course of the Rescue

On the afternoon of March 30, the joint counter-hijacking action of the two countries was formally approved. Before the assault action was launched, two auxiliary actions were also carried out: first, agreeing to the terrorists’ conditions such as refueling and delivering food, special combat personnel disguised as food-delivery staff entered the aircraft and used the opportunity to carry out on-the-spot reconnaissance; second, infiltrating from within, some members of the Indonesian special forces, posing as the Indonesian political prisoners about to be released, remained on the DC-11 airliner, prepared to assist the assault personnel after the action was launched.

At 2:45 on March 31, the assault action formally began. In the direction of the DC-9 airliner: 20 members of the Indonesian special forces “Indonesian Red Caps” approached the hijacked DC-9 airliner from 3 directions; the leading assault personnel quietly climbed onto the wing by way of ladders set up in advance, then, with the speed of thunder that leaves no time to cover the ears, opened the hatch and rushed into the cabin; the 2 terrorists who were silently reciting the Quran in the aisle and the cockpit were blinded in an instant by exploded “flash-bang grenades” (闪光弹), and were killed before they had time to resist, and all the hostages on board were rescued. In the direction of the DC-11 airliner: 20 members of the Thai “Red Berets” special forces rushed into the DC-11 airliner and, with the coordination of the Indonesian assault personnel hidden beforehand among the political prisoners, using the same methods as those used against the terrorists on the DC-9 airliner, killed 3 terrorists on the spot and wounded 2, and all the other people on board were unharmed. The rescue actions in the two directions were launched at the same time and ended at basically the same time, each taking about 1 minute; only 1 assault member of the special forces of the two countries was lightly wounded, and the joint counter-hijacking operation achieved a complete success.



V. Commentary on the Action

In this joint counter-hijacking operation, the flexible strategy adopted by the governments and special forces of Indonesia and Thailand in maneuvering with the terrorists, the close cooperation displayed, and the meticulous plan carried out are all worthy of praise and reference.


(1) The Indonesian Government’s Feigned Compromise Concealed the True Intent of the Forcible Rescue

The Indonesian government’s approach toward the terrorists, of outwardly pretending to accede to their demands, feigning corresponding moves in the action in order to mislead them, and finally launching a sudden assault by force, was not common in past hijacking operations in the world’s countries, differed clearly from the Indonesian government’s historical practice, and was also very different from the Indonesian government’s public statements; but it succeeded in deceiving the terrorists and created the most sudden and most favorable moment for the forcible resolution, which was the greatest highlight of this counter-hijacking operation. This method of “wishing to seize, first letting go” (欲擒故纵) played a beneficial role in two respects: first, using political resolution to cover the intent of disposal by force. Covering the intent to dispose by force can prevent the terrorists, in the face of the impending confrontation by force, from producing a strong reaction and thereby taking such acts as injuring the hostages first, deliberately inflicting secondary harm on the police, firefighters and medical personnel at the scene, or deliberately sabotaging large equipment such as the aircraft and refueling trucks. The Indonesian government not only conveyed, through statements and dialogue, its intention of resolving this incident politically, but also, following the political-resolution model, adopted a series of actions to stabilize the terrorists. For example, it dispatched a formal government delegation and replaced the government’s negotiating representative, to hint that the government was preparing to compromise; knowing full well that the Sri Lankan government had no intention of accepting the terrorists, it nevertheless had government diplomatic personnel contact Sri Lankan government officials frequently, in order to appease the terrorists; and it brought the many political prisoners whom the terrorists demanded be released from within Indonesia to Thailand, thereby making the terrorists believe that the government had already compromised. Second, creating a favorable moment for the assault. This mainly meant using the arrival of the political prisoners to induce the terrorists, when they had fully believed that the government was going to do its utmost to resolve the matter peacefully, to shift their energy and attention and concentrate it on handling the detail problems of the final matters; in this way, the terrorist ringleaders responsible for the negotiation were busy haggling with the government, while the other terrorists who did not take part in the negotiation relaxed their vigilance and began to pray on the aircraft instead of continuing to watch the hostages and guard against being assaulted. This created a favorable moment for the assault action, and effectively prevented unnecessary casualties in the forcible-disposal action.



(2) The Close Cooperation Between the Two Countries’ Governments and Special Forces Deserves to Be Called a Model of International Counter-Terrorism Cooperation

Since the 1970s, some international terrorists and criminal organizations, in order to avoid forceful blows by armed force, have often given priority to hijacking aircraft to another country, using the policy differences and traditional contradictions among the country the aircraft belongs to, the country the hostages belong to, the country the terrorists belong to, and the country where the aircraft temporarily lands, to increase international interference and increase the difficulty of handling the incident. In this joint counter-hijacking operation, Indonesia and Thailand achieved remarkable results in close cooperation on counter-terrorism. First, they coordinated their counter-terrorism stance. After the aircraft hijacked by the terrorists landed at a Thai airport, the Indonesian government promptly stated to the Thai government its firm stand on striking terrorism and requested the Thai government’s assistance; the Thai government, considering long-term influence, agreed not to let the aircraft go to other countries, and held negotiations with the terrorists only after coordinating its stance with the Indonesian government. Second, they dealt actively with the divergences that existed. The Thai government did not agree to take resolution by force as the main means, but gave priority to political-compromise plans that would help speed up the resolution of the matter of the terrorists and hostages remaining in its country; for this reason, the Indonesian government promptly sent a formal delegation to the Thai capital Bangkok, and high-level government officials carried on uninterrupted exchanges and consultation with the Thai government leaders to eliminate the divergences. Active mediation finally led the Thai government to agree to carry out the joint forcible rescue action by the special forces of the two countries under the unified command of the Thai commander. Third, flexible and mobile cooperative coordination. Although the forcible rescue action was under the command of the Thai military, the infiltration action carried out by the Indonesian special forces did not meet with opposition. For example, in the assault action on the DC-11 airliner, the Thai assault personnel and the Indonesian special personnel disguised as political prisoners cooperated with tacit understanding, not only quickly controlling the 5 terrorists on the aircraft but also protecting the safety of the hostages, the political prisoners and other personnel on board; when the assault was about to be launched, the terrorists temporarily split into two groups and controlled the DC-9 and DC-11 airliners respectively, and the command post promptly and flexibly adjusted the action deployment, requiring the special forces of the two countries each to be mainly responsible for the assault mission on one airliner. The close and flexible cooperation between the two countries not only left the terrorists no aircraft to board, but also psychologically checked the terrorists’ attempt to internationalize terrorist incidents such as hijackings.



(3) Meticulous Arrangements in the Rescue Action Were an Important Guarantee of the Successful Assault

The actions of the special forces of the two countries were completed under a meticulous plan, and in the course of the action they kept making use of favorable circumstances and opportunities that appeared, perfecting the action deployment and forming a situation more favorable to the assault action. First, concealed arrival. When the terrorists put forward unreasonable demands such as releasing more political prisoners and providing an aircraft with more seats, the Indonesian government met their demands, and at the same time also concealed the special forces among them, which smoothly arrived at Bangkok Airport, while the terrorists were completely unaware of the arrival of the Indonesian special forces and had not the slightest guard against them. Second, disguised infiltration. The special forces used the opportunity of providing refueling, food and medical services for the DC-9 airliner to enter the aircraft and reconnoitered on the spot the personnel, positions and other information inside the aircraft; the special forces also made use of the fact that the terrorists did not fully know the political prisoners, left part of their personnel disguised as political prisoners and lying in ambush on the DC-11 airliner, and, at the same time as the assault was launched, took advantage of the terrorists’ unpreparedness to launch a sudden attack. Third, close-in assault. Under deliberate arrangement, the DC-11 airliner transporting the political prisoners and the ransom did not arrive at the airport and meet the DC-9 airliner until after 11 o’clock at night local time; the assault personnel, under cover of the darkness of night, took advantage of the terrorists’ physiological fatigue and mental slackness to approach the airliner swiftly and covertly; in choosing the point of entry for the assault, the special combat personnel climbed onto the wing with specially made soft ladders and pried open the hatch, launching the attack from a place the terrorists had never imagined; when assaulting, they first threw “flash-bang grenades” into the cabin, making the terrorists lose the capacity to resist in an instant, which sped up the rescue and better ensured the safety of the hostages, the assault personnel and other personnel.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 21: Israeli Air Raid on the Iraqi Nuclear Reactor (1981.6.7)

Book pp. 149–156.

【Case Summary】 On the afternoon of June 7, 1981, Israel sent out 8 F-16 and 6 F-15 fighters which, with the support of an early-warning aircraft and aerial tankers, made a long-range raid and successfully destroyed the nuclear reactor Iraq had built near its capital, Baghdad. This long-range air-raid operation, code-named “Operation Babylon,” was carefully planned by Israel before the battle, with multiple rehearsals organized and the time of the raid chosen with great care. As a result, the nuclear reactor that Iraq had laboriously built and was about to put into operation was completely destroyed. The raid not only eliminated Iraq’s potential nuclear threat to Israel, but also created a precedent of “surgical” air strikes, and had an important influence on air-raid operations.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

On the afternoon of June 7, 1981, Israel sent out 8 F-16 and 6 F-15 fighters which, with the support of an early-warning aircraft and aerial tankers, made a long-range raid and successfully destroyed the nuclear reactor Iraq had built at Tuwaitha, on the outskirts of its capital, Baghdad. This long-range air-raid operation by Israel, code-named “Operation Babylon,” was a well-prepared and tightly organized combat action.


(1) Iraq’s Secret Development of Nuclear Weapons

Since the Middle East wars, Israel and Iraq had always been enemies. In order to counter the nuclear arsenal that Israel had built with the help of the United States and other countries, Iraq had been pursuing its own nuclear program, day after day, for decades. As early as the 1950s, just after the Soviet Union’s atomic bomb had been successfully exploded, Iraq had tried to cooperate with the Soviet Union on nuclear technology, but for various reasons progress was not smooth. By the 1970s, the situation had undergone a fundamental change: recoverable oil reserves of considerable size had been discovered within Iraq’s borders. Taking advantage of the demand of France and Italy for oil, Iraq required them to provide advanced nuclear technology, including a powerful nuclear reactor and a plutonium-separation plant capable of making weapons-grade fuel, and these two countries very quickly agreed. In 1974, Iraq signed a nuclear technology cooperation agreement with France, introducing the key equipment and technology of a French nuclear reactor. In 1976, Iraq signed an agreement with Italy to purchase a “hot cell.” A “hot cell” is a kind of processing equipment that enables Iraq to separate weapons-grade plutonium. Soon afterwards, Iraq signed another contract with France, requiring France to help Iraq build a nuclear reactor at Tuwaitha, on the outskirts of the capital Baghdad, before 1981.



(2) Israel Formulates the “Operation Babylon” Plan

The continual progress of Iraq’s nuclear program aroused Israel’s high alert. At first, Israel, through diplomatic channels, asked France and Italy to stop their nuclear cooperation with Iraq, but with little result. After the diplomatic efforts failed, Israeli intelligence agencies came up with various methods. Some people once considered using the air force to destroy the nuclear reactor being built on the outskirts of Baghdad, but because the range of Israel’s most advanced fighters at the time was still relatively short, and a long-distance raid was impossible, the plan was shelved. In 1979, Israeli special forces, with the cooperation of intelligence agencies, blew up in France a set of nuclear equipment built for Iraq, but Iraq’s nuclear program not only did not stop, but instead pressed ahead all the more resolutely. In early 1980, Iraq further signed an agreement with Brazil, which had not signed the Nuclear Non-Proliferation Treaty, under which Brazil would provide uranium and nuclear technology. Soon afterwards, American and Israeli experts met and, after exchanging and analyzing intelligence on Iraq’s nuclear project, concluded that within a few years Iraq could accumulate enough material to make several small nuclear bombs. Israeli Prime Minister Begin (贝京) then realized that if resolute measures were not taken to stop Iraq’s nuclear program, Israel’s military superiority in the Middle East would no longer exist. In the spring of 1980, Israel received from the United States the first batch of F-16 fighters it had ordered. The F-16 fighter not only has a long range but can also be refueled in the air. With these aircraft, bombing Iraq’s nuclear reactor was within range. Begin and the Air Force Commander Ivry (艾弗里) therefore jointly worked out an action plan for an air raid on the Iraqi nuclear reactor, and designated this action with the code name “Operation Babylon.”



(3) Careful Preparation for the Air Raid

After the “Operation Babylon” plan was drawn up, Israel made careful preparations. The Air Force Commander Ivry carefully selected twenty-some pilots to carry out this mission. The team leader, Colonel Bahari (巴哈里), had taken part in air combat in the Arab–Israeli wars of 1967, 1970 and 1973, was technically skilled, and enjoyed a high reputation in the Israeli Air Force. After the crew members were selected, the air assault team carried out simulated training at the Etzion (埃齐翁) Air Base in the Sinai region, in “Moon Valley.” In the initial stage of training, the pilots flew for long periods every day over the great desert on the border of Jordan and Saudi Arabia, mainly to train the pilots’ physical strength and their adaptation to long-distance flying over deserts with no landmarks to follow, and to probe the blind areas of the Jordanian and Saudi air-defense radars, so as to find a route to Baghdad that would not be detected and would be safe. The content of the second stage of training was to form special formations in flight, in order to deceive and confuse the air-defense forces of the countries along the way. They had some aircraft fly singly at low altitude, others fly at high altitude, and still others fly in massed groups, so that the massed-group image these aircraft showed on enemy radar looked exactly like the large bright spot displayed by a large commercial airliner, rather than the alarming small dots. The last item of training was bombing practice. In order to make the air assault team familiar with the structure of the Iraqi nuclear reactor, and to master the precise position of the target, Israel built, in the Negev desert near the Egyptian border, a model of the same scale as the actual size and shape of the Iraqi nuclear reactor. Every day the air assault team flew F-16 fighters to carry out simulated attacks on the reactor model, so as to become familiar with the flight route, study the aircraft formation, and master bomb-dropping techniques.




II. The Course of the Battle

On June 7, 1981, all preparations were complete. After weighing all the advantages and disadvantages, Israeli Prime Minister Begin decided to carry out “Operation Babylon” immediately. The Israeli Air Force made a long-range raid, accurately flew over the Iraqi nuclear reactor, and destroyed the nuclear facility with precise bombing.


(1) The Israeli Air Force’s Long-Range Raid

At 16:00 on the afternoon of the 7th (17:00 local time in the target area), the national insignia of the 14 Israeli warplanes were covered with oil paint, and replaced with the insignia of the Jordanian Air Force. The 6 F-15 fighters responsible for escort took off first, followed by the 8 F-16 fighters of the air assault team, which also took off from the air base in “Moon Valley.” An Israeli E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft had long been waiting in the air, and the last aircraft to take off from the airfield was a KC-10A aerial tanker. Each F-16 fighter carried two 2-ton bombs, with a power equivalent to 16 tons of TNT; every aircraft carried missiles and fuel tanks. The F-16 fighters carried “Rattlesnake” missiles, and the F-15 fighters carried “Sparrow” missiles. At 16:45, the F-15s and F-16s refueled again in the air over their own territory. Then the 14 aircraft flew northeast at an altitude of 8,000 meters along the Jordanian–Saudi border line. The team leader Bahari flew at the very front, and the formation maintained complete radio silence throughout the flight, with only the electronic jammers on the aircraft sending out jamming waves from time to time to cover the formation’s flight.

When the assault formation flew to the Israeli–Jordanian border, the E-2C airborne early-warning aircraft left the formation and flew back and forth along the Israeli–Jordanian border line; its electronic pod used electronic jamming signals to jam the alert radars of Arab countries such as Jordan. When the formation flew into Saudi Arabia’s air-defense zone, it was detected by a new type of radar with which the Saudi air-defense forces were equipped. The air traffic controller demanded that they state their nationality, and the pilots on the aircraft answered in fluent Arabic that they were Jordanian aircraft carrying out routine flight training. Jordan and Saudi Arabia are friendly countries, and it is common for Jordanian warplanes to stray into Saudi airspace by mistake, and so the Israeli aircraft deceived Saudi air traffic control in this way. When they were discovered in another area, an Israeli pilot again answered in the English commonly used by international commercial airliners: respected controller, what you see on the radar screen is a large commercial jet airliner. In this way, the 14 aircraft finally got through by deception. On approaching Iraqi territory, the KC-10A aerial tanker gave the assault formation its final refueling, after which the assault formation flew along the set flight route toward its target in the Iraqi capital, Baghdad.



(2) Precision Bombing and Destruction of the Nuclear Facility

The Israeli assault formation entered Iraqi airspace at 17:10 in the afternoon (18:10 in the target area). Using the tactic of ultra-low-altitude surprise attack, the assault team leader, Colonel Bahari, led the formation into the blind area of Iraq’s air-defense radar, flying with the aircraft only a few tens of meters above the ground. That day at 18:00, the Iraqi capital Baghdad was clear and quiet. At 17:30 (18:30 in the target area), the assault formation flew over the Iraqi nuclear reactor; the main plant of the reactor was right below the formation, exactly like the model in the Negev desert. The 8 F-16 fighters quickly climbed to an altitude of 600 meters and entered the bombing run, while the 6 F-15 fighters responsible for air cover climbed to a high altitude of 5,000 meters to stand guard. In an instant, the 8 fighters swept past with a roar from two sides at low altitude, and within only 107 seconds they had accurately poured 16 tons of laser-guided bombs onto the large shed, 32 meters long and 25 meters wide.

After the Israeli aircraft completed the first wave of attack, they circled around to the west, with the sun at their backs. Team leader Bahari, seeing that no Iraqi fighters had come up to join the battle, ordered the 6 F-15 fighters standing guard at high altitude to carry out the second wave of attack. In an instant, the 6 fighters dived from high altitude and once again dropped laser-guided bombs. The bombs blew off the dome of the nuclear reactor and overturned the foundation of the reactor, and a secret underground research laboratory was also destroyed. The Israeli air assault team did not stop there, and, according to the division of tasks made in advance, from different angles carried out destructive bombing of the auxiliary buildings and facilities around the main plant. This time, the aircraft dropped fire-rocket-assisted bombs of great anti-personnel power, which smashed to pieces the nuclear fuel storage tanks buried underground; thick smoke billowed, and pillars of fire rose hundreds of meters high. In a mere few minutes, the nuclear reactor that Iraq had spent 400 million U.S. dollars to build became a ruin. At 19:00, the 14 Israeli aircraft returned safely to base, and “Operation Babylon” came to a successful end.




III. Commentary on the Battle Case

The special operation by which Israel raided the Iraqi nuclear reactor from the air was not only organized flawlessly, but also created a precedent of “surgical” air strikes; the rigor of its organization and the superb skill of its pilots are rare in the history of air warfare.


(1) Careful Planning and Simulated Rehearsals Were Carried Out

Israel’s “Operation Babylon” air raid on the Iraqi nuclear reactor was meticulously planned and long contemplated. In order to achieve the goal of destroying the Iraqi nuclear reactor, Israeli intelligence agencies thought of all kinds of methods. Finally, when Israel received the F-16 fighters it had ordered from the United States, and Iraq’s nuclear reactor was within their range, Israel immediately worked out a detailed and rigorous air-raid plan. However, the difficulty of making this plan succeed was considerable. It required not only bombers capable of long-range flight, but also required the aircraft to fly over long distances of unmarked desert without being detected by the other side’s radar. In order to ensure the success of the air raid in one stroke, the Israeli air assault team conducted simulated training in “Moon Valley” in the Sinai region, and, in the Negev desert on the border between Israel and Egypt, built a model of the same scale as the actual size of the Iraqi nuclear reactor; the air assault team pilots flew F-16 fighters to carry out simulated attacks on the nuclear reactor model, became familiar with the flight route, studied the aircraft formation, and mastered bomb-dropping techniques. The careful planning of the Israeli intelligence agencies and the painstaking preparation of the air assault team laid a good foundation for the success of the air-raid operation.



(2) The Time of the Air Raid Was Carefully Chosen

In order to carry out the air raid successfully, Israel carefully chose the time of the raid. June 7, 1981, was a bright and sunny Sunday. The main reason Israel chose to raid on a Sunday was to avoid harming the 150 French technicians, 50 Italian technicians and other Western staff employed by this plant. Because the plant was closed on Sunday and most of the workers and technicians were resting at home, carrying out the air raid on that day could minimize casualties to the maximum extent. It was later found that on the day of the raid, apart from one French technician who was unfortunately killed by the bombs while working as usual, the other Western technicians were safe and unharmed. In addition, the time of the raid was chosen at about 18:00 (target-area time), when the sunlight was still bright enough to direct the bombs accurately onto the target. Afterwards, the sun set and night fell quickly, which was convenient for the Israeli air assault team to return safely. Moreover, 18:00 in the afternoon (target-area time) is also the time of day when the Iraqi Air Force and air-defense forces are most likely to be relaxed. In fact, when the Israeli air assault team bombed the nuclear reactor, not a single Iraqi fighter took off to intercept, and the air-defense forces guarding the nuclear reactor also did not fire a single missile. When the Iraqi anti-aircraft artillery units around the target were firing back fiercely, the Israeli air assault team was already on its way back.



(3) The Assault Team Members Had Superb Flying and Bomb-Dropping Skills

The Israeli action to raid the Iraqi nuclear reactor from the air demanded that pilots fly aircraft over long distances above unmarked desert without being detected by the other side’s radar. In order to reduce radar reflected waves, the assault team members flew their aircraft in tight groups, so that the massed-group image these aircraft showed on radar looked like the large bright spot displayed by a large commercial airliner, so as to achieve the purpose of deceiving and confusing the other side. After entering Iraqi airspace, the assault formation again adopted ultra-low-altitude flight, slipping into the blind area of the Iraqi army’s air-defense radar and evading Iraq’s air-defense alert radar. In addition, in order to thoroughly destroy the Iraqi nuclear reactor in as short a time as possible, the Israeli air assault team pilots carried out simulated rehearsals, specially practiced low-altitude flight, and mastered bomb-dropping techniques, throwing bombs along a level trajectory so that the bombs could penetrate the outer wall and explode inside, thereby blowing off the dome of the nuclear reactor and thoroughly destroying everything inside, and so thoroughly destroyed the Iraqi nuclear reactor in only a few minutes.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 22: Assassination of Egyptian President Sadat at a Military Review Ground (1981.10.6)

Book pp. 157–163.

【Case Summary】 On October 6, 1981, Egypt held a grand military review ceremony in the Nasr City (纳斯尔城) suburb of Cairo to commemorate the eighth anniversary of the “October War.” During the ceremony, Egyptian President Sadat was shot dead by four extremist religious terrorists disguised as soldiers being reviewed. This incident was an organized and premeditated terrorist assassination aimed at the nation’s highest leader; it caused enormous repercussions in Egypt, in the Arab countries, and even throughout the world, and seriously harmed Egypt’s national interests and image. It reflected the serious damage that terrorist activity does to social order, shed light on the importance of security protection work for a country’s important figures, and, with a lesson written in blood, spurred Egypt and other countries of the world to be more proactive and more positive in the struggle against terrorism.


I. Background to the Incident

After Anwar Sadat (安瓦尔·萨达特) became president of Egypt, his foreign policy turned toward the Western countries, which aroused the discontent of other Arab countries and the hatred of the country’s own religious fundamentalists; fundamentalist terrorist organizations had been looking for an opportunity to assassinate him.


(1) The Social Situation

In the 1980s, Egypt, heavily influenced by the international environment, had relatively prominent domestic political and social contradictions. Egypt is an ancient country of world civilization, straddling Asia and Africa, bordered on the north by the Mediterranean Sea and facing Europe, and is the hub of sea, land and air communications linking three continents, with an important strategic position. Therefore, since the 1950s, Egypt had become a key object of courtship in the contest between the United States and the Soviet Union, and its national policy was deeply influenced and swayed by the external superpowers. As the largest Arab country in the Middle East, Egypt also held a weighty position in the Middle East and the Arab world. Before 1977 it had always led the other Arab countries in a state of hostility with Israel, and in four large-scale Arab–Israeli wars it had paid the heavy price of more than 100,000 dead and economic losses of more than 40 billion U.S. dollars. After Sadat succeeded the deceased Nasser as President of Egypt in October 1970, he adhered to safeguarding national interests as the core and adjusted foreign policy on a large scale. In 1972 he expelled the Soviet experts and broke with the traditional ally, the Soviet Union; in 1974 he restored diplomatic relations with the United States and formally turned to the Western camp headed by the United States; beginning with his sudden visit in 1977 to the “archenemy” Israel, Sadat used four years to achieve a separate reconciliation with Israel, and recovered most of the land of the Sinai Peninsula. Through these reform measures, by 1981 Egypt’s foreign policy had been completely reoriented, creating a rare and favorable external environment for economic development; in domestic policy, he firmly opposed the interference of religion in secular political power, and President Sadat’s power and prestige reached their peak. But Egypt fell into unprecedented isolation in the Arab world of the same faith, and the hatred of religious fundamentalists at home toward him likewise reached its peak; these factors all planted the seeds for his assassination.



(2) The Causes of the Incident

The direct cause of the assassination of President Sadat was closely linked to the religious environment in Egypt at that time. Egypt, as an Islamic country, although it practiced a secular system of separation of government and religion, had always had extremist religious organizations advocating the union of government and religion existing in secret. When this religious contradiction was combined with the political problems existing in Egypt at that time, such as political corruption, the separate peace talks with Israel, and the reception of the exiled Iranian King Pahlavi (巴列维), it became sharp. In August 1981, fundamentalists held a Eid al-Fitr (开斋节) prayer in the square in front of the Presidential Palace attended by 100,000 people, raising the demand that religion participate in politics, but they met with Sadat’s large-scale roundup on September 3; on that day alone 1,536 anti-government figures were detained, which prompted the opposition to quicken its pace in plotting the assassination. The fundamentalist “Islamic Jihad Organization” (伊斯兰圣战组织) was one of the extremist organizations that had been preparing to assassinate Sadat. One of its members, Khalid Islambouli (哈利德·伊斯兰布里), was a lieutenant in the Egyptian Army’s artillery troops; his elder brother Mohammed (穆罕默德) was thrown into prison in the September 3 roundup, which aroused his hatred of the authorities and of President Sadat. It happened that on September 23, the 333rd Artillery Brigade, in which Islambouli served, ordered him to lead 12 tractors forming an artillery formation to take part in the October 6 review ceremony. After observing the on-site review drills of September 24, Islambouli was convinced that assassinating the president was feasible by taking advantage of the review formation, and reported to the secret organization to which he belonged.



(3) Preparations for the Assassination

On September 24, the army unit in which Lieutenant Islambouli, the mastermind of the assassination operation, served carried out a review drill. Taking advantage of this opportunity, he carefully studied the terrain of the reviewing ground, the march route of the artillery formation receiving the review, and the distance between the formation and the main reviewing stand, and determined that the assassination was feasible. At 19:00 on September 25, he reported his idea to Abd al-Salam Faraj (阿卜杜勒·萨拉姆·法拉格), the religious leader of the “Ankoud” (安德科) branch of the organization to which he belonged (Arabic for “a bunch of grapes”; the organization had many such independent branch groups), and said that 3 assistants would be needed. On September 26, the other members of the provisionally formed assassination task force — Ata Tayel Hemeida Rahil (阿塔·塔耶勒·赫梅达·利海勒) (a reserve officer), Hussein Abbas Mohammed (侯赛因·阿拔斯·穆罕默德) (a sergeant in charge of training with machine guns at the Civil Defense school, who had won the army shooting championship for seven consecutive years) and Abdel Salim (阿卜杜勒·萨利姆) (a retired officer and religious fanatic) — listened to the plan that Islambouli explained to them in detail. The planned scheme was: the other 3 would be arranged by him into the artillery formation he led, and, when being reviewed, would sit with him on the same tractor truck towing an artillery piece, and when the towing truck drove to the point closest to the main reviewing stand (about 30 meters), they would open fire on Sadat.

After the plan was made, the terrorist organization supplied the necessary weapons and ammunition, and Islambouli used his authority to transfer away the 3 soldiers originally scheduled to take part in the review, and arranged his 3 accomplices into the review unit. On October 6, the terrorists loaded their machine guns with bullets and marked them, and placed hand grenades under the seat in the cab of the vehicle. The terrorists were all assigned to the first vehicle in which Islambouli rode; this vehicle was in the position on the right side of the column closest to the reviewing stand.




II. The Course of the Incident

October 6, 1981, was the eighth anniversary of the victory in the “October War” launched by Sadat, and was also Egypt’s seventh “Armed Forces Day”; as usual, President Sadat held a grand military review in the capital, Cairo. At 11:20, the review’s chief commander, the Commander of the Central Military Region, reported to Sadat that the review ceremony had begun, the military band played a march, and the troops on the ground being reviewed passed beneath the reviewing stand from east to west. At 12:55, a discrepancy occurred when the artillery formation passed the reviewing stand: a lead motorcycle rider suddenly veered off the road line and fell in front of the reviewing stand, but the motorcyclist was not flustered; he scrambled up, saluted the main stand, and continued forward. At 13:04, 6 French “Mirage” jets flew in from the south of the reviewing stand to perform a stunt show, drawing people’s attention. At this moment, the towing truck being reviewed suddenly swerved off its line of travel and stopped, and people thought another discrepancy like the previous one had occurred; Sadat also stood up to prepare to return the salute. The terrorists who remained on the truck took the lead in opening fire, hitting Sadat’s neck, while the other 3 terrorists jumped down from the truck and rushed toward the reviewing stand: Islambouli, from the front, repeatedly threw hand grenades at the reviewing stand and then concentrated submachine-gun fire on Sadat, while the other 2 terrorists swept the main stand from both flanks with suppressive fire. By the time the president’s guards and the military police reacted and surrounded and captured 3 of the terrorists, President Sadat, with dozens of bullets in his body, had already collapsed in a pool of blood; 5 other people on the reviewing stand were killed and 28 wounded, and 1 terrorist took advantage of the chaos to flee the review ground. At 14:40, the Maadi (马阿迪) Armed Forces General Hospital formally announced the death of President Sadat.



III. Commentary on the Incident

Although the assassination of President Sadat was carried out after careful planning by the terrorists, it also reflected major errors in Egypt’s security and guard work for its national leaders at that time.


(1) Negligence in Prevention Beforehand

First, the political screening was not carried out in earnest. Although the troops taking part in the review had undergone prior screening by a General Staff group, no attention was paid to the fact that the elder brother of the chief culprit had been arrested in early September, so that the terrorists were able to hide among the reviewed troops that were originally considered the safest. Second, the personnel inspection system was not strict. Islambouli, taking advantage of his position, transferred away 3 soldiers two days before the review ceremony, and then had his fellow conspirators disguise themselves as soldiers and applied for them to fill the vacancies, falsely claiming that they were sent by the national intelligence department to inspect the security of the review ceremony. Faced with such abnormal circumstances, and with no notice from any superior and no written documentary proof, the leaders at all levels of Islambouli’s unit actually agreed to the replenishment of the vacancies without investigating the origin of the newly added soldiers, so the system of approval and examination for the departure and entry of important personnel was very lax. Third, the weapons inspection system was an empty formality. Although the relevant departments had made strict regulations a month before the review ceremony on the weapons that the troops in the review could carry, on October 5, the day before the review, the commander of the 333rd Artillery Brigade personally went to the camp and ordered all weapons to be collected and stored in a special tent, and an officer of the presidential guard unit also came to the camp and ordered all firing pins and rifle bolts to be removed from all the guns and handed over to the commanders of the units; but the chief culprit arranged for his fellow conspirators to take charge of the security work of keeping the weapons, the firing pins and the bolts, and thus easily prepared the weapons and ammunition he needed. Such an important task of weapons custody was handed over to newly arrived soldiers with no one checking on it, and such an important weapons inspection link merely went through the motions in the form of an order issued downward, with the result that the 4 terrorists carried a large quantity of bullets and hand grenades; this formalistic weapons inspection system was unable to discover the abnormal circumstances that should have been discovered. Fourth, the on-site control system varied with the person. As to the security and guard work for national leaders, there must not only be comprehensive, crossed and multiple safeguards in the measures, but the organ responsible for guard work must also communicate and coordinate with the protected person and reach agreement, that is, the protected person should be consulted and informed when the protective measures are drawn up, and at the same time the protected person should also cooperate with and obey the security arrangements of the guard personnel. In this incident, President Sadat temporarily ordered the guard soldiers standing in front of the reviewing stand to leave the site, and thus lost the foremost, most direct and most flexible protective screen; the president refused the request to wear a bulletproof vest; and the president, when under gunfire, refused to take the initiative to lie down. These all reflect the human negligence of the guard organ in its preventive work.



(2) Loopholes in the On-Site Guard

For the guard of this vital target, the nation’s highest leader, and especially for ensuring his safety at so important an event as the military review, not a bit of error is permitted. To this end, guard experts have summed up a comprehensive guard strategy of “protecting the face, protecting the circle, and protecting the point.” In comparison with this protection work, although National Guard Commander General Masri (马斯里) had begun careful preparations for this review more than a month in advance, in the “protecting the face” link, the government appropriated special funds for the repair, inspection and decoration of Nasr City, where the review ceremony was held; a protective wall as tall as a person’s shoulders was temporarily set up in front of the reviewing stand, and it was also planned to arrange soldiers to stand guard in front of the protective wall, creating a relatively reliable overall environment. In the “protecting the circle” link, General Masri inspected and screened the personnel about to enter the review area; for example, together with the Army General Staff, he selected the units to be reviewed a month in advance, and personally investigated the background of every serviceman; it was stipulated that the officers and men taking part in the review all carry unloaded guns, and special personnel were sent the day before the review to inspect the weapons; it was stipulated that the route of march of the troops receiving the review must be more than 30 meters from the reviewing stand. But these meticulous measures, which should have played a role, failed because of several loopholes and did not play the role of preventing the tragedy from occurring; for example: at the commanding points of the review ground, no snipers equipped with high-precision sights were actually deployed to deal with sudden situations; there was no guard force between the viewing stand and the troops being reviewed, and sentries at the review site were insufficient; neither the president’s guard nor the other armed guard forces on the spot could enter in time to control the scene and maintain order, and the guards entered the scene only after 10 minutes.



(3) Improper Handling of the Sudden Situation

First, the president’s guard personnel reacted sluggishly. This was manifested as follows: the president’s guard personnel were not focused while performing their duties, and when vehicles were passing in front of the reviewing stand they looked up at the aircraft stunt show just like ordinary spectators, a serious dereliction that failed to perform the guard duty they should have performed; their sense of guarding was weak, and within the 50 seconds after the terrorists’ first shot, only one guard returned fire (without hitting the target), while the rest of the personnel were either looking for hiding places for themselves, or standing stupefied without drawing their guns, or even blocking reporters from taking photographs, so that the assassins, without much resistance, rushed smoothly up to the viewing stand and continued to shoot until all their ammunition was gone; these all reflect the insufficient professional quality of the guard personnel. Second, the soldiers at the first scene were indecisive in their handling. The driver of the same artillery tractor truck, when forced to stop the vehicle by Islambouli with a pistol, actually stopped the vehicle. As a soldier, he lacked the awareness and courage to rise up and resist, to protect his leader, and to defend the honor of a soldier. Third, other personnel who might have prevented the incident reacted without alertness. According to analysis of the review photographs of the time, the 130 mm gun tractor trucks passed the main stand four abreast, with 3 people in the cab of each truck and 10 people riding on the tractor truck, and each soldier being reviewed carried an unloaded weapon, but the infantrymen carried submachine guns with bayonets. With so many soldiers, holding usable weapons in their hands, not one of them took any independent action to stop their own highest leader from being assassinated; this reflects the insufficient military and ideological quality of the Egyptian officers and men on the scene, and a lack of alertness in their reactions.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 23: Italian Special Forces Raid the “Diyia” Supermarket to Rescue U.S. Army Brigadier General Dozier (1982.1.28)

Book pp. 164–168.

【Case Summary】 On January 28, 1982, Italy’s “Leatherhead” (皮头套) special counter-terrorism unit raided an apartment in the town of Padua and rescued U.S. Army Brigadier General James L. Dozier (詹姆斯·L·多齐尔), Deputy Chief of Staff for Ground Forces of NATO’s Southern European Command, who was being held captive by the “Red Brigades.” In order to rescue Dozier successfully, the Italian police carried out a large-scale search operation, with as many as 5,000 personnel taking part in the rescue effort. Thanks to full preparation, the assault-rescue action took only 90 seconds to achieve its objective, and 5 “Red Brigades” members were captured.


I. Background to the Incident

After World War II, Italy’s economy recovered rapidly, but at the same time it also encountered not a few difficulties, and the number of unemployed was relatively large. In the autumn of 1969, Italian workers demanded wage increases and improved working conditions, setting off a wave of “Hot Autumn” strikes. Under these circumstances, the “Red Brigades” began to take shape and form. Among its founders and earliest members were workers from the Siemens (西门子) factory in the industrial city of Milan, and students from the sociology department of the University of Trento (特伦多大学) in the city of Turin. At the end of 1969, the “Red Brigades” was formally established, and gradually developed into a terrorist organization. Thereafter, Italy was continually shaken by the terrorist activities of the “Red Brigades.”

On March 16, 1978, the “Red Brigades” kidnapped Aldo Moro (阿尔多·莫罗), then the Prime Minister of Italy and Vice-Chairman of the Italian Christian Democratic Party. This kidnapping shocked Italy, and also shocked the whole Western world. Because the government rejected the “Red Brigades’” demand to exchange Moro for imprisoned members of the organization, the “Red Brigades” shot Moro dead after holding him for 56 days. The “Red Brigades’” act of killing Moro was universally condemned by the Italian public, and even people who had formerly sympathized with and supported it changed their position one after another.

The Italian police had at one time been powerless in dealing with the “Red Brigades,” but in the late 1970s the police achieved some major breakthroughs, arresting many activists of the “Red Brigades,” including its highest-level leaders, and also capturing several of the “Red Brigades’” arms caches. After several blows, the activities of the “Red Brigades” had not stopped by the 1980s, but their strength was no longer what it had been.

In the second half of 1981, the “Red Brigades” announced that they would move from secret-activity organization toward a highly centralized political party and wage an all-round political struggle; they also announced that they would establish a “Terrorist International,” centered on the “Red Brigades” and the “Red Army Faction” (赤军派) of the Federal Republic of Germany, and would join with Spain’s terrorist organization “ETA” (埃塔) and Britain’s “Irish Republican Army” to wage war on the “imperialism of transnational corporations” headed by the United States. To this end, the “Red Brigades” planned to kidnap an American general of “NATO” in order to expand their influence and win more support. When they learned that Brigadier General James L. Dozier was the only American general serving at the “NATO” base in Verona (维罗纳), they made Dozier their target, and kidnapped him on December 17, 1981. Therefore, the kidnapping of Dozier was not an accidental action; the “Dozier kidnapping incident” was a political demonstration action by the “Red Brigades.”



II. The Course of the Rescue

After the “Dozier kidnapping incident” occurred, the Italian government reacted quickly and immediately established an “Emergency Action Center,” responsible for the rescue of Dozier. At the same time, a police force of more than 5,000 was mobilized, and began a large-scale roundup of the “Red Brigades.” Having drawn lessons from the “Moro incident,” the “Emergency Action Center” believed that the “Red Brigades” could not yet have moved Dozier out of the Verona region within a short time. Dozier must be being held in some area of Verona, so on the second day after Dozier was kidnapped, the police immediately sealed off the area from Verona to Padua (帕多瓦), with roadblocks set up at all intersections, all vehicles subjected to inspection, and a carpet-style search carried out in the above areas. In order to divide and disintegrate the “Red Brigades,” the police also offered a reward of 1.7 million U.S. dollars for information about Dozier.

On January 20, the police search-and-arrest work narrowed down to the Padua area. On the afternoon of the 25th, the Padua police headquarters received an anonymous telephone call, revealing to the police the exact address where the “Red Brigades” were holding Dozier: an apartment in the building of the “Diyia” (迪依阿) supermarket at No. 2 Via Pindemonte (宾德蒙大街). To be cautious, the police conducted three days of careful reconnaissance, and made clear that the information provided by the anonymous call was entirely true. The Italian authorities decided to carry out the rescue action at noon on the 28th, because at noon there are many people, and the terrorists’ minds are numbed, so the effect of catching them unprepared could be achieved.

On the bustling Via Pindemonte, 80 plainclothes police, disguised as construction workers, drove a bulldozer to the spot. 10 assault members of the Italian counter-terrorism unit “Leatherhead” waited for orders in a car not far away. At 11:30, the rescue operation began. Under cover of the roar of the bulldozer, the 80 plainclothes police drove the pedestrians on the street out of places where an exchange of fire might occur, to prevent accidental injury, ordered all vehicles to stop, and controlled the roads along which the terrorists might escape.

The assault members rode their car up to the front of the building; 1 assault member rushed into the supermarket and blocked the supermarket’s main door, while the other 9 assault members quickly ran toward the front door of the apartment building, rushed upstairs, and burst into the apartment in which Dozier was being held.

At this moment, there were 5 “Red Brigades” terrorists in the apartment. Their leader was Antonio (安东尼奥), who had taken part in the kidnapping of Italian Prime Minister Moro; he was sitting in the innermost room reading a newspaper. The landlady Emanuela (艾曼妞) and her boyfriend were conversing in low voices to one side. One terrorist had just come back from buying things at the supermarket and was locking the door, and another terrorist was standing in the middle room in which Dozier was imprisoned.

One assault member smashed the door open and swiftly struck down and subdued the terrorist who was locking the door. Another assault member rushed into the room in which Dozier was held; the terrorist guarding Dozier hurriedly raised a silenced pistol and aimed it at Dozier’s head, but just as the terrorist had not yet pulled the trigger, the assault member swiftly pounced to his side and struck his head fiercely with the butt of his gun, then quickly turned over, straddled his back, pressed the muzzle of the gun against his head, and quickly subdued him. Before the newspaper in Antonio’s hand had even been put down, assault members had already rushed in front of him and captured him. The other 2 terrorists were seized, hands bound, before they had time to resist. The entire assault action took only 90 seconds in total.



III. Commentary on the Action

The process of this rescue operation was relatively simple, and basically no fierce fighting occurred; the assault members suffered no casualties, but the choice of the time for the action was appropriate and the action was rapid, which is very much worth affirming. At the same time, the Italian special forces’ regular training and hard combat skills were also an important factor in quickly achieving the purpose of the rescue.


(1) The Time for Launching the Action Was Appropriately Chosen

The original time of action was not chosen at noon; instead there were three plans: early morning, noon, and evening. The rescue action was originally planned to be carried out at night, but considering that darkness would easily harm Dozier by mistake, the night-action plan was first rejected. As for launching the action in the early morning, after analysis it was also voted down, mainly because early morning on Via Pindemonte is very quiet, so the assault members would easily be exposed, and the rescue action would very likely be detected in advance by the “Red Brigades.” After careful analysis, it was finally determined to strike at noon, mainly because at noon the streets are crowded with people, so the assault members could hide among the crowd and not be easily exposed; at the same time, noon is also the time when terrorists are most relaxed in their guard. Actual combat proved that launching the assault at noon was very correct; without wasting a single bullet, Dozier was successfully rescued in an extremely short time. From this it can be seen that, for special operations, the choice of the time to launch an action is extremely critical, and even bears on the success or failure of the operation. To this end, special operations must be good at grasping and exploiting the best opportunity, must carefully analyze the various situations that may occur, and, according to information such as the terrorists’ daily routine and the characteristics of the surrounding environment, determine the most suitable time for action, so as to raise the odds of success of a special operation to the greatest extent and reduce casualties among special operations personnel.



(2) The Rescue Action Was Swift and Rapid

When carrying out a special operation, one must gain a local or short-term advantage by swift and fierce action, and end the battle before the other side has reacted or has been able to organize an effective counter-action. Looking at this rescue operation as a whole, as soon as the action began, the assault members quickly deployed according to their division of tasks, and, before the terrorists had reacted, firmly controlled them; the whole action, only 90 seconds, accomplished its purpose cleanly and neatly, realizing the basic requirement of special operations of quick battle and quick decision.



(3) The “Leatherhead” Unit Was Well Trained

The “Leatherhead” unit is Italy’s famous special operations unit, and also a very powerful counter-terrorist force. Its members were all carefully selected, each of extraordinary skill, all adept at using various light weapons, and proficient in skills such as driving, diving, emergency landing and parachuting operations. The success of this action to rescue Dozier is inseparable from the superb special combat skills of the “Leatherhead” members and their tacit mutual coordination; especially at the moment of rescuing Dozier, when the terrorist already had a gun at Dozier’s head, the assault member subdued the terrorist at the critical moment with crisp, clean grappling movements. It can be said that the hard comprehensive quality of the “Leatherhead” members was the important foundation of the success of this rescue action.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 24: British Special Forces’ Night Raid on Pebble Island Airfield (1982.5.12–5.14)

Book pp. 169–174.

【Case Summary】 After the outbreak of the British–Argentine Falklands War, the British Special Air Service Regiment (特别空勤团) used the cover of darkness on May 12, 1982, to raid the Argentine airfield on Pebble Island (佩布尔岛), successfully removing the “nail” at the northern entrance of the Falkland Sound, clearing the obstacle to the British landing at the port of San Carlos, and playing an important role in winning the Falklands War.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

In 1982, after Argentina sent troops to occupy the Malvinas Islands (the Falklands), the British government then declared war on Argentina, and on April 22 sent the vanguard of the special task fleet to arrive in the war zone. On April 25, the British vanguard seized South Georgia Island, giving the British forces a foothold for operations far from home. On the 28th, the task fleet entered the waters of the Falklands and deployed, completing the initial deployment of a maritime blockade. Thereafter, according to the situation in the war zone, the British forces drew up a plan to attack the Falklands by landing operations. The landing site was chosen near San Carlos, mainly in order to avoid the strong and strike at the weak, attacking where the enemy was unprepared, and achieving the surprise of the landing operation. For a landing from the direction of San Carlos, the fleet had to pass through the northern entrance of the Falkland Sound, and Argentine forces were defending Pebble Island there; the radar station on the island could monitor the entrance of the Sound and the sea lane leading to San Carlos, and the “Pucará” ground-attack aircraft on the Argentine makeshift airfield on the island seriously threatened the safety of the British landing force.

The British forces believed that, to clear the obstacles to the landing at San Carlos, they must eliminate the threat to the British forces from the Argentine fighters taking off from the Pebble Island airfield. But aerial bombing did not work well, because the Argentine aircraft, dispersed and concealed, could hardly be all destroyed by a single bombing, and moreover the dirt runway on the airfield could be repaired easily even if bombed. The British forces therefore decided to send special forces to raid the Pebble Island airfield, but not to occupy it.

On the evening of May 9, the British forces assigned the raid combat mission to Major Kent (肯特), the commander of the Special Air Service group, and attached to him one naval gunfire-support officer, designating the destroyer “Antrim” (安特里姆) to provide fire support and cover for the raid on the airfield.



II. The Course of the Operation

On the night of May 11, the special combat members of the British Special Air Service Regiment quietly landed on Pebble Island and carried out pre-battle reconnaissance, in order to make clear the Argentine forces’ defensive deployment on Pebble Island and to provide intelligence for the British forces’ night raid on Pebble Island. The special combat members performing the reconnaissance discovered that there were 6 Argentine radar stations on Pebble Island, and more than 10 “Pucará” ground-attack aircraft on the makeshift airfield. Although this small aircraft temporarily posed no threat to the British warships, it was an extremely great threat to the British forces’ later landing battle. Although the Argentine forces had troops guarding the island, their defense was very weak.

On the night of May 12, the raiding detachment, composed of 8 members, formed a reconnaissance-and-reception group as the advance party, and, led by Team Leader Kent, used the cover of night to ride helicopters to the main island’s west coast of the Falklands, then prepared to take rubber boats across the strait, 800 meters wide, and land on Pebble Island. But that night a strong wind rose on the west coast of the Falklands, with heavy waves, which greatly affected the action. Kent decided to wait one more day and act after the weather improved. He therefore ordered the special combat members to wait in hiding in rock crevices and gaps. After more than 20 hours, the waves had not diminished, but the wind had weakened somewhat. Kent ordered the advance party into the water, and paddled the rubber boats to the opposite shore. After reaching the other side, they sank the inflatable rubber boats to hide their traces. Then, landing on Pebble Island, they walked for more than 2 hours on foot, felt their way to a height on the flank of the airfield, and set up an observation post from which they could overlook the Argentine airfield and the surrounding positions; apart from leaving a sentry, the rest of the members concealed themselves in a hollow on one side of the height to conserve their strength. Through on-the-spot observation, they further ascertained the combat aircraft, alert radars, guard forces, defensive facilities and nearby terrain on and around the Argentine airfield, and mastered the situation of the Argentine defending forces outside the airfield that might support it. While reconnoitering the airfield on the spot, they also selected a flat, open area as a landing zone for the follow-up main force to land by helicopter. A hill in the direction of the airfield happened to block the line of sight toward the airfield, and the troops needed only to cross the hill to approach the airfield quickly.

On the night of the 14th, Team Leader Kent led the team members to the selected place to link up with the main force, marked out the helicopter landing zone, controlled the favorable terrain nearby, and received the 45 team members who followed. At this time, the British destroyer “Antrim” had sailed to the south side of Pebble Island and occupied its fire-support position, and had made preparations for covering and supporting the special operations detachment. Because of headwinds and the darkness, the helicopters were nearly half an hour late, and the night time available for combat was left with only 30 minutes.

After waiting for the follow-up main force to land by helicopter, Kent immediately led his unit to rush toward the airfield. On the way, according to the specific circumstances of the airfield, the combat organization and the division of target tasks were re-clarified, and relevant coordination matters were stipulated. The British raiding detachment was divided into 12 combat groups, each group of 4 people, each group going to find its own target and placing high-explosive timed bombs under the various aircraft parked on the runway, with the explosion time set. Team Leader Kent led 1 group, covered by the other 2 groups, to raid the ammunition depot and the oil depot; when discovered by the Argentine forces, they opened fire first on the enemy, wiped out the Argentine forces guarding the depots, and placed the bombs. The naval gunfire-spotting officer quickly measured the bearing of the target to be struck, issued the calibration order, and directed the guns of the destroyer “Antrim” to deliver rapid fire onto the Argentine forces on the positions surrounding the airfield.

The Argentine forces guarding the airfield tried to reinforce toward the ammunition depot, but walked into an ambush ring that the British covering group had deployed in advance, and met fierce fire from machine guns and rocket launchers; many Argentine soldiers were killed.

The scheduled 15 minutes of action time had arrived, and Team Leader Kent issued the signal to withdraw; the groups covered each other and withdrew along the original route to beside the helicopters. When the advance party returned by helicopter, explosions sounded on all sides on the airfield, flames lit up the sky, and 11 Argentine aircraft of various types, the ammunition depot and the radar stations were all blown up and destroyed. Only 2 members of the advance party were wounded, and at dawn they returned by helicopter to the special task fleet.



III. Commentary on the Battle Case

In this special raid, the British forces successfully exploited the darkness of night and the Argentine forces’ negligence and lack of vigilance; their intention was concealed and their action sudden, and they smoothly cleared the “nail” at the northern entrance of the Falkland Sound, swept away the obstacle to the British landing at the port of San Carlos, and played an important role in winning the Falklands War.


(1) A Lean Combat Organization and Flexible Tactical Employment Were the Outstanding Features of This Action

In the Falklands War, the British special forces constantly faced factors such as rapidly changing weather, frequently shifting missions and uncertain enemy situations; against complex circumstances, the British special operations fully reflected flexibility and versatility. This was outstanding in two respects. First, the combat organization was lean. Whether carrying out special reconnaissance or carrying out raids, the combat groups were usually organized at 4 to 6 persons, at most 10 to 15 persons, and could also be adjusted temporarily according to the situation while carrying out missions, always maintaining the leanness and flexibility of the combat organization. Second, the methods of operation were flexible. In combat the special combat members mostly acted in a dispersed manner, concentrating in good time as the mission required, and dispersing again rapidly after completing the mission. Reconnaissance was combined with raiding in the action, which raised the success rate and certainty of the action, and attack actions usually took the form of a surprise attack. For targets that could not be seized by force, methods such as surveillance and harassment were adopted to pin them down, coordinating with the main action.



(2) Full Preparation and Close Coordination Were the Key to the Success of This Action

The British special forces received the raid mission on short notice on May 9; on the night of the 13th the advance party first rushed to the predetermined place, marked out the helicopter landing zone, and received the 45 raiding members who arrived at the airfield, and then guided the British warship’s guns to strike the Argentine positions; the raiding groups accurately placed explosives on their targets and detonated them all; after the raid succeeded, they withdrew safely according to the predetermined plan. All these were prepared meticulously and in detail in advance, and in the operation received the full support and close coordination of the air force and the navy.



(3) Strict Training and Excellent Equipment Were the Important Foundation of the Success of This Action

When the British special forces entered the Falklands area to fight, the terrain was unfamiliar, the situation complex, the mission arduous and the environment harsh. The members taking part in the battle were selected from the troops, with good physique and comprehensive basic skills, and with independent survival and combat capability, and they underwent extremely strict training. The training subjects emphasized individual tactics, techniques and hand-to-hand combat items, including swimming, diving, medium- and high-altitude parachuting, shooting, the use of various guns and cold weapons, underwater demolition, reconnaissance of the shore, rapid communication and so on, and they were required to be able to apply them proficiently under harsh conditions. At the same time, necessary equipment such as fine weapons, night-vision equipment and ultra-high-frequency transmitters was prepared. Some combat groups were equipped with American radio sets, which could communicate directly with London through American satellites. The strict training and fine equipment of the British special forces laid a solid foundation for the success of the raid.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 25: U.S. Invasion of Grenada (1983.10.25–28)

Book pp. 175–182.

【Case Summary】 In October 1983, the U.S. military took advantage of a coup in the Caribbean island nation of Grenada to invade that country. In the short span of 4 days, at the cost of only 18 killed, 91 wounded and 7 helicopters lost, it disarmed Grenada. This operation wiped out the Cuban-backed socialist forces in Grenada, took control of the eastern gateway by which the Caribbean enters the Atlantic, stabilized America’s “backyard,” and paved the way for the establishment of a pro-American Grenadian government. At the same time, it was also the first joint operation of the three services by the U.S. military since the Vietnam War; it tested the combat capability of the U.S. military after the military reform, and to a certain extent restored the U.S. military’s confidence in combat.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

Grenada is an island country in the Caribbean Sea, located at the southernmost end of the Windward Islands, with the Caribbean Sea on its west, facing the Panama Canal far across the water, and the Atlantic Ocean on its east; its geographic position is extremely important.

On October 12, 1983, a military coup took place in Grenada, and the pro-Soviet Prime Minister Maurice Bishop (莫里斯·毕晓普) was placed under house arrest. On the 19th, the chaos in Grenada reached its climax, Bishop was shot dead, and Grenadian army commander Austin (奥斯汀) announced the formation of a Revolutionary Military Council of 16 military men. At about 18:00 on the 20th, the United States convened a meeting of the “Special Situation Group,” and decided to use force against Grenada, to put down the Grenadian military coup and eliminate this worry on its mind.

The total strength of the Grenadian armed forces was no more than about 1,200 men, organized into 2 infantry battalions, 1 artillery battalion and 1 anti-aircraft artillery company; including Cuban advisers and armed construction personnel, it had only about 2,000 people. The main equipment was some light weapons, such as AK-47 rifles, light machine guns, rocket launchers, and 120-mm mortars, 23-mm twin-barrel anti-aircraft guns and armored personnel carriers, with no heavy weapons such as tanks and howitzers, and no navy or air force.

But the U.S. military attached great importance to this operation. Secretary of Defense Weinberger (温伯格) and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Vessey (维西) decided to “use a butcher’s knife to kill a chicken,” and ordered the carrier “Independence” task group, then carrying out a mission in the Pacific Ocean, to take command of the 10 warships under it, 1,200 Marine landing troops and several dozen combat aircraft and helicopters, and immediately steam to the Caribbean Sea area. To strengthen the strength of the ground attack, 2 battalions of the 82nd Airborne Division and 1 battalion of the 75th Regiment of the Army Rangers (陆军别动队) were also committed to the battle. The U.S. Air Force was responsible for the security of the airspace around Grenada, to prevent the intervention of the Cuban Air Force.

At 14:00 on the afternoon of the 25th, the Joint Chiefs of Staff chairman reported the final details of the dispatch of troops to Grenada to President Reagan (里根) at a meeting. At 16:00 Reagan signed the order, approving the operational plan code-named “Operation Urgent Fury” (暴怒行动).



II. The Course of the Operation

After the war broke out, the U.S. forces quickly airdropped and landed troops in Grenada and quickly controlled the airfields; thereafter, each unit attacked its own targets according to the predetermined plan, completed the military occupation of Grenada, and achieved the war aims.


(1) Rapid Airborne and Landing Operations

In the early morning of October 25, 4 U.S. F-15 fighters took off from Eglin Air Force Base in Florida and wove and circled over Grenada. Their mission was to provide air cover for the U.S. forces and prevent the Cuban Air Force from interfering. At the same time, several A-6 attack aircraft took off from the carrier “Independence” and bombed the Grenadian forward fortifications.

At 5:00, several dozen U.S. transport helicopters, carrying Marine landing troops, crossed the Grenadian army positions on the coast, then crossed over the command tower of the Pearls (珍珠) Airport, and landed directly on the airfield runway. Before the helicopters had come to a steady stop, the cabin doors were opened. At the instant the helicopters touched the ground, the landing members quickly jumped onto the runway and rushed toward their respective predetermined targets. The Grenadian forces’ defense near the airfield was very thin, and the officers and men responsible for defending the airfield had not yet woken up completely when they were taken prisoner by the U.S. Marines. The U.S. Marines soon controlled the Pearls Airport.

At the same time as the U.S. Marines were landing by helicopter at Pearls Airport, the Army Rangers, riding in 3 C-130 transport aircraft, under the escort of AC-130 gunship transports and attack helicopters, arrived over Salines (萨林斯) International Airport. The first C-130 transport aircraft smoothly lowered its altitude to about 400 meters, and the Army Rangers began to jump. The Cuban armed construction workers and Grenadian forces guarding the airfield fired fiercely with high-angle machine guns and high-angle artillery, but could not stop the U.S. forces’ airborne landing. The second C-130 transport aircraft gradually lowered its altitude, and the U.S. Army Rangers jumped from an ultra-low altitude of over 150 meters, and within a few seconds all landed successfully. Although the Cubans’ anti-aircraft fire was fierce, because they had no time to aim, they only shot some holes through the U.S. parachutes, and did not cause great casualties among the paratroopers. The Rangers on the third C-130 transport aircraft also parachuted down from an ultra-low altitude of over 150 meters. At the same time, the Rangers who had landed in the first batch took advantage of the fact that the Cubans were only concerned with dealing with the paratroopers in the air, quickly seized the favorable terrain around the area, launched an attack on the Cubans, and soon controlled the airfield.

On the morning of the 25th, the U.S. forces’ airborne landings at both the northeast and southwest airfields of Grenada were relatively successful.



(2) Thrusting in Depth Along the Axes

After the U.S. forces landed, they faced three urgent tasks: first, to occupy the Grenadian radio station and prevent the Grenadian government from issuing war news to the outside world; second, to rescue the British Governor-General Scoon (斯库恩), in order to prepare conditions for the later reorganization of the Grenadian government; third, to rescue more than 800 American students studying abroad, to prevent the Grenadians from taking them as hostages. To complete these three tasks, immediately after seizing the airfields the U.S. forces dispatched 3 small detachments to thrust in depth into Grenada.

The first small detachment was composed of 11 “SEAL” (海豹) assault members. Taking advantage of the brief darkness before dawn, they moved toward the capital St. George’s (圣乔治) in a search advance. Their mission was to seize the “Radio Free Grenada” station and stop it from broadcasting to the world any news unfavorable to the United States. At the beginning, they mistook the target, treating an ordinary building as the telegraph building. After a good deal of twists and turns, they broke out of the Grenadian forces’ fire blockade and finally found the telegraph building. At this moment, gunfire suddenly rang out at the southern end of the island, and the Grenadian forces immediately fell into confusion. The “SEAL” assault members took advantage of the chance to pounce on the building. Before the Grenadian forces had reacted, the U.S. forces had already rushed through the main door into the building and engaged in a fierce battle with the dozen-odd Grenadian soldiers guarding the building; in less than half an hour they had occupied the broadcasting room and completely controlled the Grenadian government radio station.

The second small detachment was composed of 11 “SEAL” assault members. Along the way they met no Grenadian forces, and soon found the Governor-General’s Residence located in the north of the capital St. George’s. Taking advantage of the dawn not yet having come, the “SEAL” assault members all infiltrated the Governor-General’s Residence, and developed a battle for the Governor-General’s Residence with the strength of 1 company of Grenadian troops who had come to “protect” the Governor-General. From early morning until noon, both sides had casualties, the Grenadians had several dozen killed or wounded, and of the 11 “SEAL” assault members, 10 were wounded, 3 of them seriously. At the critical moment, U.S. reinforcements arrived and quickly surrounded the Governor-General’s Residence building. Seeing that the situation was lost, the Grenadian forces finally laid down their arms and surrendered. Governor-General Scoon and his family boarded a U.S. helicopter and flew to the carrier “Independence.”

The third rescue force was one company of the 82nd Airborne Division, responsible for finding and rescuing the more than 800 American students studying abroad. In the afternoon of the 25th, they came up empty-handed at True Blue (特鲁布卢) and did not find a single American student. After obtaining guidance from a Grenadian teacher, they learned that a few days earlier the students had been assembled in a medical school 2 kilometers away. As night fell, the U.S. forces stepped up their action. The company commander called in seven or eight transport helicopters and led his headquarters flying toward the medical school 2 kilometers away. Before the helicopters had landed, the U.S. soldiers had already descended along rope ladders. The Grenadian guards had not yet reacted when the U.S. soldiers were already advancing toward the students’ dormitory. The students, discovering that U.S. forces had come to rescue them, crawled out from under their beds, walked downstairs, and, under escort by the U.S. soldiers, boarded the helicopters. The third rescue force successfully completed its mission.



(3) Completing the Military Occupation of Grenada

Because the Grenadian forces did not have enough troops, it was difficult for them to organize a tight defensive system, and the strongpoints were relatively isolated. The U.S. forces therefore decided to adopt the method of breaking each one and seizing them one by one, launching attacks on the Grenadian strongpoints.

On the morning of the 26th, the U.S. Army Rangers at Salines Airport began to attack northward against the Frequente (弗里比特) strongpoint, which was estimated to be defended by 1 company of Grenadian troops. In their first attack the U.S. Army Rangers met stubborn resistance from the Grenadian forces, and called in A-7 attack aircraft; under powerful air fire support they quickly charged into Frequente, and before long large numbers of defenders raised their hands and surrendered, and under U.S. escort shifted toward Salines Airport.

On the afternoon of the 26th, two battalions of the U.S. 82nd Airborne Division, after parachuting down at Salines International Airport, crossed Frequente and continued to advance toward the capital St. George’s. After advancing about two or three kilometers, they arrived at Grand Anse (大安塞) Beach. The Grenadian forces had built solid defensive works there in advance, and carried out stubborn resistance. Facing the comparatively solid works of the Grenadian forces, the U.S. forces did not launch an attack rashly, but called on attack aircraft from the carrier “Independence” to come to support. The U.S. attack aircraft carried out fierce bombing of the Grenadian positions, but also caused quite a few casualties among their own ground forces. To reduce accidental injury, the U.S. forces then used naval guns to support the airborne troops’ fighting. The Grenadian positions were suppressed, and with heavy casualties, seeing that they were surrounded on all sides, they could only give up resistance.

On the morning of the 27th, the U.S. airborne forces began to attack the Calivigny (柯里维里) barracks. Calivigny barracks was the largest barracks in Grenada; in addition to Grenadian forces, there were about 300 Cubans and some Soviet military advisers in the barracks. In the barracks there were 6 ZSU-23 23-mm high-angle guns, guarding the only open landing zone in the barracks, the barracks parade ground. At about 10:00, 10 U.S. helicopters rushed toward the Grenadian positions, 9 helicopters landed safely, and only 1 armed helicopter was shot down by Grenadian high-angle fire; the U.S. soldiers who landed quickly deployed around the barracks. In less than 15 minutes the battle in the barracks was over, and the Grenadians, Cubans and Soviets in the barracks all became prisoners. The U.S. Marine landing forces then successively occupied Fort Rupert (鲁珀特堡) and Fort Frederick (弗雷德里克堡). By noon on the 27th, the U.S. forces had encircled the Grenadian capital St. George’s from the south, north and east, and the U.S. forces’ powerful fleet was anchored on the sea surface of the Caribbean to the west.

On the 28th, the U.S. forces, meeting no resistance, entered St. George’s at 15:00 according to the unified plan, and completed the military occupation of Grenada.




III. Commentary on the Battle Case

The U.S. invasion of Grenada is a typical case of a high-technology local war. The U.S. forces landed rapidly by airborne means, and used special forces to complete the main tasks in the manner of special operations, achieving the operational objective by quick battle and quick decision.


(1) Accurately Grasping Intelligence Was an Important Prerequisite for Operational Success

The United States had always regarded Grenada as a hostile country. Ever since Cuba sent engineer troops to help Grenada build an airfield, the United States had continually monitored, by reconnaissance, the construction progress of the airfield and the situation of other military facilities built by the Cuban forces, and had also continually sent high-altitude reconnaissance aircraft to verify against satellite photographs. In addition, the United States also sent agents disguised as students, tourists, merchants, overseas Chinese and so on, who entered the island under legal identities to collect the deployment and facility situation of the government forces and Cuban forces, and drew topographic maps and maps of key traffic points. The so-called “tour guide maps” printed by travel companies set up by the United States on the island were extremely detailed, and later some of the invading U.S. troops carried out operations using exactly such “tour guide maps.”



(2) Committing Absolutely Superior Force to Carry Out the Operational Mission

In this action, the United States needed quick battle and quick decision, to show off its own strength and to produce a deterrent effect on some surrounding countries. Therefore, toward a small country like Grenada, the United States not only did not look down on it, but “made a big fuss over a small matter,” concentrating absolutely superior force to carry out this action. The U.S. landing troops reached more than 8,000, 4 times the number of the Grenadian and Cuban forces; if the support and guarantee forces at sea and in the air are counted, the U.S. numbers were 9 times those of the Grenadian and Cuban forces. In terms of the military quality of the two sides, the U.S. forces had a high degree of combat readiness, effective command and good training, while the Grenadian side, apart from the Cuban troops, had troops of low quality. Besides holding an absolute superiority in the number of troops and the quality of troops, the U.S. forces had an even stronger superiority in the technical performance of weapons and equipment. C³I systems, transport aircraft, fighters, helicopters, aircraft carriers, armored combat vehicles and other high-technology weapons and equipment were all in place, while the small number of Grenadian ground forces did not even have heavy artillery, let alone tanks and aircraft. The U.S. forces’ high degree of attention and absolute superiority were the important foundation of this action’s success.



(3) Rapidly Seizing Key Points by Overstepping Attacks

In this action, the battlefield commander, Vice Admiral Metcalf (梅特卡夫) of the carrier “Independence” task group, believed that heavy weapons should be used as little as possible in combat, because his mission was to rescue American students studying abroad and to control Grenada, so casualties should be avoided as far as possible. He therefore decided not to adopt the traditional beach-seizing landing method, but to adopt the method of helicopter airborne landing and transport-aircraft parachute drop, passing over the heads of the Grenadian defenses and directly seizing the two airfields in the north and south of Grenada, placing the Grenadian forces’ beach defenses where their weapons were of no use. After the action began, several U.S. AC-130 and C-130 transport aircraft, under the cover of nearly a hundred helicopters, rushed toward the beach, but did not drop a single bomb on the strictly arrayed defenders on the beach, and passed over the beachhead, flying straight to the Pearls Airport. The U.S. action threw the island’s defenders into confusion, and by the time the Grenadian commander led his troops hurrying to the Pearls Airport it was too late; a large number of U.S. troops had already completed their airborne landing at the airfield. In less than 2 hours, the first batch of U.S. Marines landed from the air had completely controlled the airfield, so that the U.S. forces gained a foothold on the island and began to advance toward the defenders’ strongpoints near the airfield.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 26: Egyptian “Thunderbolt” Assault Team’s Counter-Hijacking Action at Luqa Airport (1985.11.24)

Book pp. 183–190.

【Case Summary】 On November 24, 1985, in order to rescue the hostages on an airliner hijacked to Luqa (卢卡) Airport in Malta, and with negotiations having failed and the hijackers beginning to shoot hostages, the Egyptian “Thunderbolt” (闪电) assault team carried out an armed rescue action across national and regional boundaries. Because the preparation time for this action was too hasty, the situation inside the cabin was not well grasped, the hijackers’ viciousness and brutality were underestimated, the difficulties the assault would face were insufficiently anticipated, and, in addition, the plan was not drawn up thoroughly enough, the action did not achieve coordination between the inside and the outside, which resulted in heavy hostage casualties: of the 97 crew members and passengers, 60 died and 34 were wounded.


I. The Course of the Hijacking

At 20:00 on November 23, 1985, a Boeing 737 airliner on EgyptAir Flight 648, carrying 91 passengers and 6 crew members, took off from Athens Airport, the capital of Greece, and flew toward Cairo, the capital of Egypt. Twenty minutes after the airliner took off, as it arrived over the Greek island of Milos (米洛斯), the flight attendants began to serve each passenger drinks and distribute newspapers and magazines, when suddenly a young man sitting in seat 4 in the front row stood up, pulled a pistol from his coat pocket and pressed it tightly against the back of a flight attendant. At the same time, 2 young men sitting in the rear rows also stood up, one holding a machine gun and one raising a hand grenade, shouting loudly: “Nobody move, hands up, the plane is taken over by us!” The passengers, frightened by the sudden change, were at a loss; one by one they raised both hands, their bodies shrunk tightly into their seats, not daring to make a sound. At this moment, 2 hijackers near the cockpit rushed swiftly into the cockpit, one holding up a hand grenade with its lid opened, the other holding a pistol with the safety off, pressing it against the head of the captain, Galal (加拉尔), shouting: “The plane has been hijacked by us! I order you to fly to Libya!”

In the cabin, the hijackers, holding guns, threatened the passengers to hand over their passports one by one, and reassigned seats to the passengers according to their different nationalities. Just as the hijackers were searching the passengers one by one, an Egyptian onboard security officer suddenly drew his pistol and shot one hijacker to the ground. The other hijackers immediately rushed over to reinforce, and this security officer, outnumbered, finally fell, and 2 passengers were also wounded. In the exchange of fire between the security officer and the hijackers, a bullet pierced a hole in the fuselage, the air pressure in the cabin dropped sharply and the air became thin. Captain Galal immediately lowered the altitude and issued an oxygen mask to every passenger, and the aircraft flew toward Libya. Captain Galal contacted Libya by radio, but Libya refused it entry; the captain then contacted Tunisia, and was likewise refused. The aircraft could only circle back and forth along the Mediterranean coast, looking for a place where it could land. At 22:00 that night, when the red light signaling that fuel was about to run out came on, Captain Galal decided to make an emergency landing at Luqa Airport in Valletta (瓦莱塔), the capital of Malta, in the central Mediterranean. Captain Galal contacted Luqa Airport by radio, and Luqa Airport refused to let him land. But Flight 648 came down regardless of everything and was forced down on runway No. 3 of the airport.



II. Negotiations Without Result

After the plane landed, the hijackers immediately contacted the airport control tower, demanded that the aircraft be refueled, and declared that if they were not obeyed, they would shoot one passenger every hour. After the Maltese government learned that the hijacked Egyptian airliner had landed at Luqa Airport, it immediately notified the Egyptian embassy in Malta, and at the same time sent security forces to seal off Luqa Airport. The Maltese Prime Minister, Karmenu Mifsud Bonnici (卡·米·鲍尼奇), convened an emergency meeting through the night to discuss countermeasures, and finally decided: as long as the hijackers released all the hostages, the aircraft would be refueled. At 22:40, the Maltese Prime Minister Bonnici and relevant government officials drove to Luqa Airport, and Prime Minister Bonnici personally boarded the control tower to negotiate with the hijackers, but the hijackers both refused to negotiate and refused to tell them where they were going to fly, only repeatedly demanding that the aircraft be refueled. While the Maltese prime minister was striving to rescue the hostages, the ambassadors of the United States, Greece, Israel and Libya, and representatives of the Palestine Liberation Organization, also hurried one after another to the airport, trying to mediate and get the hostages released. But the hijackers were unwilling to talk with anyone, including the representative of the PLO, and only demanded that the Libyan ambassador to Malta come aboard to talk with them. The Libyan ambassador did not dare board rashly, and could only relay by radio from the control tower, again and again, the attitude of the Libyan government to the hijackers: because bloodshed had occurred, Libya was unwilling to accept this aircraft. In the dead of night at 23:00, the hijackers agreed to let 2 wounded passengers leave the aircraft, and afterwards they released 13 women, including the flight attendants, as a kind of return for the aircraft being refueled. But the Maltese government insisted that the aircraft could be refueled only after all the hostages were released, and the hijackers also refused to release the remaining hostages, so the negotiations of both sides fell into a stalemate.



III. Shooting the Hostages

At dawn on the 24th, the Maltese Prime Minister Bonnici spoke with the hijackers for the last time, but with little result; the hijackers still refused to release the hostages. On the contrary, perhaps having released some of the hostages without getting any reward, or perhaps feeling that the negotiations were a form of delay, the hijackers gradually became irritable and furious. The hijackers then began to turn over the passengers’ passports, and then shouted loudly: “Which two are Israelis?” A 20-year-old Israeli girl, Tamar Artzi (塔马尔·阿尔茨), and a 23-year-old Nitzan Mendelson (尼兹安·梅德尔松) responded by standing up; they thought they were being released, and could not wait to leave their seats and walk toward the hatch. Just as Artzi had stepped onto the hatch, a gunshot exploded behind her head; she screamed, her head tilted slightly, and the bullet whistled past her left ear. Seeing that she had not died, the hijackers fired several more shots at her in succession, and Artzi fell out of the hatch. Mendelson, frightened out of her wits, collapsed on the floor; the hijackers tied her hands behind her, pushed her to the hatch, shot her with one shot, and threw her out of the aircraft. By this time, every passenger on the aircraft was as though their soul had been lost, and none dared act rashly. After more than ten minutes, the hijackers, seeing that the Maltese government had made no response, again called out the names of 3 Americans: “Patrick Baker (帕特利克·贝克), Jackie Pflug (杰基·布拉格), Scott Raider (斯克雷德·洛盖堪浦).” The 3 stood up, and the hijackers told Baker to go to the hatch. Baker’s hair was disheveled, but his bearing was calm; he was an American biologist who had just ended a vacation in the Middle East and was preparing to return home. The hijackers followed close behind him, and before he had reached the hatch, the hijacker raised his hand and pulled the trigger; at the instant the gun sounded, Baker tilted his head and fell right down onto the ground, motionless. The bullet had only grazed a bit of his scalp, but blood covered his face; perhaps he was familiar with the instinct of some animals to feign death when under attack, and the hijackers ordered 2 passengers to carry Baker’s “corpse” out of the hatch and throw it onto the grass. Baker breathed in a deep breath of the fresh air outside the hatch, ignoring the pain from the fall, climbed up and ran, and picked up a life in the great catastrophe. But Jackie Pflug and Raider were not as lucky as Baker: Jackie Pflug was seriously wounded, and Raider was hit by bullets and died on the spot. During the hijackers’ massacre, seeing that the airport still had no response, they issued a warning to the airport control tower by radio: “We have already killed 5 people! If we are not given fuel for the aircraft within half an hour, we will still kill people!” For a time, terror enveloped the whole cabin, the airport and the hearts of the people.



IV. The Rescue Deployment

Just as the hijackers were massacring and shooting the hostages, the Egyptian government was stepping up preparations for armed rescue of the hostages. The news that Flight 648 had been hijacked quickly reached Egypt through the Egyptian embassy. Egyptian President Mubarak (穆巴拉克) personally telephoned the Maltese Prime Minister, demanding that the Maltese government on no account refuel the airliner, and not let the airliner leave Luqa Airport, and then convened an emergency cabinet meeting to study countermeasures. Finally, Mubarak decided to carry out an assault on the hijacked airliner, and to punish the terrorists severely at any cost. He ordered the commander of the Egyptian assault troops, Major General Kamal Attia (卡迈勒·阿蒂亚), to take full charge of carrying out the assault plan, and instructed that this decision of the Egyptian government be notified to the United States. After receiving the rescue mission, Major General Attia immediately instructed the Egyptian “Thunderbolt” assault team leader Bakr (巴克) to make all combat preparations. At the same time, the Egyptian government’s decision to assault the hijackers was supported by the U.S. government; the U.S. 6th Fleet’s mid-sized aircraft carrier “Coral Sea” (珊瑚海), located in the Mediterranean, immediately entered a state of alert. In addition, the United States sent several F-18 fighters and E-2 early-warning aircraft to take up station at a NATO air base on the Italian island of Sicily, to prepare to give support if the Egyptian transport aircraft carrying the assault team was intercepted by Libyan aircraft on its way to Malta. The U.S. government also decided to send special forces to cooperate with the Egyptian “Thunderbolt” team in the operation, but was refused by the Maltese government. In the end, the United States sent 3 counter-terrorism experts carrying advanced electronic detection instruments to accompany the Egyptian assault team, to serve as technical advisers.

At noon on the 24th, after obtaining the consent of the Maltese government, 2 Egyptian Army C-130 transport aircraft landed safely at the other end of the Luqa Airport runway, bringing 25 Egyptian assault team members and relevant weapons and equipment. These 25 assault members, led by the commander of the Egyptian assault troops Major General Kamal Attia, had all been picked out from the elite of Egypt’s counter-terrorist special forces, the “Thunderbolt” assault team. Immediately upon arriving at Luqa, Major General Attia listened to a briefing on the situation from the Maltese security officers. The assault team leader Bakr inspected the wounds of the hostages, determined that they had been shot with the latest-model American-made SK-82 pistol, and so grasped the performance of the weapons in the hijackers’ hands. At the same time, he inquired of the wounded, the passengers and the flight attendants about the relevant features, appearance and age of the hijackers, and made a reconnaissance of the terrain around the hijacked airliner, and then put forward 2 rescue plans: The first plan was to take advantage of the opportunity of delivering meals and water onto the aircraft, with several assault members disguised as cooks, with guns hidden under the lids of baskets holding food, to suddenly open fire when entering the cabin, and the other assault members would quickly rush in and join the battle. The second plan was to carry out the assault at night: the 25 assault members would be organized into 2 teams, that is, 13 persons would be responsible for covering and serving as the reserve team, and he would lead 12 persons as the main assault team. Bakr further divided the main assault team into 4 small groups; he would lead 1 of the groups to assault the cabin door on the left side of the aircraft, which was the most dangerous and most difficult group, and the other 3 groups would assault respectively the 3 emergency exits on the wing.

After repeated consideration, Major General Attia agreed to Bakr’s plan of action, but the Maltese government did not agree to take action by using the opportunity of delivering meals and water, and therefore the assault team finally decided to adopt the second plan; the assault action was formally set for 20:00 that evening. Major General Attia immediately reported the action plan to President Mubarak and obtained Mubarak’s approval. At 18:00, Captain Galal, taking the opportunity when the hijackers watching him went to the lavatory, reported to the control tower in good time: the front and rear doors of the airliner’s cabin had both been locked from the inside and could not be opened from the outside; to enter the airliner one could only go through the cargo door. Based on this important intelligence, Bakr immediately revised the assault plan, and decided that the small group he led would instead attack through the cargo door.



V. The Course of the Rescue

At 20:15 on the 24th, Egyptian President Mubarak formally issued the order to carry out the assault, and the assault team members quickly entered the predetermined waiting area. Five minutes later, under cover of smoke and the night, the assault members rushed in 4 routes toward the hijacked Boeing 737 airliner. Team leader Bakr approached the cargo door with the greatest speed, but unexpectedly the cargo door was also locked from the inside; the assault members, following the essentials from usual training, pried open the cargo door, and the team member Mouda Kereiman (穆达·克莱曼), a first lieutenant, was the first to rush in. At this moment, a small yellow light on the cockpit instrument panel came on, and Captain Galal realized that the cargo door had been opened; in order not to let the hijackers watching him discover it, he casually switched off the little yellow light. Suddenly, the hijackers’ ringleader noticed movement in the cargo compartment, and rushed out holding a hand grenade from his bosom, pulled the pin and threw it toward the cargo compartment. The hand grenade exploded and caught fire, the cargo-compartment lights went out, and thick smoke instantly billowed; First Lieutenant Kereiman, who had rushed in at the front, was wounded in the leg and fell in a pool of blood. The other assault members who had rushed in threw smoke grenades while sweeping with automatic rifles. For a time, gunfire rang out in the cabin and gunpowder smoke billowed, and the passengers were in utter confusion. Taking advantage of the chaos, the hijackers threw 3 hand grenades into the crowd, gunshots and explosions merged into one, and large numbers of passengers fell into pools of blood.

The ringleader of the hijackers, outnumbered, suddenly thought of the captain, and as he was hurriedly striding toward the cockpit, he felt only a cold wind blow behind his head and was thrown down to the ground in one stroke. It turned out that Captain Galal had foreseen long before that the hijackers’ ringleader, coming back after going out this time, would surely do him harm. He had therefore picked up a fire axe and hidden behind the door. As expected, just as the ringleader was about to start a great killing spree on him, he used the fire axe to chop hard at the back of the hijackers’ ringleader’s head; before the ringleader had reacted, his head fell to the ground first. Before long the gunfire stopped, and the aircraft burst into raging fire; the fire trucks, ambulances and police cars that had been waiting on standby rushed toward the airliner from all sides. This rescue battle lasted only 10 minutes and was over, but a heavy price was paid: 57 people died in the gunfight, and together with 3 passengers who had been killed on the aircraft, a total of 60 died, and 34 were wounded and received treatment; this was the incident with the greatest number of casualties among all hijacking incidents.



VI. Commentary on the Action

Reactions from various countries to this rescue operation by the Egyptian special forces in Malta were not uniform. The U.S. State Department delivered a statement on the same day, on the one hand expressing grief over the passengers who died unfortunately, and on the other hand expressing a firm attitude; the Israeli government also gave the rescue operation a high evaluation, and praised the Egyptian special forces; some countries condemned the rescue operation as a mistake and a failure, and others criticized the rescue operation as too rash, and so on. On the whole, the experience and lessons of this hostage rescue action are all worth summing up.


(1) Many Parties Made Efforts to Rescue the Hostages and Obtained the Support of Great Powers

Although the hijacking of this Egyptian airliner occurred suddenly, from the very beginning it received a high degree of attention from various parties. After learning that the hijacked Egyptian airliner had landed at its country’s airport, the Maltese government immediately notified the embassies of the relevant countries, convened relevant government officials through the night to discuss countermeasures, and the Maltese Prime Minister himself also negotiated with the hijackers. In the process of rescuing the hostages, the ambassadors of the United States, Greece, Israel and Libya and representatives of the Palestine Liberation Organization also hurried one after another to the airport, trying to mediate and get the hostages released. After the Egyptian government decided to rescue the hostages by force, it obtained the strong support of the Maltese government, and especially of the U.S. government. The U.S. government immediately instructed the U.S. 6th Fleet’s mid-sized aircraft carrier “Coral Sea” in the Mediterranean to enter a state of alert, and sent several F-18 fighters and E-2 early-warning aircraft to take up station at a NATO air base on the Italian island of Sicily, to guard against possible intervention from Libya. At the same time, the U.S. government also decided to send special forces to cooperate with the Egyptian assault team in the operation, but was refused by the Maltese government, and finally sent only 3 counter-terrorism experts to serve as technical advisers.



(2) The Assault Action Did Not Achieve Coordination Between the Inside and the Outside

If, in a counter-hijacking action, coordination between the inside and the outside could be achieved, casualties could be greatly reduced and the difficulty of armed rescue lowered. In fact, this counter-hijacking action objectively had the possibility of coordination between the inside and the outside, but because of a lack of patience and sufficient time, it did not succeed on this point. It is worth mentioning that the captain, Galal’s, composure and calm played an important role. Captain Galal, taking the opportunity when the hijackers watching him went to the lavatory, reported the situation in the cabin to the assault team in good time, and the assault team, according to this important intelligence, revised the assault plan in good time. After the assault team’s assault action began, Captain Galal hid behind the door, and killed the hijackers’ ringleader at the moment he went out and came back, thereby avoiding greater casualties.



(3) The Difficulties Were Insufficiently Anticipated and the Assault Plan Was Not Perfected

Although all parties made untiring efforts in this counter-hijacking action, the result was not entirely satisfactory: of the 97 passengers and crew on the airliner, 60 died and 34 were wounded, making it the counter-hijacking action with the greatest number of deaths up to now, so this action also drew criticism and condemnation from some countries. The reason was mainly that the difficulties of the rescue were insufficiently anticipated, the situation inside the cabin was not sufficiently grasped, and the plan was drawn up not in sufficient detail or completeness, so that its execution was too rough and hasty. In addition, because the hijackers were exceptionally vicious and brutal, which added difficulty to the rescue operation, the rescue action did not have much preparation time, which was also one of the important reasons.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 27: U.S. Air Interception of the Terrorists Who Hijacked the “Lauro” Cruise Ship (1985.10.10–11)

Book pp. 191–197.

【Case Summary】 On October 7, 1985, the Italian cruise ship “Achille Lauro” (阿基里·劳罗) was hijacked by Palestinian terrorists, and the incident was resolved peacefully under the efforts of the international community. Afterwards, the United States learned that an American tourist had been killed during the hijacking, and decided to carry out follow-up pursuit action against the terrorists who had already been released. From October 10 to 11, U.S. forces used fighter aircraft over Italy to intercept the civil airliner on which the terrorists were riding, and forced it to submit again to legal sanction. This interception action was the first case in which fighters were used to force a civil aircraft to land, and it set a precedent for a country whose hostages were involved to take military action on its own in another country to strike at terrorists. It reflected the thinking and characteristics of the United States’ global counter-terrorism struggle, and at the same time exerted a rather profound influence on the counter-terrorism action theories of other countries of the world and on the mechanism of international counter-terrorism cooperation.


I. The Hijacking Incident

In the 1980s, the number of international terrorist activities increased continually, with clear political motives, and terrorist activities directed against Western countries, especially the United States, clearly increased. The means of terrorist activity became more and more diverse; the targets of hijacking developed from persons to large means of transport such as passenger buses, trains, aircraft and ships, and the social harmfulness of terrorist activity rose sharply.

At 15:00 on October 7, 1985, the Italian luxury cruise ship “Achille Lauro,” while sailing around the Mediterranean, was hijacked by 4 armed members of the Palestine Liberation Front (Abul Hassan (阿尔哈桑), Al-Mawqi (阿尔毛其), Achif Ibrahim (阿契夫·依布拉希姆) and Ali Abu Rada (阿里·阿布拉达)). The scheduled sailing route of the “Lauro” cruise ship was: (Italy) Genoa — Naples — (Egypt) Alexandria — Port Said — (Israel) Ashdod — Limassol — Rhodes — Piraeus — Genoa, and the scheduled sailing time was from October 3 to 12. On the morning of October 7, some passengers went ashore at Alexandria Harbor to visit the pyramids, while the remaining 180 passengers and more than 300 crew members continued to sail aboard the ship, and it left Alexandria Harbor at 11:00. At 15:00, in the sea area 30 nautical miles north of Port Said, Egypt, 4 terrorists holding hand grenades and pistols took control of the bridge and gathered all the passengers in the dining hall, declaring that they had hijacked the ship, and through the radio put forward demands to the Egyptian authorities: release the 51 guerrillas being held in Israeli prisons. They held the American and British passengers separately, declaring that if their demands were not met they would first put the British and American passengers to death, and even blow up the cruise ship.



II. The Peaceful Resolution of the Incident

After the hijacking occurred, the governments of Italy (the country to which the ship belonged), Egypt (the country where the hijacking took place) and the countries to which the hostages belonged all took it very seriously and urgently studied and adopted countermeasures. On the second day after the incident, Italian Prime Minister Craxi (拉克西) convened an emergency meeting and ordered the air force and navy in southern Italy to enter a first-class alert state; the U.S. State Department immediately set up a special task force and activated the global counter-terrorism computer network code-named “Blackboard” (闸板), and asked the Mediterranean countries not to accept ships hijacked by terrorists, in order to prevent the terrorists from shifting to other countries. After Syria, Cyprus and other countries refused to let the ship dock, the “Lauro” cruise ship was forced to return toward Port Said. A series of diplomatic contacts and mediation efforts in response to the ship hijacking made breakthrough progress; because the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) strongly condemned the terrorists’ behavior and actively helped the Egyptian and Italian governments strive for a peaceful resolution, the incident took a turn. In view of the fact that the terrorists declared that their original plan had been to use the ship to enter Israel’s Ashdod Harbor and launch an assault from there on military targets, and to exchange the hijacked Jewish hostages for the release of 50 compatriots held in Israeli prisons, therefore, after Palestine Liberation Front (PLF) General Secretary Abu Abbas (阿布·阿巴斯) went in person to negotiate with the hijackers, the terrorists agreed, under the safety guarantee provided by Egypt and the authorities, to give up the hijacking, release all the hostages, and surrender to Egypt and the authorities. At 17:00 on October 9, the 4 terrorists formally surrendered to the Egyptian government, and the hijacking incident was peacefully resolved after lasting 50 hours.



III. The U.S. Interception Deployment

Through secret monitoring, the United States found that an American tourist had been killed by the terrorists in the sea area near Tartus Harbor in Syria. In the dead of night on October 9, the U.S. ambassador to Egypt boarded the cruise ship and confirmed the fact that the American tourist Leon Klinghoffer (利昂·克里霍夫) had been killed. The United States therefore demanded that Egypt re-arrest and sanction the 4 terrorists, but Egypt and the terrorists, on the pretext that they had already left, refused the U.S. demand. The U.S. government decided to adopt extraordinary means to sanction the terrorists.

The U.S. government’s crisis management center carried out continuous secret monitoring and intelligence collection through the global counter-terrorism computer network. In the early morning of October 10, Egyptian President Mubarak issued a statement saying that the terrorists who had hijacked the ship had already gone abroad. But the Central Intelligence Agency learned, through high-technology monitoring, surveillance and human-intelligence resources, that the terrorists were still in Egypt, and would escape by taking an EgyptAir Boeing 737 airliner from the Almaza (阿尔马扎) Air Force Base in the east of Cairo. The United States also learned the number of this aircraft, the name of the captain, the intended destination of the flight, the communication wave bands and frequencies of the aircraft, and grasped the time at which the terrorists would arrive at the air base and the plan to temporarily fly to Algeria for a transfer. Therefore, when the airliner took off, it was immediately captured and locked on by the U.S. E-2C early-warning aircraft, the aircraft’s radio was monitored, and its contact with the outside world was jammed.

The U.S. National Security Council counter-terrorism expert, Navy Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North (奥利弗·诺思), devised a bold plan for intercepting the Egyptian civil airliner in the air: to dispatch F-14 “Tomcat” fighters and early-warning radar aircraft from the aircraft carrier “Saratoga” (萨拉托加), and, in the form of a surprise attack over the Mediterranean, to take control of the civil airliner on which the terrorists were riding, and force the airliner to land at the U.S. base in Sicily, Italy, where “SEAL” special forces were deployed. At 19:00 on October 10, the interception plan was approved in principle by President Reagan, and the operational deployment was fully carried out.



IV. The Interception Action

After receiving the order to prepare to carry out this action, a U.S. Navy special task fleet headed by the aircraft carrier “Saratoga” immediately left Greece and sailed south along the sea route. At 20:15 local time on October 10, 9 aircraft in all — 4 F-14 “Tomcat” fighters, 2 E-2C “Hawkeye” radar early-warning aircraft, 2 KA-D aerial tankers and 1 Navy EA-6B “Prowler” electronic jamming aircraft — took off from the aircraft carrier and went on patrol over the sea north of Egypt, waiting for the target to appear. Also taking part in the search for the target were 25 other U.S. warships in the eastern Mediterranean.

At 22:10, the Egyptian Boeing 737 jet airliner quietly rose into the air, but came under the close surveillance of the U.S. E-2C “Hawkeye” radar early-warning aircraft. At 22:55, when the airliner flew to a place 150 kilometers south of the island of Crete, and had entered the ambush net laid by the F-14 fighters without knowing it, 4 F-14 fighters, with their lights off, quietly closed in behind the Boeing aircraft. After the encirclement was formed, the F-14 fighters suddenly all turned their lights on and pounced toward both wings of the airliner, and sent a signal to force it down. The Egyptian airliner’s captain, aware that he was being intercepted, kept dialing the number dial and adjusting frequencies in order to seek instructions from the Cairo side, but could not make contact under the U.S. forces’ electronic jamming. At 23:30, the airliner’s pilot, after receiving the final notice “if you do not obey, you will be shot down,” obeyed the command of the U.S. fighters. At 0:10 on October 11, the airliner carrying the terrorists who hijacked the “Lauro” cruise ship landed at the Sigonella (西古阿拉) Air Base on Sicily (used jointly by Italy and the United States), and the U.S. “SEAL” special forces and Italian military police immediately surrounded the airliner. Finally, according to the agreement reached by the two countries, Italy arrested the 4 terrorists who had hijacked the “Lauro” cruise ship without any resistance, and prosecuted and detained them on charges of plotting murder, kidnapping and illegally carrying explosives.



V. Commentary on the Action

Although this action of the United States to capture terrorists by means of air interception drew criticism from some countries internationally, from the point of view of the pure counter-terrorism military struggle, this interception action had several outstanding features.


(1) It Implemented the United States’ New Global Counter-Terrorism Strategy and Concentrated a Large Amount of Counter-Terrorism Resources

According to the United States’ low-intensity conflict theory, “the greatest and most directly damaging threat to U.S. interests in the future is terrorism, subversive activity, political violence and guerrilla warfare”; therefore, it is necessary to use various means such as military, diplomatic, economic, social and psychological means on a global scale to fight a low-intensity war against terrorism and violent unrest. That the United States this time carried out one-sided, forcible additional sanction action against a hijacking of a cruise ship that had already been peacefully resolved was precisely a reflection of this strategic thinking, and the implementation of the new global counter-terrorism strategy under the guidance of the low-intensity conflict theory. First, the status of counter-terrorism was raised. In this action to intercept the terrorists, U.S. diplomatic activity was absolutely subordinate to and in the service of counter-terrorism needs. For example, in order to arrest the terrorists who had killed an American citizen, it did not hesitate to damage the bilateral relations with Egypt and Italy, and resolutely adopted unilateral military action; in order to ensure the secrecy of the action plan, it did not hesitate to offend Italy’s territory; in order to leave the terrorists nowhere to flee, the U.S. President personally telephoned and asked the countries along the Mediterranean coast not to allow the hijacked “Lauro” cruise ship to dock. Second, the subjects of counter-terrorism increased. This interception action set a precedent for using regular military force to strike terrorists, and the regular forces of the United States and some countries have since taken on part of the counter-terrorism operational tasks in accordance with legal provisions. Third, the counter-terrorism means increased. In order to win the counter-terrorism action, the U.S. forces mobilized numerous means not generally recognized by the international community, for example, carrying out illegal intelligence collection and eavesdropping surveillance in other countries. This counter-terrorism action was a concrete reflection of the U.S. new global counter-terrorism strategy, and also promoted the extension and infiltration of this strategy worldwide.



(2) It Highlighted the Importance of Counter-Terrorism Intelligence and Broadened the Channels of Intelligence Collection

The U.S. government believes that, under the grim circumstances of the global counter-terrorism situation, besides international intelligence exchange and sharing, it is also necessary to grasp the true situation of terrorists through secret intelligence work; accurate intelligence enables diplomacy to be in an active position, and makes counter-terrorism action plans meticulous and the preparations orderly. For example, after the hijacking incident occurred, the United States used the global counter-terrorism computer network code-named “Blackboard,” monitoring radio and the transmission of confidential information of various countries on the Internet all over the world, to collect and sort out useful instant intelligence; it mobilized electronic reconnaissance aircraft to monitor the radio communications on the cruise ship, and used helicopters to make close-in reconnaissance of the cruise ship, and so grasped the real-time situation; it transported spy networks to relevant countries such as Egypt and Italy, bought off individual intelligence personnel of other countries, and grasped the most core secret decisions of other countries’ governments, thereby adopting countermeasures. Facts show that without the support of such timely, accurate and secret intelligence, it would be difficult to formulate a plan for intercepting the terrorists, still less to guarantee the success of the interception action. Therefore, to do well in intelligence work in the counter-terrorism struggle, it is necessary to use intelligence-collection carriers in multi-dimensional spaces such as land (ground surveillance), sea (naval patrols), air (aircraft early warning), space (satellite reconnaissance), electromagnetic (radio-wave filtering) and networks; to combine tangible (intelligence personnel) and intangible (information interception) means, and to master the limit between the legal and the illegal, and scientifically and rationally use the channels of both open (diplomacy) and secret (espionage) methods.



(3) It Was the First Use of Fighters to Intercept and Force Down a Civil Airliner, Breaking Through the Pattern of Counter-Terrorism Operations

This interception action was the world’s first use of fighters of regular military force to intercept a civil airliner, breaking the tradition of the freedom of flight of civil airliners, and setting a precedent in using force to control, or even to carry out fire strikes on, civil aircraft. This air interception action was calculated very precisely in time, which was mainly due to the timely and accurate ground intelligence and the electronic jamming of the aircraft in the air, so that the airliner, with no contact with the outside world, no follow-up support and no other choice, could only choose to submit to the direction of the fighters and be forced to land at a base controlled by the U.S. forces. In addition, because the Egyptian airliner had absolutely not expected that this top-secret flight would be discovered by the U.S. forces, and the following of the U.S. fighters was done with lights off, the U.S. interception action was therefore very sudden, creating heavy psychological pressure on the terrorists on the airliner and the Egyptian government officials accompanying them, and finally forcing them to give up resistance and obey the dispatch arrangements of the U.S. fighters.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 28: Palestine Liberation Organization’s Paraglider Attack on an Israeli Army Camp (1987.11.25–11.26)

Book pp. 198–202.

【Case Summary】 From 23:00 on November 25, 1987, to 1:00 on the 26th, 4 special-force members of the Palestine Liberation Organization, piloting new-type paragliders, carried out an airborne surprise raid on an Israeli army camp. In the operation, the assault members, following a flight route selected in advance, flexibly piloted their paragliders, skillfully evaded the Israeli patrol vehicles, and flew directly to the predetermined operational target, finally, at the cost of 2 dead, achieving the result of killing 6 Israeli soldiers and wounding 7. Although the results achieved by this action were not large, it created a certain psychological shock for the Israeli army, and at the same time explored experience in using paragliders for airborne operations.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

After the Fifth Middle East War, the Palestine Liberation Organization was squeezed by the Israeli army into an extremely small range of activity. In order to strive for greater room for survival, from 1983 on the Palestine Liberation Organization repeatedly carried out sneak attacks on Israel, but all failed because of the strict defense on the Israeli border. In August 1987, the Palestine Liberation Organization obtained from the Soviet Union 7 new-type paragliders that were comparatively advanced at the time; this paraglider carries a power unit and can fly in the air as a single person, easy to operate and control, and favorable for assault members to launch sudden attacks from low altitude by piloting it. The Palestine Liberation Organization therefore decided to use this new type of paraglider to launch an attack on an Israeli army camp. To ensure the success of this sneak attack, and further to explore experience in carrying out airborne operations with paragliders, the Palestine Liberation Organization decided to select 4 special-force members to form an assault team to carry out the first airborne operation mission; after strict selection, Captain Sayer (塞耶尔), Second Lieutenant Rami (拉米), Sergeant Ali (阿里) and Sergeant Hassan (哈桑) were chosen. To reach a degree of proficiency in operating the aircraft, in the second half of August the assault members concentrated at a base in southern Lebanon for training, and very quickly became able to pilot the paragliders skillfully, and then carried out several comprehensive simulated drills according to the raid plan. In early November, everything was ready, and the Palestine Liberation Organization therefore decided to carry out an airborne assault on the Israeli 78th Battalion camp on the Lebanese–Israeli border on the night of November 25, in order to create a psychological shock for the Israeli army, and fixed the code name of the action as “Black Bird.”



II. The Course of the Battle

At 23:00 on November 25, 1987, team leader Sayer led the other 3 assault members, piloting 4 paragliders, and took off from a base in southern Lebanon, and the “Black Bird” operation was formally raised to its opening curtain. The assault members, with the help of the faint moonlight, flexibly controlled the paragliders, quietly flew over the Israeli border, and flew toward the Israeli 78th Battalion camp. When they were about to approach the Israeli 78th Battalion camp, they were discovered by an Israeli patrol vehicle, which kept shining the searchlight on the vehicle toward the sky and at the same time sent an alarm to a nearby air force base, demanding that 2 helicopters come to patrol. The assault members, piloting the paragliders, cleverly dodged the Israeli searchlights, lowering their altitude as they selected a landing place. At 0:00 on the 26th, the assault members landed safely in a clump of bushes near the Israeli 78th Battalion camp. To facilitate withdrawal, they placed the paragliders on a hidden hillside with the engines not shut off, and then the 4 assault members, by the moonlight, in an agile and rapid manner, felt their way toward the target. On approaching the Israeli 78th Battalion camp, the assault members rushed in after cutting through the barbed-wire fence with wire cutters.

Outside the barracks of the Israeli 78th Battalion, there were 3 sentries standing guard, 2 of them standing at the gate and 1 patrolling back and forth holding a submachine gun. Under the cover of the bushes, team leader Sayer stabbed the roaming sentry to death with a dagger; the other 2 sentries noticed movement, but thought it was a companion walking about, and so made no reaction. At this time, the members Ali and Hassan quietly sneaked up behind them, and one to the left and one to the right laid the 2 sentries on the ground. The assault members smoothly dealt with the 3 sentries and opened the way to the gate of the Israeli 78th Battalion camp area. Just as the assault members were about to enter the camp area, an Israeli army officer happened to be returning to the camp in a car with his girlfriend, and the dazzling headlights exposed the assault members in the open ground at the gate. In this emergency, team leader Sayer fired a burst of bullets, leaving one dead and one wounded. The gunfire alarmed the patrolling Israeli soldiers, the alarm sounded immediately, the searchlights also shone over together, and the Israeli soldiers in the camp rushed out holding weapons, and 2 Israeli helicopters also reached the scene. Faced with the severe situation of three-dimensional encirclement by the Israeli army on the ground and in the air, Sayer immediately made a decision, ordering Rami to cover the assault team’s attack with machine-gun fire from the front, Ali to flank to the left, and Hassan to flank to the right, and, after the bullets were used up, to withdraw and return at once.

When the Israeli army rushed up in groups, it was attacked from 4 directions by the assault members, and for a time could not make head or tail of it. After a brief recovery, the Israeli army finally reacted and counterattacked in 4 directions separately, and the 2 helicopters also fired from above the assault members. Team leader Sayer ordered Rami to cover with machine-gun fire, and the remaining personnel quickly withdrew. After the 3 assault members had withdrawn to a safe place, Rami, while firing, withdrew backward. During the retreat Rami was hit in the abdomen by the Israeli army, but he still charged toward the Israeli army with his machine gun, and finally sacrificed himself, winning precious minutes of time for the other 3 team members. Sayer and the other 2 assault members used the time Rami had won to run toward where the paragliders were parked, and quickly piloted the paragliders into the air and flew toward the Lebanese border. The pursuing Israeli army immediately shone searchlights into the sky and fired together at the paragliders, hitting the team member Ali, who fell only a little over 400 meters from the border line. Sayer and Hassan, piloting paragliders, continued flying forward, and when Sayer and Hassan flew over the Lebanese border line, the pursuing Israeli helicopters could only turn back along the original route. At 1:00 on the 26th, Sayer and Hassan returned safely to base.



III. Commentary on the Battle Case

In this airborne operation by the Palestine Liberation Organization using paragliders to attack an Israeli army camp, the 4 assault members, at the cost of 2 sacrificed, achieved the results of killing 6 Israeli soldiers and wounding 7, creating a certain psychological shock for the Israeli army, and smoothly achieving the operational purpose.


(1) The New-Type Paraglider Used in Airborne Operations Achieved a Surprising Effect

A new technology and a new means used for the first time in military action often achieve unexpected effects. This airborne operation was an airborne combat action carried out by the supreme command organ of the Palestine Liberation Organization with the Israeli army camp as the main target of attack, and was also the first application of the paraglider on the battlefield. The application of the paraglider took airborne operations into a new field, that is, airborne operations no longer needed the guarantee of transport aviation, and a single person could, with a transport tool combining power and flight in one, go deep into enemy territory to fight. When the paraglider had just appeared, it was mainly used for sports; the Palestine Liberation Organization recognized the special military value of this tool, and resolutely decided to use paragliders for airborne operations, which not only gave the Israeli army a blow when it least expected it, but also created a precedent for using paragliders in airborne operations.



(2) Full Preparation Was the Precondition for the Success of the Assault Action

To ensure the success of this sneak attack, the Palestine Liberation Organization selected 4 warriors good at fighting to form the assault team; all the assault members were proficient in using various weapons and equipment, outstanding in grenade-throwing and demolition techniques, very good at close-range hand-to-hand combat, and had all taken part in ground operations many times, with very rich experience. In addition, in order to master flying skills, the assault members also concentrated at a base in southern Lebanon for flight training lasting 3 months, and carried out several comprehensive simulated drills for this sneak attack, became familiar with the flight route, and had a clear picture of the raid plan, thereby creating conditions for the success of the assault action.



(3) Fighting as an Isolated Force Was One of the Reasons the Action Did Not Achieve Greater Results

Objectively speaking, because the Israeli border and the Israeli army camp were relatively strictly guarded, for 4 assault members to go and raid an Israeli army camp, there was no advantage at all in numbers, and they could not form a considerable combat capability. In addition, this action also did not receive effective coordination from other units or actions; it was an isolated-force operation, and with the assault members carrying only light weapons, once they came into close combat with the enemy troops or were surrounded by the other side, it became a problem for the assault members to withdraw after completing the mission. Judging from the course of this action, the appearance of one accidental circumstance, that is, just as the assault members were about to enter the camp area, an Israeli army officer happened to be returning to the camp area by car, prevented this action from achieving greater surprise and greater results.

(Zhang Xuecheng, Xiao Xiangwen)






Case 29: French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s Hostage-Rescue Operation on Ouvéa Island (1988.4.22–5.5)

Book pp. 203–208.

【Case Summary】 On April 22, 1988, French gendarmes on Ouvéa (乌韦阿) Island in New Caledonia were taken hostage, and the French government ordered the National Gendarmerie Intervention Group to take action to rescue the hostages by force. After receiving the mission, the National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s assault members carefully studied the enemy situation and the terrain, many times disguised themselves as negotiating personnel and went deep into dangerous ground to carry out on-the-spot reconnaissance, and mastered such details as the terrain conditions where the hostages were held, the defensive deployment and the location of the confinement; they drew up a detailed and concrete rescue plan, and, with superb fighting skills and a fearless spirit of devotion, and with the coordination of the captive hostages, at the cost of 2 assault members’ lives, achieved the results of killing 18 terrorists and capturing 6, and successfully rescued the hostages.


I. Causes of the Incident

At dawn on April 22, 1988, on the small island of Ouvéa, not far from New Caledonia, more than 30 masked Kanaks (卡纳克人) rushed into the barracks of the French 1st Gendarmerie Squad. Holding submachine guns, rifles, hunting guns, machetes and sharp axes, they raked and fiercely beat the French gendarmes who were still in their sleep, and before most of the French gendarmes had time to react they were tied up. Half an hour later, when reinforcements from the Gendarmerie headquarters on New Caledonia Island arrived, apart from 4 corpses at the scene, the other 27 French gendarmes had been taken hostage and carried off.

New Caledonia is a French overseas territory, located at the southern end of the Melanesian Islands in the South Pacific, composed of the main island of New Caledonia and the Loyalty Islands (洛亚蒂群岛), with a population of about 180,000, of whom the indigenous Kanaks are about 70,000, immigrants from France and European countries and their descendants about 60,000, and the rest are Polynesians and Asians, including ethnic Chinese. Since New Caledonia fell under French overseas-territory status in 1946, the local indigenous Kanaks, in order to cast off French rule, had been carrying on an unyielding struggle for the independence of New Caledonia. The relations between the French authorities in New Caledonia and the Kanaks became more strained with each passing day, and under these circumstances an incident finally was triggered in which Kanaks took French gendarmes hostage and demanded independence.



II. The Rescue Deployment

The news that indigenous Kanaks had attacked a French military camp and kidnapped 27 French gendarmes reached the French capital, Paris, and French President Mitterrand (密特朗) immediately convened an emergency cabinet meeting to discuss countermeasures. The cabinet meeting unanimously agreed to use force to resolve the problem and rescue the hostages as soon as possible, and decided to hand the task over to the “Black Clothes Squad” (黑衣队) to carry out. The “Black Clothes Squad” is the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, so named because it often wears black clothes during operations; it is equipped with the most advanced French “Gazelle” (小羚羊) armed helicopters, which, besides carrying one machine gun and one 30-mm automatic cannon, are also equipped with high-altitude aviation telescopes, thermal imagers, laser rangefinders, infrared tracking and ranging instruments, and “HOT” (霍特) air-to-ground missiles. The leader of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s 1st Special Action Group, Captain Philippe Lers (菲利浦·勒尔斯), after receiving the order, required all team members to quickly make combat preparations, and 2 hours later boarded an aircraft to go to New Caledonia in the South Pacific to carry out the rescue action.

As soon as Lers and his team members arrived on New Caledonia, they immediately began to search for the whereabouts of the 27 hostages. Although Ouvéa Island, not far from New Caledonia, is not large, its terrain is complex; caves are densely distributed on the island, with precipitous rocks rising here and there, and in addition the forests and bushes are luxuriant and wild beasts appear and disappear, making it hard to search. The French gendarmes stationed on New Caledonia all turned out to search for 3 days and 3 nights, without finding any trace of the hostages. Just as Lers and his team members were at a loss, the Kanaks unexpectedly released 12 of the hostages, and from their mouths Lers learned the location of the secret confinement: in a large mountain cave deep in the dense forest at the northern end of Ouvéa Island. Most of the caves on New Caledonia Island are naturally formed karst caves, with winding paths in the caves and densely laid traps; in order to rescue the hostages smoothly, the situation inside the cave had to be explored in advance. Through Lers’s work, a local French judge named Jean Bianconi (让·比昂科尼) was willing to lead Lers deep into the “tiger’s den” to negotiate.

At 8:00 on the morning of April 27, Lers and his party of 6, disguised as Bianconi’s private bodyguards, went to the mountain cave where the hostages were held. The mountain cave is at the middle of a steep mountain slope, with sheer cliffs on three sides, and only one road leading to the cave mouth. As they were about to approach the cave mouth, several people suddenly darted out of the jungle and in one move knocked down Bianconi and Lers, who were walking at the front, and before the other several team members had time to react, they were controlled at gunpoint. After being taken into the cave they discovered that the cave was a long, narrow, multi-layered cave with several bends turning toward the mountainside, dark, damp and dimly lit inside, with a flat, spacious, relatively large space on the upper level where the hostages were all confined. About 50 Kanaks were stationed in the cave, with only 2 of them on the upper level watching the hostages and all the rest resting below. There were sentries on the mountain top 24 hours a day, and at the slightest disturbance the Kanaks in the cave would quickly pick up weapons and occupy the favorable terrain, so that even if the hostages in the cave ran out they would meet with a crossfire net, and it was even less easy for people outside to break into the cave.

After a combination of hard and soft methods of threats and inducements, the Kanaks finally agreed that Bianconi would serve as the intermediary to conduct negotiations with the French government. After returning to camp, Captain Lers conveyed to the French government the Kanaks’ exchange conditions: first, to withdraw all French troops from New Caledonia Island; second, to cancel the local elections; third, to formally hold negotiations with the French government as soon as possible on the question of New Caledonia’s independence. As to these conditions, although the French government could not accept them, it agreed to negotiate further. Because the positions of the two sides were far apart, the negotiations fell into a stalemate. But in the course of the back-and-forth contacts, Lers not only mastered the situation inside the cave, but also took the opportunity of delivering food and medicine to the hostages to secretly hand 2 pistols and tools for opening handcuffs to the hostages in the cave.



III. The Course of the Rescue

At dawn on May 5, taking advantage of heavy fog, several hundred French gendarmes quietly surrounded the mountain cave where the hostages were held, leaving not even a drop of water able to leak out. After receiving the instruction of French Prime Minister Chirac, the rescue action code-named “Operation Victory” (胜利行动) was formally opened. At 5:15, 12 assault members quickly boarded 3 “Gazelle” helicopters and flew straight to the mountain cave where the hostages were held. Under cover of the helicopters, the French gendarmes began to attack the cave. Relying on the favorable terrain, the Kanaks beat back the French gendarmes who rushed up, time after time. At this moment, the hostages in the cave used the tools to open their handcuffs, knocked down 2 guards, and seized 2 automatic rifles, and the other hostages likewise untied their handcuffs one after another and picked up all kinds of makeshift weapons. The Kanaks, discovering the change among the hostages, immediately organized forces to stop them, and the hostages returned fire with the seized automatic rifles and pistols; the two sides were in a stalemate, the Kanaks unable to get up and the hostages unable to flee. At this moment, the 3 “Gazelle” helicopters of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group arrived in time and, with aircraft cannon, bombed the cave mouth, and the firepower points of the Kanaks around the cave were removed one after another.

At this time, Captain Lers on the helicopter discovered that a few Kanaks had darted out of the cave mouth, trying to blow up the cave. Captain Lers urgently ordered the helicopter pilot to approach the cave mouth, and when the helicopter was only about 5 or 6 meters from the cave mouth, Lers and 2 assault members jumped down. The 2 assault members suppressed the Kanaks with fire, and Lers rushed into the cave mouth and, with the dagger he carried, cut off the burning fuse. Suddenly, the fuel tank of the helicopter hovering at ultra-low altitude was hit by the Kanaks, and the helicopter caught fire and exploded, falling into the valley. Lers and the other members, holding submachine guns, charged desperately toward the Kanaks. After a fierce fight of 15 minutes, of the 24 stubbornly resisting Kanaks, 18 were killed and 6 captured alive, and their ringleader died on the way to the hospital. In the course of the action, the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group also paid a certain price: 2 members were killed, 1 “Gazelle” helicopter was destroyed in the crash, and team leader Captain Lers was severely wounded, and was out of danger of his life only after being unconscious for 2 days and 2 nights.



IV. Commentary on the Action

In the hostage-rescue action on Ouvéa Island in New Caledonia, the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, although the situation was complex and the mission arduous, mastered the detailed enemy situation through many disguised reconnaissances, ensured the smooth accomplishment of the mission, and displayed superb skill and a heroic spirit of devotion.


(1) The Terrain and Enemy Situation Were Complex and the Rescue Mission Was Arduous

Although Ouvéa Island, where this rescue action took place, is not large, its terrain is complex and caves are densely distributed on the island. The place where the hostages were secretly held was in a large mountain cave deep in the dense forest at the northern end of Ouvéa Island. The cave is at the middle of a steep mountain slope, with sheer cliffs on three sides and only one road leading to the cave mouth, and the cave mouth is hidden in dense forest; the paths in the cave are winding, with densely laid traps, and are dark and damp and dimly lit, and above all about 50 Kanaks were stationed in the cave, with the hostages all confined in a spacious area on the upper level of the cave, with people taking turns guarding them 24 hours a day, and with sentries on the mountain top 24 hours a day, so that at the slightest disturbance the Kanaks in the cave would react quickly. All of this made the rescue action extremely arduous and complex.



(2) Disguised Reconnaissance Was Carried Out Many Times and the Enemy Situation and Terrain Were Carefully Studied

In order to rescue the hostages successfully, as soon as Captain Lers, the leader of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s 1st Special Action Group, arrived in New Caledonia, he carefully studied the enemy situation and the terrain, and actively looked for traces of the hostages. After finding out where the Kanaks were holding the hostages, he again disguised himself many times as a private bodyguard of the negotiating personnel and, regardless of danger, went deep into the cave where the hostages were held to carry out on-the-spot reconnaissance, and thereby basically mastered such detailed questions as the terrain conditions inside and outside the cave mouth, the Kanaks’ defensive deployment and the specific place where the hostages were confined, and drew up a detailed and concrete rescue plan; at the same time he also secretly brought 2 pistols and tools for opening handcuffs into the cave, so as to achieve coordination between the inside and the outside during the rescue. All of these created favorable conditions for the success of the rescue action.



(3) Superb Fighting Skills and a Spirit of Devotion

After the assault action began, at the critical moment when the two sides were locked in a stalemate, 3 French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group “Gazelle” helicopters arrived in time and, with aircraft cannon, removed the Kanaks’ firepower points around the cave one after another, opening a passage for the assault. When Captain Lers discovered that the Kanaks were going to blow up the mountain cave, the helicopter pilot, at the risk of the aircraft being destroyed and himself being killed, with superb piloting skill held the aircraft steadily hovering in the air, and Lers and the other 2 assault members leapt out of the cabin and cut the fuse, ensuring the safety of the hostages. In order to cover the actions of Lers and the other 2 assault members, the helicopter pilot flew too low, and unfortunately the fuel tank was hit by a bullet from the Kanaks, and the “Gazelle” helicopter, together with its crew, crashed into the valley. Thanks to the assault members’ superb piloting skill and heroic spirit of devotion, this action was implemented comparatively satisfactorily and smoothly.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 30: U.S. Airborne Operation in the Invasion of Panama (1989.12.20–12.21)

Book pp. 209–217.

【Case Summary】 From December 20 to 21, 1989, using as pretexts the protection of the lives and safety of Americans in Panama, the maintenance of Panama’s democratic process and the integrity of the Panama Canal Treaties, the United States openly invaded Panama, creating an aggression incident that shocked the world. The U.S. forces sent out 26,000 men, with special operations units as the main force and airborne landing as the main means, launched a sudden attack on Panama, annihilated the Panamanian army within a relatively short time, seized important targets, controlled the entire situation, and captured Panamanian President Noriega (诺列加).


I. The Situation Before the Battle

The Republic of Panama is located in the southernmost part of Central America, bordering Colombia on the east, Costa Rica on the west, the Pacific Ocean on the south and the Caribbean Sea on the north; it is the bridge connecting South America and Central America, and the communication artery between the Atlantic and the Pacific, and is known as “the country of the bridge of the world.” The Panama Canal, which connects the Atlantic and the Pacific, is an important international waterway; the United States tried hard to maintain its control over the Panama Canal, while Panama tried hard to win sovereignty and independence over the canal, causing the contradictions between the two sides to intensify gradually, and finally leading the United States to directly send troops to invade Panama.


(1) The United States Obtains Control of the Panama Canal

The Panama Canal is located in the central part of the Republic of Panama, with a total length of 81.3 kilometers, a widest point of 304 meters and a narrowest point of only 91 meters; it is an important international shipping waterway linking the Atlantic and the Pacific, which makes ships passing between the two oceans no longer have to detour around the Strait of Magellan in South America, more than 10,000 kilometers away, shortening the voyage by nearly more than 10,000 kilometers, and every year more than 15,000 ships from more than 60 countries pass through this canal.

Panama was originally a province of the Federation of Greater Colombia. In 1903, the United States manufactured a so-called “revolution,” which made Panama break away from the Colombian Federation and become independent. In the same year, the United States forced the Panamanian government to sign with the United States the unequal “U.S.–Panama Treaty,” obtaining the right to dig the canal exclusively and to lease in perpetuity, use and control the canal and the canal zone 16.1 kilometers wide on its two sides. In 1914, the Panama Canal was dug through successfully, and from then on the Pacific and the Atlantic had a convenient waterway, greatly facilitating maritime transport. Driven by interests, the United States enjoyed a perpetual lease over the Panama Canal, and the main revenues of the canal also belonged to the United States. To ensure the security of the canal zone, from 1939 the U.S. Department of Defense took over the canal zone, stationing more than 10,000 heavy troops, building 18 military bases, and setting up the U.S. military’s Southern Command headquarters, and raised the U.S. flag in the canal zone, turning the canal zone into a “state within a state.”



(2) Panama’s Struggle for Sovereignty over the Canal

In 1956, the Egyptian people recovered sovereignty over the Suez Canal through struggle, and this victory also inspired the Panamanian people to carry on continuous struggle to recover the Panama Canal. Under the pressure of the Panamanian people’s strong demands and of world opinion, the U.S. Carter administration, in September 1977, together with Panamanian head of state Torrijos (托里霍斯), signed the “Treaty Concerning the Permanent Neutrality of the Panama Canal and the Operation of the Canal,” promising that from 1990 the canal would be gradually handed over to Panamanian management, and that after January 1, 2000 the U.S. forces would withdraw and all sovereignty over the canal would be returned to Panama.

After Reagan took office as president, proceeding from the standpoint of preserving U.S. strategic interests, he repeatedly attempted to change the provisions of the new canal treaty. In 1983, Noriega, who had cultivated relations with the United States, was appointed commander of the Panamanian Defense Forces, becoming the man in real power in Panama, and in May 1984 he won the general election and took office as president of Panama. The United States had originally hoped that he would bow his head and call himself a vassal, and agree to the United States revising the new canal treaty so as to continue occupying the canal after 2000. But Noriega firmly insisted on a nationalist standpoint and demanded that the U.S. government return sovereignty over the canal at the time stipulated and withdraw all its stationed troops, which was even less tolerable to the United States. Noriega therefore became a “thorn in the eye” of the United States. In order to remove Noriega, who held a firm attitude on the question of canal sovereignty, and to prolong U.S. control over the canal, from June 1987 the Reagan administration successively three times plotted a military coup to overthrow Noriega’s regime, but none of them succeeded.



(3) The Escalation of Panamanian–American Contradictions

On May 7, 1989, the results of Panama’s general election were beyond Noriega’s expectations: the candidate of the National Liberation Alliance whom he put forward, Duque (杜克), obtained only 25% of the votes, while Endara (恩达拉) of the opposition Democratic Alliance obtained 75%. Noriega, on the ground that many abnormal phenomena had appeared in the election, declared the election invalid, which aroused the dissatisfaction of the opposition; they organized anti-government demonstrations, and Noriega mobilized the army to suppress them, and Panama was in a state of chaos. At this time the U.S. military was just in the midst of post-Vietnam War reform, and many weapons and equipment had undergone great changes; the U.S. military was looking for an opportunity to test the new high-technology weapons and equipment and to examine the army’s combat capability. The turbulence of the Panamanian situation provided an opportunity for the United States to take military action. To this end, the United States decided to use the method of armed invasion to overthrow the present Panamanian government and to prop up a puppet regime that would obey the United States, in order to achieve the aim of safeguarding its vested interests.

On October 3, the coup that the United States instigated Panamanian Defense Forces several colonels to launch failed, and the U.S. forces immediately transferred 4,500 additional soldiers and a large number of aircraft and tanks to the canal zone, bringing the total strength of the U.S. forces in the canal zone to 13,000, and frequently carried out military exercises. On December 15, Noriega took office as head of the Panamanian government and declared the country to be in a “state of war.” At about 21:00 on December 16, 4 U.S. military officers, riding in a car through the main street where the Panamanian Defense Forces’ headquarters is located, had a conflict with Panamanian Defense Forces troops, the two sides drew guns at each other, one U.S. Marine Corps captain was hit by a bullet and killed, another U.S. military officer was wounded, and on the Panamanian side 3 people were also wounded, one of them a girl. Immediately afterward, the eyewitnesses of this incident, U.S. Navy lieutenant Adam T. Curtis (亚当·丁·柯蒂斯) and his wife Fini (菲尼), were beaten and insulted by the Panamanian Defense Forces. After the incident, the U.S. Southern Command headquarters raised the combat-readiness level of the troops under it to the imminent state, and the military confrontation between the two sides was tense and ready to break out at a touch. On the afternoon of December 17, U.S. President Bush signed the final order for armed invasion of Panama, and decided to send troops to Panama in the name of apprehending the drug trafficker Noriega. The plan was to dispatch from the continental United States 10,000 officers and men, which, together with the U.S. forces in the canal zone, would launch a sudden attack on the main cities and military key points of Panama, occupy all of Panama’s territory, ensure the safety of the Panama Canal and of U.S. facilities throughout Panama, eliminate Noriega’s armed forces, and thereby prop up a pro-American government.



(4) The U.S. Operational Organization and Tasks

The units undertaking this airborne operation mission were the U.S. 82nd Airborne Division, the Army 75th Ranger Regiment and other units; Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Powell (鲍威尔) personally served as supreme commander, and U.S. Southern Command commander General Thurman (瑟曼) served as theater commander. The operational plan organized the combat units into 5 special task forces.

The Red Task Force. Its main task was to take off from the continental United States, with its main force attack Rio Hato (里奥阿托) International Airport, surround the Panamanian Army’s “Battalion 2000” 6th and 7th companies stationed at Rio Hato International Airport and disarm them; with part of its forces, to be mobile by air to Torrijos International Airport, wipe out the Panamanian air force’s aviation unit, seize the airport, and guarantee the parachute landing of the 82nd Division.

The Pacific Task Force. Organized from 3,000 men in all of the Airborne 82nd Division’s 504th Regiment (less the 3rd Battalion) and the 325th Regiment’s 4th Battalion, its main task was, after the Red Task Force seized Torrijos Airport, to carry out a parachute drop, then change over to helicopters, seize Fort Vinaho (维纳霍要塞), Fort Tinajitas (蒂纳赫塔斯要塞) and Fort Cimarrón (西马龙要塞), destroy the “Battalion 2000” stationed there, and prevent its reinforcement of the city.

The Atlantic Task Force. Organized from 1,300 men in all of the Airborne 82nd Division’s 504th Regiment’s 3rd Battalion and 1 battalion of the Infantry 7th Division, its main task was to land by helicopter at Panama’s Colón (科隆) airport, attack Colón, seize the Madden Dam (麦登大坝), occupy the Gamboa (甘博亚) area, and release the political prisoners of Gamboa Prison.

The Sharp Blade (尖刀) Task Force. Organized from 1,500 men in all of the Mechanized Infantry 6th Battalion, the Infantry 5th Battalion, 1 tank platoon and the Navy Marine Corps “SEAL” assault team’s 6th small team, its main task was to use its main force to attack the Panamanian Defense Forces headquarters directly and seize the commander of the Defense Forces, Noriega; with part of its forces to attack Fort Amador (阿马多堡), and annihilate the Panamanian Army’s 5th Infantry Company; the “SEAL” assault team was responsible for raiding Noriega’s small private airfield and the southeast side port of Martyrs Avenue, destroying Noriega’s aircraft and ships, and preventing Noriega from escaping Panama by air and sea.

The Always Faithful (永远忠实) Task Force. Organized from 1,000 men in all of the Navy Marine Corps’ D Company and K Company and part of the military police, its main task was to take off from Howard Air Force Base by helicopter, land at both ends of the Bridge of the Americas (泛美大桥) and seize it, to prevent Panamanian Army support units from entering the city, and to protect the safety of Howard Air Force Base.

On December 17, U.S. President Bush approved the operational plan, with the action code name “Operation Just Cause” (正义行动). At 0:07 on the 20th, General Thurman, commander of the U.S. Southern Command, formally issued the combat order. The originally fixed time for the operation was 1:00 on the 20th; later, because the combat action had been leaked, the time of the operation was moved forward to 0:45 on the 20th.




II. The Course of the Operation

At 0:45 on December 20, several F-117A stealth bombers, having flown several thousand kilometers, accurately and on time bombed the Panamanian Army’s anti-aircraft artillery positions and barracks stationed at Rio Hato, and the U.S. forces’ invasion of Panama opened its curtain from here. Each of the special task forces began to launch attacks on many targets by means of air mobility.


(1) The Combat Situation of the Red Task Force

At 21:30 on the 19th, the Red Task Force’s combat personnel boarded at Fort Stewart airfield in Georgia on the U.S. mainland, and flew toward Panama in 35 C-130 transport aircraft. Of these, the 1,000 paratroopers responsible for attacking and occupying Rio Hato Airport parachuted over Rio Hato International Airport at 1:00 on the 20th. After landing, they quickly attacked the Panamanian Army’s 6th and 7th companies, and after 2 hours of fighting the U.S. forces annihilated the Panamanian 6th and 7th companies and at the same time captured 250 prisoners. The 700 paratroopers responsible for attacking and occupying Torrijos International Airport, after parachuting over Torrijos International Airport, made comparatively smooth progress, quickly occupied the airport, disarmed the Panamanian Air Force’s aviation unit, and blocked the Pacora River Bridge (帕科拉河大桥).



(2) The Combat Situation of the Pacific Task Force

At 6:50 on the 20th, the Airborne 82nd Division’s 504th Regiment’s 2nd Battalion, riding in 5 “Black Hawk” helicopters, under the cover of “Apache” armed helicopters, flew in two column formations toward Fort Vinaho. After arriving at Fort Vinaho, the “Apache” armed helicopters first carried out an air firepower preparation against the Panamanian army, and after eliminating the Panamanian forces’ firepower points one by one, the 2nd Battalion quickly landed by helicopter, and smoothly occupied Fort Vinaho.

Fort Cimarrón is the location of the headquarters of the Panamanian Army’s “Battalion 2000,” located 8 kilometers east of Torrijos International Airport, with well-equipped defenders and relatively strong fighting strength. At 12:05 on the 20th, the 504th Regiment’s 4th Battalion’s first batch, riding in 6 “Black Hawk” helicopters, under the cover of 2 AH-1 armed helicopters, flew toward Fort Cimarrón. One OH-58 reconnaissance helicopter and 2 “Apache” armed helicopters formed a support group and first carried out an air firepower preparation against the fort. At 12:17, the 4th Battalion’s first batch of combat units arrived at the fort. By 13:00, the 4th Battalion’s three companies had all arrived at the fort’s 2 helicopter landing zones, and then launched the attack, and occupied the fort at 7:30 on the 21st.



(3) The Combat Situation of the Atlantic Task Force

At 1:00 on the 20th, the 3rd Company of the Airborne 82nd Division’s 504th Regiment’s 3rd Battalion, riding in 6 helicopters and 2 landing craft, set out for Gamboa Prison, and on arriving at Gamboa Prison, 1 AH-1 armed helicopter first attacked the prison’s sentry post. Then, part of the 3rd Company’s personnel descended to the ground by rope from helicopters in the prison courtyard, and, led by platoon leader Second Lieutenant Oswalt (奥斯瓦尔特), quickly entered the cell blocks and the administrative building. The demolition group destroyed the steel main gate of the cell block with C-4 plastic explosive, the paratroopers quickly advanced into the cell block, and rescued 2 American journalists and 62 Panamanian political prisoners. The rest of the 3rd Company’s personnel, riding in helicopters and 2 landing craft, stood guard outside the prison, ready to join the battle at any time, and the whole battle was over in less than 30 minutes. At the same time, the other units of the 3rd Battalion attacked toward the Gamboa area, the Madden Dam and the Silo-Tigre (西罗泰格里) power station, and smoothly seized each of the targets.



(4) The Combat Situation of the Sharp Blade Task Force

The Sharp Blade Task Force’s main force, under the fire support of attack helicopters and the Airborne 82nd Division’s light tank company, after a fierce battle occupied the headquarters building of the Panamanian Defense Forces, with part of its forces occupying Fort Amador and annihilating the Panamanian Army’s 5th Infantry Company stationed there. Because the intelligence was not accurate, Noriega was not seized, and the U.S. forces then set fire to and burned the entire building. At the same time, part of the “SEAL” assault team’s forces occupied Noriega’s small private airfield, and destroyed Noriega’s “Learjet” (利尔杰特) 35A private aircraft. Another part of its forces sneaked up on the guards defending Noriega’s dedicated ships at the port on the southeast side of Martyrs Avenue, and sank Noriega’s dedicated ships, thereby cutting off Noriega’s escape routes by air and by water.



(5) The Combat Situation of the Always Faithful Task Force

The Bridge of the Americas is at the northern end of the Panama Canal, and is the only bridge by which the north–south highway running through Panama crosses the canal; its strategic position is extremely important. At 0:20 on the 20th, the Always Faithful Task Force’s 14 transport helicopters, carrying 400 men and 12 light armored vehicles, took off from Howard Air Force Base, and at 1:00 landed at both ends of the Bridge of the Americas. Because Panama had not arranged troops for defense on the bridge, after landing the task force quickly organized defense at both ends of the bridge, and smoothly accomplished its mission.

The battle, by 8:00 on the 20th, had defeated the Panamanian Army’s organized resistance, controlled most of the Panamanian Army’s barracks, and overthrown the Noriega regime. At noon on the 21st, the pro-American Panamanian opposition leader Endara was sworn in as president at the Assembly Building. At 20:50 on January 3, 1990, the U.S. forces arrested Noriega, who was hiding in the Vatican embassy. At this point, the purposes for which the United States had sent troops to Panama had all been realized.




III. Commentary on the Battle Case

This airborne operation of the invasion of Panama was an airborne campaign organized and carried out by the U.S. Joint Command, with seizing the opponent’s important targets as its main action, and was also another low-intensity war conducted by the United States in the 1980s, a successful practice of the U.S. military’s “low-intensity conflict” theory. In this battle, the U.S. forces, with air landing as the main means and sudden attack as the main manner, annihilated the Panamanian Army within a relatively short time, seized important targets, controlled the entire situation, established a pro-American regime, and captured Noriega, smoothly achieving the war aims.


(1) Careful Planning and Full Preparation Were the Basic Prerequisites for Victory in the Airborne Operation

The U.S. invasion of Panama had been plotted for a long time. In order to ensure the smooth implementation of the operation, the U.S. forces drew up a detailed invasion plan before the battle. As early as October 5, 1989, U.S. Secretary of Defense Cheney (切尼) summoned U.S. Southern Command commander Thurman and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Powell to hold a meeting to study and draw up the invasion operational plan. At the same time, the U.S. forces frequently conducted military exercises, choosing similar terrain and repeatedly carrying out realistic-combat drills, so that the participating troops had a deeper understanding of the operational mission, the operational area and the methods of operation. While making full preparations, the U.S. forces secretly reinforced Panama with 4,500 troops, and transported a large quantity of heavy equipment such as tanks, armored vehicles and helicopters, bringing the total strength of the U.S. forces stationed in Panama to 13,000, completing the operational deployment for the invasion of Panama and making full preparation for the invasion action.



(2) Using Elite Troops and Attacking in Multiple Directions Were the Effective Battle Methods for Victory in the Airborne Operation

In this airborne operation, the U.S. forces put into use rapid-reaction units that could be called elite divisions, such as the 82nd Airborne Division and the Navy “SEAL” assault team units (subunits). And, according to the different operational tasks, the terrain features of Panama City and the predetermined targets of attack, the U.S. forces organized the participating troops into 5 joint special task forces. After the action began, each of the task forces, according to the predetermined action plan, launched attacks from different directions simultaneously on 27 important Panamanian Army targets, destroyed the Panamanian Army’s main military facilities in one stroke, broke the Panamanian Army’s organized resistance, and overthrew the Noriega regime; the whole battle was swift and rapid, accomplished in one go.



(3) Exploiting the Superiority in Troops and Firepower Was an Important Condition for Victory in the Airborne Operation

In this airborne operation, the U.S. forces, with the posture of “using a butcher’s knife to kill a chicken,” used nearly 200 sorties of transport aircraft and more than 700 sorties of helicopters, with a total of 16,000 person-times airborne landed (of which 3,000 by parachute and 13,000 person-times by aircraft landing). The troops it sent out were 3 times those of the Panamanian Army, the aircraft and helicopters it used were 8 times those of the Panamanian Army, the armored vehicles were 4 times, and the field artillery and mortars were 3 times; it held an absolute superiority in troops and firepower, and in addition the U.S. forces’ equipment was fine, training was good, and they were adept at urban operations, and in quality too they far exceeded the Panamanian Army. The absolute superiority in troops and firepower provided an important condition for the U.S. forces to smoothly achieve the operational purpose in a short time.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 31: U.S. Airborne Operations in the Gulf War (1990.8.7–1991.2.27)

Book pp. 218–225.

【Case Summary】 Throughout the whole Gulf War, from August 7, 1990 to February 27, 1991, the U.S. 18th Airborne Corps, as one of the main-force units, through a series of airborne operations such as arriving first, deploying rapidly, infiltration raids and seizing key points behind the enemy, created favorable conditions for the U.S. forces’ early-stage operations and the stabilization of the situation, and for the later air and ground operations. In particular, its long-range raid and deep vertical envelopment in the ground offensive played an important role in winning the Gulf War, highlighting the important role of airborne troops, as a special combat force, in modern war.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

On August 2, 1990, Iraqi troops divided into two routes, advancing toward each other from east and west, and invaded Kuwait on a large scale. The Kuwaiti army, caught by surprise and unable to organize effective resistance, had its border defense line broken through by the Iraqi army. The Iraqi army took the Kuwaiti capital in only a few hours, and controlled all of Kuwait within a day. Iraq’s invasion was immediately criticized and condemned by most countries of the world, and thereby touched off the largest crisis in the Gulf region in the early 1990s.

At that time, the world pattern was changing from the U.S.–Soviet struggle for hegemony toward the United States pursuing global hegemony. After the end of the Vietnam War, the United States put forward a series of new measures to strengthen the building of its armed forces and put them into practice. By the end of the 1980s, the U.S. forces had put forward an entirely new operational thinking and equipped themselves in large quantities with high-technology weapons and equipment. The Gulf crisis touched off by Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait both fundamentally damaged U.S. strategic interests in the Middle East and created a pretext for the United States to examine its army building and to probe Russia’s role in the new world pattern, and at the same time also provided the United States with a heaven-sent opportunity to show off its military strength globally and to seek greater hegemony. Therefore, as soon as the Gulf crisis broke out, the United States immediately sent troops on a large scale to the Gulf, and the Airborne 18th Corps, as the main U.S. force, was rapidly deployed to the Gulf front; its subordinate 82nd Airborne Division and 101st Air Assault Division, in stabilizing the initial situation and in the subsequent operational actions, gave full play to their special combat power and carried out a series of active operational actions, which not only played an important role in the final victory of the Gulf War, but also explored useful experience for carrying out airborne operations under modern conditions.



II. The Course of the Operation

The U.S. Airborne 18th Corps was committed to combat from the early stage of the Gulf War, and played an important role in both the air strikes and the ground operations of the multinational forces headed by the United States.


(1) Airborne Operations in the Early Stage of the Gulf Crisis

The Airborne 18th Corps is the U.S. military’s rapid-reaction force, and the whole corps has always maintained the highest level of combat readiness in the U.S. military. As soon as the Gulf crisis broke out, the Airborne 18th Corps immediately carried out “Operation Desert Shield,” rapidly projecting into the Gulf region to prevent the Iraqis from invading Saudi Arabia and to stabilize the Gulf situation. At 21:00 on August 6, U.S. Airborne 18th Corps commander Lieutenant General Luck (勒克), having received the order to begin rapid deployment to the Gulf region on the morning of the 7th, immediately telephoned 82nd Airborne Division commander Major General Johnson (约翰逊) and 101st Air Assault Division commander Major General Peay (皮伊), who was on vacation, and issued the combat order, requiring the 82nd Airborne Division to serve as the first echelon and the 101st Air Assault Division as the follow-on echelon, and to deploy rapidly to the Gulf region. The 82nd Airborne Division is the U.S. military’s combat-readiness duty division, and its subordinate 2nd Brigade is again the duty brigade with the highest combat-readiness level. Therefore Major General Johnson, commander of the 82nd Airborne Division, resolved to make the 2nd Brigade the first echelon and the other brigades the second echelon, and, according to the situation in the Gulf region and the requirement to arrive in the operational area ahead of the air force, ordered its subordinate combat aviation brigade to move with the 2nd Brigade.

At 7:30 on the 7th, the 2nd Brigade, 2,300 men in all, under the leadership of brigade commander Colonel Rokos (罗科斯), as the first-batch troops, boarded 20 C-141 transport aircraft at Pope Airfield at Fort Bragg in North Carolina on the U.S. mainland, flew a journey of more than 10,000 kilometers, and arrived at the Gulf front at 17:00 the same day, setting up the U.S. forces’ first line of defense on the Saudi–Kuwaiti border. In the deployment of the other forces of the first echelon, the U.S. forces concentrated all the large C-5 and C-141 and other large transport aircraft of the air force all over the world, and also requisitioned a large number of civil transport aircraft to take part in the airlift. By the 12th, the 2nd Brigade and the combat aviation brigade had all completed deployment. The 1st and 3rd Brigades completed assembling their troops by the 12th. From August 13 to September 8, the U.S. forces further used 582 sorties of C-141 transport aircraft to deploy all of the division’s follow-on echelon to the Gulf region. At this time, the 82nd Division had in the Gulf region 12,000 officers and men, 38 helicopters, 51 tanks, 180 anti-tank missiles and 26 artillery pieces, and had basically completed its defensive deployment. Afterwards, the 101st Air Assault Division had also arrived entirely in the Gulf region before the end of September, and was ready for combat. The 2 U.S. airborne divisions arrived rapidly during the dangerous period when multinational force strength was thinnest, which played a vital role in avoiding a further worsening of the Gulf situation and in showing the multinational forces’ resolve.



(2) Airborne Operations in the Air-Raid Operation

According to plan, the multinational forces would launch the “Desert Storm” air-raid operation against Iraq at 3:00 on January 17, 1991. In order to tear a hole in the Iraqi army’s tight air-defense net and ensure that the air-raid formations smoothly broke through the defense, the multinational forces commander, General Schwarzkopf (施瓦茨科普夫), decided to use airborne troops to destroy 2 radar stations at the Iraqi army’s front edge. On October 3, the 101st Air Assault Division accepted this raid-destruction mission, and decided to draw 10 AH-64 armed helicopters, 2 UH-60 search-and-support helicopters and 2 MH-53 special-operations helicopters to form “Task Force Normandy” (诺曼底特遣队), commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Cody (科迪), commander of the Combat Aviation Brigade’s 1st Battalion, to carry out the radar-station raid mission. The task force was organized into 2 groups, “White” and “Red.” The “White” group was composed of 2 MH-53 helicopters and 4 AH-64 helicopters; the “Red” group was composed of 5 AH-64 helicopters and 1 UH-60 helicopter; in addition, 1 AH-64 helicopter and 1 UH-60 helicopter served as reserve command-and-control aircraft and as search-and-rescue aircraft. At 0:56 on January 17, the “White” group of “Task Force Normandy” took off from the Jauf (朱弗) airfield in Saudi Arabia; 6 minutes later, the “Red” group also roared off and entered the night sky. On the way to the target, the 2 helicopter formations flew at a speed of 222 kilometers per hour at a height of 15 meters. During the flight to the target, the AH-64 helicopter pilots used the forward-looking infrared night-vision system, and the co-pilot/gunners used aviation night-vision goggles and the infrared target acquisition system, constantly searching for and probing for the target. The 2 helicopter formations drew closer and closer to the target, and at 6 kilometers from the target the AH-64 lead helicopters shot a coded laser beam toward the center of the target, and then used the laser designation-and-tracking system to lock the target. At 2:37 on January 17, the 2 groups of “Task Force Normandy” had both arrived at the designated attack positions. The lead helicopter issued the command “launch in 10 seconds,” and the word “launch” on the fluorescent screen of the forward-looking infrared night-vision system began to flash. After 10 seconds, all the AH-64 helicopter pilots simultaneously pressed the missile-activation button, and fired up to 32 “Hellfire” (海尔法) missiles at each radar station, and in only 4 and a half minutes the Iraqi army’s 2 radar stations were thoroughly destroyed. After completing the mission, “Task Force Normandy” returned along the original route at ultra-low altitude. 22 minutes after the Iraqi radar stations were destroyed, more than 100 bombers and fighters of the multinational forces swept across the desert with a roar, and along the air corridor opened up by “Task Force Normandy” flew toward the deep strategic targets of Iraq.

After the “Desert Storm” operation began, the Iraqi army, in order to preserve its strength, adopted various strategies and means and carried out camouflage, dispersal and transfer of important targets. If the multinational forces wanted to raise the effectiveness of the air strikes and carry out accurate and effective strikes on important Iraqi targets, they had to ascertain in time the air-raid targets and the air-raid effects. In order to accomplish this operational task and to give powerful coordination to the air-raid action, the U.S. forces picked about 2,000 assault members from their elite troops, who piloted helicopters or used special parachuting to parachute deep into Iraq, undertaking tasks such as raiding airfields and camps, rescuing captured personnel, searching for important targets, kidnapping Iraqi personnel and indicating targets to combat aircraft, and which played an important role in raising the air-raid effectiveness of the multinational forces.



(3) Airborne Operations in the Ground Offensive Action

After the “Desert Sabre” ground action began, the U.S. airborne troops made a long-range raid, parachuted deep into Iraq, and successively established forward operating bases code-named “Cobra” (眼镜蛇), “Eagle” (鹰) and “Viper” (蝰蛇), which played an important role in ensuring the rapid deep penetration of the multinational forces’ main force, cutting off the Iraqi army’s line of retreat, and encircling and annihilating the main force of the Iraqi army.

After the ground offensive began, the mission of the U.S. Airborne 18th Corps, on the left flank, was to penetrate about 260 kilometers into Iraqi territory, reach the banks of the Euphrates River, cut off the road of the Iraqi army’s retreat along Highway 8 toward Baghdad, isolate the Iraqi army in Kuwait, and cooperate with other units to encircle and annihilate the Iraqi army’s strategic reserve, the Republican Guard. According to this mission, in order to adapt to the requirement of high-speed advance, the Airborne 18th Corps had to set up a forward operating base at a suitable position between the Iraqi–Saudi border and the Euphrates River, to ensure the whole corps’ rear supply and rapid penetration to the Euphrates. For this purpose, the Airborne 18th Corps selected a place 140 kilometers deep from the Iraqi–Saudi border as the forward operating base, code-named “Cobra.” The 101st Air Assault Division’s 1st Brigade accepted the order to undertake the task of establishing the “Cobra” forward operating base. At 7:00 on February 24, the 1st Brigade commander, Colonel Hill (希尔), led the brigade’s first batch of more than 2,000 paratroopers, with the support of the Combat Aviation Brigade, riding in 67 UH-60, 30 CH-47 and 10 UH-1 helicopters, taking off from 13 helicopter parking areas on the northern Saudi border, and, under the cover of AH-64 and AH-1 armed helicopters, advanced toward the “Cobra” forward operating base in 6 columns. At 8:30, the first batch of paratroopers arrived at the “Cobra” forward operating base, and had a fight with the Iraqi 1st Battalion of the 82nd Brigade immediately after landing. With the support of armed helicopters, the 1st Brigade quickly wiped out the enemy and captured 400 Iraqi officers and men. By evening that day, the 1st Brigade had flown 1,046 sorties in all, airlifting more than 5,000 officers and men, 50 transport vehicles, a large quantity of anti-tank missiles and ammunition, and a large quantity of fuel, all to the “Cobra” forward operating base. These weapons and equipment and operational supplies were deployed in an area of 155 square kilometers, setting up a large logistics base and refueling station. The establishment of the “Cobra” forward operating base effectively guaranteed the Airborne 18th Corps’ high-speed deep advance. After the 1st Brigade completed its mission, its main force advanced toward the Euphrates, and by evening arrived at the bank of the Euphrates, cut off Iraq’s Highway 8, and blocked the main road connecting Baghdad and the Kuwait theater of operations.

The “Eagle” forward operating base is located on the south side of Highway 8, 20 kilometers west of Nasiriyah (纳西里耶) to the east, and 5 kilometers north of Iraq’s Tallil (泰利尔) air base to the south, an important ground position and air passage of the Iraqi army. The U.S. intent was to set up here an observation-and-blocking position, to monitor the Iraqi army’s retreat, cut off the Iraqi rear supply and the path of retreat, and create conditions for annihilating the Iraqi army in the entire Kuwait theater of operations. The 101st Air Assault Division’s 3rd Brigade received the order to undertake the task of establishing the “Eagle” forward operating base. Because the weather was about to turn bad, the 3rd Brigade commander, Colonel Clark (克拉克), decided to carry out the action in daylight on the 25th. At 11:00, the brigade’s first echelon, the 187th Regiment, boarded 100 helicopters, set out from the tactical assembly area on the Saudi border, and flew north 280 kilometers in a raid to arrive at the “Eagle” forward operating base. By sunset, the 3rd Brigade had 2,200 officers and men at the “Eagle” forward operating base. On the 26th, a large quantity of heavy equipment arrived at this area by ground maneuver. After arriving, the 3rd Brigade quickly set up security toward the direction of Highway 8, and, in coordination with the Mechanized Infantry 24th Division, cut off the Iraqi army’s rear supply line.

By the 26th, the U.S. forces had completely cut off the Iraqi army’s path of retreat in the Kuwait theater of operations, and completed the strategic encirclement of the main force of the Iraqi army. In order to complete the subsequent operational tasks of advancing eastward along the south bank of the Euphrates, the Airborne 18th Corps decided to establish a “Viper” forward operating base in the area east of “Cobra” forward operating base and north of Basra (巴士拉), to meet the need for rear supply of the Airborne 18th Corps. The 101st Air Assault Division’s 2nd Brigade received the mission of establishing the “Viper” forward operating base. In the early morning of the 27th, the 2nd Brigade boarded helicopters on the south side of the “Cobra” forward operating base, landed at the “Viper” forward operating base, and, immediately after landing, had a battle with a small number of Iraqis. By 10:00, the 2nd Brigade had completely controlled the area. After replenishing there, 2 combat helicopter battalions of the 101st Air Assault Division first arrived at the Hammar (哈马尔) causeway northwest of Basra, and launched fierce attacks on the various kinds of Iraqi vehicles moving along the causeway; the wrecks of the destroyed vehicles blocked the Iraqi army’s retreat road, so that the U.S. forces’ follow-up actions were even more within their command. Before long, the other 2 combat helicopter battalions of the 101st Air Assault Division also set out from the “Viper” forward operating base, crossed Lake Hammar to the north, and attacked the Iraqi vehicles that had already passed through the causeway. Because the road was blocked, 3 Republican Guard infantry divisions and one and a half armored divisions of the Iraqi army fell into the encirclement of the U.S. forces.




III. Commentary on the Battle Case

The U.S. forces’ airborne operations in the Gulf War were mainly organized and carried out by the U.S. Airborne 18th Corps, and were airborne battles with rapid deployment, secret raids and the seizure of important areas as the main actions. Judging from the course of operations, because the U.S. airborne troops were equipped with a large number of transport helicopters and armed helicopters, the troops could carry out high-speed maneuvers on the battlefield, and the various kinds of firepower support were airborne, displaying some entirely new features of future airborne operations.


(1) A High Degree of Combat Readiness and Rapid Troop Reaction

The Airborne 18th Corps, as the U.S. forces’ rapid-reaction force, has a relatively high level of combat readiness. As soon as the Gulf crisis broke out, the Airborne 18th Corps acted immediately, and within one day after receiving the order rapidly projected its first batch of troops to the Gulf front; in particular, the 82nd Airborne Division’s combat-readiness duty brigade, the 2nd Brigade, 2,300 men in all, took the lead in action after receiving the order, and after 10 hours of continuous flight smoothly arrived at the Gulf front at 17:00 on August 7, setting up the U.S. forces’ first line of defense on the Saudi–Kuwaiti border and stabilizing the early Gulf situation. The rapid reaction of the U.S. airborne units showed the resolve of the multinational forces, overawed the Iraqi army, and played a vital role in ensuring the rapid arrival of the other units.



(2) Creating False Appearances and Concealing Intentions, Striving to Achieve Surprise

When strategic and campaign commanders employ airborne troops, they generally use them in the main operational direction. In the Gulf War, in order to conceal its intentions, the U.S. forces strengthened news control over the activities of the airborne troops, so that the Iraqi army could not figure out the airborne troops’ operational actions. Before “Desert Sabre” began, the 82nd Division and the 101st Air Assault Division deliberately assembled in the Saudi–Kuwaiti border area, and the Marine Corps also set up a landing posture on the sea surface off eastern Kuwait, creating a false appearance of Kuwait as the main direction of attack and the main theater of operations, so that the Iraqi army never dared to act rashly, ensuring the surprise of the later airborne operations. Before the ground operation began, the main force of the Airborne 18th Corps shifted west only 6 hours, 200 kilometers, and suddenly launched an attack from the right flank of the Iraqi army, so that it very quickly cut off the Iraqi army’s path of retreat and caused the Iraqi army to collapse without a fight.



(3) Strategic, Campaign and Tactical Airborne Operations Were Carried Out Simultaneously, Implementing Full-Depth Strikes

After the ground offensive began, the U.S. forces carried out strategic, campaign and tactical airborne operations simultaneously, and carried out full-depth strikes on the Iraqi army. The 101st Air Assault Division within 10 hours air-landed more than 2,000 troops and a large quantity of equipment and materials to a place 80 kilometers deep in Iraq, effectively guaranteeing the continuity of the ground forces’ advance and posing a serious threat to the Iraqi army’s rear supply; the 82nd Airborne Division carried out a campaign airborne landing near Kuwait International Airport, giving the chaotic Iraqi army a great shock; the airborne troops of the attached French 6th Light Division, using the advantage of the air mobility of their aircraft, seized Salman Airfield (萨勒曼机场) and cut off the Iraqi army’s only air passage. Especially, the 3 brigades of the 101st Air Assault Division, by long-range raids, successively established the “Cobra,” “Eagle” and “Viper” forward operating bases deep in Iraq, and played an important role in encircling and annihilating the main force of the Iraqi army. In this way, in the early stage of the ground offensive operation, the U.S. forces on the whole battlefield struck the Iraqi army simultaneously from the front and the flank, the front line and the depth, so that its head and tail could not look after each other, left and right could not help each other, and it fell entirely into a passive position of taking blows.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 32: U.S. Forces’ Operation to Capture Aidid in Mogadishu (1993.10.3–4)

Book pp. 226–233.

【Case Summary】 On October 3, 1993, a task force composed of U.S. “Ranger” and “Delta” special forces entered the Somali capital, Mogadishu, to capture the Somali warlord Aidid (艾迪德). Because of insufficient preparation and poor coordination, the U.S. forces fell into a heavy encirclement. In the fierce fighting, 18 U.S. soldiers were killed and 73 wounded, 2 “Black Hawk” helicopters were shot down, one pilot was killed and 1 other pilot was captured, and the U.S. forces suffered the most painful defeat since the victory in the Gulf War.


I. The Situation Before the Battle

Somalia is located in eastern Africa, bordering the Gulf of Aden on the north and the Indian Ocean on the southeast, separated by sea from the Arabian Peninsula. In January 1991, rioting broke out in Somalia, and an anti-government armed force headed by Aidid attacked into Mogadishu and overthrew the Siad (西亚德) regime. Somalia then fell into tribal disputes and warlord fighting, and the people’s lives were miserable beyond endurance. In order to quell the chaotic situation in Somalia, the United Nations decided to carry out a peacekeeping operation in Somalia.


(1) The U.S. Forces Carry Out Peacekeeping Tasks in Somalia

In March 1992, under United Nations mediation, the parties in Somalia agreed to a cease-fire. In August, the United Nations began to relieve the disaster-stricken people. But local public order was chaotic, and the grain the United Nations used to relieve the disaster-stricken people was often looted as soon as it landed, the people protecting the grain were often subjected to harassment and beatings, and even the vehicles transporting the grain were hijacked. On December 3, 1992, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 794, deciding that the United States would lead the organization and implementation of a peacekeeping operation code-named “Restore Hope” in Somalia. On December 9, the first batch of U.S. Navy Marine Corps troops landed at Mogadishu and carried out the peacekeeping mission. Afterwards, the United States sent in the Army 10th Mountain Division and other units, and at most the U.S. troops stationed in Somalia reached 25,000.

The United States sent troops to Somalia not long after the end of the Gulf War. Therefore, the United States did not take Somalia seriously at all, and its preparation before sending troops to Somalia was also inadequate, especially in that it underestimated Somalia’s long-term state of having no government, its extremely chaotic situation, and its severe disaster conditions. The United States mistakenly believed that as long as it went out under the banner of the United Nations, with the addition of its powerful military strength, the problem would be easily solved. However, things were far from as simple as the United States had imagined.



(2) Aidid’s Forces Attack the Peacekeeping Troops

The Somali armed forces were split into factions, and among the dozen-odd factions, warlord Aidid’s military strength was the strongest. He himself had once served as chief of staff of the former government army, and was rich in armed-struggle experience. He insisted on national independence and opposed the interference of outside forces in Somalia’s internal affairs, and commanded his subordinates to frequently launch attacks on the peacekeeping troops.

On June 5, 1993, United Nations peacekeeping troops carrying out a mission in Mogadishu were attacked by Aidid’s forces while searching a local arms depot. The two sides exchanged fire fiercely, and 24 peacekeeping soldiers were killed. The UN Security Council was greatly shocked by this; the next day it convened an emergency meeting and adopted Resolution 837, condemning the attack by Aidid’s forces, and instructing the peacekeeping troops to take all necessary measures to punish the attackers.

In order to maintain the image of the “world’s policeman” and consolidate its position in the United Nations, the U.S. government adopted armed means toward the U.S. troops stationed in Somalia and the peacekeeping troops, to promote peace by force. Aidid also showed no weakness, and many times issued statements on Somali television strongly condemning the U.S. policy of intervention. At the time, the United Nations special envoy in charge of the “Restore Hope” operation, retired U.S. Navy admiral Jonathan Howe (乔纳森·豪), issued an arrest warrant for Aidid. Violent conflict thereupon escalated rapidly, and the contradictions continued to intensify.



(3) The U.S. Forces’ Repeated Failures to Capture Aidid

On June 12, the U.S. forces sent out 1,400 soldiers who, with the coordination of fighters and helicopters, surrounded and attacked Aidid’s command post; in the melee more than 50 civilians were killed, but Aidid was not captured. From June 13 to 17, the U.S. forces again killed or wounded more than 120 Somali armed personnel and civilians, which enraged Aidid still more. On July 12, the 10th Mountain Division’s “Cobra” helicopters attacked, with rockets, the meeting place of the Aidid clan’s council of elders, killing a clan religious leader over 90 years old. This not only further enraged Aidid, but also pushed the moderate faction among the Somali clans toward standing against the United Nations forces. On July 17, in a military action again launched by the U.S. forces, enraged Somali people used stones and clubs to beat 4 Western journalists who went to the scene to report, in order to avenge the U.S. intervention policy. On August 8, 4 U.S. military policemen were killed by a remote-controlled land mine. Two weeks later, 6 soldiers of the 10th Mountain Division were wounded by a land mine. The situation in Mogadishu deteriorated further, and the U.S. forces were continually attacked by Somali armed elements.

In order to strike the Aidid armed forces, protect the safety of the U.S. peacekeeping troops, and capture Aidid, U.S. President Clinton decided to send a task force to Somalia. The task force sent by the U.S. forces was composed of special-operations members from the Army Special Forces’ 75th “Ranger” Regiment, the Navy “SEAL” assault team’s 6th team, and the “Delta” special forces. On August 30, after the U.S. task force reached Mogadishu, it carried out the arrest mission 6 times in succession, but each time came up empty because the intelligence was not accurate.

On October 3, 1993, the U.S. task force commander William Garrison (威廉·盖瑞森) obtained “informant” intelligence: two senior aides of Aidid — the chief of finance, Omar Salad (欧马·沙朗), and the spokesman, Mohamed Hassan Awale (蒙哈米·哈山·艾瓦) — were holding a meeting at the Olympic Hotel in Mogadishu. The “informant,” according to instructions, drove a car to a stop outside the target house, and opened the hood of the engine compartment, pretending to be repairing it. A U.S. reconnaissance aircraft quickly arrived overhead, locked the target, and, comparing with photographs taken earlier, found that the target persons had indeed entered the house. It was not until 15:00 that day that the verification was complete. In view of this situation, Garrison decided to act immediately and carry out the arrest in daytime.

The U.S. forces planned to send out more than 160 men, 12 vehicles and 19 aircraft of various kinds, to complete the mission within 1 hour. Of these, 4 squads of “Rangers,” riding in 4 “Black Hawk” helicopters, would descend by rope at the four corners of the street block where the target house was located, to carry out security and blockade; 1 squad of the “Delta” special forces, riding in 4 “Black Hawk” helicopters, would enter the target house to carry out the arrest mission. A convoy composed of 9 “Humvee” vehicles and 3 trucks would move together with the “Black Hawk” helicopter groups, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Danny McKnight (丹尼·麦克尼特), responsible for escorting the prisoners captured by the “Ranger” and “Delta” combat members back to base.




II. The Course of the Operation

After the arrest action began, the “Ranger” and “Delta” special detachments were unable to act smoothly because of unexpected circumstances; in particular, the helicopters responsible for fire support were shot down by Aidid’s armed forces’ fire, and the special detachments were forced to break out of the encirclement and withdraw, suffering heavy losses.


(1) The Special Detachments Meet Unexpected Circumstances

At 15:32 that day, the U.S. arrest action began. The “Black Hawk” helicopter group quickly took off from a temporary airfield near the coast and flew toward the urban area of Mogadishu. At the same time, the ground convoy set out from base and drove quickly toward the Mogadishu urban area.

The “Black Hawk” helicopters carrying the “Ranger” members flew over the target area and hovered at low altitude, and the members descended by rope. But they did not slide down to the designated position, but slid down to a place a block away from the designated position. In addition, a new soldier, unable to hold on to the rope while sliding down, fell from a height of more than 20 meters and was badly injured. The convoy’s commanding officer immediately decided to send 3 “Humvee” vehicles to take him back to base, and this new soldier died of serious injury on the way back. The communications soldier on that aircraft had his headset line worn through during the slide down, and could not make contact with the command post.

The “Delta” action was comparatively smooth. After the 2 “Black Hawk” helicopters that set off first landed on the narrow street on the south side of the target house, the “Delta” members quickly jumped out of the cabins, threw smoke grenades into the courtyard, and then broke open the iron gate and rushed into the courtyard; before the Aidid armed elements meeting in the building had reacted, they rushed into the rooms and controlled the situation. Then, they escorted the 24 Somali prisoners they had captured to the first floor, and, with handcuffs, handcuffed them together, preparing to board vehicles and withdraw. But they never waited for the convoy. 40 minutes later, the Air Force communications officer established that the convoy was waiting for the “Delta” signal! At this time, black smoke from burning tires billowed all over the city. This was the Somali armed elements’ signal: the Americans had come! Very quickly, the Somalis surrounded them from all sides. The U.S. convoy fell into an encirclement and could not withdraw quickly.



(2) The U.S. Helicopters Come Under Attack

The No. 64 “Black Hawk” helicopter, which provided fire support for the ground troops, while circling at low altitude was hit by a rocket attack and crashed three blocks away from the target; the pilot Wolcott (沃尔科特) was seriously wounded and died soon after. After No. 64 “Black Hawk” was shot down, some “Delta” and “Ranger” members spontaneously went to rescue people, and a rescue group also flew over from the U.S. base; they struggled to block the Somalis who were swarming in along the various roads. Garrison ordered the convoy to speed to the crash site and bring back the soldiers there and the dead.

To support the convoy’s advance, the No. 61 “Black Hawk” helicopter was ordered to take over from No. 64 for fire-support duty, and above the convoy suppressed the Somali armed elements with firepower. No. 61 “Black Hawk” had circled in the air only four or five times when its tail rotor was hit by a Somali rocket, and the pilot Durant (杜兰特) was forced to land the aircraft.

The convoy circled around two laps, but could never find the crash site of No. 64 “Black Hawk.” The Navy reconnaissance aircraft responsible for high-altitude guidance could not talk directly with the convoy commander on the ground; it could only talk to its superior at the base, and then the base relayed the orders to the convoy. But because the gunfire, the shouting and the noise of the engines at the scene were extremely loud, the commander, unable to hear the turning instructions relayed from base on the radio, took wrong turns at intersections many times, so that the convoy searched back and forth on a road only a block away from No. 64 “Black Hawk,” but never found the “Black Hawk” that had crashed.

A great many Somalis swarmed in, and began to erect roadblocks. Almost everyone in Aidid’s armed force had a gun, and ambushed the U.S. convoy at every intersection. The vehicles in front, those of the “Rangers,” suppressed the firepower on both sides and passed through the intersection with difficulty; the vehicles behind followed close behind, again suppressed the Somalis swarming up, and then slowly passed.

An Air Force communications officer, using the Air Force’s special channel, spoke directly with the helicopters overhead. He told the helicopter pilots that they wanted to go to the “Black Hawk” crash site, and the pilots immediately indicated the direction to them. When the convoy passed the target house a second time, the communications officer suddenly discovered that they had already circled around the target house for several laps; the convoy was now heading south, while No. 64 “Black Hawk” was certainly north of the target house! It turned out that by this time No. 61 “Black Hawk” had also been shot down. The communications officer had only said the crash site, without specifically indicating which aircraft number, and the pilot led the convoy to No. 61 on the south side, where the situation was more critical.

The convoy reported this situation to base, and the base insisted that they go to relieve No. 64, but they were unable to do as they wished because of heavy casualties. The convoy commander was forced to lead the convoy in a hard breakout, and withdrew to base.

After No. 64 “Black Hawk” crashed, 2 “Delta” members slid down from helicopters to the ground to protect the seriously wounded pilot. They put up stubborn resistance against the Somalis, but never waited for the rescuing convoy, and in the end both were killed. The wounded No. 61 “Black Hawk” pilot Durant was captured alive by Aidid’s subordinates, stripped of his clothes, and dragged out to be paraded in the streets.



(3) Breaking Out and Withdrawing

The more than 160 “Delta” and “Ranger” members who undertook the assault mission were, some hiding in vehicles to resist the Somalis’ encirclement from all sides, and some cut off and surrounded in many places between the target house and the crash site of No. 64 “Black Hawk.” The “Ranger” and “Delta” members guarding beside the No. 61 “Black Hawk” held out stubbornly under the support of helicopter fire, waiting for rescue.

Toward evening, the U.S. commander sent No. 66 “Black Hawk” helicopter to deliver necessities such as ammunition, drinking water and blood plasma to the troops in the city. As soon as No. 66 “Black Hawk” landed, it was attacked by rifles and rocket launchers, was pierced through in many places, and escaped back to base with a body full of bullet holes.

To rescue the special-combat members in danger, the U.S. forces sent 1 company of the 10th Mountain Division to relieve them. 150 soldiers, riding in 9 trucks and 12 “Humvee” vehicles, led by Lieutenant Colonel Bill David (比尔·大卫), circled from outside the city and hurried to the special forces base. At 21:30, the “Ranger” and “Delta” members and the 10th Mountain Division’s troops formed a rescue force. At 23:30, the rescue convoy advanced into the city.

Toward the small hours of the morning, the rescue convoy finally linked up with the troops holding out in the city. They settled the wounded and the corpses, and then blew up the 2 crashed helicopters. When the rescue force boarded the vehicles, the “Delta” and “Ranger” members who had luckily escaped danger, because they could not get onto the vehicles, had to run on foot while firing, and withdrew on foot with the convoy.

When they returned to base, dawn was about to break. In this battle, 18 U.S. soldiers were killed and 73 wounded, 2 “Black Hawk” helicopters were shot down, 3 were hit and damaged, and several trucks and “Humvee” vehicles were destroyed.




III. Commentary on the Battle Case

This action of the U.S. special forces had relatively heavy casualties and suffered grave losses. The most important lesson was that coordination among the U.S. special forces was not close and communications were not smooth, so that problems appeared in command and ultimately led to the failure of the action. Of course, the local people’s strong opposition to the U.S. forces, resulting in a large number of people standing on Aidid’s side, was also one of the important reasons.


(1) Poor Coordination and Unsmooth Communications Were Important Reasons for the Failure of the Action

At the start, the “Delta” arrest action was very smooth. The 2 “Black Hawk” helicopters carrying the “Delta” members successfully landed on the south side of the target house, the “Delta” members quickly jumped out of the cabins and launched an assault into the courtyard, and in only a few minutes captured 24 Somali prisoners. But when they were preparing to board vehicles and withdraw, the convoy was long delayed in arriving. The reason was that the convoy had been waiting for the “Delta” signal, and “Delta” had not sent out any signal. By the time “Delta” had made contact with the convoy, it was already too late. The Somalis had already surrounded them from all sides, and the U.S. convoy fell into an encirclement and was unable to withdraw quickly, thereby losing the best opportunity to withdraw. Therefore, poor coordination and unsmooth communications were the most important reasons for the failure of this U.S. action.



(2) Failure to Consider the Feelings and Interests of the Local People Brought Strong Opposition from the Local People

The United States has always styled itself the “world’s policeman.” The U.S. special task force, acting in Somalia, did not at all take into account the feelings and interests of the local people. In particular, in the action to capture Aidid, it killed and wounded civilians and attacked the meeting of the clan council of elders, drawing strong opposition from the Somali people. In addition, Aidid had always insisted on national independence and opposed the interference of outside forces in Somalia’s internal affairs, and was quite popular. This caused the U.S. forces’ action to meet with heavy encirclement and attack from the Somali people, so that not only did it not possess the conditions to carry out the action and complete the mission at all, but in the chaos heavy casualties were also incurred.



(3) Domestic and Foreign Public Opinion Had an Important Influence on U.S. Decision-Making

After this action, domestic and foreign public opinion had a nearly decisive influence on the U.S. withdrawal of troops. The American public was extremely shocked, and unanimously attacked the U.S. government for sending troops to Somalia. Criticism from abroad was unending: the former British Prime Minister Edward Heath (爱德华·希思) said that the United Nations should not become an umbrella for U.S. military actions; Egyptian Foreign Minister Moussa (穆萨) said that everything now happening in Somalia would add new obstacles to the Somali national reconciliation process; French Defense Minister Léotard (莱奥塔尔) accused the United States of having gone beyond the scope of a “humanitarian mission” in what it had done, turning it into an “intolerable confrontation”; German newspapers said that the United States was fighting “a dirty war” in Somalia. On October 5, Clinton convened an emergency meeting on the situation in Somalia. On October 7, Clinton delivered a television address, announcing that U.S. forces would complete their withdrawal before March 31, 1994. The U.S. government also held secret negotiations with the Aidid side, and the two sides finally reached a compromise: Aidid handed over the pilot Durant and the bodies of the U.S. pilot Wolcott; the United States released all the detained prisoners and no longer made Aidid a target of attack.

(Wang Xingwu, Zhao Kun)






Case 33: French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s Counter-Hijacking Operation at Marignane Airport (1994.12.27)

Book pp. 234–239.

【Case Summary】 On December 24, 1994, an Air France airliner was hijacked at the airport of the Algerian capital, Algiers, and, with the Algerian government’s rescue efforts having proved ineffective, the aircraft was further hijacked to Marignane (马利亚纳) Airport in Marseille, France, where the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group was ordered to take rescue action. After careful planning and meticulous arrangement, the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group finally, by an assault action, killed the terrorists within a few short minutes, and the hostages were rescued. In the rescue action, the assault members’ rapid assembly, flexible adaptation to changes and close coordination, as well as the courage and tenacity shown in the rescue action, played an important role in rescuing the hostages.


I. The Course of the Hijacking

At 11:00 on the morning of December 24, 1994, a French Peugeot 505 car drove into the airport of the Algerian capital, Algiers, and stopped a few meters from an aircraft. Then 4 young men wearing police-officer uniforms got out of the car; they went straight to an A300 airliner of Air France Flight 8969 parked at the airport, boarded the plane, which was already full of passengers, called themselves police, and said they were checking the passengers’ passports. At 12:00, these 4 young men who called themselves police ordered the aircraft doors closed, and then took out respectively automatic rifles, “Xinda” (欣达)-type machine guns and pistols, and displayed bombs and hand grenades, declaring that they were members of the “Armed Islamic Group” and that the aircraft had been hijacked. The terrorists demanded that the Algerian government immediately release 2 leaders of the “Islamic Salvation Front” who were under house arrest, and allow the aircraft to fly abroad, otherwise they would shoot the hostages. There were 227 passengers and 12 crew members on the hijacked aircraft, among whom were 40 French passengers, including 2 senior staff of the French embassy in Algeria.

After learning the news that the Air France flight had been hijacked, the Algerian government immediately began a rescue action. Half an hour later, the Algerian Interior Minister Sherif (谢里夫) personally rushed to the airport and held negotiations with the terrorists. In the meantime, the 4 terrorists shot dead an Algerian police officer who was preparing to go to France for a holiday, and soon afterward shot dead a Vietnamese diplomat. At 15:00 in the afternoon, the terrorists released 19 women and children, in order to let them convey the information about the hijacking and their demands to the Algerian government. Very soon the identity of one of the terrorists was ascertained: he was called Yahya (叶海亚), a member of the “Armed Islamic Group.” A few hours later, Yahya’s mother was brought to the airport and took part in the negotiations between the Algerian government and the terrorists. However, the effect was not ideal; apart from the hostages who were released one by one in succession, several dozen in all, the negotiations made no substantive progress. The Algerian government also successively rejected the terrorists’ demand to release the 2 “Islamic Salvation Front” leaders under house arrest and to let the aircraft fly abroad. The negotiations of the two sides were therefore for a time in a stalemate.



II. The Rescue Deployment

When the news that the Air France flight had been hijacked reached Paris, France, French Prime Minister Balladur (巴拉迪尔) hurriedly returned to the French capital, Paris, from his holiday retreat, and successively convened 2 inter-ministerial meetings to discuss countermeasures. Very soon the French government made its attitude known to the Algerian government: the French counter-terrorism special forces were already prepared and could at any time be sent to Algeria to rescue the hostages; considering the question of national sovereignty, the Algerian government rejected the proposal of the French government. At the moment when the situation was extremely urgent, the terrorists issued a final ultimatum to the Algerian government, demanding that the Algerian government must give a reply before 21:30 that night, otherwise they would shoot the hostages. At 21:31 that night, just one minute after the final ultimatum had passed, the terrorists shot dead Fournier (傅涅), the cook of the French embassy in Algeria, in order to apply further pressure on the Algerian government.

When the news that French people had been killed was transmitted, French Prime Minister Balladur personally telephoned the Algerian Interior Minister Sherif, claiming “the situation is extremely serious,” and demanding that the Algerian government immediately let the aircraft take off. Balladur stressed: if the Algerian government still refused to let the aircraft take off, the Algerian government must be responsible for the safety of the lives of all the French hostages. Then Balladur again personally telephoned the Algerian head of state, Zeroual (泽鲁阿尔). Under the pressure of the French government, the Algerian president personally gave the order that the aircraft could leave the country.

At 2:00 on the 27th, under the guns of the terrorists, this A300 airliner of Air France Flight 8969 finally taxied again onto the runway. An hour and a half later, this aircraft, watched by the whole world, slowly landed at Marignane Airport in Marseille, France. According to prior instructions, the aircraft was immediately guided to the north of the airport. Because from here not only could the situation of the aircraft be clearly observed through the airport control tower, but it was also favorable for the assault by the French counter-terrorism special forces. In fact, the French government’s position in this hijacking incident was unusually firm; while the aircraft was still flying to France, the French government had already made up its mind to punish the terrorists thoroughly at any cost, and had sent out its elite counter-terrorism special forces, the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, to go and rescue the hostages. When the Air France flight was hijacked, most of the members of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group had gone home to spend the Christmas holiday, and when the National Gendarmerie Intervention Group leader Denis Favier (德尼斯·法维耶) urgently issued the mobilization order, the members quickly returned and reorganized and stood by. Therefore, when the hijacked aircraft stopped at the designated position, the 4 terrorists had never dreamed that on all four sides of them, assault members equipped with infrared aiming devices and experts operating advanced ultrasonic listening devices had long been waiting.

When everything had been arranged, during the time when the Marseille police, in the name of negotiation, were conducting liaison with the terrorists, 1 assault member, disguised as an airport worker, boarded the aircraft, and under the name of delivering food observed the situation in the cabin, thereby learning very important information such as the positions of the hostages and the terrorists. In addition, they also learned that the terrorists held explosives in their hands, so that the slightest disturbance would set them off and thus cause hostage casualties. Moreover, the terrorists repeatedly demanded that the aircraft be filled up with sufficient fuel, and secretly whispered that they would detonate the aircraft over Paris when it arrived, or ram it into the ground, in order to cause a great explosion and shock the whole world. In addition, from the moment of the hijacking, the terrorists repeatedly performed the prayers before death prescribed by Islam, all of which clearly showed that the terrorists had resolved to achieve their purpose at the cost of death, and that the possibility of a peaceful resolution was extremely slim. Therefore, from the very beginning the French government instructed the Marseille police that in no circumstances should the aircraft be allowed to leave Marignane Airport, to avoid a still greater catastrophe. Various signs afterward showed that the French government’s analysis and decision were without doubt entirely correct.



III. The Course of the Rescue

After careful planning and meticulous arrangement, team leader Favier fixed the time for the start of the assault action at 18:00 on the 27th. Because, according to the intelligence they obtained, this was the time at which the terrorists carried out prayer. For these 3 days, whenever this time came they gathered in front of the cabin and, standing together, prayed for several minutes. In addition, the assault members, through secret contact with the aircraft crew, learned that none of the aircraft’s cabin doors had been blocked or locked, and this news undoubtedly saved quite a lot of precious time for the rescue action. Therefore the assault members planned to take about 10 seconds to open the front cabin door, and then immediately separate the terrorists completely from the hostages, and then deal with the terrorists one by one.

However, at 15:45 in the afternoon, a newly appearing accident greatly advanced the time of the assault: the hijacked aircraft, without any warning, suddenly began to move on the runway. The assault members, who were already at their posts, at first thought their secret deployment had been discovered, and broke out in a cold sweat. However, when the aircraft slid to near the control tower and stopped, it turned out that several terrorists were trying to shoot out the tower’s lights with pistols. At this time, the French government had issued its final instruction: at all costs prevent the aircraft from flying to Paris. Team leader Favier therefore ordered an immediate move to attack readiness. Then 3 boarding-stair trucks began to start their engines, the one in front commanded personally by team leader Favier, with 8 assault members in all, whose main task was to open the front cabin door and destroy the terrorists; the deputy team leader led the second echelon, responsible for opening the rear cabin door and rescuing the hostages; the third echelon was responsible for sneaking to the belly of the aircraft, to guard against terrorists mingling among the hostages and putting up stubborn resistance.

Two minutes after the terrorists fired at the control tower, 1 boarding-stair truck quietly drove toward the front cabin door of the aircraft, with 8 assault members, all dressed in black camouflage clothes, lying hidden on the truck. As soon as the truck came alongside the aircraft, 2 members quietly opened the cabin door, and as soon as the door opened a crack, the other 6 assault members swarmed in together, while the other 2 were responsible for surveillance outside. At this time, the assault members who had been deployed on all four sides of the aircraft and had long had the terrorists in their sights began to fire, to prevent the terrorists from putting up effective resistance. As soon as the assault members entered the cabin, they threw smoke grenades and stun grenades, making it impossible for the terrorists to aim, so that they could only fire blindly, and 2 assault members were lightly wounded. At the same time, at the rear of the aircraft, another 2 boarding-stair trucks had also pulled up against the aircraft, and the assault members rushed one after another into the cabin. According to the prior agreement, after the shooting started the hostages all lay under their seats as far as possible without moving. In this way, the 4 terrorists were all forced back to the front of the cabin and could not attack the hostages directly. Seizing this rare opportunity, the assault members quickly opened all the emergency exits and the inflatable slides, and let the hostages jump out of the aircraft. In only 90 seconds after the shooting started, all the hostages had left the aircraft. Because the hostages had all been rescued, the assault members then began an exchange of fire with the terrorists; at this point only 7 minutes had passed since the start of the assault, and the fierce fighting of the two sides lasted until 17:39, when the assault members finally threw in 1 more hand grenade, thereby ending the whole battle.



IV. Commentary on the Action

In the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s hostage-rescue action at Marignane Airport, all 4 terrorists were shot dead, and 6 members of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, 3 crew members and several dozen hostages were lightly wounded. The whole action was rapid in reaction, and was a comparatively successful hostage-rescue action.


(1) The Rescue Action Reacted Rapidly

This terrorist incident of the Air France flight hijacking occurred on the eve of Christmas, December 24, 1994, when most of the members of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group had gone home on holiday. But when the news reached the country, the members of the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group, after receiving the emergency mobilization order, completed assembly within a few hours and stood by, and their rapid reaction won time for handling the incident.



(2) The Resolve to Rescue Was Set in Time

Although the risk of rescuing hostages by force was very great, and a slip would mean the destruction of the aircraft and the death of people, causing extremely serious consequences, the position and attitude of the French government in this terrorist incident were exceptionally firm. While the aircraft was still on its way to France, the French government had already made up its mind to punish the terrorists thoroughly, and had sent out its elite counter-terrorism special forces to go and rescue the hostages. On the one hand this depended on the French National Gendarmerie Intervention Group’s preparation, in ordinary times, against counter-hijacking incidents, and on the other hand it also depended on the French government’s correct judgment of the possible development of the terrorist incident and its timely resolve to rescue, thereby winning time, avoiding greater casualties, and also avoiding the greater harm that would have been caused by the terrorists hijacking the aircraft to Paris.



(3) Intelligence Was Grasped and Judgment Was Accurate

The French government’s firm resolve in this incident relied mainly on the reliable intelligence they had grasped in this terrorist incident and the correct judgment made on this basis. They not only obtained important intelligence about the terrorists through communication with the Algerian government, but also, while the Marseille police, in the name of negotiation, were conducting liaison with the terrorists, sent 1 assault member disguised as an airport worker aboard the aircraft, who, under the name of delivering food, observed the situation in the cabin, and thereby learned very important information such as the positions of the hostages and the terrorists; in particular, the details of the terrorists’ repeated prayers before death clearly showed that the terrorists intended to achieve their purpose by dying. From this important information the French government concluded that the possibility of a peaceful resolution was extremely slim, and that a long-drawn-out prospect was very dangerous, so the hostages must be rescued by force as soon as possible. Afterwards, it was proved that the French government’s analysis and judgment were entirely correct.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 34: U.S. Forces’ Rescue of F-16 Pilot O’Grady in Bosnia-Herzegovina (1995.6.2–6.8)

Book pp. 240–245.

【Case Summary】 On the afternoon of June 2, 1995, a U.S. F-16 fighter carrying out a peacekeeping patrol in Bosnia-Herzegovina was hit by a Serb air-defense missile, the aircraft was destroyed, and the pilot O’Grady (奥格雷迪) parachuted successfully. Six days later, the U.S. parachuted pilot made contact with the NATO air force. At 6:00 on June 8, a Marine Corps elite rescue squad, under the cover of more than 40 aircraft, successfully rescued the pilot O’Grady, and at about 7:30 safely transported him to a U.S. amphibious assault ship.


I. Causes of the Incident

On June 2, 1995, 2 U.S. F-16 fighters carrying out a patrol mission in the Bosnia-Herzegovina no-fly zone declared by NATO were, at about 15:00, at a place about 30 kilometers southeast of Bihać (比哈奇), attacked by a Bosnian Serb armed “SA-6” surface-to-air missile; the lead aircraft was destroyed after being hit by the missile, and the pilot O’Grady parachuted successfully. Six days later, the U.S. parachuted pilot made contact with the NATO air force.



II. The Rescue Deployment

After the U.S. F-16 fighter was shot down and the pilot O’Grady parachuted, both the upper and lower levels of the United States expressed the utmost concern for his safety. From the White House to the Pentagon, up to the Air Force Chief of Staff and the commander of the air force in Europe, all attached great importance to the rescue work and were determined to bring the pilot back. On the very night O’Grady parachuted, the Pentagon studied rescue plans through the night. U.S. Air Force Chief of Staff General Fogleman (福格尔曼) listened to a briefing on the situation and resolved to bring O’Grady back by rescue. The United States first set up a three-dimensional search net from space to the sea surface: the 2 spy satellites operating in space, “Whirlpool” (漩涡) and “Wine Bottle” (酒瓶), were immediately put into the action of searching for O’Grady; they took photographs respectively along the route of O’Grady’s crashed aircraft and then sent the photographs back to the Pentagon for analysis by the rescue personnel. In the air, NATO aircraft, under cover of electronic jamming aircraft, searched for radio signals that might appear. At sea, a small fleet had made all rescue preparations. U.S. spy personnel also turned out in large numbers and, through various channels, inquired about news of O’Grady. From June 2 to 8 the search work never stopped, and the U.S. forces kept searching for the pilot’s whereabouts.

Later, aircraft carrying out search missions over Bosnia-Herzegovina reported receiving some intermittent radio signals, which were very likely sent out by O’Grady. This situation became the key basis on which the U.S. forces drew up the rescue plan.

In order to seize any hope of rescuing O’Grady, the U.S. forces drew up a rigorous rescue plan. According to the rescue plan, Colonel Berndt (伯恩特), commander of the U.S. Navy Marine Corps’ 24th Amphibious Assault Unit, led 40 assault members to undertake the rescue mission, with Navy Admiral Smith (史密斯) serving as front-line commander of the rescue action. 40 fighters including F-15, F-16 and F/A-18 were responsible for air cover; the U.S. Navy’s E-2C early-warning aircraft was responsible for air early warning and command; the Air Force’s EF-111 and the EA-6B electronic warfare aircraft were responsible for electronic jamming, to make the Serb side’s radar lose its effect; AV-8B vertical take-off fighters, A-10 attack aircraft and AH-1 armed helicopters were responsible for ground attack. More than 10 kinds of aircraft formed in the air a huge rescue-cover firepower net.



III. The Course of the Rescue

At about 2:00 in the early morning of June 8, O’Grady found a relatively ideal piece of ground about 4 kilometers from the parachute-landing place. He switched on the almost-exhausted battery of his radio telephone so that his teammates searching for him could receive his signal. At 2:15, an F-16 fighter carrying out a search mission in the air received his signal and reported to the air force base. Ten minutes later, that is at 2:25, Navy Admiral Smith received the report that O’Grady had been found, and he immediately telephoned Colonel Berndt and ordered the rescue action to begin quickly.

At 6:00, 2 CH-53 helicopters took off from the amphibious assault ship “Kearsarge” (基沙奇), on duty in the Adriatic Sea, carrying an elite rescue squad composed of 40 Navy Marine Corps members, and, under the cover of more than 40 aircraft, headed for O’Grady’s hiding place.

After entering the rescue area, the CH-53 helicopters began to lower their flight altitude and, under the cover of 4 AH-1 armed helicopters, flew secretly at ultra-low altitude, in order to evade the search and detection of Serb radar. At that time, 2 Serb radars discovered the U.S. aircraft formation and reported it to their command post. But the U.S. forces very soon used EF-111 and EA-6B electronic jamming aircraft to jam the Serb forces’ air-defense radar, so that the Serb forces could not tell where the U.S. aircraft were going to land and could not fire air-defense missiles at the U.S. aircraft. After more than 10 minutes of ultra-low-altitude flight, the AH-1 armed helicopter flying at the very front reported to Colonel Berndt: “Yellow smoke has been discovered in the forest!” That was the smoke that O’Grady set off to indicate the target. Colonel Berndt decisively ordered the 2 CH-53 helicopters to land, one in front and one behind. After the first helicopter landed, 20 assault members quickly rushed out of the cabin and formed a security cordon, to prevent a Serb attack. Before the second helicopter had completely landed, the cabin door was already open, and O’Grady ran swiftly to the cabin door and quickly boarded the helicopter with the help of Colonel Berndt. Colonel Berndt immediately issued the order to take off at once and return, and the assault members who had jumped out of the cabin rapidly returned to the cabin. The 2 CH-53 helicopters quickly took off and flew toward the “Kearsarge” amphibious assault ship.

On the return flight, the 2 CH-53 helicopters and the 4 AH-1 armed helicopters still flew at ultra-low altitude. Although the Serb forces fired at the U.S. helicopters with light weapons and SA-7 portable air-defense missiles, none hit. At 7:25 in the morning, the 2 CH-53 helicopters carrying O’Grady and the assault members flew over the Adriatic Sea, where the “Kearsarge” amphibious assault ship was waiting. At 7:30, the helicopters landed safely on the deck of the “Kearsarge,” and the rescue action ended. From receiving the rescue order to returning to the ship, it took 4 hours and 45 minutes in all.



IV. Commentary on the Action

With regard to this action to rescue F-16 fighter pilot O’Grady, from the day the pilot parachuted, from the Pentagon to the air force, enormous attention and a high degree of importance were given, and a variety of high-technology means including satellites and electronic jamming aircraft were mobilized to search for O’Grady’s traces. After contact was obtained with O’Grady, rescue squads were quickly organized and rescue action was carried out by helicopter; from the issuance of the rescue order to the safe return of the rescue squad and the pilot O’Grady took only 4 hours and 45 minutes, which may be called a perfect rescue action.


(1) The Rescue Intention Was Concealed

When the U.S. F-16 fighter was shot down and the pilot parachuted, the U.S. Secretary of Defense publicly announced that the U.S. forces had once received beacon signals sent out by the shot-down U.S. pilot, which showed that the U.S. pilot was still alive. Some officials of the Department of Defense then pointed out that, while the pilot was still in enemy-occupied territory, this kind of testimony was undoubtedly a threat to the pilot’s survival. After this, the U.S. side began to claim that the U.S. had not received any signal and had prepared to give up further search activities, and would not send more pilots to take risks. Moreover, the distress signals received earlier were also not sufficient to show that the pilot was still alive, and this might be a trap by the other side to lure U.S. rescue personnel into a ring of encirclement. The U.S. forces, on the one hand, released smoke to conceal the real situation and confuse the Serb armed forces; on the other hand, they further stepped up the search action and made all kinds of preparations for the rescue, so that when the pilot made radio contact with a U.S. aircraft, in less than 3 and a half hours a sudden and rapid rescue action was adopted, successfully rescuing the parachuted pilot. Of the 40 aircraft taking part in the action, not one was lost, and not one rescuer was killed or wounded, achieving the purpose of concealed rescue.



(2) The Rescue System Was Complete

The United States ordinarily attaches great importance to building air-rescue organizations. It has a nationwide joint search-and-rescue network, divided into several regions, of which the inland region is the responsibility of the air force, the coastal region the responsibility of the coast guard, and overseas theaters the responsibility of the joint command. The U.S. Air Force has set up a rescue coordination center, which uniformly commands and coordinates the air force’s air-rescue actions. The U.S. Air Force has also organized a specialized aviation unit to carry out air-rescue and recovery tasks, and has equipped each overseas theater with an air-rescue group (detachment) to carry out the theater’s air-rescue tasks. According to the needs of the task, other forces also take part in air-rescue action. This rescue action was carried out specifically by the U.S. Navy and Air Force units under the unified command of the NATO headquarters. Because of advance preparation, strict organization, rapid action, fine equipment and well-trained troops, the rescue action succeeded.



(3) The Rescue Equipment Was Advanced

The air-rescue units of the U.S. forces and NATO are all equipped with advanced rescue aircraft and equipment. For example, the U.S. Air Force’s air-rescue units are equipped with special attack, rescue and weather-reconnaissance aircraft converted from C-130, and special rescue, attack and utility helicopters converted from helicopters, with advanced weapon systems, advanced positioning systems, and communications, electronic-warfare and other systems and rescue medical equipment on board, which can both undertake ordinary-time air-rescue tasks and go deep in wartime to rescue one’s own personnel behind enemy lines, and carry out tasks under night and bad-weather conditions. The survival equipment carried on the person of the U.S. pilots is also very complete and advanced. In the survival vest of the shot-down pilot O’Grady there were a global positioning system receiver, a survival radio (capable of sending telegrams and also of voice contact), a beacon, an emergency kit, a compass and camouflage paint. The reason O’Grady was able to contact his own side and accurately report his location was that the advanced communication and positioning equipment he carried on his person played an important role. The reason the U.S. rescue helicopters were able to land accurately 50 meters from the pilot’s hiding place was also, to a large extent, that they relied on their advanced airborne equipment.



(4) The Pilot Was Well Trained

O’Grady carried on his person only enough food to last 2 days, yet survived 6 days in a harsh environment and was finally rescued, which shows that the field survival training he received played an important role. The U.S. forces have always attached importance to pilots’ field survival training, and have specially set up a school to train all pilots in rotation. O’Grady had taken part in 3 weeks of field survival training, of which one week was theoretical knowledge, one week field training, and one week endurance and escape training. In training, the pilot must learn how to control his own emotions, how to carry out self-rescue and first aid, how to obtain food and water, how to keep and use equipment, how to hide and escape, and how to conserve physical strength, and so on. In these difficult 6 days, O’Grady fully showed that his training was sound: he always kept a clear head; when he parachuted he was already aware that after landing he would be hunted by Serb troops, so as soon as he landed he quickly slipped into the woods, and although the Serbs arrived 3 to 5 minutes later, he still found a way to hide from them. When the people hunting him fired wildly only 2 meters away from him, he was still able to remain steady and calm. In the harsh environment, he could be patient and unhurried, and took care to conserve the battery for use at the critical moment. At the same time, O’Grady never gave up hope of being rescued, and used wild plants and insects to maintain survival. When hungry he ate ants, insects, wild grasses and wild vegetables, when thirsty he drank dew and rainwater, and he lay hidden by day and came out at night, both sustaining his life and evading the hunt. Finally, O’Grady seized the opportunity and obtained contact with the rescue personnel.

(Wang Xingwu)






Case 35: Russian Special Forces’ Handling of the Chechen Terrorists’ Hospital Attack and Hostage-Taking Incident (1996.1.8–1.18)

Book pp. 246–253.

【Case Summary】 In January 1996, Chechen terrorists attacked a hospital in the city of Kizlyar (基兹利亚尔) in the Russian Federation’s Republic of Dagestan, taking hostage more than 3,000 people in the hospital and in nearby residential buildings. The terrorists afterwards released most of the hostages, but took away 165 hostages. In a pursuit and encirclement lasting several weeks, the Russian special forces wiped out more than 200 terrorists, but 78 Russian Federation military personnel, Interior Troops soldiers and civilians died in the incident, and the Russian central government finally ended this hostage incident by a method combining negotiation and the use of force.


I. Background to the Incident

In order to maintain national unity, Russia carried out a large-scale war against separatism and terrorism in the North Caucasus region from 1994 to 1996, that is, the First Chechen War. In this war, the Russian military, the Ministry of Internal Affairs, the Federal Security Service and other power departments took joint action; although they did not achieve the expected war aims, they dealt a heavy blow to the Chechen illegal armed elements. In order to turn around their passive situation, the Chechen illegal armed elements adopted guerrilla-style attack actions inside and outside Chechnya, frequently carrying out terrorist activities such as assassination and kidnapping.

On June 14, 1995, a hostage-taking incident that shocked the world occurred in the city of Budyonnovsk (布琼诺夫斯克) in Russia’s Stavropol Territory. The incident was created by the Chechen armed elements’ chieftain Basayev (巴萨耶夫). On June 14, Basayev led several hundred illegal armed elements in an attack on Budyonnovsk; they wantonly opened fire in the streets on unarmed civilians, seized automobiles, and burned residential houses. They launched an attack on the city government building and the city police bureau, and after the attack was frustrated, they turned to attack the city hospital and occupied it, holding more than 1,100 patients and nursing personnel as hostages. Basayev loudly proclaimed that Russian President Yeltsin (叶利钦) and Prime Minister Chernomyrdin (切尔诺梅尔金) must immediately negotiate with Dudayev (杜达耶夫), and demanded that the Russian army “immediately stop all military actions in Chechnya.” In order to threaten the Russian government to satisfy its demands, the illegal armed elements shot dozens of hostages the same day, and took the hostages as a “human shield” to block the Russian army’s advance.

Faced with the sudden hostage crisis, the relevant Russian departments urgently turned out and hurried to Budyonnovsk, and Interior Minister Yerin (叶利林) and Federal Security Service chief Stepashin (斯捷帕申) personally came to the front line to command. Under the cover of armed helicopters and armored vehicles, the Russian special forces, after a hard fight, attacked into the bottom of the hospital building and rescued nearly 100 hostages, but Basayev used the hostages as a shield, and a further attack would inevitably cause hostage deaths; in order to reduce casualties among the hostages and the attacking troops, the Russian government finally made a compromise and basically satisfied the demands of the Chechen illegal armed elements. Russian Prime Minister Chernomyrdin held 4 telephone calls with Basayev, and after 10 hours of bargaining finally made a major concession. Chernomyrdin, in the name of the government, guaranteed that troops would immediately withdraw from Chechnya, and promised to resolve all questions in Chechnya through negotiation; the hostages were released, and the Russian Federation government guaranteed that the Chechen armed elements could safely return to Chechnya. Afterwards, the bandit chief Basayev led his mob and, with police clearing the way, swaggeringly withdrew back to Chechnya. In the hostage crisis of 6 days and 6 nights, 107 innocent civilians were beaten to death, and nearly 200 were wounded.

The Russian government’s compromise attitude in handling the Budyonnovsk hostage incident further fanned the arrogance of the Chechen terrorists, who on January 8, 1996 again infiltrated the Republic of Dagestan, in the city of Kizlyar, and once again took a hospital as the target of attack, creating a new hostage incident. The terrorist ringleader of this Kizlyar hospital hostage-taking incident was Raduyev (拉杜耶夫), the son-in-law of Chechen President Dudayev and the Chechen illegal armed forces’ wartime commander. Raduyev was called the “Caucasus lone wolf,” famed for being treacherous and cunning, vicious and ruthless, with a strong anti-Russian sentiment, and was the commander who held the real power of the Chechen illegal armed forces. At that time, Raduyev was only 32 years old; although young, he was infamous for having created many terrorist incidents that shook the world and for his many instances of “surviving a great catastrophe without dying.” He was highly favored for working to the utmost for the then Chechen president Dudayev, and became Dudayev’s favorite. In 1992, Raduyev, only 24 years old, became commander of the Chechen illegal armed forces’ 6th Brigade, and became Dudayev’s son-in-law.



II. The Course of the Rescue

After the terrorists occupied the hospital and took hostages, the Russian army immediately took action to cut off their escape routes outward, and at the same time Russian government departments held telephone talks with the terrorists, and, when the dialogue had no result, surrounded and wiped them out at Pervomayskoye (五一镇).


(1) The Terrorists Occupy the Hospital

Late at night on January 8, 1996, Raduyev led several hundred Chechen terrorists, under cover of night, quietly across the Chechen border, evaded the surveillance line of the Russian border-defense troops, and slipped into the city of Kizlyar in the Republic of Dagestan, whose target was the hospitals of this city, which had no ability to resist. At 6:00 on the early morning of the 9th, these terrorists quickly occupied the city hospital and maternity hospital of the city, and more than a thousand medical personnel and patients were taken hostage by the terrorists. Afterwards, the terrorists also occupied several nearby residential buildings, and the number of hostages rose to more than 3,000. The terrorists demanded that the Russian army immediately withdraw from Chechnya, and demanded that the Russian government recognize the Chechen government as the legal government, otherwise they would open fire on the more than 3,000 hostages in their hands.

On the morning of the 9th, the terrorists attempted to seize the city’s airport, railway station and bridges and other important targets, but did not succeed because of the strong resistance and fierce strikes of the Russian army, and the terrorists withdrew and concentrated in the city hospital. At about 10:30, the terrorists, through a radio station, held a dialogue with the headquarters of the local Interior Troops, declaring that if 1 Chechen was killed, they would put to death 15 hostages. In the afternoon, the Russian army encircled layer upon layer the 2 hospitals occupied by the terrorists, and launched an attack, and the terrorists used the hostages as a “human shield” to resist the Russian army’s advance, and the Budyonnovsk hostage incident was enacted once more. Because of the “human shield,” the Russian army’s attack did not succeed, but the troops of Russia’s North Caucasus Military District had already cut off the terrorists’ way back to Chechnya. At the same time, Kizlyar was also surrounded by the Russian army, thereby shattering the terrorists’ hope of deep penetration and roving attacks into Dagestan.



(2) The Terrorists Bargain with the Russian Authorities

On the very day of the incident, Russian Federation President Yeltsin convened a Federal Security Council meeting in the Kremlin to urgently discuss countermeasures. Russian Prime Minister Chernomyrdin, Security Council Secretary Lobov (洛博夫), the President’s First Assistant Ilyushin (伊柳申), Defense Minister Grachev (格拉乔夫), Interior Minister Kulikov (库利科夫), Federal Border Service chief Nikolayev (尼古拉耶夫), Federal Security Service chief Barsukov (巴尔苏科夫) and others attended the meeting. Yeltsin’s attitude was very firm, pointing out that “we must resolutely strike the terrorists, and must never let them escape punishment,” demanding that decisive measures be taken against the terrorists, and decided that newly appointed Federal Security Service chief Barsukov would take charge of commanding the action to rescue the hostages.

On the evening of the 9th, the leader of the Republic of Dagestan, on the instructions of Yeltsin, held negotiations with Raduyev. The negotiations went along extremely difficultly; Raduyev at first demanded that the Russian army withdraw from Chechnya and then later raised this to withdrawing from Dagestan and the whole North Caucasus region, and also demanded to talk by telephone directly with the leaders of the Russian government, but all these demands met the firm refusal of the Russian government. The Dagestan leader relayed to Raduyev the Russian government’s opinion: only by releasing all the hostages could they safely return to Chechnya and accept disposal by the local government, otherwise there was only the single road of death, and they would certainly meet with merciless blows. Faced with the Russian government’s tough attitude, Raduyev, worried about suffering a large-scale blow from the Russian army, changed his strategy and agreed to release most of the hostages, but demanded that the authorities provide them with large buses able to carry 300 persons and guarantee their safe departure.

In the early morning of the 10th, Raduyev released more than 2,000 hostages, and more than 200 terrorists, coercing 165 hostages, withdrew from the hospital they had occupied for a day in 11 large buses and 2 trucks provided by the local authorities, retreating in the direction of Chechnya. Among the 165 hostages were more than ten Dagestan ministers, Russian State Duma deputies and journalists, as well as 30 women and 15 children. The Russian Interior Troops followed closely behind them. That afternoon, when the convoy reached the border of the Republic of Dagestan, the terrorists found that the bridge leading to Chechnya had been blown up, and the surroundings were full of Russian soldiers, tanks and armored vehicles. Raduyev, enraged by shame, not only did not release the remaining hostages, but instead seized some more people nearby, and drove the vehicles toward Chechnya — to Pervomayskoye (五一镇), near the Dagestan border.



(3) The Russian Army Encircles and Wipes Out the Terrorists at Pervomayskoye

The Russian government quickly reinforced Pervomayskoye, and special forces such as “Alpha” (阿尔法) and “Vympel” (信号旗) rushed to Pervomayskoye at top speed. The Russian government demanded that Raduyev immediately release the hostages, but Raduyev demanded first that the Russian army encircling Pervomayskoye be withdrawn, and demanded that the Russian government provide them with a safe passage. After this, the Russian Federation government held difficult negotiations with Raduyev; Mukhammadov (穆罕穆多夫), chairman of the State Council of the Republic of Dagestan, and the government’s Prime Minister Mirzabekov (米尔扎别科夫) both personally came forward, but the hostages not only could not be rescued, but were instead treated by them as shields, scattered at various places in Pervomayskoye in order to resist the advance of the Russian army. For several days the terrorists, in order to confront the Russian army, dug works and built positions at Pervomayskoye, turning Pervomayskoye into a strong defensive position. Besides infantry weapons, the terrorists had in their hands a large number of anti-tank weapons, rocket launchers, large-caliber machine guns and mortars.

On January 13, the Russian Minister of Security formally issued a final ultimatum to the terrorists, urging them to release all the hostages before 10:00 on the 14th, local time, otherwise the Russian army would launch a powerful military strike. The Russian army set up a field hospital outside Pervomayskoye, armed helicopters circled over Pervomayskoye, 2 Russian senior ministers arrived at Pervomayskoye to take command, and more than ten armored vehicles, tanks, and thousands of troops and armed police surrounded Pervomayskoye layer upon layer. But in order to ensure the safety of several hundred hostages, and to prevent the terrorists, desperate in extremity, from taking a risk and putting all the hostages to death, the Russian army’s military strike was not carried out on schedule, and at the last moment Yeltsin again decided to extend the deadline of the final ultimatum. But Raduyev not only did not release the hostages, but instead killed some of the hostages when the final ultimatum expired.

On January 15, at 9:10 local time, under the fire strikes of Russian armed helicopters and artillery, the Russian special forces and other units, under the cover of tanks and armored vehicles, launched a powerful military advance on Pervomayskoye. The armed helicopters continually fired air-to-ground missiles to strike the exposed firepower points of the terrorists. The “Vympel” special forces and several other rapid-reaction units undertook the first echelon. The “Alpha” special forces served as the second echelon, responsible for rescuing the hostages held in the mosque and the school in the center of Pervomayskoye.

At 13:00 on the afternoon of the 15th, the “Vympel” special forces broke through the terrorists’ first line of defense, and attacked into the southeast area of Pervomayskoye. But because the advance of the other units was frustrated, the “Vympel” special forces’ advance was not smooth, and a dozen-odd members were killed or wounded. In a whole day’s fighting, the Russian special forces rescued 11 hostages and wiped out more than 100 terrorists.

On the 16th, the “Vympel” special forces broke through the terrorists’ second line of defense and attacked into the center of Pervomayskoye, which was the core of Raduyev’s defense; in order to resist the Russian army’s advance, Raduyev placed the hostages in front of the defensive works, and the “Vympel” special forces’ advance was again frustrated.

On the 17th, in the advance the “Vympel” special forces were struck by the terrorists’ snipers, with heavy casualties, and the speed of advance was extremely slow. Toward evening, in order to support the attack action of the “Vympel” and other units, the Russian army again carried out artillery fire strikes on the terrorists. In the dead of night on the 17th, Raduyev, taking advantage of the dark night, with the help of personnel sent from Chechnya to receive them, escaped from Pervomayskoye, but most of the more than 100 terrorists who fled with him were wiped out.

At about 2:00 in the early morning of the 18th, more than 70 terrorists tried to break out of the Russian army’s encirclement; blocked by the Russian army’s 3 lines of encirclement, some of the terrorists were shot dead, and the rest were forced back to Pervomayskoye. Afterwards, the “Vympel” special forces and other units launched an all-out assault. The “Vympel” and “Alpha” special forces rushed through the mosque and the school, rescued 82 hostages, and captured more than 30 terrorists. Finally, this terrorist incident created by Raduyev ended with the declaration of the Russian army’s victory.

In this action, the Russian army sacrificed 20 people, and wiped out in all more than 200 terrorists. After the battle, the “Vympel” and “Alpha” special forces were highly commended by Russian President Yeltsin.




III. Commentary on the Action

In this Chechen terrorists’ hospital attack and hostage-taking incident, the Russian government’s position was firm and its planning meticulous; under the strong and powerful strikes of the Russian army, it thwarted Raduyev’s attempt to take hostages in order to coerce the Russian government, and achieved the aims of rescuing the hostages and putting down the rebellion. On the whole this hostage-rescue action was comparatively successful, but because of Raduyev’s eventual escape, and the fate of nearly a hundred Russian special-forces soldiers and civilians, this action left many regrets.


(1) The Government’s Position Was Firm and the Terrorists Did Not Achieve Their Attempt to Coerce by Means of Hostages

The purpose of the terrorists’ frequent creation of hostage incidents was to coerce the Russian government into accepting their demands to withdraw the Russian army from Chechnya and give Chechnya a legal political status, and the Russian government’s compromise in the hostage incident of June 1995 in particular fanned their arrogance still more. But in this incident the Russian government’s attitude was resolute, and it effectively struck at the Chechen terrorist activities and organized the various power departments to coordinate their actions. This provided the basic premise for the troops to adopt effective action, so that the whole force could adopt resolute means to strike at the terrorists.



(2) The Action Plan Was Meticulous and the Purpose of Encircling and Wiping Out the Terrorists Was Achieved

In this action, the plan of the Russian government and the Russian army as a whole was relatively meticulous; not only did the various Russian power departments coordinate with one another, but the army also encircled the terrorists immediately after they occupied the hospital, cut off their road of return to Chechnya, and deployed troops along the way. In the Pervomayskoye encirclement action, the special forces, covered by the firepower of tanks, armored vehicles and helicopters, with the units coordinating with one another, broke through the terrorists’ three lines of defense, and finally wiped out the terrorists and rescued the hostages.



(3) The Russian Army’s Use of Unencrypted Communications Led to Raduyev’s Successful Escape

In this hostage-rescue action, the Russian army actually used unencrypted communications to transmit combat orders to the front line, so that Raduyev fully mastered the Russian army’s operational plan. During the action, Major Nedobezhkin (涅多别日金), commander of a detachment fighting on the front line, had reported this situation to his superiors in time, and proposed that the supreme command headquarters encrypt all the communication content. However, the supreme command did not heed this reasonable suggestion; all operational orders continued to be transmitted in an unencrypted manner, including a series of important instructions on when and where to begin the attack, and not once during the whole operation was the frequency changed. On the evening of the 17th, Major Nedobezhkin received the order “stop the attack tonight, prepare to launch a powerful assault again the next day.” Because the operational communications were not encrypted, this important information was easily intercepted by Raduyev, who thus learned that the Russian army would not attack on the night of the 17th; Raduyev therefore organized his main force to break out that night, and finally tore a gap 30 meters wide in the Russian army’s position, rushed out of the encirclement, and escaped successfully. It may be said that Raduyev’s escape had a direct relationship with the Russian army’s use of unencrypted communications.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 36: Peruvian Special Forces’ Raid on the Japanese Ambassador’s Residence in Peru to Rescue Hostages (1996.12.18–1997.4.22)

Book pp. 254–264.

【Case Summary】 At 15:27 on April 22, 1997, Peruvian special forces carried out a lightning assault on the Japanese ambassador’s residence in Peru, and successfully rescued the 72 hostages being held there by Peru’s “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” (图帕克·阿马鲁革命运动). Of the hostages, 1 died afterward, 2 Peruvian special forces members were killed, and all 14 terrorists were shot dead; 25 people were wounded. This hostage-rescue action was extremely successful, and was praised abroad as “a masterpiece of counter-terrorism assault action.”


I. Background to the Incident

The hostage-taking incident by Peru’s “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” organization did not occur by accident; it has profound historical, national and international causes.


(1) The Founding and Influence of the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” Organization

The “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” organization was founded in 1984, and is a terrorist guerrilla organization that causes extremely great harm to society. Its name comes from the name of the Indian chief of ancient Peru who resisted the Spanish, and at the same time it took as its model the guerrilla-warfare pattern led by the Cuban revolutionary leader Che Guevara in the latter half of the 1960s to set up an armed struggle organization, which declared that its final goal was to establish a “new socialist society.” Since its founding, the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” has regarded the United States and the Peruvian government as sworn enemies, and has both carried out a great many struggles and suffered a series of heavy blows. The organization’s actions were mainly “urban guerrilla warfare,” such as planting bombs, kidnapping industrialists and businesspeople, sniping and assassinating Peruvian police, and it was called by its supporters an organization that robs the rich to aid the poor. The organization’s main base of activity is the Huallaga (华拉加) River Valley in eastern Peru, where drug-making and drug-trafficking activity is also quite active; the organization has repeatedly clashed with the more influential “Shining Path” over the protection fees from the drug traffickers there, and has been called “revolutionary traitors” by the “Shining Path.”



(2) The Peruvian Government Strikes Severely at Domestic Terrorist Organizations

For many years the Peruvian government has struck at both the “Shining Path” and the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement,” successively imprisoning 442 members of the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” organization, and arresting 15 main leaders of the organization, many of whom were sentenced to life imprisonment. In particular, after Fujimori (藤森) was elected president in 1990, he waged a resolute struggle against guerrilla terrorist activity, and successively promulgated the “Surrender Law” and the “Law to Severely Punish Terrorists”; the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” organization suffered a devastating blow, and its supreme leader Rolando Polay (罗兰多·波拉耶) has been sentenced to prison.

Since 1980, deaths in terrorist incidents in Peru have reached 25,000. Before President Fujimori took office, Peruvian guerrilla forces were rampant, bombings and kidnappings were continuous, and public order deteriorated. Fujimori was not afraid of threats, hoisted the banner clearly in declaring against terrorist organizations, and severely struck at all kinds of terrorist activity; the two great terrorist organizations, the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” and the “Shining Path,” under the heavy blows of the government army, had already lost the ability to resist effectively. A few years later, Peru’s public security situation took a turn for the better, and the domestic economy had a rather clear growth, becoming one of the countries with the strongest development momentum in Latin America. For this, Fujimori won the fine title of “terrorists’ nemesis, the poor people’s savior,” and was also considered the president with the best political achievements in Peruvian history.

As a descendant of Japanese emigrants to Peru, after Fujimori became president of Peru, relations between Japan and Peru became even closer, and economic exchanges more frequent, with a large amount of Japanese aid continually flowing into Peru; by March 1996, Peru had obtained 2.27 billion U.S. dollars in Japanese economic aid and development loans, second in the Latin American region only to Brazil, and Japan had become one of Peru’s main trading partners. In the view of the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement,” this huge aid not only consolidated the rulers’ position, enabling the Peruvian government to launch the anti-terrorist action more forcefully, but also widened the gap between rich and poor in Peru. Therefore, the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” fixed the Japanese embassy as its target of assault, and set the time of the assault on the day the Japanese embassy held a banquet to celebrate the Emperor’s birthday.



(3) The “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” Organization Raids the Ambassador’s Residence

The purpose of the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement’s” raid on the Japanese embassy and taking of hostages was to rescue the organization’s 442 guerrillas. In order to carry out this terrorist incident, code-named “Break the Silence,” the organization’s chief Cerpa (塞尔帕德) carefully organized a military and psychological training and meticulous planning lasting 8 months. At about 20:00 on the evening of December 17, 1996, more than 10 masked “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” terrorists, riding in an ambulance, rushed into the courtyard of the Japanese embassy residence in Peru; the terrorists first set off a car bomb, then subdued the residence’s security guards, and immediately afterward rushed into the residence, and took all 495 guests attending the Japanese Emperor’s birthday reception hostage. The terrorists concentrated the senior government officials and diplomatic envoys on the second floor of the residence, and drove the other guests and Japanese overseas Chinese to the ground floor. The terrorists then telephoned local radio and television stations, demanding direct negotiations with Peruvian President Fujimori, and at the same time claimed that the government must release all the organization’s members who were imprisoned, otherwise they would shoot the hostages.

After the incident occurred, more than 500 Peruvian police quickly surrounded the Japanese ambassador’s residence, snipers controlled the commanding points, and all the roads were strictly sealed off. The Peruvian Interior Minister and the police chief personally sat in command at the scene, and a contest of hostage-taking and rescue was thereby opened. Very soon, the relevant Peruvian parties began negotiating with the terrorists. Not long after the negotiations began, with the mediation of the International Committee of the Red Cross representative, and also for the sake of easier control, the terrorists agreed to release some hostages, and afterwards more than 80 elderly people, women and children were released one after another; among these released hostages were President Fujimori’s mother and younger sister, but there were still 72 hostages in the hands of the terrorists, as bargaining chips for negotiations with the government. Among these hostages, besides the Japanese ambassador, there were also the ambassadors to Peru of Brazil, Bolivia, South Korea and Cuba, and others.




II. The Course of the Rescue

After the incident occurred, the negotiations between the Peruvian government and the terrorists fell into a stalemate; President Fujimori advocated resolving the hostage incident by force, and ordered the military to make various preparations. On April 22, 1997, Peruvian special forces burst into the embassy residence, killed the terrorists, and successfully rescued the hostages.


(1) The Stalemate Stage

After the hostage incident broke out, the Peruvian government and the terrorists began a contest of wills. Because of pressure from Japan, and also in order to win time for a successful rescue of the hostages, President Fujimori agreed to negotiate with the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” organization. But both sides held to their own views and the stalemate continued. President Fujimori would not give way an inch on the most important demand of the terrorists, to release their 442 compatriots from Peru’s prisons, and firmly refused to agree to release these imprisoned persons. In the negotiations the conditions for releasing the hostages were not discussed; the terrorists were told only that there was one way out, namely to lay down their weapons, release the hostages and go into exile. The terrorists insisted on demanding the release of their imprisoned compatriots, and demanded that the government put forward a release plan in the dialogue, otherwise they would not release the hostages and would not talk with the government.

In this way the negotiations fell into a stalemate. But all parties tried to resolve this hostage-taking incident peacefully, and the negotiating committee still actively negotiated with the terrorists, especially the negotiating committee members Archbishop Cipriani (西普里尼), Canadian ambassador Anthony Vincent (安东尼·文森特) and the Red Cross representative Minnik (明尼克), who held confidence in the negotiations. At the same time, Cuban leader Castro (卡斯特罗) stated that as long as the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” reached an agreement with the Peruvian government and put forward a formal request, Cuba agreed to provide these terrorists with political asylum. After difficult negotiations, the leader of the “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement,” Cerpa, finally made a big concession, requesting only the release of 20 of his sick comrades from prison.



(2) The Operational Preparation Stage

President Fujimori had always advocated resolving this hostage incident by force. As early as December 1996, at the beginning of the incident, President Fujimori had already ordered the military to take action to rescue the hostages, and the Peruvian military immediately began various preparations for resolving it by force. For this, preparation work was carried out mainly in the following three respects.

First, imitating the ambassador’s residence and carrying out simulated training. The Peruvian side specially invited counter-terrorism experts from the British security consulting service company to train the assault members. At the same time, because Israel successfully carried out the Entebbe (恩德培) rescue action in 1976, the Peruvian military also invited Israelis to help. Drawing on the experience of the Israeli Entebbe rescue action, the Peruvian military, in a military isolation area outside the city of Lima, built, according to the style and scale of the original building, a replica of the Japanese embassy’s residence. 140 assault members, finely selected from the three services and the special police units, carried out targeted training there to prepare for the later action. In the last training, the assault members used live bombs, and used cattle and dogs to simulate terrorists in making assaults, until they could control the embassy in 28 seconds. Afterwards they transferred to an Army hospital about 1 kilometer northwest of the embassy to carry out dress rehearsals, and in early April completed all the preparations before the assault.

Second, digging tunnels in order to blow open exits. In order to rescue the hostages smoothly and complete this armed rescue task, the Peruvian military conceived the method of using tunnels to blast open exits under the residence. For this purpose, the miners used low-noise digging machines to dig 7 tunnels from the houses next to the embassy residence toward the residence, of which 1 tunnel led to the hall, 1 to the dining room, and 3 to three important corners of the garden. The tunnels were 3 meters deep, some as long as 80 meters, all supported with wooden frames, and inside the tunnels there were lighting, air-conditioning and communications equipment, so that people could stay inside for seven or eight days. In order to confuse hearing and prevent the terrorists from discovering the tunnel digging in progress, during the several months of tunnel digging, the Peruvian military continuously played military music toward the residence. But the terrorists still heard the sound of digging in early March 1997. For this, Cerpa was enraged by shame and stopped negotiating with the government. Seeing that President Fujimori’s plan to rescue the hostages by force was about to be blown, afterwards, however, the usual negotiations conducted by the mediators again caused Cerpa to lose his vigilance. Before long the enormous “underground project” was finally completed. In the tunnels close to the embassy residence, plastic explosives were placed, and the special forces also made precise calculations of the explosive force produced by the explosives, ensuring that an exit could be blown open from the ground and at the same time the buildings above would not collapse.

Third, secretly eavesdropping and analyzing intelligence. While digging the tunnels, the Peruvian police had already successfully slipped many listening devices into the residence. These listening devices were hidden respectively in the thermoses and clothes that Red Cross personnel handed over to the hostages. In addition, Peruvian agents also installed sensitive listening devices in the tunnels, used to monitor the movements of the terrorists. Through these listening devices and the infrared scanning devices on helicopters, the Peruvian intelligence organs closely watched every move inside the residence. At the same time, 4 intelligence personnel of the U.S. military special unit “Delta” also arrived at the scene, and, with a hospital near the embassy as the intelligence center, concentrated a large amount of the most advanced sound-amplifying, peeping and night-vision equipment to help gather intelligence. Through observation, the intelligence personnel discovered that the terrorists’ vigilance was highest at night, but every afternoon Cerpa, together with 6 companions, would play a game of football in the reception hall that had been converted into a miniature football pitch. Through the intelligence personnel’s observation and analysis, they grasped some of the terrorists’ daily rules of life, which provided important help for the later armed hostage-rescue action. It was precisely because they grasped the pattern of the terrorists’ kicking a ball every afternoon that the later action was launched in the afternoon. At the same time, according to one of the rescued hostages, the Bolivian ambassador to Peru, Gumucio (古穆西奥), who revealed that among the hostages was a military officer who had in his hands a means of communication that could directly contact the Peruvian intelligence organs, and who had been closely watching the terrorists’ activity, it was precisely he who informed the hostages beforehand of the relevant situation on launching the assault, giving the hostages some mental preparation.



(3) The Assault Stage

The code name of this armed hostage-rescue action was Operation “Chavín de Huántar” (查文·德万塔尔); “Chavín de Huántar” was borrowed from the ancestors of the Peruvians, being the name of a famous cultural era before the Inca Empire in Peru; the Chavín culture of the Andes Mountains is famous for its ingenious tunnel system and its spirit of fearing no sacrifice.

At 15:27 on April 22, 1997, President Fujimori ordered the “Chavín de Huántar” operation to begin. As early as April 20, the special forces had already set out, and had lain hidden in the tunnels waiting for the command for as long as 33 hours. Before the action began, 1 hostage had reported by small transmitter that all the hostages were upstairs in their own rooms.

At 15:25, with the explosion of the explosives pre-placed in the tunnels, the Japanese embassy residence was immediately shrouded in billowing thick smoke. The special-forces members who entered the hall through the 3 tunnel blast exits fought a fierce gun battle with the terrorists guarding the residence. At the same time, the special-forces members who drilled out of the 2 tunnel blast exits inside the residence courtyard, together with the members who climbed over the wall into the courtyard, launched action in three routes according to the plan: one route rushed into the residence to reinforce, one route attacked and seized the commanding points, and one route went to rescue the hostages.

The “Túpac Amaru Revolutionary Movement” terrorists occupying the Japanese embassy residence numbered 14 in all, most of them young people under 20, including 2 women. When the assault started, only 3 persons on the second floor were responsible for guarding the hostages, while the other 11 gathered in the hall on the first floor, some playing football indoors and some watching television. The explosives in the tunnels killed on the spot the 5 terrorists in the first-floor hall, and the 6 terrorists who were not blown dead, bare-handed and in disarray, hurriedly fled along the arc-shaped stairs to the second floor, but 2 of them were shot dead by the special-forces members who had rushed in from the door.

Ten minutes later, the small detachment responsible for attacking and seizing the commanding points successfully attacked up onto the roof, and blew open a “skylight” at the place corresponding to the second-floor staircase, attacked the terrorists from a commanding height, and covered the special-forces members of the first floor, ensuring that they rushed up to the second floor. The several dozen special-forces members responsible for rescuing the hostages had already burst from the left side and the rear of the residence into the several rooms where the hostages on the second floor were, protected the hostages, and, after the special-forces members of the first floor rushed up, began to direct and cover the hostages in escaping in batches. Outside the residence, more than 20 members, on the platform of the side building connected to the main building of the residence, built a human wall to receive the hostages coming out of the side door of the main building. Among the first batch of rescued hostages, only the Peruvian Foreign Minister Tudela (图德拉) was hit in the leg by a bullet; all the others were rescued safely.

When the battle had gone on to 25 minutes, more than half of the armed elements had been blown dead or shot dead, and the remaining few retreated into several rooms on the west side of the second floor to put up a stubborn last-ditch resistance; the members had already firmly controlled the situation. The whole hostage-rescue action lasted 36 minutes, of which 2 members gave their lives in the action, and the 72 hostages who had been held were all rescued; only Peru’s Supreme Court justice Agonia (阿戈尼亚) was hit in the left waist by a bullet, and after being taken to hospital for surgery died of a sudden myocardial infarction.




III. Commentary on the Action

A 36-minute armed rescue action brought a hostage incident that had lasted 126 days to a satisfactory result: all 72 hostages were rescued and all 14 terrorists shot dead, with only 2 special-forces members killed. This hostage-rescue action was extremely successful, and was praised abroad as “a masterpiece of counter-terrorism assault action.” Some experts pointed out that this rescue action by Peru can fully be compared with Israel’s 1976 action to rescue 105 hostages from the aircraft hijacked at Entebbe, Uganda, and West Germany’s 1977 action to rescue 86 passengers and crew from a scheduled flight hijacked at Mogadishu, Somalia. Looking at the whole incident from start to finish, there are many things worth summing up.


(1) Insisting on Resolution by Force

Firm resolve plays a very critical role in winning victory; without the resolve to insist on resolution by force, relying purely on negotiation would not only easily cause a passive situation but would also very easily lose opportunities. That this hostage-rescue action was able to succeed is inseparable from President Fujimori’s advocacy of resolving the incident by force. It may be said that President Fujimori’s resolve to resolve it by force was the foundation of the action’s success. After this hostage incident occurred, many advocated resolving it peacefully by negotiation, including Archbishop Cipriani, Canadian ambassador Anthony Vincent and the Red Cross representative Minnik. Although the role negotiations played in this hostage-rescue action was enormous, if only blindly relying purely on negotiation, while neglecting or even abandoning the method of resolution by force, the result would be hard to predict. Therefore, as decision-makers, when facing various sudden incidents, while striving to resolve problems peacefully, they must make up their minds and make preparations to resolve them by force, make preparations of both “civil” and “military” kinds, in order to better control the situation, grasp the initiative in resolving problems, and thus successfully resolve all kinds of sudden incidents.



(2) Full Preparation for the Action

The key factor in this hostage-rescue action’s success lay in full preparation. In order to win success in the raid action, the Peruvian government spared no cost, and in a military isolation area outside the city of Lima, according to the style and scale of the original building, built a replica of the Japanese ambassador’s three-story residence; the special-forces members used this three-story residence, exactly the same as the real residence, to carry out training, so that the special-forces members, on the basis of becoming familiar with the terrain and understanding the structure of the building to the greatest extent, could, according to the actual situation, study and draw up action methods, divide up tasks and construct the firepower allocation, and at the same time also strengthen the coordination among the members to the greatest extent, so as to reduce mistakes. This armed hostage-rescue action made high demands on the Peruvian special forces; in order to guarantee successful rescue of the hostages, the Peruvian government specially invited counter-terrorism experts from the British security consulting service company to help guide the Peruvian special forces, which greatly raised the special-operations capability of the Peruvian special forces. The Peruvian government also invited intelligence personnel of the U.S. “Delta” unit carrying large amounts of advanced equipment to help gather intelligence, further raising Peru’s intelligence-gathering capability. At the same time, because Israel had the successful experience of the 1976 Entebbe rescue action, the Peruvian government also invited relevant Israeli personnel to help draw up relevant countermeasures and determine the operational plan, including using the successful experience of the Entebbe rescue action to build a replica of the Japanese embassy residence and carry out simulated training. The guidance and help of Britain, the United States and Israel further raised the ability of the Peruvian government and special forces to deal with this hostage incident, and laid a solid foundation for successfully resolving the hostage incident.



(3) The Methods Were Applied Appropriately

This armed hostage-rescue action was able to end the battle in 36 minutes, at the cost of only 2 members’ lives, and obtain the brilliant result of rescuing all 72 hostages and killing all 14 terrorists; this is inseparable from the special forces’ correct battle methods. Some American counter-terrorism experts, said, in an interview with The New York Times 2 days after the hostages were successfully rescued, that the Peruvian special forces’ bold action was able to succeed because they had drawn lessons from hostage incidents that had occurred elsewhere in the world, and at the same time adopted some innovative practices worth noting. Special operations to rescue hostages, considering the safety of the hostages, are extremely time-urgent, requiring that the attack be able to destroy or subdue the opponent rapidly within a short time; for this the attacking side must put effort, as to how to make rapid contact with the enemy in the shortest time and strike the opponent when he least expects it. To this end, the Peruvian special forces made full use of the method of digging tunnels; by digging tunnels and placing explosives inside the tunnels to open breach points, they could not only achieve the effect of striking when the enemy least expected it, but could also quickly make contact with the enemy and launch an attack. Actual combat proved that the explosion of the explosives in the tunnels not only killed on the spot 5 terrorists, eliminating their effective strength, but also made it possible for the special-forces members to rush into the residence hall at the first moment, achieving the effect of quickly resolving the battle. While digging the tunnels, in order to prevent the terrorists from hearing, the Peruvian military continuously played military music toward the residence, which to a certain extent diverted the terrorists’ attention and confused them, and was of great help to digging the tunnels smoothly. At the same time, in order to rescue the hostages safely, smoothly and rapidly, the Peruvian special forces, according to the division of tasks, divided into 3 action groups, with their forces deploying in three routes: one route pursued and attacked the terrorists, killing and wounding the terrorists’ effective strength to the greatest extent in a short time; one route attacked onto the roof, occupying the commanding point, attacking from a commanding height, striking the terrorists and covering the other special-forces members’ actions, controlling the battlefield situation as a whole; one route burst into the second-floor rooms of the hostages, protected the hostages, and directed and covered the hostages in escaping in batches, to ensure the safety of the hostages. Because the division of combat forces was clear, the coordination tacit and the action rapid, a major role was played in successfully rescuing the hostages.



(4) Attention to Intelligence Gathering

In this hostage-rescue action, the Peruvian intelligence departments paid attention to gathering all kinds of relevant intelligence. They secretly slipped many listening devices into the residence and installed listening devices in the tunnels, which were used together to monitor the terrorists’ movements, and, with surveillance by the infrared scanning devices on helicopters, through the combination of eavesdropping and surveillance they obtained very valuable intelligence: that every afternoon a portion of the terrorists headed by Cerpa would play football in the reception hall, which showed that this was the time when the terrorists’ vigilance was lowest, and also the best moment for the special forces to launch the attack. According to this important intelligence, the Peruvian special forces launched the assault in the afternoon, and wiped out all the terrorists in one stroke. It can be seen that in special operations, special attention must be paid to the collection of intelligence: by various methods and channels, collect and master all kinds of intelligence and information to the greatest extent, including the background of the terrorist personnel, the structure of the building where the hostages are held, the terrorists’ firepower allocation and so on; at the same time, one must also be good at discovering, from among numerous items of intelligence and information, intelligence that has regularity and value, so as to provide reliable guarantee for taking appropriate action.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 37: U.S. Special Forces Rescue an F-117 Fighter Pilot in the Kosovo War (1999.3.24)

Book pp. 265–268.

【Case Summary】 On March 24, 1999, NATO, led by the United States, launched military strikes against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia (the “South Alliance,” 南联盟), and the Kosovo War broke out. On March 27, a U.S. F-117 stealth fighter was shot down about 40 kilometers west of Belgrade, the capital of the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia. After parachuting out, the pilot quickly made contact with a U.S. EC-130 command and communications aircraft on patrol in the air. The U.S. military then promptly dispatched special forces to carry out a rescue, and successfully brought the F-117 pilot back to a U.S. base. From the pilot’s bailout to the successful rescue took only 6 hours.


I. Origin of the Incident

At 19:30 on March 24, 1999, NATO, using the failure of its “last diplomatic effort” to resolve the Kosovo issue as a pretext, launched military strikes against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, and the Kosovo War broke out.

On the night of March 27, the NATO forces led by the United States carried out wide-ranging, high-intensity, long-duration air raids against the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia, and the Yugoslav military and civilians actively fought back against the NATO air raids. An F-117 fighter numbered 806, belonging to the 8th Fighter Squadron of the U.S. Air Force in New Mexico, was carrying out an air-raid mission when, at around 21:00, it was suddenly hit and crashed about 40 kilometers west of Belgrade.

After the aircraft was hit, the pilot successfully bailed out and landed in a small wood near the village of Budanovci (布贾诺伏契). After landing, the pilot quickly gathered up the parachute, which could easily expose his position, and hid it in a deep gully; he then ran into the woods at top speed and concealed himself behind a large tree. Afterward, he quickly turned on his Global Positioning System receiver and accurately determined his own position. He then turned the Global Positioning System receiver off, and began calling his headquarters over and over again.



II. The Course of the Rescue

The U.S. EC-130 command and communications aircraft on patrol in the air was the first to receive the distress signal from the F-117 pilot. The aircraft commander immediately ordered the F-117 pilot to keep himself concealed and await rescue at any time, and at the same time urgently reported to the NATO Supreme Command. Once the NATO Supreme Command learned of this, it immediately decided to dispatch the special forces of the U.S. Air Force stationed in Bosnia to carry out the rescue mission.

After receiving the emergency order, the U.S. special forces stationed in Bosnia, riding in 3 MH-53J and MH-60G helicopters specially modified for special forces, launched the rescue operation in the shortest possible time. The fuselages of all 3 helicopters were painted black, and they flew with their lights off, so that under any weather conditions they could fly at ultra-low altitude and were hard to detect. Covered by NATO’s air power, these 3 rescue helicopters reached the location from which the pilot had sent his distress signal in less than 1 hour. Relying on the special capabilities of night and darkness, they made certain that they were not discovered by the Yugoslav ground air-defense forces; even the villagers of Budanovci nearby did not notice the roar of the helicopters.

Before long, the F-117 pilot, hiding in the woods and waiting to be rescued, heard the sound of the helicopters, but did not dare to be sure whether those arriving were the U.S. rescue force, and so remained hidden in the woods. Only after the special forces sent their distinctive signal did he confirm this fact. He quickly ran toward the direction from which the helicopters were coming, waving both arms to attract the attention of the special combat personnel coming down from the helicopters on rope ladders. The special combat personnel who came down from the helicopters quickly pushed him up into a helicopter, and several special combat personnel responsible for reconnaissance not far away also boarded immediately. The helicopters swiftly took off and flew away in the direction of Italy.



III. Analysis of the Operation

The most outstanding characteristic of this U.S. rescue of the parachuted F-117 pilot was “speed”: after receiving the radio signal from the parachuted pilot, the search and rescue work was quickly launched, and within 1 hour the rescue personnel had reached the place where the pilot was hiding and successfully rescued him.


(1) The advanced equipment of the U.S. pilot provided an important basis for the accurate and rapid launch of the rescue operation

U.S. pilots all carry advanced survival equipment with them: a compass, a Global Positioning System receiver, a radio transceiver capable of contacting the outside world by means of electronic code signals, some food and water, and items such as batteries, a mirror, a whistle, illumination flares, Bengal fire (smoke flares) and an emergency rescue kit. With the emergency rescue equipment they carry, U.S. pilots can send out signals such as special flashes, smoke and infrared. This equipment, though seemingly simple, is bound up with the pilot’s survival. By carrying this equipment, and the satellite positioning and navigation system in particular, a pilot can accurately determine his own position wherever he is in the world. When a pilot carrying out a mission has his aircraft hit by an attack or suffers a mechanical failure, the first thing he does after landing on the ground is to find a way to hide, and then to keep sending out distress signals so as to get in touch with the searchers as soon as possible. The searchers determine the pilot’s position by means of an emergency-signal transmitter and contact the pilot. As soon as they have made contact with the pilot, the personnel responsible for the rescue send three code words to the electronic warfare aircraft and the rescue helicopters: a letter, a number, and a word. These three code words are changed every day. After receiving the code words, the rescuers appear before the pilot as quickly as possible and carry the pilot away. In this rescue operation, after bailing out, the U.S. F-117 pilot quickly fixed his position with the GPS he carried, and then sent out a distress signal with his radio set, reporting his exact position to the searchers. This was an important precondition for the success of this rescue operation, and provided an important basis for the launch of the rescue operation.



(2) The speed and concealment of the rescue operation were the key to the success of this operation

In this rescue, although there were quite a few Yugoslav troops stationed near the place where the rescued pilot was hiding, because the rescue team acted swiftly and covertly, the rescue operation was successfully concluded 6 hours after the F-117 stealth fighter was shot down, and the rescue operation met with no obstruction from enemy fire. The Yugoslav troops learned of this shocking fact only in the early morning of the day after the F-117 was shot down.



(3) Close attention and high-level emphasis from the top leadership provided strong guidance and support for this rescue

After the news that the F-117 had been shot down reached the White House, Washington was immediately a scene of bustle. After the U.S. EC-130 command and communications aircraft on patrol in the air received the distress signal from the F-117 pilot, it urgently reported to the NATO Supreme Command. Centering on the operation to rescue the American pilot, military and political leaders such as Secretary of Defense Cohen and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Shelton continually exchanged information by hotline telephone with NATO Supreme Commander Clark, who was far away in Brussels, and discussed the rescue matters. Based on its communication with Washington, the NATO Supreme Command immediately decided to dispatch the special operations forces of the U.S. Air Force stationed in Bosnia to carry out the rescue mission. The close attention and high-level emphasis of the American top leadership provided strong guidance and support for the NATO Supreme Command’s rapid decision-making, and this was another key to the success of this rescue operation.

(Wang Xingwu, Zhao Kun)






Case 38: Russian Airborne Operations to Seal and Control Key Points in the Second Chechen War (2000.2.6–4.18)

Book pp. 269–275.

【Case Summary】 In the Second Chechen War of winter 1999 to spring 2000, the Russian army repeatedly used airborne troops to carry out airborne operations, mainly including the Vedeno airborne reinforcement battle, the Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle, and the airborne battle in the area south of Shatoi. By means of airborne operations, various key points were promptly sealed and controlled, powerfully coordinating the frontal troops in encircling and annihilating the Chechen illegal armed groups, and achieving clear combat results.


I. The Situation Before the War

The First Chechen War, because of the Russian government’s irresolution and compromise, together with the Russian army’s inadequate preparation, although it paid a heavy price, did not achieve its anticipated objectives. After the war ended, the separatist activities of the Chechen illegal armed groups did not abate. After the outbreak of the Kosovo War in March 1999, the illegal armed groups intensified their terrorist activities, attempting to exploit the Kosovo crisis to internationalize the Chechen issue. On August 7, the Chechen illegal armed groups publicly announced the establishment of the “Chechen–Dagestan Republic,” once again defying the Russian government. In order to thoroughly wipe out the illegal armed groups, the Russian army decided to form a joint campaign group of elite troops totaling 100,000 men, including the army, air force, airborne troops and naval infantry, with Colonel General Kazantsev (卡赞采夫), commander of the North Caucasus Military District, in command, to conduct the Second Chechen War. In the Second Chechen War, the then Acting President of Russia, Putin, withstood pressure from within and outside the country; the Russian government’s powerful departments cooperated closely, and the Russian army also made full preparations for combat, and carried out resolute strikes against the Chechen illegal armed groups.

The Russian army drew on the lessons of the failure of the First Chechen War, changed the previous reckless-advance approach, adopted the tactics of advancing steadily, striking steadily, and setting up fortified positions step by step, with airborne troops and special forces coordinating with the ground assault forces and adopting methods such as surprise attack, sudden assault and encirclement, constantly annihilating and wearing down the illegal armed groups’ living forces. Among these, the airborne troops repeatedly used airborne combat to seize and control key points, coordinating with the ground forces in striking and encircling and annihilating the Chechen illegal armed groups.



II. The Course of the Operations

The airborne combat missions in the Second Chechen War were undertaken by Russia’s 76th Airborne Division. The airborne troops are an independent arm of the Russian military, directly controlled by the Ministry of Defense and belonging to the strategic reserve of the Russian army; they are one of the army’s “trump card” units of the strongest combat power, and the 76th Airborne Division is the trump card among trump cards. The division’s establishment is about 7,000 men, including 1 independent brigade, 2 parachute regiments, 1 artillery regiment and 1 independent transport aviation squadron. This division can be called the “heaviest” air mobile force in the world, fully armored and mechanized. Its main equipment includes: various types of tracked airborne armored vehicles, various heavy artillery pieces, antiaircraft guns, antiaircraft missile launchers, anti-tank missile launchers and so on, which are delivered by the medium-range large transport aircraft of the transport aviation. In this war, Russia’s 76th Airborne Division mainly undertook the missions of the Vedeno airborne reinforcement battle, the Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle, and the airborne battle in the area south of Shatoi.


(1) The Vedeno airborne reinforcement battle

The village of Vedeno (韦杰诺) is an important passage from southeastern Chechnya to the border, and is also the birthplace of the Chechen illegal armed groups’ leader Basayev (巴萨耶夫), so its geographic position is extremely important. On February 6, 2000, after the Russian army captured the city of Grozny, in order to prevent Basayev and his troops from obtaining weapons and equipment from abroad or fleeing abroad, the Russian army completed the encirclement of Vedeno on the 7th, cutting off their line of retreat. One company of airborne troops, in accordance with the order of Lieutenant General Troshev (特罗舍夫), commander of the Eastern Group of the Russian army’s joint campaign group, parachuted in at 10:00 on the 8th near the village of Dargo (达尔戈) in the Vedeno area, and occupied nearby commanding high ground. In fierce fighting with the illegal armed elements, this airborne company wiped out 15 illegal armed elements, powerfully coordinating the operations of the frontal troops.



(2) The Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle

At the end of February 2000, the Chechen illegal armed elements surrounded by the Russian army in the Argun Gorge, in order to avoid a devastating blow, tried to break out of the encirclement and go to the rear of the Russian army in Vedeno to carry out guerrilla warfare or flee to Dagestan. The Chechen illegal armed groups’ field commander Khattab (哈塔卜) and Basayev gathered more than 3,000 bandits, intending to retake Vedeno, Hanini (哈尼尼) and some other residential points, trying to take large numbers of civilians hostage, using the lives of these innocent common people as bargaining chips, to force the Russian national leaders and the international community to compel the Russian army to stop its operations in Chechnya, and to change the entire course and outcome of the Russian army’s counter-terrorist war in Chechnya. After the Russian army obtained this important intelligence by radio-technical reconnaissance, it immediately organized a blocking action.

Near the village of Ulus-Kert there is a gorge about 200 meters wide leading in the direction of Vedeno, which was the road the illegal armed groups’ action had to pass. Beside the gorge there is a height looking down over the area, like an iron lock sealing the escape route of the illegal armed groups; this was Height 776.0. To block the illegal armed groups’ escape, the gorge had to be locked, and to lock this gorge, Height 776.0 had to be controlled. Thereupon, the commander of the Russian joint campaign group made a resolute decision and ordered: the airborne troops were to quickly seize and hold Height 776.0 and block the illegal armed groups’ breakout. The defense must be firm, and not a single person was to be let through.

On February 29, the 2nd Battalion of the 104th Guards Airborne Regiment of the Russian 76th Airborne Division received an order to go forward to the area 4 kilometers south of Ulus-Kert to seal off the region and prevent the illegal armed groups from breaking out in the directions of Makhkety (马赫克特), Kirov-Yurt (基洛夫—尤尔特), Elistanzhi (埃里斯坦日) and Vedeno. After receiving the order, the 2nd Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel M. Yevtyukhin (叶夫秋欣), immediately set about organizing an assault detachment. In the early morning of February 29, Lieutenant Colonel Yevtyukhin led an assault detachment of 90 paratroopers, composed of 1 parachute platoon from the battalion’s 6th Company and 4th Company and a reconnaissance group drawn together, and at 8:00 set out on foot toward the designated area.

At 12:30, 2 kilometers south of Ulus-Kert, the airborne troops met more than 20 illegal armed elements, and the two sides immediately opened fire. The airborne troops, with accurate shooting, killed all of them, but they soon discovered that this was only the vanguard of the illegal armed groups, and the large force of illegal armed elements, numbering up to 3,000, had already come on.

After learning that the illegal armed elements were so numerous, Battalion Commander Yevtyukhin immediately ordered the 6th Company to fall back, and on Height 776.0, where the battalion headquarters was located, built fortifications and organized an all-round defense to resist the attack of the illegal armed elements. At this time, the situation facing the Russian airborne troops was unprecedentedly severe: the Chechen illegal armed elements were mostly mercenaries with many years of combat experience, and they held an absolute advantage in numbers as well. On the afternoon of February 29, the battle erupted fully.

The airborne troops and the reconnaissance troops resisted the illegal armed groups’ attacks on Height 776.0 and Height 787.0. More than 2,500 illegal armed elements surrounded these two heights, trying to use their superiority in numbers and firepower to pull out this “nail” on the line of their breakout route. Large numbers of illegal armed elements charged the heights again and again, and were driven back by the airborne troops each time.

At 23:25, the illegal armed elements readjusted their forces, and more than 1,700 illegal armed elements again launched a large-scale charge in successive waves, but were all driven back. Afterward, the illegal armed elements launched psychological warfare, urging the airborne troops through shouted appeals to surrender and promising to guarantee their lives, but not a single person laid down his weapon. With the balance of forces so greatly disparate, the airborne troops also tried to fall back, but the enemy’s fire was extremely fierce and dense, and they simply could not break through the encirclement.

On the night of the 29th, after a day of fierce fighting, the airborne company firmly blocked the illegal armed elements’ escape, and inflicted heavy killing and wounding on them. Because the enemy was many and they were few, the airborne company lost 31 officers and men killed.

While the airborne troops and the illegal armed elements were fighting fiercely, the self-propelled artillery battalion of the 104th Airborne Regiment and army aviation supported the fighting of the 2nd Airborne Battalion. The airborne combat command post and the command personnel of the 104th Guards Airborne Regiment tried to relieve the surrounded airborne troops from under the powerful fire, but because the airborne troops and the illegal armed elements were always locked in a stalemate, and in addition the terrain was complex, and the local area was densely covered with beech trees more than ten meters high, so that our army’s helicopters could not land, the rescue action did not succeed.

At about 3:00 in the early morning of March 1, the 2nd Battalion’s deputy commander, Major A. Dostavalov (多斯托瓦洛夫), taking advantage of a brief lull in the fighting, broke through toward the height and rescued the airborne troops who had been tightly surrounded by the illegal armed elements. At the same time, the 104th Guards Airborne Regiment’s 1st Company received an order to go forward to Height 776.0 to relieve the 2nd Battalion, but on the way to rescue the surrounded airborne troops the 1st Company was ambushed by the illegal armed elements, and was pinned down on the bank of the Abazulgol (阿巴祖尔国尔) River by the enemy’s machine-gun and mortar fire.

At 5:00 on the early morning of March 1, the illegal armed elements, having suffered heavy losses, again began launching assaults on the airborne troops on Height 776.0 from all directions. The Russian airborne troops, seriously wounded and out of ammunition, were no longer able to stop the illegal armed elements’ fierce attack. When the illegal armed elements charged onto the position of the 6th Company, the few remaining airborne troops drew their paratrooper knives and began the final hand-to-hand fight with the illegal armed elements.

At 6:10 on March 1, a call from the 2nd Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Yevtyukhin, suddenly came over the radio of the Russian airborne combat command post: “Leva (列娃, the code name of the command post), farewell forever, fire on me!” After that, the Russian command post never again heard the voice of Lieutenant Colonel Yevtyukhin. In order to stop the bandits from breaking through, the Russian army, bearing the pain, laid down dense fire coverage on the airborne troops’ position.

Not until the early morning of March 2 were the soldiers of the 1st Company, which was responsible for the rescue, able to charge onto the 6th Company’s position. Among the bandits’ corpses strewn all over the position, they found the remains of 84 comrades-in-arms, including all 13 officers of the assault detachment. The fallen airborne officers and men still held their paratrooper knives in their hands, keeping their fighting posture.

In this battle, the 2nd Battalion wiped out more than 700 Chechen illegal armed elements, including the illegal armed groups’ field commander Idris (伊德里斯), blocked the illegal armed elements for 3 days and nights, and satisfactorily accomplished the mission assigned by higher authority. But the 90 airborne troops of the 2nd Battalion who carried out the blocking battle also paid a heavy price: 84 were killed, and only 6 wounded men broke through the encirclement and survived.



(3) The airborne battle in the area south of Shatoi

Shatoi is located in the southern mountain area of Chechnya; it is an important place from which the Chechen illegal armed groups obtained weapons and equipment from abroad, and also an important passage by which the illegal armed groups withdrew abroad. After the Russian army attacked Grozny on February 6, the illegal armed groups’ leader Khattab (哈达卜) led his troops to shift to the area south of the city of Shatoi, attempting to flee abroad. In order to wipe out this illegal armed group, more than 3,000 men of the Russian 76th Airborne Division, on April 18, parachuted in at the key road and traffic points and commanding points south of Shatoi, in order to cut off Khattab’s retreat and coordinate with the ground forces in the pursuit and attack. Before this airborne operation, the Russian Air Force first used Su-25 fighters and armed helicopters to carry out aerial fire preparation on each point and made air strikes on the illegal armed groups, weakening the illegal armed groups’ combat strength and easing somewhat the pressure on the airborne operation. During the airborne landing, on the Russian side 1 helicopter was shot down by the illegal armed elements and several others were damaged, but all the airborne troops landed safely. The airborne troop units occupied the important objectives according to plan, carried out the mopping up of the illegal armed elements, and smoothly accomplished the mission.




III. Analysis of the Battle Cases

Russia’s airborne operations in the Second Chechen War were airborne operations organized and carried out by the Russian North Caucasus Military District, with maintaining stability and counter-terrorism as the main actions. In this war, Russian airborne troops lost 374 killed and 700 or so wounded. Airborne operations played an important role in this war, proving in practice that airborne troops are an important force for counter-terrorism and the maintenance of stability.


(1) Rapid airborne landing and seizure of key points

To prevent the Chechen illegal armed groups from again escaping into the southern mountain area, the Russian army, while attacking on the ground, ordered the airborne troops to seize or control the relevant key points in time, so as to form an encirclement of the illegal armed groups. The airborne troops gave full play to their strength of swift movement; whether in reinforcement, blocking or intercepting, they were able to seize the opportunity, grasp the fleeting chance, and strike the illegal armed groups with annihilating blows. In particular, in the Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle, by using the airborne action and an encounter battle with the illegal armed groups, they not only ensured the timely and effective blocking of the illegal armed groups’ flight abroad, but also innovated the tactics of airborne combat and encounter battle, successfully applying the tactics of the airborne encounter battle and ensuring the accomplishment of the mission assigned by higher authority.



(2) Flexible employment of troops, with many methods used together

In this war, the Russian airborne units, in accordance with the orders and requirements of higher authority, flexibly used their combat strength, promptly putting forces into the combat area or key positions, achieving the operational requirements of rapid reinforcement, tenacious blocking and timely intercepting, and playing a positive role in achieving the overall operational objective. Because of the airborne troops’ flexible operations, they effectively coordinated with the attacks of the frontal troops, and created favorable conditions for encircling and annihilating the illegal armed groups.



(3) Heroic and tenacious, unafraid of sacrifice

In these airborne battles, the Russian airborne troops’ high degree of spirit of sacrifice and very strong ability to operate independently were prominently displayed. In the Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle in particular, the Russian airborne troops, facing bandits who outnumbered them several tens of times, showed a great, fearless fighting spirit. For example, the 2nd Airborne Battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel M. Yevtyukhin, although seriously wounded, kept on commanding the battle, and at the last critical moment of the battle he bravely shouted his final sentence to the command post: “Fire on me.” Again, Private First Class A. Lebedev (列别杰夫), facing the illegal armed elements who had surrounded him in tight rings, when his bullets were used up, raised his last hand grenade and perished together with the bandits. These deeds fully demonstrated the Russian airborne troops’ fine military qualities and spirit of courageous sacrifice. In this regard, the then Acting President of Russia, Putin, signed an order on March 14 to commend the courageous and tenacious fighting spirit of the Russian army on Height 776.0, conferring the title “Hero of Russia” on 22 men of the 2nd Battalion of the 104th Airborne Regiment of the Russian 76th Airborne Division (21 of them having been killed), and awarding the Order of Courage to 69 men (63 of them having been killed). President Putin also came to the station of the 76th Airborne Division on August 2 of that year, and deeply mourned the airborne troops who gave their lives in the Ulus-Kert airborne encounter battle. The Russian Minister of Defense also, in August of that year, at an event held on Red Square in Moscow, mourned the officers and men of the division’s 2nd Battalion.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 39: The Philippines’ Handling of the Abu Sayyaf Group’s Jolo Island Kidnapping Incident (2000.4.23–12.30)

Book pp. 276–283.

【Case Summary】 On the night of April 23, 2000, the “Abu Sayyaf” (阿布沙耶夫) terrorist organization within the Philippines kidnapped 21 international tourists at a diving resort on Sipadan Island, Sabah, in neighboring Malaysia, and took them to Jolo Island in the Philippines. Under international pressure, the Philippine government conducted peace negotiations with the terrorists for as long as 5 months, but was unable to resolve the hostage crisis completely, and so on September 16 it launched a large-scale offensive against the terrorists’ jungle camps. This was a large-scale mopping-up operation, triggered by a series of hostage-taking incidents, in which the government mobilized multiple services and arms and armed forces against the terrorists’ camps. It dealt a heavy blow to the “Abu Sayyaf” terrorist force, and at the same time reflected the arduousness and protractedness of handling terrorist incidents under the influence of complex factors such as religion and under international pressure.


I. Origin of the Incident

The Philippines is a multi-ethnic, multi-island country. The Muslims of its southern archipelago make up the majority of the population there, and are at odds with the Catholic government, and have long had a demand for independence. “Abu Sayyaf” is one of the Islamic ethnic separatist organizations within the Philippines, founded in 1991 by Abdurajak Abubakar Janjalani (阿布杜拉克·阿布巴卡尔·简加拉尼). The organization habitually uses terrorist means such as kidnapping and bombing to extort money and property, in a plot to establish an independent Islamic state in the southern Philippines, and it has posed an enormous threat to the Philippines’ domestic security environment. Since the Moro National Liberation Front reached a peace agreement with the government in 1996, the organization has gradually become the greatest threat to peace within the Philippines. Its main activities are in the Philippine south on Basilan, Sulu and the Tawi-Tawi islands. It has several hundred members, and possesses a considerable quantity of advanced weapons, including mortars, grenade launchers and “Stinger” air-defense missiles. Since 1991, the organization has successively carried out the Zamboanga port bombing, the attack on Zamboanga airport, the Catholic cathedral arson case, the Ipil town bloodbath, and others. In 1998, after Abubakar Janjalani was shot dead by Philippine police, his younger brother Khadaffy Janjalani (卡扎菲·简加拉尼) succeeded him as head of the organization, and the “Abu Sayyaf” organization gradually turned to a new kind of terrorist activity: kidnapping civilians in order to extort huge ransoms.



II. The Kidnapping Incidents

On March 20, 2000, the “Abu Sayyaf” organization kidnapped 27 primary school pupils and teachers on Basilan Island, attempting to force the government to release 2 of the organization’s members held in custody, but the Philippine government did not satisfy this unreasonable demand. On April 19, the terrorists killed 2 male teachers to intimidate the government, and the government army, on April 23, began an armed attack on the organization’s camp on Basilan Island, attempting to rescue the remaining 25 hostages.

In order to tie down the government’s offensive, on the very night of April 23, when the government army launched its attack, the “Abu Sayyaf” organization crossed the border to the international diving resort on Sipadan Island, Sabah State, in neighboring Malaysia, and kidnapped 21 tourists from 7 countries, and rapidly moved the hostages to Jolo Island in the Philippines’ Sulu Archipelago. On April 26, the terrorists put forward a demand to exchange the hostages for ransom money, and refused to negotiate with representatives designated by the government, declaring that they would negotiate directly only with the ambassadors of the countries concerned with the hostages, attempting to fully internationalize this kidnapping incident and attract the attention and support of the international community for their political claims. The Philippine government found it difficult to eradicate this organization by military means in a short time, and was unwilling to yield to terrorist threats, and for the time being was in a dilemma.



III. Multi-Party Rescue

In order to quell the voices and pressure at home and abroad, the Philippine government temporarily halted its further mopping-up of the southern jungle, and actively carried out peace negotiations with the “Abu Sayyaf” organization. It mainly went through the following four stages:

The first stage: bilateral peace talks fail. On April 27, the Philippine government appointed Nur Misuari (努尔·米苏阿里), chairman of the Autonomous Government of the Muslim Autonomous Region on Mindanao (and former leader of the Moro National Liberation Front), as its negotiating representative on the hostage issue. Because Misuari enjoys a special status among the Muslims of the Philippines, and because the government rejected paying ransom as its tough negotiating stance, the terrorists refused to negotiate with Misuari and continued to seek to widen international attention, and even threatened to kill foreign hostages to force the government to give way; while the Philippine government also firmly declared that it would not send a new negotiating representative, and continued to keep more than 2,000 troops stationed in the region where the hostages were held to maintain deterrence, and the two sides were deadlocked.

The second stage: international intervention and mediation. Although in the initial stage the countries concerned with the hostages called on the Philippine government to avoid taking actions that might harm the hostages, they declared they would not interfere in the Philippine government’s actions. But on entering May, France, Germany and Finland set up in the Philippines a joint emergency task force to handle the hostage matter, and their attitude changed, and they contacted the World Islamic Conference organization stationed in Saudi Arabia, attempting to find an intermediary for the negotiations. At the same time, on May 3, the Philippine government launched an armed rescue operation on Basilan Island and rescued 15 pupils, but 4 hostages died, which aroused the concern of the countries concerned for the safety of their own nationals, and international pressure increased. Under the strong demands of the international community, on May 8 the Philippine government changed its consistent policy, paying ransom in the form of economic aid to the organization’s area of activity, and replaced its negotiating representative, hoping to exchange compromise for a peaceful resolution of the crisis of the 21 international hostages.

The third stage: ransom paid privately. Facing the softening of the government’s stance, the terrorists did not have full sincerity in negotiating with the government, but pushed their “divide” strategy: on the one hand, putting forward more demands difficult to satisfy to the government; on the other hand, bypassing the government to negotiate directly with the representatives of the countries to which the hostages belonged and demanding ransom. On June 9, the Philippine government announced that it did not oppose other countries paying ransom to the “Abu Sayyaf” organization in exchange for the hostages. By September, the governments of many countries, including the Philippines, had paid the terrorists ransoms of tens of millions of U.S. dollars, and all the foreign hostages who had been kidnapped were released, and the hostage crisis seemed to be in sight of a thorough and peaceful resolution.

The fourth stage: new kidnapping incidents occur. The “Abu Sayyaf” terrorist organization, having obtained a large ransom, did not stop there, and began a new round of kidnapping. On August 28, they kidnapped an American named Schilling (席斯); on September 10, they kidnapped 3 Malaysian hostages at Pandanan (潘达南) Island in Malaysia; in addition they held 2 French journalists, 12 Philippine missionaries and 1 Philippine civilian. They attempted to use these new 19 hostages to launch a new round of ransom extortion, and with this to threaten the government into stopping all of its encirclement and suppression actions. The “Abu Sayyaf” terrorist organization’s repeated breaking of its word caused the Philippine government to lose its original patience, and the road of peaceful resolution came to its end.



IV. Armed Rescue

On September 16, 2000, after obtaining a certain amount of support from the U.S. government, Philippine President Estrada (埃斯特拉达) ordered the army to launch a combined sea, land and air attack against the Abu Sayyaf strongholds, in order to rescue the last 19 hostages. This offensive could be divided into three stages:

The first was the stage of the all-round, three-dimensional offensive. The government army, with air combat aircraft and army helicopters in the lead, first launched surprise attacks on the terrorist organization’s forward points that had already been surrounded and reconnoitered; on that day it killed 2 and captured 17; on the 17th, the Philippine president personally went to the siege and suppression command post in the southern city of Zamboanga, reaffirmed the government’s determination to strike with arms, and 4,000 Philippine army, navy and special police personnel launched an offensive against the “Abu Sayyaf” camp on Jolo Island, killing 6 and capturing 20, with 4 government army men also killed; on the 20th, the 2 kidnapped French journalists were safely rescued by the government army.

The second was the stage of the focused offensive and mopping-up. Under the pressure of the government army’s all-round offensive, the “Abu Sayyaf” organization collapsed at the first blow, and dispersed and broke out of the encirclement from its forward points, and the government army began to carry out a step-by-step focused mopping-up. On the night of September 25, the government army made a surprise raid on the Masgi Tulay (马斯吉·图雷) Mosque in the center of Jolo town, arrested 18 suspected elements and seized a quantity of weapons. By September 29, a total of 111 terrorists had been killed (including Radullan Sahiron (拉杜兰·萨西龙), one of the five ringleaders), 49 captured, and 207 heavy weapons seized.

The third was the stage of consolidating results and scattered operations. The Philippine government’s large-scale offensive in September caused more than 60,000 residents to flee their homes; in order to stabilize the situation, the government army turned to the stage of consolidating results and scattered operations, and at the same time hostages were continually released. On October 2, 12 Philippine missionaries were rescued; on October 25, 3 Malaysian hostages were rescued; by the end of 2000, only 1 American hostage and 1 Philippine hostage were still in the hands of the “Abu Sayyaf” organization. However, the “Abu Sayyaf” terrorist organization, after suffering major losses, still used terrain cover and successfully carried out a transfer, with a large number of its members escaping the government army’s encirclement, and from time to time gathering together to launch ambushes against the government army, causing the wounding and death of several dozen government soldiers. In the military offensive of the second half of 2000, the Philippine government army basically achieved its operational intent.



V. Analysis of the Operation

The Philippine government took attacking the terrorist organization’s camps as the final means of handling the “Abu Sayyaf” organization’s Jolo Island kidnapping incident, and employed relatively strong armed force; although most of the hostages were rescued, the final goal of thoroughly wiping out the terrorist organization was not achieved.


(1) The counter-terrorism strategy was not firm and clear enough

Before the Jolo Island kidnapping incident, the Philippine government had already begun to use force to resolve the Basilan Island kidnapping incident. But the “Abu Sayyaf” organization created this new kidnapping incident, and the Philippine government, with its military offensive making no progress, accepted the demands of the countries concerned with the hostages, temporarily halted the offensive against the terrorists’ camps on Basilan Island, and turned to conduct fruitless negotiations with the terrorists for as long as 5 months. This major shift in counter-terrorism strategy “from hard to soft” had a relatively large negative influence on the entire counter-terrorism operation. First, it exhausted and shook the government armed forces. The government troops stationed on Basilan Island could neither attack nor withdraw; stationed for a long time in complex terrain and in hostile jungle temporary camps, they were often subjected to terrorist ambushes and buried mines, which did great harm to the officers’ and men’s bodies and minds, and morale was low; nor could they take offensive action against Jolo Island where the hostages were located, the hostages’ situation could not be grasped, and the government army, while the terrorists strengthened their defenses, could do nothing, and gradually lost the initiative in operations. Second, it lost the full support of public opinion at home and abroad for the government’s counter-terrorism. Although after the peace talks began international pressure eased and there were also voices of approval at home, after the terrorists repeatedly refused the negotiating envoys sent by the government, the international community generally tended toward letting the World Islamic Conference intervene to mediate, the hostage incident was further internationalized, and the Philippine government was gradually marginalized. Finally, not only did the countries to which the hostages belonged pay the terrorists enormous ransoms through other intermediaries, but even the Philippine government itself paid them a ransom of 5.5 million U.S. dollars, causing the international community to question the Philippine government’s ability, and mainstream public opinion at home was also against this move, and the government, because of its practice of secret compromise and changing course, fell into a predicament at home and abroad. Moreover, it allowed the terrorists to catch their breath and strengthen their strength. Compromise with the terrorists most directly gave the “Abu Sayyaf” terrorist organization ransoms of tens of millions of dollars, enabling it to promptly buy large quantities of black-market weapons and equipment to resist the government army’s offensive, to buy off and bewilder local Islamic people by economic means, to pay the funds needed for starting terrorist activity in more places, and even, while under encirclement, to enlarge the ranks of the terrorists. Facts prove that if the established counter-terrorism strategy had been followed, with a tough response to terrorist activity, resolute attack on the terrorists, and thorough mopping-up of the terrorist bases, it would have been possible to defeat the “Abu Sayyaf” at the root; on the contrary, if in the face of a terrorist threat one knows the difficulties and retreats, changes course, and compromises in secret, one will inevitably throw away all previous efforts, and be in an unfavorable position in the moral, legal, public opinion and military domains.



(2) Various forces were not fully and comprehensively mobilized

To achieve a quick-win, quick-decision effect in a military strike launched against terrorists, it is necessary to mobilize all forces that can be used; especially when the terrorists have a certain mass base locally, it is all the more necessary to fully mobilize the local masses and the government’s grassroots organs to jointly respond to the terrorist incident. Although this Philippine government offensive on Jolo Island scattered the “Abu Sayyaf” organization, because the government army did not fully deploy various forces and use more means to carry out comprehensive, three-dimensional and all-round strikes, it did not achieve the objective of finally mopping up the terrorists. First, it did not mobilize the local masses and did not gain the support of local religious forces. Faced with the complex local religious, economic and social situation, the Philippine government did not carefully and thoroughly understand the local masses’ demands, but simply mobilized the special forces to be stationed around the terrorists’ camp and confront them with arms, with the result that the government army fell into an isolated and helpless unfavorable position in operations, while the terrorists, on the contrary, were like fish in water, and constantly exploited the contradictions between Islam and Catholicism to attack the government. Second, it did not obtain effective international cooperation. In particular, it lacked cooperation with neighboring Malaysia on maritime defense and was unable to prevent the terrorists’ transfer and infiltration, so that while the Philippine military was besieging and mopping up, the “Abu Sayyaf” terrorists could still continue to cross the blockade line to Malaysia to kidnap new hostages and safely return to Jolo Island; cooperation with the countries where the hostages came from, such as the United States, France, Germany and Finland, was also unsuccessful, and not only did it fail to promote the armed counter-terrorism action of the Philippine government, but for a time it was even forced to change its counter-terrorism strategy and turn to renewed peace talks with the terrorists, finally enabling the terrorists to obtain large sums of money from outside and purchase more advanced weapons, adding difficulty to the government army’s later offensive. Furthermore, it did not use some unconventional means of attack. For example, in the encirclement of the terrorists’ camp, it did not induce and force the terrorists to flee in a direction that the government army could control, to prevent their dispersed breakout; it did not persuade the local residents to leave before the offensive, which harmed the interests of the masses and the government’s prestige and also affected the coordinated use of the attacking means; it did not carry out psychological warfare against the terrorists, to divide and disintegrate some of their personnel and factions; it did not adopt effective special reconnaissance and operations, and before the offensive did not obtain the latest intelligence provided by captives of the organization, and so on.



(3) There were many shortcomings in the methods of operations

In this operation against the terrorists’ camps, there repeatedly appeared the unfavorable situations of “encirclement not tight, attack not penetrating, scattered at one blow, unable to expand results”; this was mainly because the Philippine government army, in its offensive, paid excessive attention to the use of conventional forces and neglected special forces, and paid excessive attention to the orderly advance step by step with fortified camps and neglected such means of attack as infiltration and ambush. This was prominently manifested in the following three shortcomings. First, the strength of three-dimensional sealing and control throughout the operation was not enough. When the government army carried out the encirclement of the area of Jolo Island where the hostages were hidden, the strength of the blockade at sea was not enough, surveillance and patrol forces were insufficient, and coordination with the neighboring Malaysian navy had loopholes, so that the terrorists were able to come and go from Jolo Island during the encirclement without being discovered. For example, on September 19, the “Abu Sayyaf” organization even took a speedboat carrying the 15 million U.S. dollars in ransom cash obtained from Libya and Malaysia, broke through the Philippine navy’s blockade line, left Jolo Island, and escaped to Basilan Island; the ground alert forces were also not enough to deter the terrorists. On the contrary, the government army camps stationed in the mountains outside were many times subjected to terrorist bomb attacks, and many servicemen were wounded; the government army paid attention only to the sealing and control of personnel, not to controlling the supplies of every kind entering the terrorists’ areas of residence, and moreover did not completely cut off their ties with terrorist organizations outside the island, and over the as long as 5 months of negotiations, the sealing and control was neither firm nor tight, which affected the overall effect of the struggle. Second, the effect of infiltration reconnaissance before the battle was not good. Because mass work was poor, the government troops stationed outside the terrorists’ camps found it hard to grasp the various situations inside the encirclement; when ethnic customs were not understood and the social situation was unclear, it was difficult to send personnel to carry out infiltration reconnaissance; at the same time, the government did not send personnel relatively familiar with the local situation to carry out this encirclement and suppression mission until late, which also affected the effect of infiltration reconnaissance before the large-scale offensive, and made it difficult to adjust the deployment in time and expand results after the situation developed and changed. Furthermore, coordination with the air strike forces was not close. In this offensive operation, the government army used fighter aircraft and helicopters, but they only undertook certain conventional tasks and were used as auxiliary fire-strike weapons, while they took on very few tasks such as close reconnaissance, target indication, electronic jamming, high-altitude eavesdropping and precision strikes. As a result, the government army’s ground units often advanced slowly because of poor intelligence, and repeatedly came up empty because of unclear targets, whereas the terrorists could even regularly accept interviews from local radio stations, and were able to maintain command and contact through radio and satellite telephones.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 40: British Special Forces Rescue Hostages in Sierra Leone (2000.8.25–9.10)

Book pp. 284–290.

【Case Summary】 On August 25, 2000, after British peacekeeping soldiers were kidnapped in Sierra Leone, the British government and military immediately negotiated with the rebel organization calling itself the “West Side Boys.” With the negotiations fruitless, at 6:30 on September 10 it organized joint assault forces to launch a surprise attack code-named “Operation Barras” (毛松香行动), and successfully rescued 6 kidnapped British peacekeeping soldiers and 1 Sierra Leone government army guide, killing more than 20 rebel organization personnel, while the British forces sacrificed only 1 soldier.


I. Background of the Incident

Sierra Leone is located in West Africa, bordered on the southwest by the Atlantic Ocean, and is one of the least developed countries in the world as announced by the United Nations. It was originally a British colony, declared independence on April 27, 1961, but remains within the British Commonwealth. Its domestic industrial product is chiefly diamonds, which account for more than 60% of the whole country’s exports. It was proclaimed a republic on April 19, 1971, but the political power was very unstable and coups and rebellions occurred frequently. In May 1997, Major Koroma launched a coup, forming a military-political regime that included the “United Liberation Front” (联合解放阵线), and President Kabbah went into exile in Guinea. In February 1998, the peacekeeping troops of the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS for short) overthrew the Sierra Leone military regime, and in March of the same year President Kabbah returned to the country to resume office.

In May 2000, because the United Nations’ various organizations and missions in Sierra Leone had successively failed, the situation in Sierra Leone worsened again, and more than 500 United Nations peacekeeping officers and soldiers responsible for supervising the cease-fire between the two sides were successively detained by the rebels. At the same time, the troops of the anti-government organization the “United Liberation Front” kept advancing toward Sierra Leone’s capital Freetown, and the situation in the region was extremely tense, seriously threatening the lives of British, Commonwealth and European citizens. Under these circumstances, the British and American governments began to withdraw non-key-post staff from their embassies stationed in Sierra Leone.

On May 7, a joint special task force composed of 800 British paratroopers and 2 warships and 3 supply ships began to help evacuate British citizens in Sierra Leone. The code name of this operation was “Operation Palliser” (帕利瑟行动); it was the largest single operation by Britain since the Falklands War in 1982, in which a total of 4,500 personnel of the army, navy and air force took part. By May 10, the British forces had basically completed the evacuation mission, and most of the European and Commonwealth nationals had already been airlifted out of Sierra Leone’s capital Freetown. The presence of the British forces played a great role in stabilizing the situation.

In order to ensure the smooth progress of the entire United Nations peacekeeping operation, at the request of United Nations Secretary-General Annan, the British joint special task force, after completing the evacuation mission in Sierra Leone, did not withdraw entirely, but stayed behind to continue helping maintain the stability of the region, and began equipping, training and arming the Sierra Leone government army, in order to resist attacks by the anti-government armed forces, and planned to withdraw entirely only after the United Nations peacekeeping forces had strengthened the strength of the Sierra Leone government army.

On August 25, 11 British soldiers of the Royal Irish Regiment taking part in the peacekeeping mission and 1 Sierra Leone government army guide, riding in 3 “Land Rover” patrol vehicles, went missing near the small town of Masiaka and Farodugu (法罗杜古), about 72 kilometers east of Freetown, and it was later confirmed by investigation that these soldiers and the guide had been kidnapped by a Sierra Leone rebel organization calling itself the “West Side Boys.” The British forces’ action to rescue the hostages then began.



II. The Course of the Rescue

After the hostage incident occurred, the British government and military negotiated with the rebel organization, and at the same time made rescue preparations. The negotiations came to nothing, and the British special forces launched “Operation Barras” (毛松香行动) and rescued the detained hostages.


(1) The negotiations come to nothing

After the kidnapping of British peacekeeping soldiers on August 25, the British government and military began to seek a solution in many ways. The British government held a dialogue with the “West Side Boys” and agreed to immediate friendly consultations. On August 28, the British army representatives stationed in Sierra Leone held face-to-face negotiations with the rebel organization, in order to seek to free the detained soldiers by peaceful means. British Army Colonel Fodem (福德姆) and the rebel leader Colonel Karoi (卡洛伊) held talks. At the beginning of the negotiations, the rebels’ demands were still relatively moderate; they asked for the provision of the food and drink needed by themselves and the hostages. The British government adopted an accommodating attitude and exercised the greatest patience, only requiring the “West Side Boys” to treat the captured soldiers with leniency and humanity. But later the rebels demanded that the British side persuade the Sierra Leone government to release 1 rebel leader imprisoned by the authorities; this involved Sierra Leone’s complex internal affairs and was also far beyond the scope of duties of the British peacekeeping forces, and finally led to the breakdown of the negotiations.



(2) Rescue preparations

At the same time as negotiating with the rebels, the British government and military had begun to prepare to carry out an armed rescue. The military side stated that the British forces had drawn up “a good set of operating procedures for responding to this kind of crisis situation,” and that they would do everything possible to bring the 11 British soldiers back safely. According to the British units deployed nearby, the soldiers held by the rebels were imprisoned in a remote forest area, and Britain sent out helicopters to search widely, in order to determine the specific location of these kidnapped soldiers. After careful searching, the British forces determined that the hostages were imprisoned near the village of Gberibana (盖里巴纳), and the SAS (Royal Air Force Special Air Service) special forces sent many personnel to reconnoiter near the base of the village of Gberibana where the rebels were. After further reconnaissance, the SAS special forces learned that the rebels had another camp near the place where they were holding the hostages, located in a village called Magbari (马格巴里) directly south of Gberibana, and that these two camps could provide fire support to each other. Even more unfavorable for the SAS special forces was that the two camps were separated by the Rokel River, which was the main transport route by which the “West Side Boys” carried supplies and illegally obtained goods.

On August 30, the increasingly tense confrontation suddenly took a new turn: the “West Side Boys” suddenly announced the release of 5 British soldiers and sent them back to Sierra Leone’s capital Freetown. But as for the remaining 6 other soldiers and 1 guide, the rebels still refused to release them. While the British government was planning to take the next step, an emergency incident occurred by surprise. A helicopter of a United Nations country accidentally flew over the “West Side Boys” base because it had lost its route, and the rebels, thinking they were about to be attacked, hurriedly dragged the hostages outdoors and declared they would shoot them. Fortunately the British negotiators succeeded in persuading the rebels, explaining that it was purely a misunderstanding and meant nothing else, and the hostages were thus spared.

On September 5, 155 paratroopers of the 1st Battalion of the British Royal 1st Parachute Regiment, under orders, arrived by transport aircraft at Senegal, and on the 6th arrived at Freetown airport in the Sierra Leone capital to make special operations preparations. At the same time, the helicopters of the SAS special forces, which had earlier arrived in the sea area near Freetown, were already making special operations preparations on the aircraft carrier. In order to further raise combat effectiveness, the assault force also carried out improvised training near Freetown. On September 6, British Prime Minister Blair made up his mind to carry out a military rescue.



(3) The joint assault

Because the British news media had publicly speculated that a hostage rescue operation would be launched immediately, and the “West Side Boys,” who regularly listened to the BBC’s international news, if they discovered the slightest anomaly from it might immediately shoot the hostages, the British government decided to launch “Operation Barras” on September 10, with the time set for the early morning of the 10th. On September 6, the British Ministry of Defence urgently sent 130 more SAS special forces to Senegal, ready to carry out the rescue mission at any time. At this time, the special forces’ deployment position was less than 1 hour’s helicopter flight from the rebel camp.

Because the “West Side Boys’” military base was composed of two separate camps, Gberibana and Magbari, of which the hostages were imprisoned in the organization’s northern camp, Gberibana, which was also the location of the headquarters, in order to ensure absolute safety the British forces divided the rescuers into 2 groups, one of which was responsible for attacking the southern camp, and the other launching the attack on the northern camp; because the rebel elements in the northern camp had relatively strong firepower, the British forces concentrated the main assault force in the northern area. In order to prevent the rebels from supporting each other, the British command stressed that assault actions along the southern and northern lines must be launched at the same time, with the “Lynx” (山猫) armed helicopters mainly responsible for providing fire support, and the “Chinook” (支努干) large armed helicopters mainly responsible for transporting the assault personnel.

At 6:00 Greenwich Mean Time on September 10, 155 special forces soldiers of the British Royal 1st Parachute Regiment had already completed preparations at a secret assembly base 30 kilometers east of Freetown, and 2 “Lynx” helicopters and 4 “Chinook” armed helicopters were fully equipped and ready to go. The British SAS special forces landing small detachment and the landing craft detachment personnel of the Royal Marines sealed the Rokel River. To prevent the “West Side Boys” personnel from escaping during the rescue of the hostages, the United Nations peacekeeping troops’ Jordanian (约丹) battalion occupied the important Masiaka highway.

At 6:30, when all the assault personnel were in place and the northern and southern assault forces had both flown to the designated attack areas, 4 “Chinook” large armed helicopters carrying soldiers began to attack the “West Side Boys’” military base, and another 2 “Lynx” helicopters provided fire support. Before the soldiers of the “West Side Boys” had time to make more of a reaction, the British special forces officers and men had already surrounded their camp, and some of the rebel soldiers were killed before they had time to open fire.

After being hit by the sudden attack, the rebels quickly calmed down, immediately entered the defensive positions of the two camps, and carried out a fierce return of fire. The helicopters taking part in this operation concentrated their fire on the main defensive positions of the rebels, to overwhelm the opponents’ fire. Soon, the officers and men of the Royal 1st Parachute Regiment fought hard to launch an attack on the “West Side Boys’” main position at Magbari. At the same time, the SAS special forces also launched an attack on Gberibana, quickly occupied the building holding the hostages, and at 6:35 successfully rescued the 6 detained soldiers and 1 guide and quickly evacuated. In the southern Magbari camp, because of the stubborn resistance of the rebel soldiers, the fighting lasted more than 90 minutes. The rebels tried to wipe out the British forces and organized a die-hard counter-charge against them, and the British forces used mortars and the fire of armed helicopters to deliver fierce intercepting fire against the rebels, and the fighting was basically over by 8:00. In the whole battle, the British forces killed 27 rebels, and on their side 1 soldier was shot dead by the rebels and 12 were wounded, including 1 seriously. In addition, 18 members of the “West Side Boys” were captured, including their leader Brigadier Kaili (凯利). In the afternoon of the 10th, the British assault personnel returned with the rescued hostages, prisoners and vehicles, all to the aircraft carrier, and smoothly completed this hostage rescue operation.




III. Analysis of the Operation

This hostage rescue operation was organized and carried out directly by the British military’s high command, and was a special operation that was carefully planned and appropriately carried out. The British forces gave full play to the role of armed helicopters, which played an important part in links such as fire assault, interception and transport, ensuring the safety and smoothness of the assault action, the rescue of the hostages and the return action.


(1) Joint action, with tacit coordination

This hostage rescue operation was not accomplished simply by special forces, but was a joint action of the army, navy and air force. The SAS special forces were responsible for attacking the “West Side Boys’” Gberibana camp and rescuing the hostages; the Royal Marines’ landing craft detachment was responsible for sealing the Rokel River; the “Chinook” large helicopters were mainly responsible for transporting the assault personnel, while the “Lynx” armed helicopters were mainly responsible for providing fire support. It can be said that this was a land, sea and air three-dimensional special operation, in which the various units (parts) taking part in the battle carried out the rescue work according to their division of labor and coordination, in line with their respective tasks, with tacit coordination among them, which ensured the smooth implementation of the entire operation.



(2) Secret lying in wait, and gathering intelligence

The success of this hostage rescue operation should first be attributed to the British forces’ intelligence work. Because of the special nature of hostage rescue operations, the British forces attached great importance to intelligence support. After the British soldiers were kidnapped, the British side, through various channels, had been inquiring after the whereabouts of the kidnapped soldiers; in particular the SAS special forces, who for several weeks lived and fought secretly in an extremely dangerous environment, collected a great deal of intelligence on the other side. After the air operations forces arrived at Freetown airport, action could in fact have been taken immediately, but the British side still used the opportunity of the negotiations to further obtain the specific location of the kidnapped soldiers, and carried out precise positioning with GPS, which laid a solid foundation for accurately carrying out the joint surprise attack operation to rescue the hostages.



(3) Careful selection, and prudent use of troops

In this hostage rescue operation, the British forces were very prudent in employing troops. The British naval fleet stationed in Sierra Leone had the capability to carry out this operation, but to be on the safe side the British forces urgently transferred special forces from home to take part. In order to rescue the hostages successfully, in the selection of the assault troops the British forces made careful selections, using their own elite troops, among which there were not only the famous SAS special forces, but also the Royal 1st Parachute Regiment, which had made a brilliant name for itself in the Anglo-Argentine Falklands War, and some of the commanders taking part in this hostage rescue operation had taken part in the Falklands War and had rich airborne combat experience. The 1st Battalion of this regiment, after accepting the mission, selected 155 well-trained paratroopers to take part, ensuring the success of the rescue action. This case shows that special operations should select elite troops and strong commanders, especially those with actual combat experience, in order to provide a reliable force for the successful accomplishment of the mission.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 41: The “9·11” Terrorist Attacks on the United States (2001.9.11)

Book pp. 291–299.

【Case Summary】 On September 11, 2001, under the careful planning of Osama bin Laden and the “Base” (al-Qaeda) organization he led, 19 terrorists simultaneously hijacked 4 American civil airliners, of which 3 successively crashed into the two towers of the New York World Trade Center (hereafter the “World Trade Center”) and the Pentagon in Washington, and the other aircraft crashed in flight. The terrorist attacks caused nearly 3,000 deaths and thousands of injuries, and economic losses of various kinds exceeding one trillion U.S. dollars. This “9·11” incident, carefully planned and prepared, launched simultaneously at many locations, and carried out as suicide attacks with hijacked airliners as weapons, was the most serious terrorist incident in human history up to now, and a milestone and turning point in international terrorist activity in the 21st century, impelling the countries of the world to take it as a lesson, strengthen precautions against all kinds of terrorist attacks and activities, and actively carry out international cooperation in counter-terrorist action.


I. Background of the Incident

Terrorist activity is a reflection of the sharp and complex contradictions among nations, ethnic groups, classes, religions and so on in the contemporary world. It generally has deep and complex social and political causes; the continuous accumulation of economic, political, cultural and other contradictions within a country, or the imbalance of political and economic development on a world scale, have all become the motive for terrorist activity to occur. With the continuous acceleration of globalization, terrorism has also developed from the regional to the global. On a world scale, Islamic countries, because of many factors such as their religious beliefs and social culture, at one time became a region where terrorist organizations were relatively concentrated. For example, in Afghanistan, the 10-year-long war of resistance against the Soviet Union provided Islamic extremists with a united core and a training ground; at that time young Muslims from all over the world gathered in Afghanistan as volunteers to take part in the “holy war” against the Soviet invasion and occupation, among whom the largest number came from Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi Arabia, and bin Laden was one of them. After the end of the Afghan war of resistance against the Soviet Union, many of the participating organizations and personnel became participants in new contradictions in the Middle East region and even the world, and became an important force among terrorist organizations.

After the disintegration of the Soviet Union, the United States became the world’s only superpower, the anti-American coloring of international terrorism continued to grow, and the United States and its interests’ representatives gradually became the new targets of terrorist attacks. Because of particular understanding of and reaction to some policies adopted by the United States, Islamic extremist forces developed a serious ideological opposition to the United States and its allies, and sabotage and acts of revenge by any means gradually increased under the slogan of a new “holy war.” The World Trade Center at Manhattan in New York was the preferred target of the terrorists’ attack because its twin skyscrapers were a symbolic landmark of the United States; the buildings were 417 meters high, with 110 floors, and about 100,000 people worked and visited there every day; if a terrorist incident were created here, the economic, political and public psychological shock to the United States and to the whole world would be unprecedented.

This attack incident went through long and careful planning and thorough preparation by the “Base” organization. The terrorist organization’s plotting time was as long as 3 years, and it had made preparations in many places in Europe and the United States: first, the early plotting stage. In 1999, the terrorist organization’s meeting in Hamburg, Germany was the beginning of the planning of this attack operation; on July 9, 2000, the mastermind of the attack, Atta, and 5 others held a secret meeting at the Ayila (阿依拉) travel agency at Madrid airport in Spain, discussing the details of the attack operation. Second, the stage of preparation for going to the United States. Atta and the heads of 3 groups, together with the accomplices responsible for piloting the aircraft, 7 persons in all, arrived in the United States earlier to reside there, and received flight training at many places in the United States; in the summer of 2001, the 12 “muscle men” responsible for controlling the passengers and crew on the aircraft arrived in the United States from Saudi Arabia in succession. Third, the stage of simulated rehearsal. In May, June and July 2001, the terrorists began taking civil airliners back and forth to various places in order to adapt to the hijacking environment, the purpose being to carry out the provision in the “Base” organization’s terrorist training manual that “to prevent accidents, before carrying out an operation one should rehearse in a place similar to the real scene of action.” For the hijacking action about to be carried out, the 19 hijackers were divided into 3 groups, with the division of labor as follows: the first group, led by Atta, 4 persons in all, was responsible for piloting the hijacked aircraft, and the date of action was also decided by them; the second group was responsible for logistics, including such miscellaneous administrative matters as renting and obtaining pilot’s licenses; the third group was responsible for subduing the aircraft’s crew and the passengers after the hijacking. Each small group set up its own bank account and used independent support funds. In addition to these 19 terrorists, the “Base” organization also provided them with necessary support and security through the terrorist network. For example, providing money and information, forging the documents they needed, finding ways to obtain airport entry permits, and studying the aircraft flight schedules and domestic airline records.



II. The Course of the Incident

On September 11, 2001, the terrorists, according to the plan drawn up beforehand, hijacked 4 American civil airliners separately, and created within the territory of the United States a terrorist action of enormous scale, losses and influence.


(1) American Airlines Flight 11 is hijacked

The first batch of 5 terrorists (Atta and Omari, Satam al-Suqami (萨塔姆·艾尔·苏卡米), Wail al-Shehri (韦尔·艾尔·谢瑞), Waleed al-Shehri (瓦利德·艾尔·谢瑞)), after smoothly passing the security check handled by Globe Security Company (环球保安公司), boarded American Airlines Flight 11 at Boston Logan International Airport, which took off at 7:45 Eastern time (the same below) for Los Angeles. 40 minutes after the aircraft took off, as it reached cruising altitude, the terrorists entered and took control of the cockpit, and a terrorist who had been trained in flying served as temporary pilot; after that, the terrorists took over the aircraft in all respects, controlled the crew, and herded all the passengers into the rear of the cabin. To avoid passenger resistance, they claimed that this was an ordinary hijacking, and that as long as the passengers obeyed their orders, they would release the passengers and crew after the aircraft landed. At 8:48, the American Airlines Flight 11 airliner, full of passengers and fuel, according to the predetermined attack plan, from north to south, at high speed rammed the north tower of the New York World Trade Center, penetrating the entire tower at a height of about the 20th floor. The north tower of the World Trade Center immediately caught fire, and the building structure was seriously damaged and continued to deteriorate under the roasting of the sustained great fire.



(2) United Airlines Flight 175 is hijacked

The second batch of terrorists (Shewa (谢瓦) and Fayez Banihammad (费耶兹·巴尼汉姆德), Mohand al-Shehri (穆罕默德·艾尔·谢瑞), Ahmed al-Ghamdi (阿哈迈德·艾尔·哥汉姆迪), Hamza al-Ghamdi (哈姆扎·艾尔·哥汉姆迪)), after smoothly passing the security check handled by the American Huntleigh Company (汉特雷公司), also boarded United Airlines Flight 175 at another gate of Boston Logan International Airport, which left port at 8:00 for Los Angeles. At 9:03, the hijacked Flight 175, likewise under the deliberate piloting of a terrorist serving as pilot, in the opposite direction to the crash of Flight 11, rammed the south tower of the World Trade Center, and a huge explosion occurred in the building at once, and a huge black hole appeared at the top of the tower. At 10:02, the rammed World Trade Center tower suffered a violent explosion and began to collapse rapidly from top to bottom, and this symbolic building of New York in the United States vanished in an instant because of a terrorist attack.



(3) American Airlines Flight 77 is hijacked

The third batch of terrorists (Khalid al-Mihdhar (哈利德·艾尔·米赫德哈) and Majed Moqed (迈杰德·默克得), Hani Hanjour (哈尼·哈居尔), Nawaf al-Hazmi (纳瓦夫·艾尔·哈兹米), Salem al-Hazmi (塞勒姆·艾尔·哈兹米)) assembled at Washington Dulles International Airport, and after smoothly passing the security check at the flight dispersal terminal handled by Argenbright Security Company (阿根赖特保安公司), boarded American Airlines Flight 77. At 9:37, the hijacked American Airlines Flight 77 airliner flew straight toward the Pentagon in the United States, where the Department of Defense is located, causing a great fire and several explosions.



(4) United Airlines Flight 93 is hijacked

The fourth batch of terrorists (Saeed al-Ghamdi (塞伊德·艾尔·哥汉姆迪), Ahmed al-Nami (阿哈迈德·艾尔·纳米), Ahmed al-Haznawi (阿哈迈德·艾尔·哈兹维) and Ziad Jarrah (吉亚德·亚拉赫)) passed the security check handled by Argenbright Security Company at Newark International Airport in New York, and boarded United Airlines Flight 93. Because the aircraft took off late, after the hijacking occurred on this aircraft, some passengers had learned by means such as mobile phones that other aircraft had been hijacked and had rammed the buildings of the World Trade Center, and so fought back desperately regardless of everything. At 10:03, when the aircraft was still more than 200 kilometers from the Washington urban area, the terrorists’ intended target of attack, it lost control because of the struggle between the passengers and the terrorists, and crashed in Pennsylvania, and everyone on board died, but fortunately there were no casualties among people on the ground, and the terrorists’ intention of ramming an important target in Washington was not realized.




III. Analysis of the Incident

The “9·11” incident was a typical terrorist attack action, organized, planned, and backed by complete funds and personnel, by which the “Base” organization achieved its goal; it was another historic disaster of the “Pearl Harbor” type suffered by the United States, and sounded the bell of vigilance against terrorism for the United States and the whole world. Setting aside the strategic influence arising from the attack incident, and analyzing only from the military angle of the counter-terrorist struggle, the main errors, lessons and enlightenment of the United States in guarding against this incident can be drawn.


(1) Mistakes in intelligence work lost possible opportunities to prevent this terrorist incident from occurring

The “9·11” investigation report revealed that the U.S. government and intelligence departments, in the process directly related to the “9·11” incident, made 9 mistakes one after another: failing to put 2 hijackers, Khalid al-Mihdhar and Nawaf al-Hazmi, on the blacklist in time; failing to share information, for otherwise it would have been possible to know that some of the suspects in the 2000 attack on the U.S. warship “Cole” in Yemen were connected with Mihdhar; failing to take effective measures to find the hijackers Mihdhar and Hazmi in time; failing to link the terrorist Zacarias Moussaoui (扎卡利亚斯·穆萨维), arrested in August 2001, with the terrorist attack about to occur; failing to discover that the information provided in the visa applications of some of the hijackers was false; failing to recognize that the passports of some of the hijackers had been forged; failing to put in time on the blacklist some persons on the list of persons forbidden to board; failing to search out some suspicious passengers identified by the airport’s computer security screening system; and failing to reinforce the aircraft cockpit doors or take other precautionary measures, which left the hijackers’ aircraft vulnerable. The reasons that led to these mistakes were: first, poor coordination among intelligence agencies led to insufficient intelligence sharing. Although the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation and the Central Intelligence Agency each had part of the intelligence about a possible attack, because they were respectively responsible for domestic and foreign affairs and there were many rivalries between them, no complete and systematic exchange took shape, and no personnel were sent for joint analysis and assessment; at the same time, the U.S. intelligence agencies’ relatively deep penetration of countries all over the world aroused strong precaution, worry and distrust in other countries, which were also unwilling to share intelligence with U.S. intelligence agencies. Second, analysis and assessment of intelligence were not sufficient or timely. On the eve of the “9·11” incident, the U.S. intelligence agencies had already received news that terrorists were going to launch an attack, but this news was fragmentary and incomplete; had this intelligence been put together for comprehensive analysis, it might have been possible to have a full understanding of the terrorist attack incident, and thus avoid the occurrence of the “9·11” incident. FBI Director Mueller (米勒) at that time admitted that if the intelligence personnel could have been a little more careful and properly linked the intelligence they held with that of other departments, they might have been able to expose the plot of the attack early and prevent the tragedy from happening. Third, intelligence assessment did not form conclusions and recommendations. The intelligence departments should, on the basis of a comprehensive understanding of the objective situation, comprehensively analyze all relevant elements, put forward predictions and judgments as consistent as possible with objective facts, and further put forward systematic recommendations to decision-makers. But the intelligence assessment on the eve of the “9·11” incident was one-sided; although it predicted the possibility of a terrorist attack, it did not form a systematic assessment report, nor did it put forward specific policy recommendations to decision-makers, forming the loopholes in the intelligence assessment and the blank in recommendations on the eve of the “9·11” incident. Fourth, the early-warning mechanism against terrorist attack was not sound. The final link of intelligence work is to trigger the corresponding early-warning system, but because the U.S. national early warning was mainly concentrated on preventing missile attack, when terrorist attack intelligence appeared but was not wholly certain, under the influence of insufficient intelligence analysis and assessment, the time difference between the generation of intelligence and the generation of warning became large, and the early-warning mechanism lacked sufficient sensitivity and flexibility, and therefore was unable to take effective precautionary measures against the “9·11” terrorist attack.



(2) Loopholes in the airlines’ security opened the last big door to stopping the incident

Strict security checks before boarding are an important barrier to preventing hijacking. In the 4 hijacking operations of the “9·11” incident, the guns, explosives and other crime tools with which the terrorists threatened and intimidated the aircraft’s pilots, crew and passengers should have been the focus of the pre-boarding security check, yet all passed through the airlines’ security check procedures; therefore Globe Security Company, the American Huntleigh Company and Argenbright Security Company, which were responsible for the security check work, should bear full responsibility for their loopholes. The airline security and protection departments involved in this incident had at least the following negligence and loopholes: first, no extra check prescribed by the system was carried out on key passengers. In handling boarding procedures, Atta, the mastermind of the operation, and the other 3 members of his hijacking group were all identified by CAPPS (the Computer-Assisted Passenger Prescreening System, designed to identify passengers who should be subject to special security measures), but according to the security check rules at that time, the only consequence of their being identified by CAPPS was that the packages they had checked were separated from the aircraft until it was confirmed that they had boarded. This measure did not affect the checks the terrorists accepted at the security checkpoint, and still less did it stop the terrorists’ hijacking plan. Second, after the machine check gave an alarm, no serious re-check was carried out. The security check methods for passengers, hand-carried articles, baggage, cargo and mail were mainly security gates and, at the gates, modern high-technology detection instruments such as X-ray detectors and metal detectors. At that time the luggage of 2 terrorists caused the alarm of the safety alarm to sound when sent through the X-ray machine and they were asked to undergo a second check, but investigation of the video tape afterward showed that the security personnel did not do their duty: he did not determine what object had caused the safety alarm to sound, and did not check an unidentified object that these two persons carried in their pockets. Third, no careful check was made of suspicious persons. Airport security checks should guard the key gate; passengers under check who are found to have abnormal words and behavior, nervous or panicky expressions, evasion of the check, or other suspicious signs should all be strictly checked without exception, and apart from checking their luggage and articles one by one, articles that are inconvenient to unpack must be repeatedly tested by instruments, so as to intercept dangerous articles that might be carried onto the aircraft. One terrorist taking part in the attack was picked out for special inspection by an airline customer service person at the check-in counter, because he had no photograph to confirm his identity and did not understand English; unfortunately, although the staff considered him suspicious, they did not carry out a thorough careful check, and only separated his packages from the aircraft. All the security barriers set up by the American civil aviation security system to prevent hijacking were easily broken through by the terrorists because of the negligence of the security check personnel.



(3) This attack incident brought profound reflection to the United States and the whole world

How to use international cooperation to fight home-grown and transnational terrorist forces is the greatest enlightenment the “9·11” incident brought to the countries of the world. Before the “9·11” incident, some countries, proceeding from their own narrow interests, applied double standards on counter-terrorism issues, while some countries on counter-terrorism issues only “swept the snow in front of their own door,” and international cooperation in the counter-terrorist struggle was difficult to advance. The “9·11” incident shook the world, and forced national leaders to begin thinking about counter-terrorism cooperation from a more far-reaching strategic angle. First, the counter-terrorist struggle has begun to comprehensively go beyond the scope of judicial strikes against terrorism in the traditional sense. The determination of terrorist organizations, acts and individuals is no longer limited to the laws against crime within a country, but has formed independent provisions, so that the contradiction between international counter-terrorism cooperation and the maintenance of national judicial independence has been eased in mechanism. Second, international counter-terrorism cooperation has expanded alliances and cooperation on the premise of respecting national sovereignty. Terrorist activity is a globalized international crime, and the counter-terrorist struggle requires each country to make full use of its own intelligence network and strengthen intelligence exchange among countries; it can also jointly establish with other countries a counter-terrorism information database, so as to monitor and analyze terrorists’ movements and possible activity plans more effectively, and destroy terrorist activity in its embryonic state. Third, international counter-terrorism cooperation has begun to focus on long-term coordination that comprehensively raises overall counter-terrorism capability. The counter-terrorist struggle is not a phased task, nor a specific action aimed at one or some fixed terrorist organizations; it changes constantly as the national and international situation develops. Therefore, international cooperation in the counter-terrorist struggle must not only strengthen the exchange of such direct elements in counter-terrorist action as intelligence, but also carry out comprehensive exchanges in wider direct and indirect fields such as law, economy, organization, seminars and training, so as to raise the whole international society’s overall counter-terrorism coordination capability and counter-terrorism efficiency.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 42: The U.S. Anthrax Bioterrorist Attack Incident (2001.10–12)

Book pp. 300–307.

【Case Summary】 Beginning on October 4, 2001, multiple cases of anthrax infection occurred in various parts of the United States, with 23 people infected and 5 dead, causing a nationwide bioterrorist panic. This bioterrorist attack, which followed closely on the “9·11” incident, was the first to use mail packages and letters as the carriers of the pathogen; it was highly concealed, spread quickly, was greatly harmful, and was difficult to guard against, and it showed the world the diversity, continuity and cruel nature of international terrorist activity. The United States’ mechanisms and methods for responding to the terrorist attack by nationwide mobilization achieved relatively good results and have a certain value as a reference.


I. Background of the Incident

The anthrax bioterrorist attack was another large-scale terrorist action launched against the U.S. homeland by the “Base” organization after the “9·11” incident. The incidents of September 11, 2001, in which aircraft struck the New York World Trade Center and the Pentagon building in Washington, brought enormous economic losses and social panic to the United States, but the terrorist attacks did not stop because of this. Under conditions of strict vigilance within the United States, the terrorists adopted a more concealed method of attack, spreading anthrax in various parts of the United States by placing powder containing anthrax bacilli in mail packages and letters. This deadly infectious disease caused the American people greater psychological terror, so that the United States suffered another deadly blow after the “9·11” incident, and at the same time it also caused panic and vigilance among the countries of the world.

Anthrax bacillus is one of the 5 main biochemical toxic agents in the world at present (the chemical ones being sarin, the nerve agent VX and mustard gas, and the biological ones being anthrax bacillus and botulinum toxin). The lethal dose of anthrax bacillus (the amount that causes one person to die) is only one billionth of a gram, while the survival and transmission ability of anthrax bacillus is extremely strong: when it is discharged from the body and meets free oxygen it immediately forms spores, which can resist very high temperatures, chemical disinfectants and dryness, and can survive in soil for several decades, so its danger is extremely great. Anthrax is an acute, febrile infectious disease caused by anthrax bacilli, which often occurs in warm-blooded animals such as pigs, cattle, sheep and horses, and can also be transmitted to humans. It was first discovered in the 18th century in animals in the Lake Baikal shore region and the Zhongta (中塔) region of the Soviet Union, and about 82 countries have found animal anthrax; human anthrax cases have occurred in the past in the Middle East, Africa and the countries of the former Soviet Union, but there has been no large-scale epidemic. There are three routes of anthrax infection: wound contact, droplet infection and digestive tract transmission, corresponding to which three forms of disease form: cutaneous anthrax, respiratory anthrax and digestive tract anthrax. In terms of proportion of onset, cutaneous anthrax accounts for about 95%, but respiratory anthrax is the most dangerous; in this bioterrorist incident the main form was respiratory anthrax, with a smaller part being cutaneous anthrax. The incubation period of anthrax infection is 1 to 7 days, and full onset of disease can occur as late as 60 days later. Anthrax bacillus has always been a tool of bacteriological warfare, the method being to culture the anthrax bacilli and find ways to make them form spores, then make the formed spores and bacterial bodies into a powder agent, so it is difficult to guard against effectively, and only the United States in the world possesses an anthrax vaccine.



II. The Course of the Incident

This anthrax bioterrorist attack incident mainly comprised two stages: the discovery of anthrax cases and the adoption of emergency handling measures.


(1) The stage of large numbers of anthrax cases being discovered

On October 5, 2001, the photo editor of the American newspaper The Sun, Robert Stevens (罗伯特·史蒂文斯), was found to have died of the rare respiratory anthrax; this was the first death from respiratory anthrax in the United States in 25 years, and was the beginning of this bioterrorist incident. On October 9, 3 other anthrax patients were found in Florida and Virginia. The anthrax attack spread toward the nation’s key departments: on October 15, an office of the Senate in Congress received a letter containing anthrax bacilli; on October 20, anthrax bacilli were found in the mail room in the House of Representatives office building, and 2 personnel who handled Congressional mail died from contact with the mail carrying the anthrax germ; on October 26, anthrax bacilli were found in the building of the U.S. Supreme Court and it was closed; afterward, the mail-handling rooms of the State Department, the Department of Justice, the Department of Agriculture, the Food and Drug Administration and other units were also found to have been contaminated. This stage was mainly concentrated in the Florida and Washington areas.

After the incident occurred, the various departments of the U.S. government quickly adopted a series of emergency measures to deal with it. First, the personnel and buildings concerned were quarantined, and only after quarantine, disinfection, a certain period of observation and confirmation that there was no danger could normal contact and office work be resumed. Second, antibiotics were stockpiled and anti-poison masks purchased, and even American embassies stationed abroad stockpiled a certain quantity of anthrax antibiotics. Third, a high reward was offered and active efforts were made to solve the case: the Federal Bureau of Investigation announced on October 18 a reward of 1 million U.S. dollars for persons providing information or clues.



(2) The stage of recurrence after preliminary control

Through the closing, inspection and rectification of the large mail-handling centers, one month after this bioterrorist attack began, the threat faced by the Washington area was somewhat reduced, and the Supreme Court also reopened its offices on November 2. But anthrax bacilli, mixed in the large volume of mail, spread in the central United States: on November 21, a letter containing anthrax bacilli was found in Connecticut, and 1 person died of respiratory anthrax from infection; on December 6, a letter containing anthrax bacilli was found in the mail security inspection room of the U.S. Federal Reserve. By the end of 2001, there were altogether 5 people in the United States who had died of anthrax infection.

In response to the frequent occurrence of anthrax bioterrorist incidents, the U.S. government adopted comprehensive prevention and treatment measures. First, control public opinion and eliminate panic. The spokespersons of the various units promptly informed society of the true situation, dispelled various rumors, and vigorously publicized positive events of returning to office buildings. Second, strengthen sample analysis and actively study prevention and treatment prescriptions. The U.S. bioterrorism laboratory response network jointly tested and identified more than 121,700 samples; at the same time, because antibiotics are the main drug for treating anthrax, on October 27, after the anthrax panic occurred, the American medical and pharmaceutical community announced that it would use the more effective Doxycycline to replace Cipro, which was then in general use.




III. Analysis of the Incident

The anthrax bioterrorist incident in the United States in 2001 gave the countries of the world a deep understanding of bioterrorist activity and higher vigilance, and how to obtain useful experience and lessons from the incident and its handling is a practical need.


(1) Take intelligence information as the center, and perfect the prevention of bioterrorist attacks

The counter-terrorist struggle is a special form of struggle that takes prevention as its main purpose, and a bioterrorist attack in particular has the characteristics of being soundless, shapeless and colorless, so its preventive measures must be more complete. To strengthen security precautions beforehand, it is necessary to take intelligence information as the center, make great efforts to strengthen counter-terrorist intelligence work, and strive to stop terrorist activity in the embryonic stage of plotting and planning. The key work to be done is as follows. First, strengthen the collection of bioterrorist intelligence. Bioterrorist activity mostly has a deep political background and demands, and its brewing and decision-making are often a long process; as long as there is strict investigation, a certain amount of intelligence can be grasped in advance. For example, by carrying out the collection of inside intelligence on terrorist organizations’ implementation of bioterrorist attacks, one can discover their traces of activity, strictly grasp their movements, and promptly issue early warning of bioterrorist attacks, and even crack them during the terrorists’ planning process, greatly reducing the harmful consequences. In the counter-terrorist struggle, the channels of intelligence collection are mainly manpower, including agents of the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation, investigators of the Food and Drug Administration, security departments, military intelligence departments and informers, which synthesize open, concealed and special channels to collect intelligence, with both professional personnel and ordinary people. Second, establish an early-warning defense system. Real-time monitoring and early warning can effectively guard against the occurrence of biochemical attack and reduce losses to the greatest extent. In order to guard against possible terrorist attacks, to enable the American people to understand the development and degree of danger of events in time and take necessary measures and make corresponding preparations, the United States after the “9·11” incident established a 5-level national threat early-warning system, using 5 colors (green, blue, yellow, orange, red) to represent respectively 5 degrees of danger from low to high, and this system, in the anthrax terrorist incident, played a certain early-warning role for the first time. At the same time, in the course of handling the anthrax bioterrorist attack incident, the United States activated the more than 3,000 air quality monitoring stations of the Environmental Protection Agency, which were responsible for monitoring possible anthrax bacteria nationwide, and this system could produce the relevant monitoring results in as little as 12 hours. Third, draw up anti-bioterrorism plans and carry out drills. A strict and detailed counter-bioterrorism handling plan can ensure that once a bioterrorist incident occurs, all departments can respond quickly and carry out their work in an orderly way. A plan, on the basis of summing up the various situations and problems that might arise when a terrorist attack occurs, and synthesizing the opinions of experts in various fields, makes detailed provisions on the responsibilities of the relevant units, and is mainly used to guide specific action when a biochemical terrorist attack occurs. For example, it can distinguish four stages of counter-bioterrorist attack: the prevention stage, the early-warning stage, the outbreak stage and the epidemic stage, and prescribes the main working principles and contents of the various government departments in each stage. At the same time, in order that the action plan drawn up can be fully and effectively implemented, the state also frequently holds drills to test the reaction capability of government departments, perfect the coordination among the various organs, and raise the level of response of professionals and the public, thereby raising the overall capability of counter-bioterrorist warfare. The relevant U.S. evaluation agencies, after investigation, considered that after experiencing this anthrax bioterrorist incident, the capability of the departments concerned to deal with biological emergencies had been raised through realistic joint training, and that those agencies which regularly took part in joint drills often had a strong team spirit and could correctly carry out handling procedures, avoiding the occurrence of problems to the greatest extent. Therefore good planning, coordination, preparation, training and field drills play an important role in guarding against bioterrorist attacks.



(2) Proceed from both the “soft” and the “hard” sides, and do well the emergency handling after a terrorist incident occurs

Controlling, eliminating and treating the direct casualties and secondary harm caused by a bioterrorist incident is the main task facing emergency handling after a terrorist incident occurs. One must proceed from the two aspects of equipment “hardware” and personnel and system “software,” and focus on doing well three aspects of work. First, accelerate the research, development and production of corresponding detection equipment and rescue agents. For example, the United States attached importance early to research and preparation work related to counter-bioterrorism. In detection equipment, the United States has a laser detection system that can be installed on “Black Hawk” helicopters and can detect threatening biological agent clouds 30 kilometers away; individual detection systems can identify biological agents within only 20 minutes; less than one month after the anthrax incident occurred, the companies concerned had produced new-type system equipment capable of automatic monitoring and alarm in important public places such as railway stations, airports and subways. In rescue agents, as early as the mid-1990s the U.S. Department of Defense had formulated a “joint vaccine acquisition program,” focusing on developing vaccines against the most terrifying biological weapons such as smallpox, anthrax and botulinum bacillus, and became the only country in the world possessing an anthrax vaccine, so that after this terrorist incident occurred it was able to promptly mobilize the stockpiled vaccine and urgently speed up vaccine production. In stockpiling of medicines, the U.S. national pharmaceutical stockpile system has stored nerve antidotes, biological vaccines and various necessary instruments and equipment, and can ensure that anywhere in the country, within 12 hours of suffering an emergency incident, the needed medicines can be supplied; if the crisis is serious, the medicines raised by the medical retail network in this system can be shipped to the destination within 24 to 36 hours. Second, perfect the first-aid system. A crisis caused by a bioterrorist attack must mainly be handled by professional personnel (medical personnel, police, firefighters and other relevant personnel). The first is to strengthen the coordination of professional personnel. For example, setting up in police departments special personnel responsible for dealing with biochemical attacks, ensuring that in the police force there are a considerable number of police who have been trained and equipped with the necessary protective equipment on standby at any time, preparing to cope with possible biochemical crises. The second is to raise the unit’s reaction capability by training: for example, establishing a training center to respond to biochemical attacks, and imparting to them the relevant knowledge and treatment skills, in order to raise their ability to identify, diagnose and treat. The third is to raise rapid reaction capability: for example, there must be first-aid capability under various conditions such as land, air and water, shortening the first-aid radius in the form of a first-aid network. The fourth is that the whole people should be mobilized to take part in first aid: in a sudden incident of mass casualties and great difficulty such as a bioterrorist attack, first aid should not be just the matter of hospitals, nor can one hospital alone take it all on, and the army, police, fire services, health and other departments as well as ordinary civilians should all bear the duty of rescuers, and it is necessary to achieve society-wide mobilization and on-the-spot first aid. Third, raise crisis management capability. A bioterrorist incident not only causes casualties but also causes public panic, and has an extremely great influence on the stability of the whole society. For this reason, first, it is necessary to use the state’s administrative resources to carry out propaganda and guidance through various channels such as the Internet, radio, television, and newspapers and magazines. For example, in order to relieve the public’s excessive fear and pressure about anthrax, the United States listed in detail on the government’s official website the relevant knowledge on guarding against biochemical attack, including introducing the types and characteristics of biochemical agents, the various signs of a biochemical attack, what to do when suffering a biochemical attack, and the methods of handling suspicious mail. Second, while strengthening propaganda, great importance must be attached to control of public opinion, the direction of reports on the crisis incident must be guided by every possible means, management of the transmission of disorderly news must be strengthened, and news dissemination must be prevented from interfering with the decision-making and handling of the crisis incident. Third, public education must be strengthened to prevent secondary panic. A bioterrorist incident not only gives the directly affected persons physiological and mental pressure, but, more seriously, produces secondary panic among more civilians around them. It is necessary to strengthen the training and education of the public, teaching the people to use respiratory protection devices, protective clothing, air monitoring instruments safely and how to carry out decontamination correctly. When the public has a correct understanding of bioterrorist attack and has mastered certain protective and handling measures, the public mind and social order will be in a state the government can control, and the other emergency handling measures can be effectively carried out and play their role.



(3) Speed up the process of solving the case, and thoroughly eliminate the bioterrorist threat

Only by solving the bioterrorist attack incident can possible follow-up attack actions be stopped and the bioterrorist panic in the public mind be thoroughly eliminated. Therefore, first, the source of the weapons of the bioterrorist attack must be found out and cut off. The manufacture and use of biological weapons have a relatively high technical content, and a bioterrorist attack incident usually has specific technical supporters behind the scenes (organizations, institutions or countries). If the source of the weapons of a terrorist incident that has already occurred cannot be found out, it is difficult to effectively prevent the plotting and occurrence of the next bioterrorist attack; the usual method is to strictly monitor the flow, loss and proliferation of one’s own country’s biological weapons and their related by-products and manufacturing and preparation technology, while strengthening intelligence investigation work and the strength of basic work, maintaining regular intelligence exchange with neighboring countries, paying attention to the international situation concerning the proliferation of biological weapons and the international loss and flow of raw materials, and in particular analyzing the application of biological weapons or manufacturing raw materials in specific terrorist organizations, and so on. Second, the organizations or individuals launching the attack must be investigated and controlled. In response to this U.S. anthrax bioterrorist attack incident, the U.S. Federal Bureau of Investigation and the relevant intelligence agencies carried out a comprehensive investigation of as many as 12 suspects, including a biological weapons expert who had worked for the U.S. military, but did not have enough evidence to arrest anyone. Furthermore, systematic measures must be adopted to eliminate the motive for terrorist attack at its source. Only a very small part of bioterrorist attack cases are the work of individuals; in most cases they are carried out against a certain country by organizations, religious sects or countries that harbor hatred toward it. Therefore, only through long-term measures such as political reconciliation, economic development, cultural exchange and military mutual trust can the latent motives for bioterrorist attack truly be eliminated at the source. For domestic anti-government extremist organizations supported by foreign forces, it is also necessary to cut off their ties with the outside, and divide their forces internally, and strengthen the management and monitoring of all links of the state’s biological weapons research, manufacture, use and sale (destruction), preventing individuals in particular government departments or units from throwing in their lot with the anti-government organization’s camp.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 43: The U.S. Forces’ “Operation Anaconda” in the Afghan War (2002.3.1–3.18)

Book pp. 308–316.

【Case Summary】 In the Afghan War, from March 1 to 18, 2002, the coalition forces led by the U.S. military carried out a large-scale mopping-up operation in the Gardez area of the mountains of eastern Afghanistan, code-named “Operation Anaconda.” After suffering setbacks in the early stage of the operation, the U.S. military adjusted its deployment at the right time, promptly put in heavy forces, and adopted the tactics of encircling with heavy forces and first surrounding and then annihilating; finally, under the support of powerful air firepower, at the cost of a little over 10 killed and several dozen wounded, it killed more than 700 Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization, and won victory in the mopping-up operation.


I. The Situation Before the War

On October 7, 2001, the Afghan War broke out, and by mid-December the U.S. military and the anti-Taliban alliance had successively captured Afghanistan’s main cities such as Kabul, Kunduz and Kandahar. Under the air and ground strikes of the U.S. military and the anti-Taliban alliance, the Taliban armed forces and the remnants of the “Base” organization withdrew to the mountains of eastern Afghanistan; their backbone force was the “Base” organization’s members and the “holy warriors” from some foreign countries, numbering about 5,000 in all. They relied on the dangerous mountain terrain and the training camps built by the “Base” organization, the caves on the mountains and other facilities to hold out in their dangerous strongholds, resisting the mopping-up by the U.S. military and the anti-Taliban alliance, and waiting for an opportunity to rise again.

The mountains of eastern Afghanistan are located at the border of Afghanistan and Pakistan; here are many peaks at 3,000 to 4,500 meters above sea level, covered with snow throughout the year, undulating continuously, and on the north and south sides of the mountains are mostly arid deserts or wastelands overgrown with short grass; the mountain roads are rugged, caves are densely distributed on the mountains and in the valleys, and the terrain is complex, easy to defend and hard to attack, an ideal hiding place. In the eastern mountain area live many different ethnic groups and tribes, whose attitudes toward the Taliban armed forces and the “Base” organization are not uniform: some tribes, for historical reasons, have a strong anti-foreign sentiment; there are also some tribes that once fought shoulder to shoulder with bin Laden’s “Base” organization in resisting the Soviet invasion and have deep ties with them, and because bin Laden spent large sums of money to buy off the tribal chiefs, some people have a good impression of bin Laden and the “Base” organization, and often provide them with various latent conditions, and even, when the U.S. troops closed in, provided hiding places for bin Laden and others, covering their evasion of the mopping-up by the U.S. military and the anti-Taliban alliance.

In order to thoroughly mop up the Taliban armed forces and the remnants of the “Base” organization and speed up the process of the war, from late November 2001 the U.S. military began a large-scale firepower search operation against the remnants of the “Base” organization. While supporting the anti-Taliban alliance in attacking Kunduz and Kandahar, U.S. combat aircraft carried out sustained bombing of the “Base” organization’s training camps, caves and tunnels in the eastern mountains of Afghanistan, and several times smashed the remnant enemy’s attempts to concentrate in the mountains. On December 9, after the anti-Taliban alliance occupied Kandahar, the Taliban’s headquarters, U.S. ground troops entered Afghanistan, including special forces, naval infantry and part of the 101st Air Assault Division, the 82nd Airborne Division and the 10th Mountain Division, and a small number of allied troops, about 3,000 men in all. Their main task was, in coordination with the anti-Taliban alliance, to enter the eastern mountain area to mop up the Taliban armed forces and the leaders of the “Base” organization, annihilate the remnants of the Taliban armed forces and the “Base” organization, strictly prevent their dead ashes from burning again, and maintain the stability of Afghan society.

In the second half of February 2002, the U.S. dispatched a detachment of special forces to the Gardez area of Paktia Province’s capital in eastern Afghanistan, to help Afghan local armed forces take over the town of Sirkanikel (锡尔康科镇), 40 kilometers south of the city of Gardez. On the way, the unit was ambushed by remnants of the “Base” organization; 1 U.S. soldier was killed and several were wounded. After reconnaissance, the U.S. soon learned the intelligence that 600 to 800 Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization were regrouping in the Arma (阿马) mountain area near Gardez. In order to thoroughly annihilate this concentrated enemy, the U.S. carried out the largest ground mopping-up operation since the opening of the war, “Operation Anaconda.” The U.S. troops taking part in the operation included part of the 10th Mountain Division and the 101st Air Assault Division and special forces, about 1,000 men; in addition there were also small numbers of troops from Australia, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, Norway and other countries and several thousand Afghan local armed men.



II. The Course of the Operations

“Operation Anaconda” was a large-scale mopping-up operation carried out by the coalition forces led by the U.S. military from early to mid-March 2002 in the Gardez area of the eastern mountains of Afghanistan. After suffering setbacks in the early stage of operations, the U.S. military promptly strengthened its reconnaissance, put in heavy forces at the right time, and flexibly used tactics, and finally killed more than 700 Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization, and won victory in the mopping-up operation.


(1) Walking into an ambush by mistake, the U.S. military loses the first battle

Gardez is the capital of Paktia Province at the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, located southwest of the Hindu Kush range. As early as the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, the Afghan guerrillas used the dangerous terrain around Gardez and the caves in the mountains to build many tunnels and fortifications leading in all directions, to resist the Soviet army’s attack. Afterward, the “Base” organization repaired and reinforced these works and built training camps here, so the overall defense was relatively strong. On March 1, a part of the coalition forces led by the U.S. military, about 70 men, together with 1,000 troops of the Afghan interim government army (hereafter the Afghan government army), formed a vanguard detachment and launched the first round of offensive toward the Arma mountain area near Gardez, with 50 U.S. army advisers also assigned to the Afghan government army for on-site guidance. When the fighting began, the U.S. military first sent out aircraft such as the B-52, F-14, F-15E and AC-130, dropping more than 190 bombs on the “Base” organization’s strongholds and carrying out fierce bombing, but the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization hid in solid bunkers and suffered little loss. At noon on the next day, the Afghan government army, with a small number of U.S. troops cooperating, launched an attack on the mountain defenders from two directions. At the same time, the local armed men also sent a small detachment, under the direction of 1 U.S. army officer, to carry out a roundabout infiltration, making a tactical penetration toward the rear of the other side’s defensive position.

Facing the coalition’s offensive, the Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization relied on favorable terrain to put up resistance, and deployed so-called “holy dare-to-die squads” on their forward positions; they occupied all commanding points and stubbornly blocked with rocket launchers and other weapons. At the same time, they also set up observation posts on the hilltops to direct mortars to bombard the attacking troops fiercely, and the Afghan government army was blocked halfway up the mountain and could not advance. At this time, the penetration detachment, in its advance deep into the depth, mistakenly entered the defenders’ ambush circle, and was surrounded by the “Base” organization remnants who outnumbered them several times, and under suppression by firepower it was difficult to move. The U.S. commander tried to direct a small unit to withdraw from the fighting, but unfortunately was killed by a shell, and the rest lost their command and were in a confused mass; in the end, being outnumbered, most were captured. Seeing this situation, the U.S. special forces urgently called for bombers to carry out direct fire support. Hearing the sound of the bombers, the Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization immediately ran into the caves to take cover from the bombing. The U.S. bombers aimed at 2 of the caves and dropped 2 BLU-118 thermobaric bombs. But because the cave tunnels in which the defenders hid were very numerous and had been fitted with multiple hidden doors for isolation, the bombing effect was not ideal. When the Afghan government army, with air fire support, launched another assault, it encountered still fiercer fire from the defenders, and the two sides fought on until dawn. To reduce casualties, the coalition and the Afghan government army used the cover of night to withdraw from the fighting, and the first round of ground attack ended in failure, with 1 U.S. soldier killed and more than 40 casualties among the Afghan government army and local armed men.



(2) Ambushed again, the U.S. military suffers heavy losses

Two days later, more than 1,000 coalition troops together with the Afghan government army launched a second attack toward the Arma mountain area. The U.S. military still first sent out large numbers of bombers and fighter aircraft to carry out fierce bombing of the positions of the Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization, 6 French Mirage-2000D fighters also took part in the air strikes, and some of the “Base” organization hiding in caves were destroyed. At the same time, in accordance with the U.S. military’s plan, several dozen officers and men of the 10th Mountain Division, riding in 2 MH-47 transport helicopters, secretly went to carry out a special operation in the depth. But when they were about to land in the target area, 1 helicopter was damaged by an enemy rocket launcher, and the air blast produced by the explosion blew 1 U.S. soldier out of the cabin, but he was not discovered in time. Facing the threat of ground fire, the 2 helicopters immediately withdrew. At this time, the U.S. forward command center discovered through a “Predator” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft that this U.S. soldier had been dragged away by 3 members of the “Base” organization and beaten to death. Afterward, the 2 helicopters flew back to the place to search for the missing U.S. soldier. At the same time, the U.S. military sent in about 30 more special forces soldiers, who formed a support detachment and went by helicopter to support the rescue action.

At this time, the defenders on the mountain had already laid an ambush near the body of the U.S. soldier, ready to ambush the U.S. troops. When the 2 U.S. helicopters arrived at the place and were about to land, they were suddenly fiercely fired on by the remnants of the “Base” organization, of which 1 helicopter urgently withdrew and the other was hit midway and crashed. After that, the defenders on the mountain used mortars to concentrate fire on the U.S. troops, and the U.S. troops were in the position of being passively beaten, with many casualties, and urgently called for bombers and AC-130 armed attack aircraft to come to reinforce; the defenders, hearing the sound of aircraft, immediately withdrew into the caves and bunkers to hide, and as soon as the U.S. aircraft left, they again continued to fire down the mountain, and the U.S. transport helicopters that came to rescue were forced to withdraw under the threat of the other side’s fire. The U.S. rescue detachment, under the fire of the defenders who occupied the commanding heights, had 7 killed and 11 wounded, was trapped for 12 hours, and finally used the cover of night, with the powerful fire support of AC-130 armed attack aircraft, to be rescued.



(3) Encircling with heavy forces and annihilating the remnant enemy to the last

In order to strengthen the ground attack in the Arma mountain area, the U.S. military urgently dispatched 5 AH-1W “Super Cobra” attack helicopters and 2 transport aircraft, stationed on amphibious assault ships in the Indian Ocean, to rush to the Arma mountain area for reinforcement. At the same time, more than 200 remnants of the “Base” organization, carrying rocket launchers, mortars and some ammunition and supplies, moved from deep in the depth toward the forward positions, attempting to strengthen the defense of the forward positions, and were bombed fiercely by the U.S. military, with more than 100 killed. Afterward, the coalition forces led by the U.S. military again launched an attack on the defenders on the mountain, and the fighting was extraordinarily fierce; the defenders used portable air defense missiles to fire at the attack helicopters and AC-130 armed attack aircraft flying low over the U.S. forces. To avoid being hit, the U.S. fighter aircraft and ground troops from time to time released flares as decoys to attract these missiles, so as to cover the attack helicopters and AC-130 armed attack aircraft fighting at low altitude. With powerful support from air firepower, the coalition forces surrounded a height on the forward line of the defenders’ defense, cutting off this height’s contact with the defenders on the mountain.

The defenders on the besieged height numbered about 100; relying on favorable terrain, they fired with light and heavy weapons at the coalition troops. After a stalemate of more than an hour, they left their cover works and launched 4 suicide charges in succession, trying to break out of the encirclement toward the mountain, but most of the large body of “Base” organization remnants were destroyed by the U.S. AC-130 armed attack aircraft that closed in, and the remaining personnel withdrew into the hidden bunkers and continued to resist stubbornly. At the same time, the defenders on the mountain also organized more than 100 men to launch a charge against the coalition forces, attempting to cover the remnant strength of the besieged to withdraw to the mountain. The U.S. military promptly adjusted its deployment, strengthened the encirclement and sealing with heavy forces, and, supported by air firepower, repeatedly beat back the “Base” organization remnants who charged down the mountain. The encirclement of the forward heights became smaller and smaller, and the coalition forces and the “Base” organization remnants engaged in close combat. The U.S. special forces first attacked into the bunkers on the forward commanding height, and the remnants of the “Base” organization, in a desperate last-ditch stand, resisted stubbornly, and wearing explosives on their bodies launched suicidal charges, but were all killed by the coalition forces.

Before long, a large number of coalition bombers, fighter aircraft, attack helicopters and AC-130 armed attack aircraft carried out dense bombing of the caves and bunkers in which the “Base” organization remnants on the mountain were hiding, from high, medium and low altitude, and dropped many thermobaric bombs. However, because the bad weather in the Arma mountain area affected the effectiveness of the U.S. military’s advanced weapons, and because the “Base” organization remnants resisted to the death, the U.S. military for a time found it difficult to take the caves and bunkers they occupied. In order to speed up the process of the fighting, the U.S. military again adjusted its deployment, and sent 17 more attack helicopters to the Gardez area. At the same time, the U.S. military also dispatched 300 men to form 3 ground support units, which went to reinforce the Arma mountain area, bringing the coalition’s total strength on the front line to 1,500. In addition, to prevent the besieged enemy from escaping, the U.S. military and the Afghan government army carried out an emergency blockade of the southern and eastern areas of Arma, set up check points, and strictly examined the personnel coming and going.

After that, the two sides continued to fight fiercely. U.S. bombers carried out wave after wave of precision bombing on the areas held by the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization. The remnant defenders, in view of their limited strength and insufficient ammunition, relied mainly on caves and bunkers, adopting the tactic of “hit and run” and confronting the coalition forces. They used every bunker, every cave, and even every stone to wage a fight with the coalition forces, and the coalition forces had to destroy all the works one by one, and large numbers of Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization were killed. Because of the complex terrain of the Arma mountain area, the coalition troops could only gradually tighten the encirclement. In order to force out the remaining Taliban armed men and “Base” organization remnants who were hiding in caves, or to destroy them directly within the caves, the U.S. military for the first time used the M141 bunker defeat munition in combat, and achieved a relatively good result. At the same time, the remnants of the “Base” organization, in order to retrieve the failing situation, used the Internet to call for help from outside frequently, and the “Base” organization chieftains who had fled to Pakistan encouraged them over the Internet, urging them to fight the “holy war” to the end, and sent some scattered guerrilla fighters hiding in the Afghan-Pakistan border area to infiltrate toward the Arma mountain area. These people broke up the whole into parts and disguised themselves, in order to slip through at the coalition’s check points and enter the mountains to take part in the fighting, but most were discovered at the coalition’s check points and were killed on the spot.

On March 11, under the coalition’s fierce strikes and encirclement, more than 300 Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization withdrew to a large cave work in the Shahikot (沙尔科) mountain valley in the Arma mountain area to hold out, and another more than 100 stubbornly resisted in a similar work. The terrain in the valley was complex, and the Taliban armed men and “Base” organization remnants laid a large number of mines around their works, in order to block the coalition’s attack. The coalition, with U.S. “SEAL” special forces searching in front and clearing obstacles, with the main force following behind in support, carried out the mopping-up, and progress was extremely slow. In order to reduce casualties, the U.S. military, while keeping up offensive pressure, had the Afghan government army negotiate with the Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization besieged in the 2 caves, urging them to surrender, but the negotiations failed. On the 13th, the U.S. military launched a general attack on the remnants who had withdrawn to hold the Shahikot valley, sending out in all more than 180 sorties of B-52, F-14, F-16, AC-130 and other types of aircraft, dropping more than 150 bombs, and bombarding more than 40 mountain caves in the Shahikot valley. With the support of air firepower, after intense fighting, the coalition forces controlled the whole valley.

In the next few days, in order to achieve the purpose of thoroughly annihilating the remnant enemy, about 500 men of the Canadian Army’s 2nd Special Forces Detachment and part of the “Princess Patricia’s” Light Infantry Regiment arrived in the Arma mountain area, specially equipped with 12 “Coyote” armored reconnaissance vehicles, and with the cooperation of the U.S. military launched the mopping-up operation code-named “Harpoon,” continuing to mop up the remnant enemy hiding in the mountain caves. By the 18th, 30 suspect caves had been destroyed in all and a large quantity of weapons seized, and “Operation Harpoon” ended in victory. On the same day, the Supreme Commander of the U.S. forces in the Afghan theater, General Franks, formally announced the end of “Operation Anaconda.”




III. Analysis of the Battle Case

According to the data published by the U.S. military, in the more-than-half-month-long “Operation Anaconda,” the coalition forces killed more than 700 Taliban armed men and “Base” organization remnants and took about 20 prisoners; the U.S. military had a little over 10 killed and several dozen wounded, and the Afghan government army had several hundred casualties. In “Operation Anaconda,” the U.S. military, in light of the operational characteristics of the Taliban armed forces and the “Base” organization, used many tactical means to flexibly annihilate the enemy, in particular implementing cave warfare using some new weapons and equipment, and gained much new experience in mopping-up operations, but at the same time also exposed some problems.


(1) Strengthening reconnaissance, and grasping the enemy situation in time

In “Operation Anaconda” in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan, in light of conditions such as mountain terrain and the characteristics of the remnant enemy’s hiding activity, the U.S. military earnestly strengthened battlefield reconnaissance and established a tight air and ground reconnaissance network. Besides the reconnaissance satellites deployed in space, at an altitude of about 20,000 meters the U.S. military deployed RQ-4A “Global Hawk” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft; at an altitude of 7,000 meters, it deployed RQ-1A “Predator” unmanned reconnaissance aircraft carrying “Hellfire” anti-tank missiles; at medium and low altitude, it deployed the Marine Corps’ “Dragon Eye” unmanned aircraft and manned battlefield surveillance aircraft. In addition, the U.S. special forces also sent out several reconnaissance teams, carrying advanced communications equipment, who went by truck, small mountain vehicle or on foot to carry out reconnaissance missions step by step in the eastern mountains of Afghanistan. Through the tight battlefield surveillance network, the U.S. military grasped at any time the hiding and assembling activity of the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization, and provided reliable intelligence support for the mopping-up action.



(2) Using many tactical means to carry out the mopping-up action

In “Operation Anaconda,” the coalition forces led by the U.S. military, in light of the counter-mopping-up tactics of the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization and the characteristics of the mountain terrain, flexibly used many tactical means and achieved a relatively good mopping-up effect. With the support of the battlefield reconnaissance system, the U.S. military gave full play to the advantage of air firepower and carried out sudden and accurate firepower assaults on the remnant enemy. In the more-than-half-month-long “Operation Anaconda,” the munitions used by U.S. bombers and fighters reached nearly 4,000, and the AC-130 armed attack aircraft alone fired 1,200 rounds of 105 mm large-caliber shells. In addition, the U.S. military also fired several thousand smaller-caliber shells. The U.S. military’s air firepower assaults directly destroyed most of the caves where the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization hid. At the same time, it adopted the tactic of first surrounding and then annihilating, striving to wipe out the remnant enemy completely. In the late stage of “Operation Anaconda,” in order to thoroughly mop up the remnant enemy, the coalition forces led by the U.S. military repeatedly adjusted their deployment, sent more heavy forces to encircle the Taliban armed men and remnants of the “Base” organization, and carried out an emergency blockade of the eastern area of eastern Afghanistan, strictly preventing the besieged remnant enemy from fleeing and outside reinforcements from entering the mountains to join the fighting. At the same time, with the support of air firepower, the U.S. military gradually tightened the encirclement, and finally wiped out all the remnant enemy in one blow.



(3) Promptly putting in new weapons to strengthen the striking effect

In “Operation Anaconda,” in order to strengthen the striking effect, the coalition forces led by the U.S. military promptly put in some new weapons. First, the newly developed BLU-118 thermobaric bomb was used. This kind of bomb only kills and wounds personnel without destroying buildings, and can be used specially to strike the caves and tunnels where terrorists hide. At the instant the bomb explodes at the mouth of a tunnel or cave, it can produce a cloud of tiny explosive particles in large quantities, and using the effect of high temperature and pressure, with powerful shock force it quickly spreads inward along the tunnel or cave. These tiny particles are fitted with delayed-explosion devices and have extremely strong explosive power; after entering the tunnel or cave they explode again, producing a powerful shock wave or ultra-high pressure, quickly pumping out the air in the tunnel or cave and causing personnel to suffocate to death, thoroughly achieving the aim of annihilating living targets. Second, the M141 bunker defeat munition was used. In order to force the remnant enemy out of the caves or to annihilate them in the caves, the U.S. military for the first time used the M141 bunker defeat munition in combat. This kind of munition played an important role in the coalition’s annihilating small groups of the enemy; usually two rounds fired can bring down a cave or bunker. Third, the “Coyote” armored reconnaissance vehicle was used. In the late stage of “Operation Anaconda,” in order to achieve the aim of thoroughly annihilating the remnant enemy, the Canadian Army’s 2nd Special Forces Detachment and the “Princess Patricia’s” Light Infantry Regiment were specially equipped with 12 “Coyote” armored reconnaissance vehicles, and took part in the mopping-up operation code-named “Harpoon.” This kind of armored reconnaissance vehicle can adapt to the mountain terrain, and played an important role in mopping up the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization.



(4) Inaccurate intelligence led to lax protection and the suffering of certain losses

Although the U.S. military had built an advanced battlefield reconnaissance and monitoring system, because the sources of intelligence were limited and its accuracy was not high, little was known about the detailed situation of the caves in which the Taliban armed men and the remnants of the “Base” organization hid, so that the U.S. military made some mistakes: first, a U.S. penetration detachment, in its advance deep into the depth, mistakenly entered the remnant enemy’s ambush circle, and was surrounded by the “Base” organization remnants who outnumbered them several times, and suffered heavy casualties; later, 2 U.S. MH-47 transport helicopters, on their way to carry out a special operation in the depth, were again ambushed by the “Base” organization remnants, and moreover, when the helicopters landed there was no cover from ground troops and air firepower, with the result that 1 helicopter was shot down, 7 U.S. soldiers were killed and 11 wounded, and they were trapped for as long as 12 hours, making this the battle in which the U.S. military suffered its biggest losses in the whole operation.

(Zhang Xuecheng)






Case 44: The Terrorist Bombings on Bali Island, Indonesia (2002.10.12)

Book pp. 317–323.

【Case Summary】 On October 12, 2002, the Indonesian religious extremist organization “Jemaah Islamiyah” (伊斯兰祈祷团) exploded car bombs at two nightclubs on Bali, an international tourist resort, causing 202 deaths and more than 330 injuries among tourists from many countries and regions. This was the terrorist attack with the greatest losses and the widest influence in Indonesia’s history, and it brought enormous negative effects to Indonesia’s religious harmony, economic development, social stability and international diplomacy, and made Indonesia and some other countries that had long been far from the threat of terrorism strongly feel the real threat of terrorism; its painful lessons pushed the international community to carry out wider cooperation in the counter-terrorist struggle.


I. Background of the Incident

After the “9·11” incident in 2001, the United States and its allies launched a global joint counter-terrorist strike, and the various terrorist forces headed by the “Base” organization were comprehensively struck militarily, politically, economically and in many other ways as never before, and their traditional living space was seriously squeezed. Under these circumstances, international terrorist activity began to spread from the Middle East, Central Asia and South Asia to regions such as North Africa and Southeast Asia, and the eyes of international Islamic extremist organizations gradually turned to some Islamic countries traditionally dominated by moderate sects, among which was Indonesia, situated in Southeast Asia.


(1) Social background

Indonesia is the country with the most Muslims in the world; because it practices a “separation of politics and religion” system, and the moderate Islamic sects have always occupied the dominant position, the religious situation is relatively harmonious. But within the country there are also more than 40 groups with an extreme religious coloring, mainly including “Jemaah Islamiyah,” “Laskar Jihad” (the Holy War Militia), the “Islamic Defenders Front,” the “Indonesian Islamic State Organization,” the “Laskar Jundullah,” and so on; these extremist sects advocate the establishment in Indonesia of an Islamic state with Islamic law as its norm, oppose the ruling Megawati government internally, and externally oppose the United States and Western society. They have continuously created terrorist incidents, of which the incidents of vicious nature, high degree of destruction and serious influence are mainly: the “holy war” waged by Islamic believers against Maluku, which lasted as long as 3 years, causing 2,364 deaths and making 100,000 people refugees; during Christmas in 2000, Christian churches in 10 cities were bombed, with 16 killed and 96 wounded; an explosion occurred in the stock exchange building in the capital Jakarta; and explosions occurred in several super malls. The terrorist activities of these religious extremist organizations have posed an enormous threat to Indonesia’s domestic security and stability, and at the same time they have established new ties with international terrorist organizations such as the “Base” organization, which has also posed a new threat and challenge to the entire international counter-terrorist struggle.



(2) The situation of the terrorist organization

“Jemaah Islamiyah” is the largest extremist organization in Indonesia. It is tightly organized, often makes use of social contradictions within the country and in various regions to weaken the authority of the government, and has attracted the support or even sympathy of some civilians and even some military men and political figures. Its political goal is to launch a holy war and establish an Islamic state in the area of the southern Philippine island of Mindanao, Indonesia’s Sulawesi and Maluku. It has more than 2,000 members; its spiritual leader is Abu Bakar Bashir (阿布·巴克尔·巴希尔), and the military chief who plans terrorist attacks is Hambali (汗巴利). The infiltration of the “Base” organization into Indonesia and the attempts of “Jemaah Islamiyah” to act in many countries in Southeast Asia drew the attention of the U.S. counter-terrorist intelligence departments, which several times issued corresponding warnings to Indonesia, but the Indonesian authorities had always been very unwilling on the counter-terrorism issue, and even considered that the U.S. conduct was mainly an attempt to take the opportunity to interfere in Indonesia’s internal affairs, and therefore did not acknowledge the existence of terrorist forces in the country, and were still less willing to take resolute strike measures against these organizations. This ambiguous and laissez-faire attitude made Indonesia a weak link in the international counter-terrorist front at that time.

Bali is located at the easternmost end of Indonesia, with an area of 5,620 square kilometers, beautiful scenery, and has long enjoyed the reputation of “heaven on earth” and “island of flowers”; it has always been one of the first-choice holiday resorts of tourists of all countries, receiving nearly 3 million foreign tourists every year. Social order there is good, and even when Indonesia’s political situation was most chaotic before, it was still a haven from the world and was always very safe. The “Jemaah Islamiyah” terrorist organization chose to create a terrorist bombing in the place Indonesians consider the safest, Bali, for the same purpose as the “Base” organization choosing the New York World Trade Center as its target of attack.



(3) The plot of the incident

In 2001, “Jemaah Islamiyah” once planned to support attacks on the United States in Singapore, the targets being Singapore government agencies, the embassies of the United States, Israel and Australia in Singapore, and the gathering places of U.S. naval personnel, but because the Singapore police promptly uncovered the organization’s terrorist network inside Singapore, 13 terrorists of the organization were arrested and the operation failed. After this plot was foiled, the organization’s head, Hambali, announced a change in the strategy of terrorist activity, avoiding high-risk “hard targets” such as big cities with very strong vigilance and places with obvious symbolic significance, and turning to seek to attack those places that Americans and the citizens of their allied countries like to go to for shopping, dining and holidays, and Bali was therefore selected.

The preparatory work was carried out under the unified plotting of Mukhlas (穆赫拉斯), with the specific division of labor as follows: the mechanic Amrozi (阿姆鲁兹) was responsible for purchasing and transporting explosives, and on the day of the explosion drove the truck loaded with explosives to the outside of the Sari Club bar on Kuta Beach on Bali; Samudra (萨穆德拉) was responsible for directing the attack action on the spot on Bali; the elder Umar (乌马尔) of the Umar brothers helped Amrozi transport the explosives and first went to scout the bars and other places to be attacked, and the younger Umar put the bomb into a bar on Bali; Imron (伊姆伦) was responsible for building an underground arsenal in the jungle near his home; Idris (伊德里斯) was responsible for providing funds for the action. This “death squad” entered the Indonesian city of Semarang two days before the explosion, and slipped into Bali somewhat later.




II. The Course of the Incident

The Bali car bomb attack of October 12, 2002 caused 202 deaths and more than 330 injuries, and the casualties involved many countries and regions, causing an enormous negative international influence.


(1) The first explosion in the bar

At 11:08 on the night of October 12, in the “Paddy’s” bar on Kuta Beach on Bali, a terrorist detonated an explosive vest worn on his body, killing 8 people on the spot. The suicide explosion in “Paddy’s” bar was only a fuse; its purpose was to drive a large number of panicked and fleeing tourists onto the street outside.



(2) The second explosion outside the nightclub

After the explosion in “Paddy’s” bar, a large number of tourists ran outside. At this time, Amrozi’s small truck was parked right at the entrance of the nearby “Sari” nightclub, with a powerful bomb loaded on the truck. This bomb contained 900 kilograms of potassium chlorate, 100 kilograms of black powder, 40 kilograms of aluminum powder and 25 kilograms of TNT. The terrorists had altered the truck beforehand, strapping the explosives to it, scraping off the numbers on the truck’s chassis and engine, and designed an electronic remote-control device to detonate the bomb. The car bomb detonated by the terrorists caused even more panic-stricken tourists to lose their lives in the second explosion; among the more than 500 dead and wounded, Australian tourists and Indonesian nationals were the most numerous, and the others came from countries such as Britain, Japan, the United States, Germany and Sweden.




III. Analysis of the Incident

The big Bali explosion had a major international influence; through this incident the terrorists destroyed Indonesia’s domestic stability and international image, and challenged and struck at the countries standing on the front line of the international counter-terrorist struggle. But after this terrorist incident, more countries joined in a wider and deeper new round of the international counter-terrorist struggle. Therefore, profound study of the relevant internal and external factors of the incident has reference significance for guarding against and striking terrorist activity.


(1) The contradictions of Indonesia’s domestic real society became the soil in which terrorist activity grew

After the Afghan War, the “Base” organization sought new targets of attack and bases everywhere; Southeast Asian countries such as Indonesia, the Philippines and Malaysia, because of the Muslim component in their populations and their geographical environmental characteristics, became its ideal choices: the idea of “all the world’s Muslims are one family” made it easier for them to hide; the many islands of these countries (as Indonesia has 17,000 islands) made it difficult for governments to control remote regions; and some extremist religious forces originally existing in the various countries made it still easier for international terrorist organizations to rely on and unite with them. Most important, Indonesia, like most other countries in Southeast Asia, still has many real political, economic and social contradictions and problems within the country, with many social problems such as poverty, corruption and social injustice and ethnic and religious problems; governments and ruling parties are also often tied up in troubles and have no time to attend to anything else. All this has provided great convenience for terrorist organizations to carry on activities and expand their strength; the residual strength of the “Base” organization joined hands with local terrorist organizations or religious radical sects, relying on and uniting with local anti-government armed forces to launch terrorist attacks frequently, and Indonesia gradually became an “ideal paradise” for terrorists to hide in and launch attacks from. The real social contradictions within the country provided the soil in which terrorist activity grew, while these problems are hard to resolve in a short time, so the terrorist threat too is hard to root out thoroughly at once, and the counter-terrorist situation will be long-term and severe.



(2) The Indonesian government’s hesitant counter-terrorism strategy led to no defense at all against the terrorist attack

The primary task in determining a counter-terrorism strategy is to recognize clearly the true purposes of the terrorists in planning and creating terrorist incidents. Research shows that domestic terrorists mainly attempt through these incidents to use violence to attract members of certain social groups to regard the terrorists as heroes, win public sympathy, and prove the legitimacy of the terrorist acts; to lure the government’s work into a quagmire or confused and out-of-control reaction, proving the government’s incompetence, powerlessness and illegitimacy; and to produce a strong shock effect through terrorist acts among relevant social groups holding the same ambitions, thereby encouraging the rise of social extremism and finally creating a social split. From this it can be seen that terrorist activity generally has distinct purposes in politics, economy, religion, ideology and other aspects, and its influence on the people, society and state is far greater than the material and life losses brought by the terrorist incident itself. To respond effectively to this enormous threat, the governments of all countries must take severe striking of terrorism as an unshirkable responsibility, must take resolving the terrorism problem as an important objective of government, and must have a clear counter-terrorism strategy and strict counter-terrorism measures. Before this terrorist bombing incident, the Indonesian government’s attitude toward carrying out the domestic counter-terrorist struggle was not unified and its measures were not effective. This was prominently manifested in the following: after the “9·11” incident, President Megawati was under pressure from both the United States and domestic Islamic forces, and was in a dilemma, both cooperating with the United States and not daring to adopt resolute striking measures against Islamic extremist organizations; within Indonesia there were also forces and ideas that tolerated terrorist organizations, and senior officials such as Vice President Hamzah Haz (哈兹) always declared externally that there were no terrorist organizations in Indonesia; the commander of the religious extremist organization “Laskar Jihad,” Thalib (塔利普), was once arrested by the military and police, and the Indonesian vice president even visited him and in the end had him released as innocent; some Islamic sects advocating extremist religious ideas received the sympathy, support and funding of some military men and politicians. All this caused the Islamic extremist organizations to act frequently without being strictly monitored and struck, and in the course of preparing to carry out the Bali bombing the terrorists also were not questioned, monitored, interfered with or struck.



(3) Lack of international cooperation made the Indonesian government’s control and striking of terrorist forces weak and powerless

Jointly striking terrorism by means of international cooperation was a major characteristic of the counter-terrorist struggle after the “9·11” incident. But before this terrorist bombing incident occurred, even though the U.S. intelligence agencies had issued warnings to Indonesia about the frequent activity of “Jemaah Islamiyah,” the Indonesian government did not adopt effective measures to strike the terrorist forces, monitor their activity and prevent terrorist incidents, which showed that international cooperation had not been given its due attention in Indonesia at that time. Just a few months before the terrorist bombing incident, at the ASEAN foreign ministers’ meeting in July 2002, although the countries including Indonesia promised to exchange intelligence and jointly strike the terrorist organizations’ fund-raising activities on the counter-terrorism issue, they had not yet felt the pain of the terrorist threat within their own countries, and most considered that there were as yet no terrorist organizations in their own countries; or, out of consideration of their own countries’ actual interests, they paid more attention in regional security cooperation to such problems as border disputes, striking ethnic separatist activity and controlling drug smuggling; even when they agreed that ASEAN would begin to cooperate with the United States in counter-terrorism, they at the same time stressed that they were fully capable of solving the problems of domestic terrorism and separatist forces themselves and needed no outside intervention. This attitude and practice of lacking sincerity toward international counter-terrorism cooperation, setting up obstacles or looking on coldly from the sidelines affected the most effective prevention of terrorist incidents.

The counter-terrorist struggle requires international cooperation. First, terrorist organizations are developing toward internationalization. Judging from the law of activity of international terrorist organizations, terrorist organizations are developing from intra-regional activity toward inter-regional union and international infiltration. “Jemaah Islamiyah,” which created this terrorist bombing incident, is a transnational international terrorist organization; it once created terrorist incidents in many countries such as Malaysia, the Philippines and Indonesia, and has close ties with the world’s largest terrorist organization, the “Base” organization, in personnel, training, funds and other respects. Judging from the course of preparation for this terrorist bombing incident, those who directly and indirectly took part in the terrorist activity in Bali were not only a terrorist organization, but an international network. Second, the harm of terrorist activity is spreading internationally. In this incident, the reason the terrorists chose to attack Bali was that Bali is a world-famous tourist resort; the reason they chose the “Sari” club was that this place mainly receives foreigners, and the main target of the explosion was foreign tourists, the purpose being to arouse international repercussions and show that the Indonesian government was incapable of protecting foreigners. Terrorist acts are no longer aimed only at one country, nor are they matters that one country can or needs to respond to alone; that borderless, transnational terrorist acts are a universally recognized international fact. Furthermore, curbing terrorist forces requires the joint efforts of the international community. There is evidence that the bomb used in this explosion was mixed from TNT, potassium chlorate, black powder and aluminum powder; this kind of bomb has an enormous destructive effect and also causes a great fire after exploding, but Indonesia itself did not have such technology, which shows that the terrorist bombing launched by “Jemaah Islamiyah” must have been provided with relevant advanced technical support or guidance by foreign organizations or individuals. The terrorist forces within each country and in each region of the world have intricate ties with international terrorist organizations, and strengthening counter-terrorist cooperation with the international community is the inevitable choice for countries of the world in carrying out the counter-terrorist struggle.

(Zeng Xingshan)






Case 45: Russian Special Forces’ Handling of the Hostage Incident at the Moscow Bearing Plant Palace of Culture (2002.10.23–26)

Book pp. 324–329.

【Case Summary】 On October 23, 2002, Chechen terrorists in Russia seized 800 hostages who were listening to a concert at the Palace of Culture of the Moscow Bearing Plant. After negotiations with the terrorists by the Russian government proved fruitless, at 5:30 on the 26th the “Alpha” special forces unit launched an assault on the terrorists, killing 34 terrorists in all, with no casualties among the special forces, but 128 hostages unfortunately lost their lives. In this hostage rescue operation the Russian authorities were firm in their stand and decisive in their sortie, and although a certain price was paid, the hostage rescue operation in the end succeeded.


I. Background of the Incident

In order to preserve the unification and territorial integrity of the country, the Russian authorities sent troops into Chechnya twice, in 1994 and 1999, blockading Chechnya and carrying out military strikes against it. After hard fighting, most of the Chechen illegal armed forces were wiped out, and the Russian army controlled the territory of Chechnya. But the remaining illegal armed groups broke up the whole into parts, and some of the remnant forces infiltrated the Pankisi Gorge in Georgia.

After the “9·11” incident, because of the increased strength of the international counter-terrorist effort and the Russian army’s strikes, the Chechen separatist armed forces were in a passive position strategically, and their strategic space became still narrower. But the Chechen separatist armed forces still adopted guerrilla tactics, frequently carrying out assassinations and terrorist activity inside and outside Chechnya, continually attacking Russian army sentry posts, blowing up military vehicles, and shooting down Russian army helicopters. In August 2002, 1 Russian Mi-26 helicopter was shot down by Chechen armed men, causing more than 100 military deaths. The purpose of the Chechen separatist armed forces’ terrorist activity is to force Russia to withdraw its troops from Chechnya and achieve Chechen independence.



II. The Course of the Rescue

The handling of the whole incident went through the stages of stand-off, negotiation, fierce fighting and aftermath; 34 terrorists were killed in all, another 3 terrorists were captured, and the terrorists who served as “human bombs” were all wiped out by the special forces. The officers and men of the special forces taking part in the battle suffered no casualties, but 128 hostages unfortunately lost their lives.


(1) The stand-off stage

On the night of October 23, 2002, more than 50 terrorists carrying guns slipped into the Palace of Culture of the Moscow Bearing Plant, and seized more than 700 spectators who were listening to a concert and about 100 performing personnel, among whom were 75 foreigners. The ringleader of this band of terrorists was Movsar Barayev (莫夫萨尔·巴拉耶夫), the nephew of the Chechen rebel chieftain Arbi Barayev (阿尔比·巴拉耶夫), who was killed by Russian government troops in June 2001. He demanded that Russia withdraw its troops from Chechnya within a week, otherwise he would shoot all of the hostages and blow up the Palace of Culture building. At the same time he also claimed that if the police dared to shoot any one of them, they would kill 10 hostages. At 6:30 on the morning of the 25th, 7 hostages were released. At 12:30 at noon, 8 children were released, including 1 Swiss girl. But the terrorists went back on their word, and refused to honor the promise to release all the foreign hostages. At this point the two sides were in the stand-off stage.



(2) The negotiation stage

On the afternoon of the 25th, the terrorists issued a threat that if at 22:00 that night the demand for the Russian army’s withdrawal from Chechnya was not met, they would begin to take action against the hostages. At 16:45, Nikolai Patrushev (尼古拉·帕特鲁舍夫), director of the Russian Federal Security Service, announced that as long as the hostages were released, the terrorists could “be spared death.” At 20:00 that night, 2 hours before the final deadline set by the terrorists, Russian President Putin expressed willingness to negotiate with the Chechen rebels, but they must abide by the negotiating conditions he set. At midnight, the Russian woman journalist Anna Politkovskaya (安娜·波利特科夫卡娅), who had gained the “good will” of the local Chechens by reporting on the Chechen War, said after talking with the terrorists that the terrorists demanded that the Russian government and Putin himself provide “proof” of his intention to withdraw troops, otherwise they would take “the severest measures.” In the early morning of the 26th, the negotiating representative sent by Russian President Putin, former Prime Minister Primakov (普里马科夫), entered the theater and held face-to-face negotiations with the terrorists, but the negotiations did not go smoothly.



(3) The stage of fierce fighting

At about 5:30 on the morning of the 26th, Moscow time, after the negotiations failed, the terrorists began to shoot the hostages, and declared they would shoot hostages at fixed intervals. Then 1 woman hostage was the first to be cruelly killed, followed closely by another hostage being shot, and 2 more hostages were also shot by the terrorists, and the other hostages, falling into terror, began to flee in all directions. The terrorists then opened fire and strafed the crowd, and some of the hostages fell when hit. At the same time, the Russian special forces began to launch the attack: fully armed soldiers quickly rushed to the theater entrance, tanks also closed in on the scene, and the two sides opened fierce fire on each other. In the conflict, even more hostages rushed out of the theater, but in all 128 hostages lost their lives.

The special forces who rushed to the front of the main door hurled several sleeping gas bombs into the lobby of the theater and began to release “sleeping gas.” The “sleeping gas” could cause the bandits to lose all or part of their fighting ability, and could also enable the hostages to avoid producing a chaotic situation and mistaken injuries. Then the special forces officers and men wearing gas masks quickly rushed into the theater lobby, and the special forces officers identified the terrorists who were in a state of “sleep,” quickly opened fire and killed the great majority of them. Several terrorist sentries who were moving about in the theater corridors and who heard the sound and ran over were decisively killed by the special forces before they could even open fire. Several terrorists hidden on the second-floor balcony were also killed by special forces officers. In the fierce firefight, 34 kidnappers, including the ringleader Barayev, were killed on the spot.

At the same time, a large number of ambulances that had been waiting for a long time near the theater urgently drove to the theater entrance, and the wounded hostages were put into the ambulances and rushed away.



(4) The aftermath stage

At 7:00 on the morning of the 26th, the special forces began to escort out of the theater building some of the terrorists, and the hostages began to disperse. At 7:20, the theater building was already completely under the control of the Russian special forces. Afterward about 700 rescue personnel entered the scene and began aftermath handling work.

After the end of the Moscow hostage crisis, Russian Interior Minister Boris Gryzlov (鲍里斯·格雷兹洛夫) on the 26th ordered the clearing of the Chechen “terror network,” and ordered the Moscow police to “thoroughly check all regions isolated from the outside world, hotels, abandoned military bases and other places where terrorists might be hiding,” and he also ordered the Moscow area to strengthen security checks on high-rise buildings, warehouses storing dangerous goods, schools, hospitals and airports. Afterward, he announced that the police had already arrested more than 30 accomplices in the hostage-taking incident in the Moscow area.




III. Analysis of the Operation

In the course of this hostage crisis, the Russian authorities were firm in their stand and decisive in sortie, and the Russian special forces responded swiftly and acted resolutely; although a certain price was paid, most of the hostages were rescued, and it was still a relatively successful hostage rescue operation.


(1) The Russian authorities’ attitude was firm, and they would never compromise

After the terrorists put forward the demand that the Russian army withdraw from Chechnya within a week, President Putin immediately stated that he “would never yield to provocation,” showing Russia’s tough stand of absolutely not compromising with the terrorists. This step strengthened the confidence of the broad Russian people in defeating terrorist activity, and laid a firm foundation for successfully rescuing the hostages and defusing this crisis. In the end, the special forces, after careful deployment, struck the terrorists in one blow. If Putin had compromised with the terrorists at that time, it would not only have caused greater chaos in the Chechen situation, but would also have fed the arrogance of the terrorists, inevitably touching off turmoil in the Russian political situation, and would have seriously affected the progress of international counter-terrorist action.



(2) The Russian special forces reacted swiftly and acted decisively

On the very night the terrorist incident occurred, Russian President Putin immediately held an emergency meeting through the night with the leaders of the security departments to discuss the solution, canceled all kinds of foreign affairs activities, and stayed all day in his office in the Kremlin, closely following the development of the situation. At the moment when 4 hostages were killed, President Putin decisively made his decision and ordered the special forces to sortie. The Russian special forces quickly launched action, dividing their troops into many routes, and at the critical moment when the terrorists were shooting the hostages decisively sortied, avoiding greater casualties.



(3) There was some confusion in the organization on the scene, causing a relatively high number of hostage deaths

In the course of rescuing the hostages, because of the lack of communication of information between inside and outside, and in addition the kidnappers shot several hostages dead, the hostages were thrown into confusion, and the kidnappers began to strafe the crowd, causing in all the deaths of 128 hostages. To avoid more casualties, the Russian special forces released sleeping gas bombs and sleeping gas, and only then effectively settled the fighting. If this measure had been taken earlier, rather than becoming overly entangled with the kidnappers, it might have been possible to avoid the confused situation and reduce hostage casualties.

(Lang Daqiang)






Case 46: Russian Special Forces’ Handling of the Beslan Hostage Incident (2004.9.1–9.3)

Book pp. 330–336.

【Case Summary】 On September 1, 2004, Chechen separatist armed elements in Russia seized students, teachers and parents at Middle School No. 1 in the city of Beslan, in the Republic of North Ossetia in the south of the Russian Federation. After the incident, Russia quickly assembled troops to deal with it, and after a stand-off of nearly 52 hours, ended the fighting by a forcible assault. In this incident most of the hostages were rescued, but heavy casualties were caused, and the whole rescue action ended in failure. In this hostage incident, 335 people in all lost their lives, including 186 children, and another 639 children were wounded and 123 were left disabled. 31 terrorists were killed and 1 was captured alive. The “Alpha” special forces unit that took part in the operation suffered relatively heavy losses, with more than 10 special forces soldiers killed and 18 wounded.


I. Background of the Incident

The place where this hostage incident occurred, Beslan, is located in the Republic of North Ossetia in the south of the Russian Federation, about 15 kilometers north of the republic’s capital, Vladikavkaz. North Ossetia adjoins Chechnya, and the Chechen separatist armed elements are quite frequently active in this region; and the Russian Air Force base 6 kilometers north of the town of Mozdok in North Ossetia, played an important role in both Chechen wars, so the Chechen armed elements harbored hatred and frequently sneaked in here to launch terrorist attacks. In March 1999, a bomb explosion occurred in the central market of Vladikavkaz, causing 55 deaths and 168 injuries. On June 5, 2003, in the northern suburbs of the city of Mozdok, a large bus carrying 27 military men and technical personnel was hit by a suicide bombing by a woman of unknown identity, causing 15 deaths. On August 1, 2003, a Russian army military hospital in the town of Mozdok was hit by a car bomb attack, causing the deaths of more than 30 people and the wounding of dozens.

In 2004 the Chechen Republic of the Russian Federation was just holding its presidential election; under the situation in which the terrorist forces repeatedly threatened to carry out a series of terrorist activities, the vigilance of the relevant Russian authorities was not sufficient: they did not take the serious reality of the terrorist threat seriously, but out of political considerations even played down the atmosphere of possible terrorist attack. It was precisely because of the lack of due vigilance against a new round of terrorist attacks, the failure to adopt effective preventive measures, and the failure to take sufficient precautions in the North Caucasus region close to Chechnya, that the Beslan hostage incident finally occurred.

Judging from the situation after the incident, the terrorists had plotted the attack long in advance; the explosives and weapons used in taking the hostages had been transported to the gymnasium beforehand. In July, when Middle School No. 1 in Beslan took advantage of the summer vacation to carry out repairs, these terrorists, disguised as construction workers, mixed a large quantity of explosives and weapons ammunition into the building materials and transported them to the school, hiding them in the basement of the school gymnasium. According to later testimony of the hostages, after occupying the school the terrorists took a large quantity of explosives and weapons out of the basement. After the hostage incident ended, apart from the explosive devices that had already exploded, the ammunition found at the school by Russian sappers still amounted to as much as 50 kilograms.



II. The Course of the Rescue

In this handling of the Beslan hostage incident by the Russian special forces, because of insufficient estimation and preparation beforehand, and being caught in a stand-off with the terrorists after the incident occurred, the only option was to adopt forcible measures, which caused rather heavy casualties. It mainly included the stages of the outbreak of the incident, the stand-off, the forcible assault and the aftermath.


(1) The stage of the outbreak of the incident

At 10:00 Moscow time on September 1, 2004, more than 30 terrorists, riding in trucks, forcibly entered Middle School No. 1 in the city of Beslan and seized about 1,100 teachers, students and parents who were attending the opening-of-term ceremony as hostages. They were very familiar with the geographic environment of the school where the incident occurred, and quickly occupied advantageous sniping positions. After the terrorists occupied the school and held the students, teachers and parents in it as hostages, they separated the students from the adults and confined them in the school gymnasium and classrooms, and laid out a large quantity of explosives. At the same time, the terrorists also frenziedly ordered the hostages to “help” lay bombs and obstacles at important places, in order to prevent the Russian special forces from carrying out a rescue action. After the incident occurred, the local police and the Russian Federation’s Interior Ministry troops reacted quickly, surrounded the school and exchanged fire briefly with the terrorists, and 3 hostages were shot dead. The Russian high leadership quickly set up a “rescue operations command” headed by the Federal Security Service, and assembled the “Alpha” special forces and other units to carry out multi-layered encirclement of the target.



(2) The stand-off stage

After arriving and sealing off the place militarily, the Russian side, while making various preparations for a forcible rescue of the hostages, negotiated with the terrorists. At 11:30, the terrorists, through a note thrown out, put forward demands: that Russia withdraw its troops from Chechnya and release the terrorists arrested in June 2004 for attacking Ingushetia. At the same time, they demanded that the North Ossetian president Dzasokhov (扎索霍夫) and the Ingushetian president Zyazikov (济科夫), as well as the pediatrician Roshal (罗沙利), come to Beslan. At 12:00, the rescue command headed by Dzasokhov made contact with the terrorists. At 1:15 in the early morning of September 2, Dr. Roshal made telephone contact with the terrorists. At 3:00, the terrorists broke off the telephone talks. The North Ossetian president Dzasokhov and Dr. Roshal, who had taken part in the negotiations in the Moscow hostage incident, sent by the Russian side, kept maneuvering with the terrorists, demanding that the hostages’ safety be guaranteed, and put forward the demand to exchange important officials and adults for children, but all of it was rejected.

At the same time, Russia actively sought the support of the international community. At 18:50 on September 1, Russia, regarding this terrorist incident that had occurred, urgently called for a meeting of the United Nations Security Council, and the Security Council, at Russia’s request, convened an overnight meeting. At 5:00 on the 2nd, the Council strongly condemned the terrorists’ holding of hostages in North Ossetia. On the day of the incident, Malaysian Prime Minister Badawi (巴达维) issued a statement stressing Malaysia’s principle of firmly opposing terrorism; on September 2, Azerbaijani President Aliyev (阿利耶夫) stated that this was a terrorist incident, and stressed coordinated joint striking of terrorism; Armenian President Kocharian (科恰良) and French President Chirac (希拉克) sent telegrams to Russian President Putin, expressing solidarity with the victims of the North Ossetian hostage-taking incident; NATO Secretary General de Hoop Scheffer (夏侯雅伯) and Shanghai Cooperation Organization Secretary-General Zhang Deguang (张德广) respectively issued statements strongly condemning this cruel incident directed against innocent civilians; Chinese State President Hu Jintao sent a telegram to Putin, strongly condemning this terrorist act directed against innocent civilians. Belarus, Estonia, Germany and South Korea also successively issued speeches or statements condemning this terrorist act.



(3) The forcible assault stage

In the early morning of September 3 at 2:00, the telephone link between the negotiators and the terrorists was broken off again. Afterward, the armed elements fired several rocket-propelled grenades outside the school, wounding 1 policeman. At 8:00, the negotiators restored contact with the terrorists. At 11:00, the action command announced that it was strengthening contact with the terrorists, so as to be able to provide food and drinking water to the hostages. At 12:45, the action command and the terrorists agreed that the bodies of the hostages who had been killed when the bandits occupied the school would be taken out of the school. At 13:05, rescue personnel of the Federal Ministry of Emergency Situations entered the school to carry out the bodies, and when they approached the main building, the main entrance doors were opened, and the terrorists appeared at the door. At this moment an explosion suddenly occurred, and the armed elements, thinking that the Russian special forces had already begun to carry out an attack, opened intense fire on the rescue personnel. 4 rescue personnel fell on the spot, 2 were killed and another 2 seriously wounded. At the same time, some of the hostages began to flee, and the terrorists then fired frenziedly at the crowd of fleeing people. At 13:15, the special forces rushed into the school to rescue the hostages and engaged in fierce fighting with the terrorists. At 13:50, some of the terrorists broke out of the school in an attempt to escape, and the Russian army and police began to exchange fire with them. After nearly 4 hours of fighting, at 16:00 the Russian army and police had almost completely controlled the school, but still met with sporadic resistance. By about 17:00, most of the hostages had escaped danger, and the fighting was basically over.



(4) The aftermath stage

After the Russian army completely controlled the school, a series of aftermath rescue work was immediately launched. At 17:00, rescue personnel found more than 100 bodies in the school gymnasium. At 19:30, according to the action command’s statistics, 20 terrorists had been wiped out in the action, among whom were mercenaries from Arab countries. At 19:50, Russian presidential adviser Aslakhanov (阿斯拉哈诺夫) disclosed that the dead hostages numbered more than 150. In the early morning of September 4, Putin flew to Beslan to visit the people wounded in this incident.




III. Analysis of the Operation

The outbreak of the Russian Beslan hostage incident was sudden and shocked the world. Although in this incident most of the hostages were rescued, heavy casualties were caused, and more than 10 officers and men of the “Alpha” special forces were also killed. Taken as a whole, the special forces’ rescue action in this incident was a failed action, in which not only was the plan inadequately prepared, but the use of tactics was also inappropriate, causing confusion on the scene.


(1) Emergency preparation was insufficient, and the deployment of forces was in disorder

Generally speaking, the Russian Federation underestimated the terrorist harm of the Chechen separatist armed elements, prepared insufficiently, and guarded against it laxly. When the incident occurred, as the personnel of the Russian Ministry of Emergency Situations entered the school to carry out the bodies, faced with the sudden explosion and the situation in which some of the hostages began to flee, the Russian army had no plans or preparations for dealing with contingencies and responding to changes at random, and in the crisis of the terrorists shooting at the hostages and the hostages’ lives hanging by a thread, it was in a position of being unable to act and having to respond passively. At the same time, because of the lack of unified command and dispatch, all the armed personnel swarmed to the front line of the hostage-taking scene; the task zones of the reconnaissance detachments, assault detachments, sealing and control detachments, security detachments and rescue detachments were unclear, the areas of deployment of the various army and police units overlapped, their organization was in disorder, and no unified command was formed.



(2) The tactics were used inappropriately, and special equipment was lacking

In this action, the Russian special forces did not successfully use the special operations tactics of concealed approach to the enemy, multi-point penetration and three-dimensional striking; the action to kill or suppress the terrorists was rather slow, so that a special operations battle that should have been “a quick battle for a quick decision” became a “tough assault” lasting as long as more than 3 hours, causing enormous casualties among hostages and special forces personnel. In this hostage rescue action, the Russian side did not put in and use special operations weapons and equipment, but mainly used conventional weapons such as rocket launchers and flamethrowers, so that combat effectiveness was not fully exerted. They even used heavy weapons such as tanks and helicopters to rescue the hostages, which not only brought about heavy losses, but also to a certain extent caused casualties among the hostages. In this special operation, the Russian special forces’ measures to suppress and disarm explosives did not keep up, and the explosive devices placed by the terrorists were not effectively cleared in time, so that most of the hostages who lost their lives died from the explosions or the roof collapse caused by the explosions.



(3) The sealing and control of the scene was not tight, and friend and foe were not clearly identified

Although there were large numbers of military and police personnel and other rescue personnel, the control points such as the traffic arteries, important crossroads, railway stations and commanding heights in and around the hostage-taking scene were still in a half-open state; no outer sealing-and-control zone, on-site police cordon zone or core control zone was set up, and no multi-layered, three-dimensional and tight encirclement deployment was formed. The various kinds of military, police and armed personnel who took part in the battle, including traffic, fire and medical personnel, the hostages’ relatives, local masses, terrorists and even spies, were mixed together as one, with no obvious identification marks, so that friend and foe were hard to tell apart, giving the terrorists an opportunity to exploit, with the result that as many as more than 10 terrorists mingled with the crowd at the scene and took the chance to flee.



(4) Battlefield rescue was not in place, and counter-terrorism publicity and training were not sufficient

Because the possible harmful consequences had not been fully assessed, the medical rescue personnel and ambulances at the scene were obviously lacking, so that many of the wounded did not receive timely and effective treatment, further increasing the number of casualties. After the forcible assault began, a large number of civilians were not able to withdraw from the sealed zone in time, which gave the terrorists an opportunity to use civilians as cover. Most of the wounded were children, and the great majority were burn victims, which shows that the children had almost no concept of saving themselves. All this shows that the Russian authorities lacked sufficient preparation for the counter-terrorism situation in North Ossetia, and that the counter-terrorism departments’ day-to-day counter-terrorism publicity and training work directed at civilians was not in place.

(Lang Daqiang)
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The People’s Liberation Army Press is the largest, and the only, comprehensive military publishing house in the country. In its glorious course of more than 60 years, the books and teaching materials it has already published have covered almost every category of military history, military academics, military science and technology, military events, military personalities and military literature, both ancient and modern, Chinese and foreign, and at present, in both variety and quantity, it stands at the peak of its profession and industry. At the highest point, one feels the cold: today, apart from military literature, it is extremely difficult to settle on a good topic among the other categories of military books. The importance of the subject matter of the World Classic Battles series and the historical role it carries have been set forth in the general preface and in the prefaces of the individual volumes. Precisely because of this, it was necessary, among the many institutions of higher learning and scientific research institutes of the whole army, to find a unit with a large contingent of scholars, abundant stores of information, a solid academic environment, a rigorous scholarly spirit and an active attitude toward scientific research to take part in the compilation of this series, and the Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy (石家庄机械化步兵学院) was one of the ideal units. From the determination of the compilation plan in August 2006, to the convening of the first compilation working meeting of the series on April 28, 2007, to today, it has taken more than three years to finally complete this grand work in the field of the study of world battle cases. As for the effect of this book, after its appearance, on the building of the troops and its influence on the study of future wars, there is no need for the compilers to say anything; history will give its own verdict. I have long been engaged in editorial work and know deeply the role and influence of battle-case books on the building of the troops, and during my term of more than six years as president of the People’s Liberation Army Press, I was determined to plan and compile a large-scale series of battle cases. Now that this series has finally been published, for me personally, to have conscientiously completed this foundational project that can raise the military quality of commanders at all levels in our army, although it is very meaningful work done for the building of the troops, I must still sincerely thank all the leaders, experts and scholars of the Shijiazhuang Mechanized Infantry Academy. To facilitate study and research by future users of the series, I respectfully give the following explanations of questions such as the composition of the series, the compilation design and the standards of style and format:


I. On the Compilation Approach of This Series

The determination of the compilation approach of the series not only bears on the smooth progress of the series’ compilation project, but will also play a critical role in whether the World Classic Battles series, after its publication, can truly be of help to the military quality of commanders at all levels in our army. To this end, the principal leaders of the series’ editorial committee and its general office listened to expert opinions from many sides, earnestly analyzed the actual state of battle-case teaching in the armies of the countries of the world, used every opportunity to carry out investigation and research in the troops, and verified and assessed the actual needs of commanders at all levels in the troops for studying and researching battle cases. Gradually there took shape a series of compilation approaches that are reasonable, practical, concise, and easy for all the experts and professors taking part in the compilation of the series to grasp: “objective, fair, scientific and rigorous” is the basic principle the series has always adhered to; with the aim of having direct guiding significance for present and future wars (campaigns, battles), the standard was formed that “the proportion of our army’s and foreign armies’ cases is appropriate, the participating units are complete at all levels, the forms of war strive to be comprehensive, and the battlefield environments strive to be diverse,” which determined the criteria for the selection of all the battle cases; it insists on the typicality and seriousness of battle cases, and historical facts must be introduced objectively; it makes fair and truth-seeking assessments of the status and role of the various military forces in the process of wars (campaigns, battles); for controversial questions on which the benevolent see benevolence and the wise see wisdom, it either avoids them or adopts the authoritative view, in order to ensure that the selected battle cases are rigorous and scientific and can stand the test of history and practice; it strives to ensure that all the battle cases of the whole series must have a certain theoretical research value and practical operational function, and have a certain guiding help for raising the military quality of military commanders; the contents set forth are all based on credible historical materials and the research results of military historians, without embellishing or fabricating facts, without involving military secrets, without evaluating the justice or injustice of wars, and without intervening in the political and diplomatic matters involved in the battle cases; and the selected battle cases must all be “wide in representative scope, strong in guiding significance and great in research value,” and so on. All of the above were taken as laws that must be followed and ran through the whole process of the compilation of the series.



II. On the Compilation System of Battle Cases in This Series

In accordance with the principle that the battlefield forms be diverse, the operational styles comprehensive and the troop composition complete, so as to provide commanders at all levels with a relatively reasonable system of battle-case study, the principal leaders of the series’ editorial committee and the editorial committee’s general office repeatedly convened various meetings and solicited the opinions of experts in military history and of experts and professors specializing in battle-case teaching; after repeated verification, they finally determined the framework of the whole series as 7 volumes, 288 selected battle cases, and a total word count of more than 2,000,000 characters:

World Classic Battles: War Volume — 30 battle cases selected, more than 370,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: Campaign Volume — 31 battle cases selected, more than 320,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: Battle Volume — 70 battle cases selected, more than 300,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: Urban Operations Volume — 38 battle cases selected, more than 260,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: Air Raid and Counter-Air-Raid Operations Volume — 34 battle cases selected, more than 240,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: River, Lake and Island Operations Volume — 39 battle cases selected, more than 280,000 characters;

World Classic Battles: Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Volume — 46 battle cases selected, more than 200,000 characters.

In this compilation system, the angles from which the volumes select and write battle cases differ from one another, each has its own characteristics, and they complement one another, basically covering the various battle cases that commanders at all levels in our army need to master. The War Volume, Campaign Volume and Battle Volume basically constitute the core content of the battle-case system; the Urban Operations Volume, the Air Raid and Counter-Air-Raid Operations Volume, the River, Lake and Island Operations Volume and the Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Volume reflect the main types of operations of modern war, and together form a system of campaign and battle cases that includes different operational styles, different operational scales, different arms and services, and different battlefield environments, fully embodying the scientific character, systematic character and rigor of the compilation of the World Classic Battles series. In particular, among the 171 foreign-army battle cases collected in the series, the famous high-tech local war cases since the second half of the last century have almost all been selected, which has strong reference and guiding significance for our better study of foreign armies, and especially for learning from foreign armies’ operational experience in the several recent high-tech local wars and fully doing well the preparation for military struggle.

In order to grasp even more accurately the actual needs of those who study and research battle cases, when constructing the compilation plan of this series over the years, we took the opportunity of research trips to the troops and to academies and schools to conduct surveys on the situation of the study and research of battle cases in some units and academies. The troops and most academies generally attach relatively great importance to the collection, collation, study and research of materials on our army’s traditional battle cases, especially the famous battle cases in their own units’ history. Owing to the limitation of conditions and the shackles of traditional ideas, the study and research of foreign-army battle cases is relatively less, and therefore not much is known about foreign-army battle cases either. This series collects 288 world classic battle cases; we still gave weight to the study and research of our army’s famous battle cases, collecting 106 battle cases; in addition, we collected 12 battle cases of the frontline-battlefield operations of the National Revolutionary Army and of the War of Resistance against Japan; the famous battle cases of the main foreign armies such as those of the U.S., Russian (Soviet), British, French, German and Japanese armies total 170, accounting for nearly 60% of all battle cases. As for the order of arrangement of the battle cases selected in each volume, because the operational styles and operational scales differ, it is hard to demand uniformity, so each volume, according to its own characteristics, forms its own system, arranged either in chronological order or by the size of the participating units. Except that, in the Battle Volume, our army’s battle cases are placed first, in all the other volumes the famous foreign-army battle cases are placed first.



III. On the Composition of the Elements of Each Battle Case

Each battle case in the series is composed of 6 parts: the battle case name, the battle case (action) summary, the pre-war situation (or pre-war situation, background of the incident, disaster situation), the course of operations (or course of the war, course of the incident, course of the action), the battle case (action) analysis, and the battle case map. In view of the special nature of the battle cases selected in the World Classic Battles: Special Operations and Counter-Terrorism Volume, especially the battle cases selected in the counter-terrorist operations part, whose forms of war and operational styles differ from conventional wars, the composition of the elements of some battle cases differs slightly from that of the other volumes. The pre-war situation, the course of operations and the battle case analysis are the main parts of each battle case, and the proportion of their word counts is formed roughly in the proportion of 3 to 5 to 2 or 2 to 5 to 3, so that the inherent meaning that an independent battle case should have is reflected relatively comprehensively.

The “battle case name” is generally based on the names of the wars (campaigns, battles) collected in or involved in the Chinese Military Encyclopedia and well-known military works; in order to form the characteristics of this series and for convenience of retrieval and use, in most battle case names the participating units were added, or the operational area was added, to distinguish them.

The “battle case summary” uses concise and succinct language to objectively describe the time and place of occurrence of the battle case, the process of engagement, the forces committed by both sides, and the results and influence of the operation.

The “pre-war situation” (or pre-war situation, background of the incident) mainly gives the necessary account of the geographical environment, political background, economic situation, scale of forces, planning and decision-making and other circumstances before the war (campaign, battle) occurred.

The “course of operations” (or course of the war, course of the incident) is mainly, in the order of time, place, persons and the development of the war (campaign, battle), an objective account of the operational decisions, operational actions and operational results. It gives detailed accounts of the troops, command organs and commanders of both sides, the operational plans, the weapons and equipment, and the various operational stages.

The “battle case analysis” mainly carries out analysis and commentary around such aspects as the position, role and influence of the battle case, its characteristics, and its experience and lessons. In the analysis, the principle of “respecting history and respecting objectivity” is strictly followed; in general, our army’s operational experience is not used to interpret the operational characteristics of foreign armies, today’s habitual thinking is not used to evaluate the historical process, and nor is ideology used to evaluate the nature of the war. Although the word-count share of the analysis part in each battle case is not the emphasis, its written exposition is the emphasis of the emphases, and scientific analysis often plays the role of putting the finishing touch on the dragon, so this element has also become the unique feature of this series’ study of battle cases.

The “battle case map” in every case takes the relevant operational maps in authoritative books such as the Chinese Military Encyclopedia and the History of the Battles of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army as references, either reduced, enlarged or edited, and all the battle case maps selected reflect the original pre-war situation or the process of engagement of the two sides. Some battle cases have no map material to be found, or for reasons such as secrecy, in keeping with the principle of “better to lack than to err,” battle case maps were not newly made. Of the 288 battle cases of this series, there are more than 200 battle case maps, a proportion exceeding 70%.

The battle cases collected in this series are targeted to a certain extent; for example, the War Volume and the Campaign Volume are mainly for study and research by the supreme decision-making level and the personnel of campaign command organs, while the Battle Volume is mainly provided for study and research by junior and intermediate commanders, and so the numbers of characters of the battle cases in the different types of volumes are not the same. In the War Volume, the word count of each battle case is generally 14,000 characters; in the Campaign Volume the word count of each battle case is generally about 10,000 characters; in the other volumes the word count of each battle case is about 7,000 characters; while the word count of the battle cases in the Battle Volume is determined according to the scale of the battle: for example, 4,000 characters for battalion-level operations, 3,000 characters for company-level operations, and 2,000 characters for squad- and platoon-level operations.

In the course of compilation, we strove to make each battle case relatively independent, but the major historical events and important historical backgrounds involved in some battle cases are rather complex and huge, and because of the limits of space it is very hard to reproduce them in full. Of course, a battle case, however important, whose operational process materials are incomplete was not included.



IV. On the Compilation and Writing Standards for Battle Cases

This series is rather unique among the categories of books; in terms of its function it is mainly provided for military commanders in the troops to study and research war, and for this reason we drew up corresponding written standards for compilation in accordance with the characteristics and rules of general military document writing; but afterward, in the course of compilation, it was found that some of the battle cases in the series spanned more than half a century, some battle cases involved regions covering the five continents and four seas, and some battle cases covered politics, economy, military affairs, diplomacy, science and technology, geography, astronomy and meteorology and many other aspects; if there were too many standards, they would make a thousand articles alike, and if too few, they would let things run in all sorts of directions. For this reason, vertically in content, 6 elements (battle case name, battle case summary, pre-war situation, course of operations, battle case analysis, and battle case map) were strictly defined as the basis, while horizontally, besides the principles and standards determined in the above written exposition, concrete compilation standards were also made explicit, for example:

Because what is set forth in the battle cases is all based on historical materials and the research results of historians, phrases such as “according to the records of such-and-such material,” “quoted from the work of so-and-so” or “according to a bulletin from higher authority” no longer appear in the text;

In the expression of the participating troops in a battle case, in general the situation of the main body of the battle case is given first and then the situation of the opposing side, with both sides described in turn in the order of higher echelon, own echelon, attached units and neighboring friendly units;

In the wording used in the pre-war situation, course of operations and battle case analysis, it is essential to see people, see things, see events and see processes; the writing must be concise and to the point, and must not repeat what comes before and after. The written exposition of the battle case analysis must not be stiff, and stock phrases such as “mainly has the following characteristics” and “mainly has the following experience” must not appear; summarizing exposition should be made;

For every unit that first appears in the main text of a battle case, its subordination and attachment relationships must be explained, for example “the 1st and 3rd Regiments under the 1st Division and the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Division attached”;

In the expression of unit designations, when first appearing they should be complete and standard, for example “the 127th Division of the 43rd Army of the 15th Army Group of the Fourth Field Army of the Chinese People’s Liberation Army,” and in the subsequent text they may be given in abbreviated form, such as “the 127th Division of the 43rd Army of the 15th Army Group of the Fourth Field Army”;

For every person who first appears in the main text of a battle case, they must be expressed in the manner of “post + full name + military rank,” for example “Supreme Commander of the Allied Forces General Eisenhower” or “U.S. President Roosevelt”;

For weapons and equipment that first appear in the main text of a battle case, in general the model designation should be used, such as “M48 tank.” If a code name is used for the weapon, its function, characteristics and manufacturing country should be briefly explained, such as “the U.S.-made ‘Abrams’ tank, with strong ground-assault capability”;

For command organs such as the “Central General Headquarters,” “General Headquarters” and “General Staff” that first appear in the main text of a battle case, the location of command, the current commander and the relationship with the participating troops must be explained, for example “the U.S. front-line commander of the forward command post currently in Saudi Arabia responsible for the multinational forces fighting in Iraq, General Schwarzkopf, commands …”;

Battle cases only express the operational plans and operational deployments related to the battle case that were being implemented, and in general do not express plans and deployments that were not realized or implemented;

The content of the battle case analysis must follow the principle of “what was not expressed is not analyzed, what was not implemented is not analyzed.” Analysis and commentary are made only on situations that have been implemented and have results; “if” and “supposition” situations are not analyzed, and especially must not be made the basis of the analysis;

The name of the battle case map must be consistent with the name of the battle case, and so on.

In order to ensure the quality of the compilation of this series, the relevant compilation standards are too numerous to mention, and only the essentials are extracted, both for the record accompanying the book and so that the users of this book may glimpse the workings of the compilation.

In order to ensure that each battle case of this series is accurate, scientific and rigorous, besides relying on the relevant teaching and academic research results of the Academy, we also extensively studied and drew on relevant books published by authoritative domestic publishing units such as the People’s Liberation Army Press, the Military Science Press and the National Defense University Press, and also reduced, enlarged and edited the battle case maps in the relevant books they published. At the very end of this series the names of the reference materials, the publishing units and the authors’ names are all listed. As this series comes out, we offer our sincere thanks to all the publishing houses and the relevant experts and scholars!

Although the World Classic Battles series has striven to make the selected battle cases objective, comprehensive and fair, it is limited by various factors: some battle cases that are classics, such as the historical border-defense and counter-attack battles experienced by the Chinese People’s Liberation Army since the founding of New China, were not included; some battle cases, although famous battles, either because of their remote age or because of the many conflicting theories, although the materials were sought in many ways and verified, in the end are limited by the amount of material available and the exposition of the contents of the battle case still appears thin; when determining the compilation scope of each volume in the series, in order to reflect the characteristics of each volume, there are some battle cases of types that easily form overlap, and when dividing the volumes, out of unwillingness to part with them, these were retained, which has indeed made the system of battle cases of each volume somewhat forced; some, limited by time and level, still have many places in analysis and commentary where words fall short of what is meant or are not quite apt, and so on. As for the problems and imperfections existing in the volumes in terms of the style of compilation and writing, the expression of contents, the analysis of battle cases and so on, we look forward to obtaining the criticism, correction and understanding of the users of the battle cases.

War develops. The vitality of military academic research lies not in a simple review of history, but in taking history as a mirror, thereby understanding reality and opening up the future. It is believed that military commanders who are good at thinking will surely glean more from the battle cases selected in this series, and thus be able to firmly grasp the key to winning future wars.

Zhu Dongsheng (朱冬生) October 1, 2009
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