Republic of China.
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Strategic bombing —
Hunter style

In the mid-19705, active service for BAF personnel was hard to come by, but
for a small pumber of adventurers there was always the Sultan of Oman’s Alr
Force. Dissidents were continually trving to overthrow the Sultan of this mod-
est Middle Eastern country and the SOAF regularly found itself invelved in
attack operations to discourage such moves. Against the current background
of war in the Yemen, John Clementson recounts the story of the Hawker
Hunter in Omani service and of its seoret sirategic use against the Yemen in

1975.

"ON SUNDAY, August |, 1993, the

Hawker Hunter of Mo & Squadron
Royal Air Force of Oman flew: for the lasp
ame. For 18 vesrs and four months the
*RAFO Hunters opersted fron BAFD
Thumeait, the Foeward Strike Base in the

_MNejd desert in Dhofar in the_so the
yeountry,sad not surprisingly-thei in
the"Mhim's Air Forcg has been exemplary.

b g HumEm arrivedat it in
March 1975, a gift from Kgnpddussein of
Jordan, ar a time when the country ywas in
the*midst of a bitter ten vear war in
Dhofar Province in the south of the coun-
try. The enemy was o determined Marxist
insurgency backed by the Peoples
Democratic Republic of Yemen (FDRY),
by the then Soviet Union and the People’s

.

Below: A strangely-deserted perimeter
Sort of Thimradt being overflown by a
No 6 Sgn Hunter FGA.73 of the Sultan
af Chrran's Air Force in 1986, (Photo via
auifror),

By 1975, the basic Hunter airframe and
engine werc“beginning ro give way o
Iater, more.modem, aircraft byt the Iype
remaingd Britainig most successful post-
war fighteldiome 2000 Were built and
even todays the type still survives in ser-

‘ﬁin the Swiss gnd-Chilean ‘ajr_forces, wes

40 yegrs Ao the pﬁjl‘jpﬁ'ﬁ s

fifizhaeori TO5], .
Flying %ﬂhﬁ with arange of ™

nearl®E00 miles with two 230-gal drop-

wanks, BAFO Hunters at first mounted

four 30 mm Aden cannon and carmied two
1,000 b bombs or 18 Sura rockets. For
RAFO (then called the Sultan M Oman's
Air Force or S0AF), the Hunter repres
sented a big step forward in capability.
particularly in Fighter Grougd-Arrick
(FGA); the BAC ﬁrilmmnsur WAs previ-
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Above: Classic lines of
the Hunter — marred
anly by the two AIM-9P
Sidewinders and drop
tanks — shown fo gffect
in thiz view of an air-
craft over a barren land-
scape. (Photo, Rolls-
Rovee). Inset: Badge of
No 6 Sgn, RAFO.

Lafi: Map of Oman
showing the main air
bases and below, a
shetch-map of the 1975
‘Oktobarfest’ affensive

against targets
across the border in
Yirrern.
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ously the Air Force's matn combat type.

There were 31 Hunters in total, most
built at Kingston, Blackpool, Covenrry ar
Amsterdam in the late-1950% as Mark 6s
with a few Muark 4s. Three of them were
T.66B two-sear trainers, six were F.6s,
two were FR.10s and the remainder were
FGA.73s. The last arrived on April 26,
1975, (In 1980, two additional T.67=
were acquired from Kuwair)

The Airwork contract engineers man-
aged to put 16 of them in the air inside
six months, with about nine becoming
combat-ready. Mo 6 Sgn formed in June
1975 with five Hunters and seven pilots
and commanded by a squadron leader
seconded from the RAF. Two of the
pilots were Royal Jordanian Air Force
volunteers and the rest were either RAF
Loan Service or British and
Commonwealth Contract Officers.
Today, nearly all are Omanis under an
Omani Wing Commander. From the our-
set, “Six" became in many ways (they
would claim in all ways!) RAFO's pre-
mier fighter squadron, famously blooded
in war and efficiently engaged in peace-
time military operntions.

Indtial sorties
For the first few weeks, the pilots con-
ducted intensive training on their
Hunters, impatiently sweating on their
call 1o active duty. It came on Seprember
3, 1975, with an Air Defence call to
scramble and intereept two intruder aie-
craft reported approaching the Omani
Coast over the sea south-west of Salalah.
They turned out 1o be Bell Huey heli-
copters of the Imperial Iranian Air Force
(allies of Oman in the war) on their way
to their inland base at Manston (now
Axdim). Something of an anticlimax, but
later scrambles — and there were to be
many — did not end quite so peacefully.
Gradually, more Hunters were declared
sirworthy and then battle-worthy. They
began to put in some operational close air
SUPPOrT SOrtics in response (o requests
from troops of the Sulten's Armed Forces
(SAF) against guerrillas on the Jebel.



Above: A setting sun casts long shadows down the af

May being escorted oway from the Owmand coast by Hunter No 549 in
A more friendly formation was flown in early-19549 when ]
Sultanate and conducted joint exercives with fts Tornada GR.Is and SOAF Jaguars
aof & Sgn and the Hunters of 6 Sgn.

Below: Following their withdrowal from RAFOD service in August 1993, the stirviv-
fng Hunters ware distributed around the bases ax ‘gote guards’ and groumnd
fnstructional mivframes. No 841 ix now in the Sultan’s Armed Forces Museum ai
Bait Ai-Falaj, near Muscat. (Photo, author),

These Army-supporn missions often
began with a garbled radio cry for help
from an Omani NCO Forward Air
Controller (FAC) with & hard-pressed
SAF infantry patrol, ambushed and
pinned down somewhere on the Jebel, As
the scramble-bell clanged in the
Thumrait crew-room, two pilots on
Quick Reaction Alert (QRA) jumped into
Land Rovers and raced to the dispersal
arca. Each Hunter had an Airwork
mechanic waiting on the wings as the
pilots struggled into their cockpits and
strapped in. Well inside four minutes,
both aircraft were airbome. In the target-
area, instructions from the FAC lined up
the Hunters for rocket and soraffing runs
against caves, rocks and clumps of bush
concealing the Adoo ("enemy”). The guer-
rillas of the Peoples Front for the
Liberation of Oman and the Arsbian
Gulf, fighting on their own home ground
against what they saw as an alien oppres-
sor backed by an ex-colonialist power,
were fearsome fighters — reckless, tena-
cious and resourceful. Bur air amack was
the signal for even the bravest o forger all
else except survival.

Thus far, Hunters repeated the suc-
cesscs of their No 1 Sqn Strikemaster
predecessors who had protected SAF
troops on the Jebel in similar fashion for
over six years. However, for the Hunters,
those Army support operations were but
a prelude to the main event.

Crucial air power

The part played by the Hunter in the final
stages of the SAF ! cam-
paign in Dhofar was crucial — some
would say decisive. The PFLO guerrillas
pescd a formidable challenge, o rural
insurgency ten years in the field (1965-
1975}, well-armed and consistently re-sup-
plied from across the Yemend Border, By
1975, support from the Yemen (formedy
the British Aden Colony/East Aden
Protectorate} not only consisted of head-
quarters buildings, training-camps, storage
compounds, ammunition dumps snd safe
havens, but alse included PDRY infantry
operations inside Omeni territory and
artillery bombardment on SAF forward
positions on the frontier.

Hunters against the Yemen

The final SAF operations of the cam-
paign - nicknamed ‘Oktoberfest — com-
bined efforts by land, sea and air. An
obvious threat to their success was the
action taken by PDRY regular forces, in
particular their artillery, which bombard-
ed the hill-top airswrip and fortifications of
the encircled SAF forward positions at
Sarfait. SOAF, in flying missions of
reconnaissance, re-supply, cascvac, and
close air support, had hitherto always
scted in support of the Army in tactical
roles. Now, for the first time, the Air
Force would be colled upon o act inde-
pendently against what were in effect
SITRECEIC TATgets.

By o courageous decizsion made by HM
Sultan Qaboos in October 1975, the
Hunters were flown in & systemnatic cam-
poign of cross-border raids on PDRY
pgun-cmplacements and on PFLO targets
in und wround the Yemeni port of Hawf,
The act was diplomartically sensitive:
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apart from hittng foreign installations
and risking civilian casuslvies, there was o
possibility — albeit remote — of @ retalia-
wory air defence effort mounved by MiG-
17 Fresco and MiG-21 Fishbed fighters
from Yemeni aiffields to the south, possi-
by piloted by Russian and Cuban pilors.

British pilots seconded from the RAF
were officially screened from cross-border
sorties and the operations remained secret
for years afterwards.

‘The raids continued for six weeks, sup-
ported by bombardments by the Sultan's
artillery Batteries and subsequent opera-
vons by SAF infamiry regiments, supple-
mented by allied Arsbian diplomatic rep-
resentations. The Hunter strategic air
offensive — the use of independent air-
puwer against sirategic targens — demon-
sirated to the Yemeni people the impo-
tence of their government o protect them
and convinced the PDRY Government

that the price of its support of the PFLO
could shortly prove to be disastrously
high. The metical results were nop imme-
dinte: Yemeni guns were ot completely
silenced. Howewver, the sirategic outcome
wias to be spectacular: the complete with-

drawal of Yemeni logistic support to the
insurgents in Dhofar. Within two weeks of
the final Hunter raid, the Sultan was able
1o declare his southern province of Dhofar
us being *safe for civil development”,

Hunters in RAFO

The Hunters have remained ot Thummait
ever since, Their primary operational role
has been to share with 8 and 20 Sqns
equipped with Jaguars in maintsining a 24-
hour stand-by QRA for close wir suppost,
air defence, and interception of mtruders
into girspace and the Thumruiy Air
Drefence Intercepion Zone (ADIZ). Their
miain “trade” gver the years, has been Soviet

Above: Herwleer Hunier FGA. 73 No. 528 twhen sering with the Royal Jordamian
Aiv Force in the eqrly-1970,

Omani Hunters

THE arigin of the Howkar Hunters aparsted by the Sulion of Oman's Air Force, later Raval
Alr Force of Oman, dates back to 1975 whan King Husssin of Jorden presented the
Sulvanate with his antire surviving fleet of 31 aircralt, 16 spare Avan angines and suppor
sguipment. Prior ta that, the Raysl Jordanian Air Force had been o Hunter user since 1958
whan it recanvad n numbar of ex-AAF F.8s supplemanted by soma mora in iho sarly. 1980s
Almost all were destroyed during tha laraall attack an tha RJAF a1 thi boginning of the
Six-Day War of 1887, The losses wera made good by three singbe-seaters supplied by
Sawdl Arabla and ondars Tor 18 FGA, 738, 7348 and T308 ploced with Hawiers and doliv
ared betwean 1968 and 1871, By the rimo of the Yom Kipgar War in 1973, the FLIAF was
apariting 36 single-ssatars and throa Wwo-seatars, Attrition reduced the strangth ta 19 and
1o theas ware added 12 examples praviowsly Nown by Abu Dhabi

Tha, the Hunters delivarad to Ommn ware o midere of versions from e variety of
sourcds and only about 18 ward oparational a1 sy ona time, the remainde being kepl i
SEOrAHR for spares and as attritien replacemants. Airoeah reporied as being suppliod are as

faltows:

Humtar T.5E58 - B0, B0Q.

Humtar T.67 —  BO3, B0 {both ax-Kinwait AF)

Hunter FGAT3  — B11, B16, 817, 825 820, 827, 832,

Huntar FGA 7348 — B38, 629, 831, 800, 842, B43, 244, B45, 4G, BAT
Hurtar FGATIBE — 841, BS0, BS1

Huntar FR, 10 - B83;

Below; Hunter No 826, an FGA.TT, in SOAF markings of a sivle adepred for a
brigf paviod in iha late- 19705,
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Maval N-38 May ASW parrol aircraft and
these have been intercepted and escormed
out of Cmani nirspace.

In its secondary or truining role — the
Hunter has proved an ideal intermiediary
berween Basic Flying Training (on
Strikemasters of No 1 Sgn of the Sultan
Qaboos Air Academy at RAFQ Masirah)
and the front-line Jaguars.

The challenges of the new Gulf
geostrategic dimensions during the war-
torn 19805 were met by the RAFO
Hunters most spectacularly in & series of
sllied ‘exercises with the mavies and air
forces of the USA und UK. Repeatedly,
the Hunters acquitted themselves well,
their r.|.3h|: tummg capability often suc-
ceeding in serial interception and dissimi-
lar afr combar training (DACT), against
the fatest carnier-borme combar aircraft of
LS Navy. The ‘invaders’ invarisbly
acknowledged their contribution with
rueful gemerosity, and the RAFO
Commander's expanding collection of
trophies attested to the effectivensss of
the RAFO conrriburion

The last hurrah

It came as a surprise when, in October
1987, the venerable Hunters were called
upon omce agoin tw take offensive action
nnd fire their weapons in anger. Fittingly,
the role was ground-auack. A comvay of
military Toyota Lunderuisers was report-
ed an having rolled across the desert bor-
der, deployed into two fighting forma-
tions and dispersad to threatren a number
of SAF Observation Posts in the Wadi
Shihaon arca. A Hunter pair roared off
the Thumrait runway o investigate, their
mission officially described at first as
"extra Mange practice”.

As the armoured cars actually fired on
outpost sangar-positions of the Omani
Wesrern Frontier Regiment, the Hunters
were cleared to amack. First passes were
met with SA-T Grall SAMs, but the mis-
siles were skilfully evaded and the action
developed into sesrch-snd-destroy. In a
series of incidents over the next four duys,
this particulur ground threar was totally
ehminated. It was the last ime the RAFO
Hunters wounld fire their weapons on
wolive service,

Hunter furewell
The RAFO Hunter swan-song was
planned for July 1993, Starting some
earfier with severnl bombing sortics
on the ranges to expend redundant bombs,
and continuing with fire-power demon-
strations, official fy-pasts and a round of
parties, the Hunrer went oul not with o
whimper but a bang, The final fy-past of
five Hunters was quite unforgertable,

With the farewell festivities over, the
nine remaiming Hunters will continue in
service — but (with one exceprion) on the
ground. The exceprion, the veteran
Hunter No 845, returns to Jordan, its
earlier home, in o fitting gesture of grati-
tude — where it will be kept fiying, in a
new RJAF Muscum. Some of the other
aircraft will become Gate Guards for
PAFO bases, or used in aircraft static dis-
piays and in airframe training. The record
of the BAFQ Hunters over 18 years is
unigque and will remain a proud memaory
within the Service. 4



