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DESCRIPTION – OPERATION KINGPIN; THE SON TAY PRISON RAID 

 

Two Combat Talons were employed as navigation escorts and for airborne control 

during Operation Kingpin, the operational phase of the attempted rescue of prisoners 

of war from Son Tay prison camp in North Vietnam on November 21, 1970. The 

aircraft were modified at LAS Ontario with installation of FL-2B FLIR sets borrowed 

from the Heavy Chain project to compensate for difficulties in terrain-following 

created by the slow speeds necessitated by the mixed aircraft force. 

 

Twenty four primary and five backup crew personnel, all Stray Goose/Combat Spear 

veterans detached from 7th SOS (Combat Arrow) and 1st SOW (Combat Knife), 

developed helicopter-fixed wing formation procedures for low level night missions 

and jointly trained with selected Special Forces volunteers at Eglin Air Force Base, 

Florida. Between the end of August and September 28, 1970, Talon, helicopter, and 

A-1 Skyraider crews supervised by Combat Talon Program Manager Lt. Col. Benjamin 

N. Kraljev where they rehearsed the flight profile in terrain-following missions over 

southern Alabama, flying 368 sorties that totaled more than 1,000 hours.  A month 

of intensive joint training with the Special Forces rescue force followed at a replica of 

the prison camp. 

 

In early November the task force deployed to Takhli Royal Thai Air Force Base, 

Thailand. The 24 primary crew members, a 7th SOS crew (Cherry 01) under Major Irl 

L. "Leon" Franklin and a 1st SOW crew (Cherry 02) commanded by Lt Col Albert P. 

"Friday" Blosch, conducted the mission, which was successfully executed without loss 

of any personnel. However the operation failed when the prison was found not to 

contain any prisoners. 

 

The Son Tay Raid - Leon Franklin Remembers 

Originally published in the SGI Times, November 30, 1995 

 

Most of the hard facts of this operation are in Benjamin Shemmer's book, The Raid 

and Heather David's book, Operation Rescue so I'll hone in on the things I remember 

(it's been more than 25 years!) in a personal light. 

 

The Raid began for me in August, 1970. As a member of the 7th Special Operations 

Squadron, I was deployed to Greenham Common, England for our annual Western 

Europe exercise with numerous NATO and other friendly countries. Our squadron 

commander received a message from HQ USAF through USAFE requesting that Tom 

Stiles along with myself and a Combat Talon Crew be sent to Eglin AFB for an 

undetermined time. Since I was the Chief of the Stan/Eval program for all the 

squadron aircraft (which included the C-47s, UH-1Ns and the Talon Birds), I did not 

have a crew. The squadron was on a crew system and they were attempting to not 

break up crews. So our commander (Richard “Rich” Reeder) started firing messages 

back and forth between the squadron, USAFE and HQ USAF objecting to the by-name 

requests instead of complete crews. If I remember right, he even tried to object 

through EUCOM as we were deployed under the command of the Unified Command-

but, no luck!  

 

I was really not sure why we were requested by name except for the fact that we 

were among the original six Combat Talon crews and were responsible for developing 
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a lot of the tactics and techniques used by the three Combat Talon units worldwide. 

Later on, I was to learn that Ben Kraljev (whom I had served with in C-123 units at 

Pope and in Southeast Asia) was the AF Chief Operations Officer for Operation 

Kingpin. He also knew that we had deployed to Nab Trang with the original Stray 

Goose unit. I assume that he and Gen Manor knew that we were well versed in Talon 

tactics and techniques. In addition, we were familiar with the Southeast Asia 

countryside.  

 

It was ultimately determined that Tom Stiles and myself, along with Doug Forsthye's 

crew (minus Doug), would be sent to Florida. This was acceptable to HQ USAF.  

 

After arriving at Eglin and getting bedded down, we were ushered into the briefing 

room at SOF Headquarters. Much to my surprise, we walked into a group of a couple 

of hundred persons. I noticed Special Forces, other Army personnel (UH-1 pilots), Air 

Force personnel that included A-1 crews, HH-53 crews, HH-3 crews and Friday 

Blosch's Combat Talon crew from Pope. Then, focusing upon the front of the room, I 

noticed Gen Leroy Manor, Col Bull Simons, and the HQ USAF Staff.  

 

We were told, "You are here to work on a joint exercise that could develop into a 

dangerous mission. If anyone in the room wishes to be excused, you may leave now 

and no questions will be asked." A silence fell over those gathered! People looked at 

each other and at the front of the room and did not move. A period of time went by 

with no one moving or speaking then Gen Manor said "Excellent! I am glad you are 

all with us because you have all been chosen for your unique experience and abilities 

which will make the mission a success." Administrative details were covered and we 

were dismissed to go to our quarters to ponder the next actions.  

 

The next day, the Combat Talon AC’s along with one Nav and one EWO from each 

crew met with the chiefs of the A-1, helicopter and Special Forces groups and were 

again called into the SOF briefing room. This time we were briefed on the mission 

and the training that we would undergo. We were told of the mission objective, the 

deployment bases and asked to develop the route and method of getting to Son Tay. 

Thus began numerous days of flight planning! The remaining crew members and 

participants were to be kept in the dark as to the mission we were training for.  

We had aerial photos of the route, the prison camp, and other items of interest (such 

as SAM sites). We had our own photo interpreter and intelligence people available.  

 

We planned in the day and flew at night. Tactics were developed for the Talons to fly 

in formation with the UH-1s, HH-3s, HH-53s and the A-1s. The idea was to provide 

navigational and electronic assistance to the aircraft within the formation at low 

level. Both Talon Crews flew formations with the helicopters and the A-1s. After a 

few flights, it was determined that the HH-3 (rather than the UH-1) would be the 

better aircraft for the inside of the compound mission due to its capability to aerial 

refuel. Upon a few more nights of flying, it was determined that my crew would 

become the lead crew and lead the helicopters into the objective area.  

 

Two interesting side stories that arose during the flight planning and practice:  

 

1. The purchase of and raising of a rooster. Someone (I think Tom Eckhart) knew 

the story of Maynard and went out and purchased a baby chick. The chick was kept 

in the BOQ by the crew. As the maid complained and the billeting officer snooped, 

the chick was passed from room to room. The chick grew to fryer size by the time we 

were to deploy from Eglin. You may ask, Did the chicken deploy as did Maynard? No, 
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the last time I saw him he was sitting in the cockpit of the B-25 in the little park in 

Valparaiso.  

 

2. As I stated earlier, the crew members were kept in the dark about the mission and 

their first idea was that we were there to fly a mission to rescue the people under 

siege by terrorists in the Middle East (in the airliners which had been hijacked). Time 

passed, the airliners were blown-up and the people were released and we were still 

practicing! Next, an American Embassy in South America (Chile, I believe) was under 

siege and we were going to rescue those in the Embassy. I don't remember what 

happened to this situation – I guess they negotiated out. We continued training! The 

final theory the crews developed was that the Russians were building submarine 

bases in Cuba. Since we were so close we could launch from and recover to Eglin. 

We were going to invade Cuba and the Special Forces were going to destroy the 

bases. This theory lasted until we deployed.  

 

We were ready to deploy in October but were held because we were told that a 

typhoon was developing in the South China Sea. It was, in my mind, completely 

political (as much of the actions in Southeast Asia were). Elections were corning up 

in November and the results of the mission could have been a great factor if we had 

met with disaster. Finally it was time to deploy from Eglin! The Talon Crews were 

told we were headed to Okinawa. The support personal and the army was told we 

were headed to Norton AFB for more practice because the aircrews were getting too 

familiar with the terrain in the Eglin area and needed practice in more mountainous 

terrain. The ground personal were loaded onto C-141s and headed towards (they 

thought) Southern California. Although I didn't hear it myself, I was told the folks 

got a little suspicious when they landed at Elemendorf and saw snow!  

 

By the time that we arrived at Kadena the Talon crews were beginning to form the 

idea that they were headed to SEA. So, the EWO on my crew (Torn Mosley) hit upon 

an idea for our crew patch: KITD-FOHS (Kept in the dark-fed on horse shit!).  

 

After we arrived at Takhli, we were again all called together and this time all were 

told what the mission was and when it was going to happen. I really can't think of too 

much that happened except for the last-minute flight planning and the readying of 

the aircraft and equipment.  

 

The night of the raid my crew was all at their stations; I punched the Starter Button 

for number three and no rotation. I notified maintenance. They came out and opened 

the cowling and messed with it for a few minutes and decided that it couldn't be fixed 

in time. We were then asked by Gen Manor if we could fly on three engines. I 

answered, yes, but not at 108 KIAS. So the decision came down to switch aircraft 

leads. We would lead the A-1s at higher speed and Friday's crew would lead the 

helicopters. I advised the General that we would try a windmill taxi start on takeoff. 

In the meantime, I remembered from my simulator training the idea of pushing both 

three and four starter buttons at the same time would open the bleed valves, 

causing both engines to rotate and start. After the cowling was closed I tried it and 

it worked beautifully!!! We had all four engines running, By this time we were 

twenty to twenty-five minutes late to make our rendezvous with the helicopters. We 

notified Gen Manor that we would make up the lost time and meet the helicopters on 

schedule. He said. "Have at it!"  

 

We had planned on flying a low level route to the rendezvous to check out 
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everything to ensure proper operation - we bypassed this and flew direct to the 

rendezvous point via Udorn. As we passed Udom, the tower started broadcasting on 

guard that we were headed into unfriendly territory and to turn around. The tower 

was supposed to have had a trusted agent onboard to eliminate that possibility; however, since 

we were late I suppose that he had left the tower. We continued on route to the rendezvous 

point – arriving exactly on schedule. The helicopters were just finishing refueling and 

they dropped into their drafting position and we headed toward Son Tay. 

 

As we approached Son Tay, we had a great piece of luck! The Vietnamese lit up the 

road which led to the prison camp. We had studied the approach so much that we really 

didn't need maps. The road that was paralleling our inbound track had a truck convoy 

on it leading us in. We arrived over the prison camp right on time and lit the camp 

with our flares. However, when the helicopters left us they went to the wrong place. As 

we turned to head outbound, we were to drop two large BLU-2s and a series of 

smaller players to light up the exit route for the A-1s and helicopters. As luck would 

have it the plywood pallet under one of the BLU-2s was warped and got caught in the 

skate wheel roller - all I could think of was that dammed thing is armed! - what if it 

goes off in the aircraft?  I sent everyone I could spare back to help free it. Then, I 

got to worrying when it was freed and out, would it light up the wrong path for the 

exiting aircraft? The Lord was with us-when the guys freed the BLU-2 we were over a 

lake. I think it went into the lake - it didn't go off - or if it did it had no affect on the 

exiting aircraft. About that time SAMs were beginning to be fired. At our low altitude 

it appeared that they were headed towards us-but they weren't. They were after our 

cover aircraft, the F-105s and F-4s.  

 

As we exited the target area, we set up orbit points and transmitted to the helicop-

ters and A-1s so that they could focus in on us with their ADFs. Friday's crew and 

ours played leap-frog along the way so the exiting aircraft could follow us. I recall, as 

we orbited of receiving the word that no POWs had been rescued. I think that is as 

close to crying as I had ever been since reaching adulthood.  

 

We recovered at Udorn. To top it all off, they made us park out in the boonies. After 

such a draining mission we were all pooped and could not get transportation to the 

debriefing room. After several calls to the tower with no luck, we walked! As we 

walked we got madder and madder but by the time we got to the debriefing room we 

had cooled off and decided to just get the thinking over with so that we could rest.  

 

As I said in the beginning, most of the procedures and tactics used, parties involved 

and official resul1s ace fairly accurately portrayed in The Raid. This is mostly my 

story as I remember it. Maybe some of your readers will enjoy my thoughts.  

 

End Note: Leon Franklin now lives in Winnemucca, Nevada. He retired from active 

duty in 1978 having last served as the Special Operations POC in AF/XOOTA in 

Washington D. C. 

 


