





A U.S. Air Force maintainer assigned to the 1st Special Operations Wing
performs pre-flight checks on an AC-130J Ghostrider gunship assigned to the 1
SOW at Hurlburt Field, Florida, Oct. 9, 2025. (U.S. Air Force photo by Airman 1st
Class Samantha Rossi)

GHOSTRIDERS RETURN: RESERVE FLIES FIRST

— By Lt. Col. James Wilson, 919th Special Operations Wing

The thundering climb of an AC-130] Ghostrider over
Florida’s Emerald Coast Oct. 9, 2025, signaled the start of
a new era for the Air Force Reserve.

For the first time in decades, the 919th Special Oper-
ations Wing flew an operational training mission in the
Air Force’s most advanced gunship, marking a return to
its storied gunship heritage.

The flight was both practical and symbolic: a visible
demonstration that the Air Force Reserve is back flying
gunships in an operational capacity and fully integrated
with its active-duty partners.

“Our Air Commandos are once again flying one of the
most capable strike platforms in the world,” said Col. Scott
Hurrelbrink, 919th SOW commander. “The integration of
the Reserve into the AC-130] enterprise ensures allows us
to bring our deep operational experience to this platform
as value-added mission partners.”
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The 919th’s return to the gunship mission revives a
powerful legacy. From 1975 to 1995, the wing operated
AC-130A Spectre aircraft, conducting missions from
Panama to the Persian Gulf. Nealy 30 years later, the
return of a Reserve-led gunship squadron marks a full
circle moment for the Air Force Reserve’s only special
operations wing.

The AC-130J’s primary missions are close air support,
air interdiction and armed reconnaissance.

“Transitioning back to our roots with the AC-130] mis-
sion allows us to expand the wing’s capabilities and seam-
lessly integrate with active-duty aircrew and maintainers,”
said Hurrelbrink.

The association is not new to the 919th. The wing has
long operated as an associate across multiple platforms.
What is new is the full return to a gunship mission in an
operational role. Reservists fly the same aircraft, train-
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An AC-130J Ghostrider gunship assigned to the 1st Special Operations ¢
Wing taxis after landing at Hurlburt Field, Florida, Oct. 9, 2025. (U.S. Air
Force photo by Airman 1st Class Samantha Rossi)
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A maintenance Airman assigned to the 1st Special Operations Wing A maintenance Airman assigned to the 1st Special Operations Wing

marshals an AC-130J Ghostrider gunship assigned to the 1 SOW for marshals an AC-130J Ghostrider gunship assigned to the 1 SOW after
takeoff at Hurlburt Field, Florida, Oct. 9, 2025. (U.S. Air Force photo by landing at Hurlburt Field, Florida, Oct. 9, 2025. (U.S. Air Force photo by
Airman 1st Class Samantha Rossi) Airman 1st Class Samantha Rossi)

ing under the same readiness requirements and contrib- ~ “The first operational training sortie was what we've
ute maintenance capacity across both peacetime and been building toward,” said Lt. Col. Jason Fox, the Re-
surge operations. serve’s AC-130] squadron commander. “Every day we'e

integrating Reservists, maintainers and operational crews
Air Commandos in the 919th SOW and their active-du- into a single team so we can continue on the path toward
ty maintainers are now working side by side to sustain Full Operational Capability for the enterprise.”
those capabilities ensuring the wing can generate sorties,
maintain proficiency, and surge when called upon. The new mission stands to provide AC-130] operators
and maintainers options for continued service in the lo-
For now, the wing’s immediate focus is training to pro- cal community for many years to come. The 919th SOW’s
ticiency, building maintenance depth and participating in  presence on the Emerald Coast spans more than 50 years
joint exercises with special operations ground forces. and looks to continue for decades with this most notewor-
thy investment in the wing’s future.
“While we’re exceptionally proud of this achievement,
many challenges remain,” said Hurrelbrink. “Increased
training and readiness, building maintenance depth,
becoming fully integrated with active duty and surpass-
ing phased milestones are all priorities that will require
laser like focus.”

Aircrew in the Reserve led AC-130] unit are ready for
what lies ahead.
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REAL FLAMES, REAL LESSONS:
419™ FIRE PROTECTION FLIGHT COMPLETES

LIVE-FIRE CERTIFICATION

Staff Sgt. Elisha Parker, 419th Fire Protection Flight fire
officer, advances to the second floor to locate and remove
simulated victims during live-fire certification Sept. 6, 2025.
(U.S. Air Force photo by Tech. Sgt. Anthony Pham)

— By Tech. Sgt. Anthony Pham, 419th Fighter Wipg Public Affairs

Heat shimmered above the Frank
Forte Structural Training Grounds
as 25 firefighters from the 419th Civil
Engineer Squadron’s Fire Protection
Flight advanced lines, breached doors
and pulled mannequins to safety
during their annual live-fire certifi-
cation Sept. 6, 2025. Senior leaders
from the 419th Fighter Wing watched

closely as crews worked through the
smoke, noise and chaos that mirror re-
al-world aircraft and structural fires.

The full-scale exercise stressed real-
istic conditions: dense smoke, roaring
flames and the disorienting loss of vi-
sual cues that can occur in an aircraft
or hangar blaze. Crews practiced hose

o

advancement, search-and-rescue pro-
cedures and coordinated ventilation
while trainers control burn patterns
to replicate operational complexity.

“This isn't a drill in name only,”
said Tech. Sgt. Heather Carmody,
a fire crew chief with the 419th Fire
Protection Flight. “When you're flow-




ing water and putting out actual fire,
communication changes, the heat
changes how you move, and you have
to trust your training and your crew.”

“The flight's mission centers on
safeguarding Airmen and critical
assets to maintain base readiness.
Many 419th firefighters bring dual
experience to the job, serving as ci-
vilian firefighters and paramedics in
the local community and applying
that expertise to military operations.
That blend of civilian and military
experience strengthened the drills,”
said Bradley Klemesrud, 419th Fight-
er Wing Commander.

Certification evaluates individual
and team proficiency across multiple
tasks, from rapid interior search and
rescue to tactical ventilation and co-
ordinated suppression. Instructors
measured performance under stress,
ensuring members meet Air Force
standards for response to aircraft in-
cidents and base emergencies.

o

Col. Bradley K. Klemesrud, 419th Fighter Wing commander, completes a primary
search of a building with assistance from two 419th Fire Protection Flight
firefighters during live-fire certification Sept. 6, 2025. (U.S. Alr Force ph

Tech. Sgt. Anthony Pham)

The Frank Forte

Structural Training Grounds

For leadership, attendance offered
more than observation. The wing
commander and senior staff stepped
through parts of the exercise and de-
briefed with crews afterward, gaining
a clearer view of operational demands
and training shortfalls.

“Seeing leaders walk the course
gives them firsthand insight into
what our crews face,” Carmody said.
“It helps them make informed deci-
sions about equipment, training time
and investments that keep aircraft
and Airmen safe.”

Aircraft fire scenarios remain a
top training priority because of the
unique risks of fuel, confined spac-
es and critical systems, complicate
suppression and rescue. Live-fire op-
portunities allow crews to practice
extinguishment techniques, victim
extraction and coordination with
maintenance and operations person-
nel under realistic constraints.

The 419th Fire Pro- c

tection Flight used the

certification to validate

current skills and identify areas for
growth. Trainers documented lessons
learned, including equipment place-
ment, radio procedures and task se-
quencing, which will feed into future
training cycles.

“Preparedness is not static,” said
Klemesrud who observed the exercise.
“We must drill under the same pres-
sures our members will face in a con-
tingency environment. That realism
saves lives and protects our mission.”

With certification complete, the
flight will continue routine training
and pursue additional realistic sce-
narios to broaden readiness. The ex-
ercise reinforced a central message for
leaders and Airmen alike: consistent
investment in training and resources
ensures the 419th can respond deci-
sively when minutes matter. @




FEEDBACK FROM THE FIELD

— By Col. Gregory M. Kuzma, 419th Mission Support Group Commander

The alarm comes in the dead of
night. Sirens echo across the flight
line. Computer screens flicker, data
feeds are corrupted, a suspicious
video orders a mission stand down.
Drones hover over fuel tanks. The fog
and friction from modem threats blur
command and control.
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A combined photo illustration depicts Airmen from the 419th Fighter Wing conducting weapons,
communications, and civil engineering training during annual readiness events across Hill
Air Force Base, Utah; Creech Air Force Base, Nevada; and Wendover, Utah. (U.S. Air Force

illustration by Ivan Rivera)

In that moment, what do you do?
Do you wait to be told what to do or
do you MacGyver a response?

In the 1980s TV classic, Angus
"Mac" MacGyver never waited for
the perfect tools. A paperclip, a gum
wrapper, a strip of wire - those were
his raw materials. What mattered was

his mindset: the ability to adapt and
overcome. MacGyver's improvisation
reflected the Cold War era, when re-
silience was the firewall against un-
certainty. Today, in an age of Artifi-
cial Intelligence and deception, that
same mindset must define our force
from every Airman and Guardian.




Let's explore three modem threats
and how Agile Combat Employment,
a little Griffin Grit, and a MacGyver
mindset ensure that when networks
fail, the mission endures-because our
people adapt and improvise.

MACGYVERING THE ALGORITHM

The AI challenge is one of speed
and predictability. An adversary's
AT seeks rapid feedback loops to
outpace our 'Observe, Orient, De-
code, Act' loop cycle. ACE and the
mission-ready Airman concept are
our human countermeasures. Like
MacGyver fashioning a device from
common items, Airmen invent work-
arounds when core systems are com-
promised, introducing human un-
predictability as a tactical advantage.

Imagine a cyber-attack severing
a satellite uplink, targeting mission
support tasks and flying schedules.
The enemy expects centralized com-
mand and control to pause.

Instead, an aerial porter switches to
analog manifest books and uses field
radios from the cyber team. A civil
engineer deploys backup power gen-
erators. A logistics team reroutes fuel
with handwritten forms. This is resil-
ience-the refusal to let broken systems
break the mission.

Human initiative breaks the adver-
sary's loop, restoring pace not by al-
gorithm but by relentless adaptation.

MACGYVERING COGNITIVE GRIT

Deepfakes are attacks on trust
and authority. If a malicious deep-
fake video broadcasts a realistic vid-
eo of a commander giving reckless
orders, the resulting chaos severely
degrades readiness.

An urgent voice message arrives,
supposedly from the deputy com-
mander, ordering personnel move-
ment and pay redirection. It sounds
real. A force support Airman pauses.
She calls the deputy's secure number.
No confirmation. She uses an au-
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thentication process (a challenge - re-
sponse code, for example) that is not
validated. She alerts her supervisor.
The message is declared fake before
action is taken.

This is resilience in action; the grit
to question, verify, and protect trust
when deception strikes.

MACGYVERING DRONE DENIAL

The rise of drone warfare has fun-
damentally changed the concept of the
front line; our home base is no longer
a safe haven. Attacks can target main-
tenance infrastructure or disrupt vital
flight operations. When radios are be-
ing jammed and drones circle over-
head, being resilient means dispersing
vulnerability and ensuring redundan-
cy across every functional area.

A security forces Airman recognizes
drone signatures in real time-sound,
silhouette, and flight patterns-and re-
lies on low-tech observation posts with
analog reporting when digital systems
fail. In a drone attack, they establish
perimeter checkpoints, coordinate
with spotters, and improvise simple
defenses to protect high-value targets.
Their vigilance ensures base defense
continues even when advanced detec-
tion systems are degraded.

This is resilience at scale; spread-
ing risk and ensuring continuity even
when advanced systems falter. Our
home station has become a training
ground for resilient improvisation.

MACGYVERING MISSION

COMMAND

When adversaries degrade comput-
er networks and flood systems with
false commands, reliance shifts to plan
b: resilient C2 powered by human in-
genuity and low-tech redundancy.

Instead of hesitating, Airmen act on
Commander's Intent, MacGyvering
the chain of command through trust
and cohesion, not technology. Resil-
ience here is collective-the cohesion
that allows decentralized teams to act

decisively when author-
ity collapses.

While our greatest vulnerability is
often procedural rigidity-the inability
to deviate from the established norm
— our greatest strength remains the
initiative and adaptability I have seen
time and again from our amazing
Airmen and Guardians.

BUILD YOUR MACGYVER
MINDSET NOW

When computer networks fail or
orders seem suspect, resilience means
acting with trained reflexes, not wait-
ing for the perfect plan. Start now:
train verification drills for deepfake
orders. Plan analog fallbacks for every
mission support area. Encourage lat-
eral thinking and celebrate ingenuity
as much as compliance. Resilience is
not accidental-it is cultivated through
tabletop drills, rehearsals, and the ex-
pectation that systems can fail.

MacGyver viewed constraints as
puzzles to solve. That is our path for-
ward. When systems break, we build
new bridges, improvise new nodes,
and restore purpose. If we fail to build
this muscle, we risk paralysis and
concede the OODA loop advantage to
our adversaries.

Human resilience is timeless-it won
the Cold War, and it will win the fu-
ture fight. @

About the Author: Col. Gregory M. Kuz-
ma commands the 419th Mission Support
Group. He is a published advocate of ACE,
resilience, and innovation. He believes re-
sourceful Airmen — those who improvise,
adapt, and persevere like MacGyver in
human form - will shape the future force.
The views expressed in this commentary
are his own.
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REWARDING CAREER PATH

The Air Force Reserve is currently seeking aircraft
maintainers across the U.S. If you know any non-prior
service candidates or fully-qualified active duty Airmen who
are thinking of separating, scan the QR code to download the
AIM HIGH app and refer them to a local recruiter.
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