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How Miller
Sentinel Editor

From the Editor | January 2025
We start this issue with a quick update 
on some of the many things that our VP, 
James McLanahan has been participating in, 
including The Tactical Games 2024 National 
Championships.

John “Doc” Padget, SOG veteran, shares 
a report (SOAF report on Agent Orange 
Legacy Project) about research on Agent 
Orange effects on SF veterans, conducted by 

the SOA. The data comes from those willing to respond to a survey, 
and yields some interesting results, which Doc felt was important to 
share with the Regiment.

Frank Sobchek, Chair of Irregular Warfare Studies at the Modern 
War Institute, U.S.Military Academy, and coauthor of the acclaimed 
two-volume The U.S. Army in the Iraq War, was our November speaker. 
His scholarly and interesting book, Training for Victory, is intended 
to analyze and encapsulate the parts of what Green Berets do that 
have created such outstanding partner force units, and some of the 
things that should be emphasized and others that could be changed. 
His own GB experience has allowed him to focus on what is important.

Frank has shared an excerpt from his book which shows an example of 
the many factors that affected each mission. His insightful book is also 
a great vehicle for learning the history of SF in those 5 critical missions.              

Greg Walker, retired Green Beret, frequent Sentinel contributor, author, 
and more, shares details of a recon mission just before the Son Tay 
raid that has yet to be seen in the official accounts. He first wrote of 
it in his 1993 book At the Hurricane’s Eye, an excellent book about 
U.S. Special Operations Forces from Vietnam to Desert Storm. He 
continues to try to bring this operation into the official records, as is 
shown by his recent forays into the Freedom of Information Act process.

Don’t miss page 14 with a link to a page on our website with a collec-
tion of links so that you can view SFACON 2024 participant photos, 
video presentations, and other convention coverage.

Also on page 14 is a note regarding the coverage of Chapter 78’s 
holiday festivities. Unfortunately this issue is being sent to print 
the day before our event and so coverage will be included in our 
February issue.

Feel free to check out our chapter meeting pics, and, as always, please 
share with us your interesting stories at sfachapter78@gmail.com. v

How Miller
Sentinel Editor

SFA Chapter 78
Monthly Meeting
January 18, 2024
Breakfast – 0800 • Meeting – 0830

Courtyard by Marriott
5865 Katella Ave, Room A 

Cypress, CA 90630

2025 Meeting Schedule
February 15

March 15
April 19
May 17
June 21
July 19

August 16
September 20

October 18  
 November 15

December (to be announced)
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Oxnard College Veteran’s Day Celebration

SFA Chapter 78 VP 
James McLanahan 
Represents the Chapter at 
November Events
By Debra Holm 
Photos courtesy James McLanahan

Oxnard College Veteran’s Day Celebration
On Tuesday, November 12, Chapter Vice President James McLanahan 
served as a special guest speaker at the Oxnard College Veterans 
Day Celebration. During the event, he had the honor of meeting Leo 
Orange, Coordinator of the Educational Assistance Center and the 
Veteran Resource Center at Oxnard College. James presented Mr. 
Orange with an SFA Chapter 78 challenge coin.

Left, James presents Oxnard College’s Leo Church with a chapter coin; center, James was the event’s guest speaker; right, the event’s Color Guard.

Left, James and the SFCT team; CPO Cameron Davis, James McLanahan, CEO Jodi Burns, Senior Events Manager Inez Nichols, and CSO Spencer 
Milo.; center, James at the event; right, James with Airborne Ranger buddy Mitch Moody and mentor, Joshua Heck of Anyone Home Inc..

The Tactical Games 2024 National Championship

Leo Orange, who founded the Veterans Center at Oxnard College in 
2010—the first in the district—has played a pivotal role in supporting 
student veterans. The celebration featured a Color Guard performance 
and a thrilling, unscheduled, vintage plane flyover. Special thanks go 
to Johann Hindert for facilitating James’ participation in this event.

The Tactical Games 2024 National Championship
Later in November, James competed in The Tactical Games 2024 
National Championship, held November 15–17 in Florence, TX. The 
event provided an excellent opportunity to connect with the Special 
Forces Charitable Trust (SFCT), an organization recommended by 
James’ friend Earl Plumlee. The SFCT provides a remarkable range 
of programs supporting active-duty Special Forces soldiers, their 
families, and veterans. More details about their impactful work can 
be found at specialforcescharitabletrust.org.
During the championship, James had the privilege of meeting SFCT 
leadership, including CEO Jodi Burns, CPO Cameron Davis, CSO 
Spencer Milo, and Senior Events Manager Inez Nichols. He also 
reunited with Airborne Ranger buddy Mitch Moody and his mentor 
Joshua Heck, CSO of Anyone Home Inc. v

Return to TOC ➲
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By John Padgett, MAJ, USSF (Ret)

At the Special Operations Association Reunion (SOAR) XLVIII in 
October, a symposium was presented on the "Agent Orange Legacy 
Project", at which the results of the survey of US Special Forces and 
Special Operations veterans was discussed. Conducted by the SOA 
Foundation's Executive Director, Dr. John Padgett (MAJ, Ret, DMOR), 
the survey was done to assess the exposure to and health conse-
quences of Agent Orange (AO) exposure among SF and Spec Ops 
VN veterans. Studies have been previously done concerning AO and 
VN vets, but none were specific to the SF and Spec Ops community.  
The study also contained questions about possible pass-through of 
genetic damage to our children and grandchildren.

Joining Dr. Padgett in presenting information concerning AO expo-
sure and its consequences were RADM (Ret) Ann Duff of the VA, 
and Attorney Steven Carpenter, a researcher on the effects of AO on 
our progeny. Those in attendance showed an interest in the devel-
opment of a data base specific to AO related health issues among 
our descendants.

The survey results, gathered from 219 respondents, had some inter-
esting findings and suggested areas for further study and action. 
Among these:  

 • 185 out of 219 have/had health problems that they relate to 
AO exposure

 • 59 (30%) reported children/grandchildren with problems they 
relate to AO

 • Some also reported children or grandchildren being stillborn.
 • Among respondents, the major health problems are/were
   Cancer 68/185
   Diabetes 44/185
   Heart Disease 42/185

Most respondents had more than one condition. Of the cancer diag-
noses, prostate cancer was the most often reported at 68%, followed 
by bladder cancer at 15%.

THE SOA FOUNDATION’S 
AGENT ORANGE 
LEGACY PROJECT

While 7% of the standard adult male population in the US will develop 
prostate cancer, 20% of SF/Spec Ops personnel developed prostate 
cancer. Our survey respondents were 10% more likely to develop 
cancer than their same age group of non-VN SF and Spec Ops vets.

The study has given us direction for education for our community, as 
well as identifying the need for further study and the development of 
a data base for the reporting of AO related health problems among 
our children and grandchildren. Please look for updates concerning 
the SOA Foundation's health education regarding AO exposure, 
as well as the development of an AO Legacy data base. The SOA 
Foundation’s web site is soafoundation.net. The data base will allow 
our researchers to assess the pass-through effect of genetic damage 
to our progeny and potentially develop a case for compensation. The 
mission continues. v

Survey response vs adult males > 70
with cancer (all types)

• SF/Spec Ops VN vets – 20%
• US men > 70 – 9%

Prostate Cancer Foundation 9/24

20

9

Prostate CA VN vets
Prostate CA general

SPECIAL OPERATIONS ASSOCIATION FOUNDATION
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2024 Hall 
of Heroes:
Sergeant Major 
Robert ‘Spider’ Parks

By Haley Baker 
Published: Nov. 6, 2024 at 3:06 PM PST, https://www.waff.
com/2024/11/06/2024-hall-heroes-sergeant-major-robert-spider-
parks/, used with permission from WAFF

HUNTSVILLE, Ala. (WAFF)— Sgt. Major Robert “Spider” Parks is 
the latest veteran posthumously inducted into the Madison County 
Hall of Heroes. Known for his bravery, leadership, and enduring 
dedication, Parks inspired fellow soldiers and remains a symbol of 
selflessness and courage within the military community.

WAFF spoke with his widow, Lucia Parks, and John Meyer, a Green 
Beret who served alongside him in Vietnam, to remember the legacy 
of a man revered by those who knew him.

John Meyer, who spent two years serving both stateside and in Vietnam 
with Parks, shared a deep admiration for his former comrade. “It‘s a 
bond that exceeds family,” Meyer said. “I’m alive because of him and 
the training Spider gave me.” Meyer, who authored Across the Fence: 
The Secret War in Vietnam, recounted numerous life-threatening 
situations where Parks’ quick thinking and leadership saved his team.

One particular photograph, Meyer shared, showed the two men 
after a successful mission. “I love the picture of Spider and I, after a 
mission… he saved our bacon again,” Meyer reminisced. “It’s one of 
my favorite shots of us in Vietnam.”

Parks was a member of an elite Special Forces reconnaissance 
team, leading high-stakes ground tours before transitioning to secret 
airborne missions alongside the Air Force. In one harrowing account, 
Meyer recalled an intense four-hour assault where Parks coordinated 

the extraction efforts and guided Meyer and other team members 
on the ground to safety. “He would direct everything,” Meyer said. 
“Spider would say, ‘Reach down and get a hold of yourself, or you’re 
going to die,’ and he would take care of them.”

Throughout his decorated military career, Parks earned numerous 
honors, including the Special Forces Tab, two Purple Hearts, a Bronze 
Star with Valor, and several classified awards. He retired from Special 
Forces Command in 1987. Still, he continued to embody the spirit of 
his service, frequently returning to Southeast Asia to search for his 
missing-in-action team leader, Glen Lane, and soldier Robert Owen. 
Tragically, Parks died at the age of 81 while traveling on one of these 
journeys, intent on bringing his friends’ remains back to the States.

“He went back to Vietnam… for years… determined to find Glen’s 
remains,” shared his widow, Lucia. Describing her husband as a caring 
and kind individual who would do anything for others, she reflected 
on his commitment to his comrades and his enduring dedication. “My 
husband saved a lot of lives…”

With 29 years of dedicated service, Sgt. Major Robert “Spider” Parks’ 
induction into the Madison County Hall of Heroes is a lasting tribute 
to his courage, loyalty, and sacrifice, ensuring his legacy will continue 
to inspire future generations.

The Military Heritage Commission has a display at the Madison County 
Courthouse. This collection consists of the Hall of Heroes display, 
the Purple Heart display, the Killed in Action (KIA) display, and the 
“All Branches Military Medals and Ribbons” display, showcasing the 
valor and sacrifices of our veterans. v

ST Idaho in December 1968 at FOB 1, Phu Bai, a few days before the 
Christmas Day mission. Front, kneeling from left: Nguyen Van Sau 
(Vietnamese Team Leader), Tuan (grenadier), Cau, and Nguyen Cong 
Hiep (interpreter). Standing, from left: Lynne M. Black Jr., Don Wolken, 
when he was a Covey Rider for SOG at FOB 1, Phouc (point man), John S.
Meyer (One Zero), Robert J. “Spider” Parks—after returning from a mission 
as a Covey Rider, and Chau.

Return to TOC ➲

https://www.waff.com/2024/11/06/2024-hall-heroes-sergeant-major-robert-spider-parks/
https://www.waff.com/2024/11/06/2024-hall-heroes-sergeant-major-robert-spider-parks/
https://www.waff.com/2024/11/06/2024-hall-heroes-sergeant-major-robert-spider-parks/


5January 2025  |   Sentinel

By How Miller

T.E. Lawrence (“of Arabia” in World War I) said: “Do not try to do too 
much with your own hands. Better the Arabs do it tolerably than that 
you do it perfectly. It is their war, and you are to help them, not to 
win it for them.”

Since the U.S. Army’s Special Forces’ groundbreaking effort in the 
Vietnam War, we have had many missions around the world.

Green Berets and others have tried the concept of Security Force 
Assistance many times and in many ways. Starting with the conclusion 
that SF-trained units were outstanding, while units trained by others 
fell short, Frank Sobchak, in his book Training for Victory, shows how 
he used some analytics to draw some conclusions about how effective 
five of our core tenets have been at helping or hindering our success. 
There were some surprising conclusions, questioning a couple of 
them that we “hold dear.”

He looked at missions to El Salvador, The Philippines, Columbia, 
Iraq, and Afghanistan as to how and why we were able to bring Host 
Partners’ fighting units close to our own competency and how they 
were able to manage on their own. Bob brings essential information to 
the front about these operations. Few of us have extensive knowledge 
about all five of them.

He found that the elite units SF trained were the most successful 
at acting on their own, being self-driven, enduring forces for their 
countries, using largely our moral example.

One of the tenets we “hold dear” is that language competency is 
essential along with cultural sensitivity. However, he finds that having 
a large number of team members be as close as possible to “native 
speaking” to be mission enhancing rather than mission essential, 
while cultural sensitivity somewhat quickly grew with time. He found 
that having learned any foreign language helps our Green Berets 
develop the appropriate skills.

Another finding is that the ability to accompany our host partners into 
combat is not always the “secret sauce.” While USSF being allowed 
by the host nation to call the shots often led to better results, not being 
able to accompany them into battle could be overcome by some units 
who were already highly competent and motivated.

Whether or not you agree with these findings, it is likely they will 
be looked at as part of future long-term planning. His conclusions 
dovetail nicely with the fairly recent decision to use SFABs to train 
regular troops.

Frank has shared a sample from his book. A further look at his 
methodology is also shared in the editor’s note on page 6 preceding 
the excerpt. v

Book Review Training for Victory: U.S. Special Forces Advisory Operations 
From El Salvador to Afghanistan by Frank K. Sobchak

Training for Victory: U.S. Special Forces Advisory 
Operations from El Salvador to Afghanistan

By Frank K. Sobchak
Naval Institute Press (November 19, 2024)

352 pages
Available in hardcover, Kindle, audiobook & audio CD
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Editor's note: Since the book’s subject is one of deep, but easily understandable, analysis, 
the focus is on the Security Force Assistance role of SF in 5 significant and successful oper-
ations in El Salvador, Colombia, The Philippines, Iraq, and Afghanistan. This is an example 
from the book that demonstrates the methodology while illuminating fascinating insights into 
each [mission]. Five areas were studied: Partner-to-Advisor Ratio, Consistency in Advisor 
Pairing, Advisor Language Training and Cultural Awareness, Advisor Ability to Organize 
Host-Nation Unit, and how much advising side-by-side in combat was allowed. The measure 
of success was combat effectiveness, judged by Fighting without Advisors Present, Night 
Fighting, Conducting Multiday Combat Operations, and Performance against the Enemy in 
Combat, combining to yield a rating of Overall Combat Effectiveness. This example, from 
Iraq, covers only the first three areas to demonstrate the author’s thoroughness, depth of 
knowledge, and ability to get his point across.

This all results in the author’s fascinating findings, which will likely be considered in the 
further refining of the SF structure and planning.

You should get this book for the full story.

An Excerpt from
Training for Victory:
U.S. Special Forces Advisory Operations from 
El Salvador to Afghanistan By Frank K. Sobchak

TRAINING FOR VICTORY: U.S. Special 
Forces Advisory Operations from El 
Salvador to Afghanistan by Frank K. 
Sobchak

Published by the Naval Institute Press, 
pages 110-123, used with permission.

Chapter 4
“We Have Killed Many Men Together”
The Iraqi Special Operations Forces, 2003–2011

BACKGROUND

Operation Iraqi Freedom and Regime Change 
THE UNITED STATES’ involvement in Iraq was limited and fleeting 
before the Gulf War of 1990 and 1991. That conflict, which aimed to 
eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait and preserve the flow of oil, destroyed 
most of the military but left its authoritarian leader, Saddam Hussein, 
in power. After the war Iraq remained a central part of U.S. foreign 
policy, and a long period of hostilities persisted, often punctuated by 
U.S. airstrikes. For his part, Saddam brutally repressed minorities 
that had risen up against him in the final days of fighting, resulting 
in the establishment of no-fly zones in northern and southern Iraq. 
The northern zone eventually grew to become a de facto Kurdish 
autonomous region, and many Green Berets from 10th Special Forces 
Group assisted in the initial humanitarian mission, Operation Provide 
Comfort, while the zone was being established.

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, fundamentally altered 
U.S. policy toward Iraq. No longer content to pursue the status quo of 
containment, the administration of George W. Bush opted for a strategy 
of regime change followed by occupation and democratic elections. 

U.S. special-operations forces played an outsized role in the 2003 
invasion, with the Middle East–oriented 5th SF Group conducting 
unilateral operations and supporting U.S. conventional forces, and the 
European-oriented 10th SF Group pairing with Kurdish Peshmerga 
fighters. While the invasion quickly crushed the ramshackle Iraqi 
Army and dissolved all central authority, its insufficient troop force and 
poorly planned reconstruction phase left the country without viable 
replacements. A capable insurgency quickly filled the void. Coalition 
errors that included disbanding the Iraqi security forces and banning 
Saddam’s Ba’ath Party accelerated the growth of that resistance.

Creation of the Iraqi Special Operations Forces
In the aftermath of the catastrophic Coalition Provisional Authority 
Order 2, which disbanded the Iraqi security forces in their entirety, 
the United States and its allies were faced with the daunting task 
of completely rebuilding the Iraqi police, military, and intelligence 
services. While the U.S. Army began building Iraq’s new army, the 
Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force–Arabian Peninsula 
(CJSOTF-AP) initially focused on kill/capture missions to round up 
the principal leadership of the Saddam regime. But in October 2003 
the CJSOTF was tasked with forming the new army’s 36th battalion 
after leaders of Iraq’s five top political parties complained that they 
were being sidelined in U.S. efforts to rebuild the Iraqi security forces.

Rather than a regular infantry battalion, the CJSOTF decided to 
build an SOF partner force and named the unit the 36th Commando 
Battalion. The Commandos were patterned after the U.S. Ranger 

Return to TOC ➲
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battalions in organization, equipment, and missions and would operate 
as a platoon or company but muster all the companies together for 
larger missions. Operations would occur at night and target top-tier 
threats. As the Commandos were being recruited, trained, and orga-
nized, in parallel the CJSOTF organized the Iraqi Counter Terrorism 
Force (ICTF), which would have similar capabilities to the U.S. Army 
Special Forces Commander’s in-Extremis Force (CIF) companies. 
Over time those two units grew from a modest assemblage of soldiers 
into a division-sized force known as the Iraqi Special Operations 
Forces (ISOF). Special Forces from every active-duty group were 
involved in the advisory effort, although 3rd (which focused on U.S. 
Africa Command), 5th, and 10th SF (ISOF). Special Forces from every 
active-duty group were involved in the advisory effort, although 3rd 
(which focused on U.S. Africa Command), 5th, and 10th SF Groups 
carried most of the burden. The ISOF became the centerpiece of the 
SOF advisory effort and was resourced intensively from its inception in 
2003 until December 2011, when U.S. forces were withdrawn from Iraq. 

THE ADVISORY EFFORT

Partner-to-Advisor Ratio 
The ISOF experienced considerable growth over its development. At 
first the elite Iraqi forces comprised two disparate battalions, the 36th 
Commandos and the ICTF, but they were combined into a brigade in 
August 2004 to share common headquarters and support elements 
even while they maintained their distinct organizational identities and 

missions. A support battalion was added to fulfill logistics needs and a 
recce (recon) squadron was created to handle human intelligence and 
urban reconnaissance. To ensure force regeneration as the organiza-
tions took losses and soldiers retired, an Iraqi-led training center, later 
named the Iraqi Special Warfare Center and School, was also stood 
up. In total, the elite forces were authorized 1,600 personnel, inclusive 
of operators and support elements, from late 2005 until mid-2007.  

In May 2006 the CJSOTF and Iraqi government agreed that the ISOF 
should be expanded by forming a second commando battalion that 
would include regional companies in Anbar, Basra, Diyala, and Mosul 
provinces. With all the elements of the 1st ISOF Brigade garrisoned 
in Baghdad and recognizing Iraqi forces would not always be able 
to rely on U.S. aircraft to move around the country quickly, CJSOTF 
advisors believed that regional companies would allow the ISOF to 
react quickly to threats across Iraq. This change resulted in dramatic 
expansion of the ISOF to 4,800 authorized personnel, but the Iraqi 
Special Warfare Center was incapable of meeting the demand to grow 
that quickly. As such, actual growth was extremely slow, and only 
the Basra and Mosul companies were activated by January 2008.

Near the end of 2007 U.S. and Iraqi SOF leaders decided that the 
regional companies would be expanded to battalions and that those 
units would form the 2nd ISOF Brigade, which was activated in July 
2009. That growth propelled the ISOF to 8,500 personnel, but that size 
was purely hypothetical as the stand-up of the regional companies 
was still not completed. Despite pressure from Iraq’s political leaders, 

The ICTF conducts a training exercise, 2018. DVIDS photo by Pfc. Anthony Zendejas, Combined Joint Task Force–Operation Inherent Resolve
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Special Forces advisors and Afghan commandos conduct a combined multiday clearing operation, Kandahar Province, 2009. U.S. Army Combat Camera

both U.S. and Iraqi SOF officers were reluctant to mass-produce the 
elite forces, and actual ISOF personnel strength hovered at around 
59 percent. By the time of the U.S. withdrawal in 2011, each regional 
battalion was in actuality closer to a company-sized unit.

Advisor Commitment
The SF advisor ratio in Iraq was relatively constant, and as the ISOF 
expanded the advisor commitment grew to match it. This was likely 
because Iraq was considered the United States’ main effort in the 
larger global war on terrorism. That consistency makes it easier to 
explore the commitment to each of the two main components of the 
ISOF and then normalize that over time to reflect an overall ratio.

Iraqi Counter Terrorism Force
The ICTF was made up of three operational troops; a support element 
with vehicle drivers, gunners, and mechanics; a headquarters section; 
and one “recce” or reconnaissance troop. Each of the operational troops 
was assigned twenty-two Iraqi soldiers, and they followed a red-amber-
green cycle with one troop in each phase. Phases lasted ten days, 
allowing ICTF members to go on leave (red), train (amber), and then 
conduct combat operations (green). Advisors mirrored the Iraqi cycle, 
and when an ICTF troop entered the leave phase, their partnered ODA 
either took time off or assisted advisors of other troops as required.

Each ICTF troop was paired with an ODA of SF advisors, a substantial 
commitment. This was accomplished by having a U.S. CIF troop (which 
was composed of three ODAs) paired with the ICTF battalion. Only 

CIF units advised the ICTF. It is worth noting that this ratio is roughly 
1.83 to 1, massively larger than the doctrinal ratio of between 50 
and 75 to 1. The ratio might have been even higher during the initial 
stand-up of the organization, reaching or exceeding a 1-to-1 ratio, 
but interviews I conducted with many officers and noncommissioned 
officers who worked with the ICTF during this period were not able 
to corroborate this data.

Commando Battalions
When the Commandos initially stood up as the 36th Commando 
Battalion, an SF company headquarters (AOB) and two full strength 
SF ODAs—approximately thirty four personnel—served as advisors. 
That initial phase lasted from approximately October 2003 until June 
2004, when an additional ODA was added to support the battalion as it 
became fully operational (with advisors increasing to forty-six person-
nel). The new ratio was short-lived as the demands of the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan as well as the missions in the Philippines, Colombia, 
and elsewhere far exceeded the number of SF soldiers in the Army. 
The additional troop requirements dropped by the end of 2004, when 
the partnership stabilized to two ODAs working with the battalion.

Such a pairing allowed the SF advisors to match the cyclical leave-train-
ing-operations cycle of the Commandos with one ODA paired with 
the company conducting training while the second paired with the 
company conducting operations. Because one Commando company 
was always on leave, this resulted in a ratio of one ODA paired with an 

Return to TOC ➲
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Iraqi Commando company of 120 soldiers, a matching that persisted 
throughout the remainder of the conflict. That ratio (ten to one), is 
considerably higher than the doctrinal SF ratio of one ODA advising 
a host-nation battalion.

As each regional Commando company was stood up, an ODA 
was assigned to advise it. Such a commitment matched the ratio 
already in place and reflected the opinion of CJSOTF leaders that 
they should duplicate the pattern for continued success. However, 
the actual ratio of Commandos to advisors was slightly smaller than 
the original assignment because the regional companies had one 
platoon of soldiers always on leave, with their other two platoons in 
a training-and-operations cycle. Based on the documents detailing 
numbers of active troops and interviews with advisors, none of the 
regional Commando units expanded much beyond company size 
before the U.S. withdrawal in 2011.

Assessment
The overall partner-to-advisor ratio for the Iraq case study calculates 
as 6.2 ISOF soldiers per SF advisor (see figure 4.1 for the monthly 
averages).12 In terms of assessing that impact, there were advisors 
who had served on other missions studied in this book, and they 
observed firsthand the effects of different partner-to-advisor ratios. Of 
those, there was near-universal agreement that decreasing the ratio 
had a positive impact on the combat effectiveness of the unit they 
trained, and not a single advisor thought that a higher ratio was better. 

Consistency in Advisor Pairing 
There was considerable consistency in advisor pairing with the ISOF. 
For the ICTF, only two SF companies advised the unit for the first 
three years of its existence. The decision to minimize the number 
of advisors was centered on the fact that the ICTF was considered 
Iraq’s national-level counterterrorism force. As such, it should be 
paired only with an equivalent capability within the U.S. effort: the 
Special Forces Commander’s in-Extremis Force (CIF) companies. 
B Company, 2nd Battalion, 3rd Special Forces Group, stood up the 
organization and served as their sole advisors for the first eighteen 
months of the unit’s existence. As a CIF, the company’s organization 
differed slightly from regular SF companies and was instead based 
around two troops of roughly thirty-six SF operators each. For those 
eighteen months the two troops of the company did back-to-back 
rotations, switching out every 120 days. Such a cycle was quickly 
deemed to be too grueling, and the 5th Special Forces Group CIF, A 
Company, 1st Battalion, was added to the rotational cycle in March 
2005. Each one of the two troops in those two companies cycled 
through 120-day rotations for the next year.

Even though the rotations were shorter than conventional yearlong 
rotations, they were physically and emotionally brutal for the advi-
sors. One advisor noted that he submitted 118 combat operations 
for approval during an average four-month rotation, leaving only two 
nights without a mission. Each operation was complex, with multiple 
structures to be assaulted and almost always follow-on operations 
conducted the same night. One atypical fifteen-hour combat cycle 
in 2005 involved the rescue of an Iraqi Army general who was an 
al-Qaida hostage and then four follow-on missions, including the 
capture of Number 11 on the theater high-value target list. Thus 

in March 2006 even the two-Group cycle was determined to be 
too arduous, and all the other CIFs in U.S. Army Special Forces 
Command (C Company, 1st Battalion, 1st Special Forces Group—
which stood up the LRR, C Company, 1st Battalion, 10th Special 
Forces Group, and C Company, 3rd Battalion, 7th Special Forces 
Group) were added to the rotation. Even then, however, the 3rd 
Group and 5th Group CIFs were considered the primary advisors, 
and each company would deploy once in the annual cycle. One of 
the other three CIFs would deploy for the other four months of the 
year so that each of those companies would deploy once in a three-
year cycle. This rotation persisted for the remainder of the conflict.

Like in the Philippines, the assignment of the CIF to the ICTF advi-
sory effort greatly increased the consistency of advisor pairing for a 
variety of reasons. First, because there were only five CIF companies 
across the entire U.S. Army, there was an extremely small pool of 
personnel to pull from to serve as advisors. Second, those compa-
nies had an extremely stable set of assigned personnel. Individual 
advisors would often stay within the same CIF company for years, 
some never conducting a permanent-change-of-station move. The 
relative stability occurred because CIF companies were designed 
to be kept on call to respond to regional hostage crises or similar 
missions, and the members of each company received considerable 
specialized training. An SF soldier without that training could not be 
assigned to those companies.

The Iraqi Commando battalions in the ISOF, first the 36th and then 
the regional battalions, experienced a similar consistency in advisor 
pairing. A vast majority of the ODAs that served as advisors to the 
Commandos came from 5th and 10th Special Forces Groups, the 
two organizations that provided the headquarters for CJSOTF-AP. 
For the first three deployments, 5th Special Forces Group worked 
with the Commandos: initially teams from 1st Battalion, then 2nd 
Battalion, and then the same teams from 1st Battalion returned as 
advisors on the third rotation. Only when the SF soldiers on those 
ODAs started to become burned-out by back-to-back rotations were 
other SF Groups added to the mix. During that phase considerable 
effort was made to pair the same advisors with the same Commando 
unit, rotation after rotation.

LRB members conduct helicopter-infiltration training with Special Forces
advisors, Fort Magsaysay, Philippines, 2008. (Courtesy SF advisor)
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Although initially there were no special qualifications for an ODA to 
pair with the Commandos, in 2006 Special Forces CIF companies 
and teams became the primary set of advisors. Like in the ICTF, this 
greatly increased the consistency in advisor pairing because the CIF 
requirement vastly limited the potential advisory pool. There was also 
considerable personnel stability within the ISOF, and many Iraqis stayed 
within the organization for the duration of their careers. At times new 
Iraqis were brought in to imbalance the sectarian equilibrium of the ISOF, 
but the organizational culture minimized those impacts and personal 
and professional factors motivated those already part of the unit to stay.

There are numerous anecdotal reports about how frequently the various 
elements of the ISOF were paired with the exact same advisors. One 
advisor noted that an SF teammate had served on four different ICTF 
rotations and then retired. After his retirement, he returned as a con-
tractor to continue working with the ICTF, supporting them in their fight 
to recapture Mosul in 2016. Another participated in eight combat tours 
in Iraq, acting as direct advisor to ISOF units during four of them, while 
during the other tours he supported and interacted with the ISOF. This 
meant the same advisor worked with the same Commando battalion 
for thirty-two months (nearly three years) out of a possible eight years. 
One advisor, whose exploits became legendary in the SF community, 
served with the ISOF for three years on five straight rotations during 
assignments to both 5th and 10th Special Forces Groups. He worked 
with the ISOF so often that other teams joked that they had to sign for 
him as part of the property handover as they changed out in between 
missions. Such consistent pairings were more common than not, and 
one SF company worked with the same ISOF unit for more than seven 
years. Their only breaks from the coupling were when they returned to 
the United States, allowing the SF advisors to see their Iraqi partners 
mature from their positions as captains commanding companies to 
generals leading the entire organization.

Because of how consistently many advisors were paired with the ISOF, 
deep friendships often developed with the soldiers and officers they 
advised. Maj. Gen. Patrick Roberson, who completed four advisory 
rotations with the ISOF, noted that he had first met Fadhil Jalil al 
Barwari, the unit’s future commander, in 1996. This time distortion 
occurred because Roberson commanded an ODA during Operation 
Provide Comfort, which delivered humanitarian and military assistance 
to Kurdish factions after the first Gulf War.

At that time, Barwari was serving in a Kurdish Peshmerga militia and 
met numerous SF soldiers rotating through northern Iraq. During 
Roberson’s deployments, his long-term connections with Barwari 
helped him pick up where he had left off on prior rotations, greatly 
facilitating growth in unit capabilities. 

Assessment: “We Have Killed Many Men Together”
Nearly all the SF soldiers who worked with Iraqi Special Operations 
Forces believed there were considerable advantages to consistently 
pairing with the same Iraqi forces. It reduced the start-up time of each 
mission, allowing the advisor to pick up where they previously left off 
rather than start anew. 

One advisor noted that for the first two years of his work with the ISOF 
his unit did four-month rotations. That meant he knew that when he 
finished each deployment, he would be back working with the same 

Iraqis in eight months at the most. “Because it was the same face 
coming back, they knew who you were, they trusted you, they’ve been 
in a room with you in a gunfight before. You just picked up where you 
left off. There was no dogs-sniffing-each-other’s-butts.”

Within a few days they were back on track, executing complex mis-
sions. Another advisor pointed out the differences between the SF 
effort with the ISOF and the advisory effort with the rest of the Iraqi 
Army. To him the ISOF consistency created a coherent campaign 
plan but the conventional-forces effort building other Iraqi forces 
was akin to fighting the war in Iraq with a different plan each year. 
“Every single year was just start over. It is all new Americans, and 
most of them have never been there. [Meanwhile] the Iraqis haven’t 
gone anywhere, and they knew how to navigate that environment.”

Consistency also created personal relationships and trust that made 
it easier to work through issues that impeded progress.

Sgt. Maj. Ron McDaries served as an advisor during three rotations and 
transitioned to contractor work after he retired. In 2014 he was still in Iraq 
as a contractor with the U.S. State Department as ISIS marched toward 
Baghdad. His supervisors were alarmed that there was no formal security 
where they were based and asked him if he could help. McDaries said 
that he knew General Barwari and asked for his supervisor’s phone 
to set up a meeting. Much to his supervisor’s surprise, Barwari invited 
them to his home, and when they arrived the general walked past the 
higher-ranking U.S. embassy official and gave McDaries a big hug, say-
ing, “This is my brother. We have killed many men together and drunk 
many beers.” Even though it had been several years since the two had 
seen each other, Barwari did not hesitate to offer McDaries whatever 
support he needed, including providing an ISOF element for security.

A few dissenting voices noted that while they agreed in principle that 
consistency was important there could be exceptions when that pairing 
ought to be broken. Consistency could be a double-edged sword: if 

Major General Fadhil al Barwari, commander of the 1st Iraqi Special 
Operations Forces Brigade, with Sgt. Maj. (Ret.) Ron McDaries, 2014 
Courtesy Sgt. Maj. Ron McDaries (Ret.)
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an ODA was not skilled at teaching and training or individuals on the 
team were bad at establishing rapport, then pairing that unit with the 
same host-nation forces would likely have adverse effect.

Others posited that some ODAs had life cycles, wherein team mem-
bers would have personal issues or became burned out after multiple 
rotations and their performance would drop.

In such exceptional cases it made sense to break the bond of consis-
tency. Overall, consistency in advisor pairing with the ISOF was high. 
Across multiple rotations the efforts of CJSOTF leaders and assignment 
of the CIFs to work with the ISOF greatly limited the pool of advisors and 
resulted in frequent return pairings. As one advisor noted, “continuity 
is better than gold. [It] is absolutely how you shape a force and ensure 
that they are responsive to our requirements and our objectives…It is 
instant trust, credibility, and, most importantly, influence.”

Advisor Language Training and Cultural Awareness 
The demand for Special Forces operators in Iraq far exceeded what 
the Middle East–oriented 5th Special Forces group could provide. As 
one former Group commander noted, even if the entire group had been 
deployed for the duration of the war and its members never returned 
home, it still could not have met the needs of the theater commander.

Because of its connections with the Kurds after the first Gulf War, 10th 
SF Group, which was officially regionally and linguistically oriented 
to Europe, was selected to assist 5th Group in Iraq. The two groups 
shared roughly even responsibility as the CJSOTF-AP headquarters 
and contributed similar amounts of forces. Yet even those two units 
were not sufficient to the task, and every other active-duty SF group 
provided forces to help alleviate exhaustion from back-to-back rota-

tions. Of all those groups involved in the mission, only 5th Group 
was officially oriented to the Middle East, focused its training on 
regional languages, and had extensive cultural experience.

While 5th and 10th Groups took the lion’s share of troop commitments 
to Iraq, when examining the contribution toward the ISOF—only 
a portion of the CJSOTF-AP mission—the assessment becomes 
more complicated. The 3rd Group CIF, regionally and linguistically 
oriented toward Africa, stood up the ICTF and had a monopoly on 
pairing with the organization for its first eighteen months of existence. 
After that the 3rd and 5th Group CIFs shared equally in pairing with 
the ICTF until mid-2006, when the other three CIFs were added to 
the rotational cycle. Rather than share the advisory responsibility 
equally among the five CIFs, 3rd and 5th Groups were each given 
one-third of the partnership while the other three CIFs shared in the 
other third of the deployment time. At the macro level this means that 
5th Special Forces Group, the only regionally oriented organization, 
advised the ICTF for less than a third of its existence.

The history of the Commandos’ partnership is similar. While they 
were stood up by 5th Group, 10th Group rapidly fell in on the advisory 
cycle, and the two groups worked nearly equal amounts of time with 
the Commandos. By 2006 operational pressures resulted in the 
Baghdad-based Commando battalion being rotated primarily between 
CIF units on a ratio that matched the ICTF. As a result the Middle 
East–oriented 5th Special Forces Group advised that Commando 
battalion for roughly a third of its existence. Because the regional 
Commando companies (later battalions after the organization grew 
again) were not advised by CIF elements, they were shared in 
approximately even proportions between 5th and 10th Group teams.

Afghan commandos with Special Forces advisors disembark a CH-47 Chinook helicopter during a combined raid against fortified insurgent positions, Uruzgan 
Province, 2009. U.S. Army Combat Camera
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When consolidating this data it should be noted that even though the 
ICTF was technically a battalion its personnel size was much closer to 
company strength. The regional companies, when combined, came 
close to the personnel strength of the Baghdad-based Commando 
battalion. Altogether the driving force on determining the degree of 
match with language training and cultural awareness was driven 
mostly by the Baghdad-based Commando battalion because it had 
the largest number of personnel. As noted, that meant a regionally 
oriented SF unit with matching language training and cultural aware-
ness was only paired with the ISOF for approximately a third of the 
advisory effort. This leads to an overall assessment that the degree 
of match for language training and cultural awareness of the SF 
advisors to the ISOF was low.

Assessment: “None of Us Spoke the Language in the Early Days”
Interviewees provided many different opinions regarding the impor-
tance of language training and cultural awareness. Although members 
of 5th Special Forces Group generally noted that they believed their 
regional orientation to the Middle East and knowledge of Arabic 
contributed positively to the development of the ISOF, this opinion 
was by no means universal, and few argued it emphatically. One SF 
soldier who spent most of his career in 5th Group and was trained 
in Arabic but later transferred to the non–regionally affiliated 10th 
Special Forces Group noted that there was little difference between 
the two groups. Across three years of deployments, he could recall 
only one occasion on which someone from another Group made a 
significant cultural error that affected operations.
Another advisor who started his career in 5th Special Forces Group, 
which was regionally oriented to the Middle East, but served in other 
groups as well observed, “Regional orientation only matters for the 
first trip. Once you have an advisor pool of special-operations forces 
that have deployed and built a relationship with that partner force, 
it doesn’t take long for special-operations forces to regionally orient 
[themselves]. That doesn’t mean that they are 3/3 in a language [test], 
but you can take a unit from 1st Group and put them in Iraq, and very 
quickly they understand the cultural, tribal, political, and social aspects 
of that environment and are able to operate effectively.”

Those that downplayed the importance of language training and 
cultural awareness provided various explanations. Some noted that 
even from its early days all ISOF units were fortunate to have many 
interpreters. Rather than relying on their own skills, U.S. advisors 
trusted interpreters to translate for them in training and in combat. 
Many also noted that over time the Iraqis came to take on many 
Western habits, traditions, and processes, which made it easier to 
communicate and work together.

By the middle of the eight-year mission, many of the Iraqis had learned 
conversational English and taken to wearing uniforms with pockets on the 
shoulders, replete with Velcro, and even copied the way the Americans 
would wear their Oakley sunglasses. They wore American baseball caps 
backward like the Green Berets did (and that, likewise, had annoyed 
conventional U.S. military leaders), carried the same flip knives as their 
advisors, and basically looked like mirror images of their U.S. partners.

Some had even picked up American vices, such as dipping tobacco—a 
far cry from the more common Iraqi habit of smoking cigarettes or shisha 
(water pipes). Others noted that the duration of the mission, coupled with 
consistently pairing with the same ISOF units, resulted in close personal 
contacts that went beyond a simple capacity to communicate in Arabic. 
While the lack of language skills might have impacted the first rotation, 
by the second it was negligible. By the third or fourth rotation, some 
advisors had worked with the same  Commandos so often that they 
knew how their Iraqi partners would react or behave in a certain situation, 
which effectively precluded the requirement for verbal communication.

Some senior advisors noted that the ability to build rapport—which 
they argued was critical to having a positive impact on a host-nation 
unit—is a personal skill that was not always correlated with language 
training or cultural awareness. They posited that the two skills were 
completely independent from one another and from rank. In fact, some 
leaders paired a more-junior SF soldier who had strong interpersonal 
skills and ability to build rapport with important host-nation elements 
rather than more-senior operators.

Another poorly kept secret was how few SF operators in 5th Group, 
the regionally oriented unit, were professionally proficient in Arabic. 
During the decade that SF soldiers advised the ISOF, the requirement to 
graduate from the U.S. Army John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center 
and School language program was a 1/1 rating on the DLPT, which 
equates to elementary proficiency with only “sufficient comprehension 
to read very simple connected written material.” However, because 
of the complexity of some languages such as Arabic and Mandarin 
Chinese, that graduation requirement was frequently waived to 0+/0+, 
where one can “read some or all of the following: numbers, isolated 
words and phrases, personal and place names, street signs, office 
and shop designations. The above [are] often interpreted inaccurately.”

The 2012 U.S. Special Operations Command Language Regional 
Expertise and Culture Strategy Report noted that only 66 percent 
of Special Forces students could attain the 1/1 level, a statistic 
matched by anecdotal evidence gathered from interviewees and 
my personal experience.

During my four years in 5th Special Forces Group no more than a 
dozen SF operators at any given time had scored at the 2/2 level of 
limited working proficiency and no more than one or two had scored 

AGLAN soldiers return from an operation against a FARC strongpoint, La 
Uribe, Colombia, 2006. (Courtesy the Official Colombian Military collection)
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U.S. advisors attend peace talks between representatives from the Farabundo Martí National Liberation Front (FMLN) and Salvadoran government forces, 
Guazapa, 1992. Col. Mark Hamilton, then MILGRP commander, is on the left with sunglasses, then-major Francisco (Frank) Pedrozo is center with glasses, 
U.S. ambassador William G. Walker is in the checkered shirt with his back to the camera, and Fidel Recinos Alas, better known as Raul Hercules, com-
mander of FMLN’s National Resistance, is leaning back in his chair, right. Courtesy Col. Frank Pedrozo (Ret.)
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at the 3/3 level of general professional proficiency across the entire 
group of 54 ODAs (approximately 650 SF qualified personnel). As of 
April 2021, across all of Special Forces command, inclusive of the 
five active-duty and two National Guard groups and the headquar-
ters, schoolhouse, and support elements, there were only 57 SF 
personnel who had scored at the 2/2 level or above on the DLPT or 
Oral Proficiency Interview on an Arabic dialect.

These scores show that the vast majority of those in the regionally 
oriented 5th Special Forces Group had only elementary proficiency in 
Arabic and led some advisors to posit that their language training did 
not significantly contribute to the mission because it was impossible 
to train to the level necessary to operate without interpreters. Even an 
SF linguist at a DLPT level of 3/3 in Arabic, they argued, would not be 
able to understand critical nuances, subtleties, and tone and would 
require the skills of a native speaker, such as an interpreter, to operate 
effectively. Six months of perfunctory Arabic training for five hours a day 
simply did not provide sufficient experience for functional proficiency. 

Those who were less proficient in Arabic, such as one advisor who scored 
0+/1 on the DLPT, noted that only a small subset of words were critical in 
the thick of combat. “None of us spoke the language in the early days. I 
went to school for Farsi. But by the end we could say the important stuff 
like Put the machine gun over there or You are our prisoner.”

Another advisor noted that he did not know any Arabic when he began 
advising the ISOF and instead spoke French and Serbo-Croatian. 
However, simply knowing the situation and the desired end state allowed 
communication because he could memorize the most important words 
and phrases. Such a perspective matches what other SF advisors in 

the Philippines observed—that while the specific language does not 
matter, knowing any language adds to one’s willingness and ability 
to learn other languages more easily and also gives the patience and 
cross-cultural communication skills important to advisors. v
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SFACON 2024
Convention Photos and Vide os

Missed the 2024 SFA Convention, 
but would love to see some of the 
photos shared from the event and 
watch some of the videos?
Scan the QR Code at right, 
or click here to visit a page
on our website with links to 
event photos and videos 
for the entire event!

We hope your holidays were merry!

Standby for full coverage of SFA 78’s holiday festivities in the February 2025 Sentinel.
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By Greg Walker (ret.) 
USA Special Forces

Behind the Lines 
In February 1998, my follow-on account of the Son Tay raid was 
published in Behind the Lines (BTL). Earlier I’d had the unique oppor-
tunity while at Fort Bragg to gain access to the JFK Museum’s Son 
Tay archives, a treasure trove of information that supported CCN 
One-Zero, Captain Jim Butler’s, 1981 account of the SOG led recon 
of the POW camp on behalf of Colonel Bull Simons. That story is 
re-published here for the first time.

From Lindsey Butler, Jim Butler’s daughter, in November 2021— 
“I am familiar with dad’s friendship with Dale Dehnke as well and 
heard about what happened with his father too… My dad also made 
a point to teach me the importance of history and making sure that 
false history is corrected. Apparently this was one of his biggest 
goals :) In addition to this being a major component of establishing 
the SOA, he also taught me the importance of this when I was 16.”

No Fallen Comrade Left Forgotten
Jim Butler, SOG-CCN 1-0, 5 tours, gave me the story of the CCN/Heavy 
Hook recon in 1981 while I was at DLI and his office at the time was in 
Carmel, California. Jim was a close friend and colleague of my dad’s 
and was mentored by dad when he first started at CONN GENERAL in 
San Jose. I met Jim through dad, and it was Jim who brought me into 
the SOA as an Associate member, with my GM membership granted 
about ten years ago, CMD Master Chief Bob Nissley my sponsor. Eldon 
Bargewell, very close friend of Butler’s, was responsible for seeing 7th 
Group/El Sal veterans granted SOA GM memberships.

I had the day off and went over to Jim’s office to visit/say hello. We 
spoke for about two hours, as I recall. When I arrived, he’d been 
going through some things on his desk. One was the picture of Dale 

Dehnke that is the intro for this article. He had several SOG patches 
out, too. His team patch (Python) and RT Alaska, which was the team 
Dale was strap-hanging with when he was tragically killed just days 
before scheduled to rotate home.

Jim shared the story of the Heavy Hook/CCN recon into Son Tay—as 
it was clearly on his mind when I arrived. He and Dale were close, 
and it was clear Jim was remembering/mourning his loss these many 
years later. Of the three 1-0s on that mission, Jim was one of them, 
Dale the lead, and a third whose name I cannot recall. Jim told me 
that the individual had also survived the war but was in Florida and 
very ill. Butler’s purpose in sharing his story was clearly to honor 
Dale, something he’d done at an earlier SOAR, as well.

Dale’s sister, Pam, lives here in Oregon, and we have spoken many 
times over the years. As Butler had also shared with me, Dale/Pam’s 
dad was grief-stricken at the loss of his son, whom he adored, and 
very soon after the funeral he was found deceased at Dale’s grave.

I held on to the account until “Hurricane” became a project; and then wrote 
the BTL piece. Not long ago I wrote a shorter piece for the Sentinel, too.

There is always discussion as to whether this account ever really 
happened. I have found in most cases those critical have not read the 
“Hurricane” chapter on Son Tay; have not known or read the BTL story; 
and just may have read the piece in the Sentinel...maybe. This includes 
the extraordinary interviews I had with the pilot/co-pilot of Bull Simons’ 
helo—with each spoken with individually and then their accounts/
recollections shared with the other for clarity/revision and confirmation. 
Both Britton and Montrem spoke well of each other regarding both the 
train up in Florida and the actual mission flight in and out.

Back Story —  
The Son Tay 
Recon

Jim's daughter, LIndsey, sent Greg this link to her dad's memorial service: https://www.dropbox.com/scl/fi/6p9pp67w6u8t4c3r2l73r/James-
Edward-Butler-Funeral-Service.MP4?rlkey=gbmr9ivzwq88tabiuqt5s62sd&e=1&dl=0

1-0 Dale Dehnke, CCN
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The Earth Angel mission, which was to coincide with Son Tay, was 
canceled without explanation, as noted by SGM Mark Gentry, who 
ran that operation at the time. The first consideration, according to my 
interview with GEN Singlaub, was that Simons wanted American “eyes 
on target,” and the Earth Angel teams were all former NVA. Singlaub 
pointed out SOG had identified Son Tay as a POW camp early on and 
had developed a plan to raid it—but that was turned down. However, 
the assets and resources and launch site in Thailand (Heavy Hook) 
as well as clean air lanes used by CCN to access North Vietnam were 
still intact and operational. Butler was operating out of Heavy Hook at 
the time, as well.

Gentry, when he learned of the Heavy Hook mission, offered he now 
understood why his team was canceled.

Another factor, according to SOG legend Major (ret.) Willie Merkerson, 
is this. The HALO Earth Angel section had, at times, trouble grouping 
in the air at night and did/could end up scattered across the jungle 
with poor chances of linking back up or of being spotted/reported/
captured. Not a good deal when we’re talking about the raid.

On the other hand, the Heavy Hook team flew in, using their own aviators 
and Simons’ aircraft (their aviators knew the routes), and the make-up 
of 3 One Zeros, a CIA agent, and two Kit Carson scouts (known to 
Butler/Dehnke) with homeboy experience in the Son Tay area, was a 
much more viable and reliable way to achieve what Simons’ was after.

Except for that damn water buffalo.

I had one respected SOA member offer Butler was “confused” when he 
shared his story with me. It was then I realized he and perhaps others did 
not understand Jim was telling HIS story and in remembrance of Dale. 
In short, Butler was one of the three One-Zeros who went in. Hence 
his knowledge of the details noted in all three of my stories on this.

Some have offered that the OPSEC considerations for Ivory Coast 
were so critical that no SOG assets in VN would have been con-
sidered as there was a “leak” at the highest levels. This was true. 
However, Heavy Hook was in Thailand and so compartmentalized 
that it became a viable option for the Son Tay command team to 
utilize. Eglin in Florida was also a huge security risk, and as raider 
Jake Jakovenko shared with me at his home several years ago, they 
ended up confining everyone to base under strict OPSEC guidelines 
as some were going off post after training for one reason or another.

Willie confirmed that using Heavy Hook as the launch site as it 
was in Thailand was a sound thought process as he was preparing 
to transition to that location when he got orders to first attend the 
Advance course for officers.

The other factor oft overlooked was that the recon team did get close 
enough to observe the camp. They did not see much activity, but 
they reported there was NVA military present and it was clearly a 
prison site. They also observed the nearby compound housing the 
Chinese cadre teaching the NVA “headhunter” battalions that were 
proving effective at running SOG teams to ground and wiping them 
out. That is described in detail in At the Hurricane’s Eye. 

And their observations as shared with Simons & Company allowed 
for Simons team to know exactly where they’d been set down, what 
was there, who was there, and how best to engage in the manner 
they did, killing or wounding the majority of those Chinese instructors 
there and then successfully “lifting and shifting” back over to the POW 
camp itself. Again, both Britton’s and Montrem’s recollections of that 
specific aspect of the mission were invaluable.

And it was Dale’s idea to grab the baby water buffalo found on the LZ 
when the bird came back in to pick the team up. And as Butler said, 
they off-loaded it at Heavy Hook, and it became the mascot. And as 
only a handful of Son Tay command folks knew of the mission and 
that it launched from Thailand, not Vietnam, no one from USGOV 
ever looked there when they went on their witch hunt over the buffalo 
dung found in the Simons-provided helo for the recon.

And anyone outside of the “boots on the ground” guys who doesn’t think 
SOG or any other post VN war SF operators have not done equally as 
crazy fun stuff like that under the worst of circumstances need only look 
at the 93 missions Jerry Shriver ran and some of his escapades. v

Postscript:
As is my practice regarding FOIA replies—an initial response 
(especially from the Agency) and its invitation to file an appeal 
is pro forma. Fishing expeditions or “lookie loos” will most often 
stop when they get the first letter.
But an appeal, properly worded and supported, can and has 
(for me) seen success if only a heavily redacted document or 
documents that none the less serve their purpose.

Son-Tay— 
A Story of Success

Behind the Lines
January/February 1998

Author Greg Walker referred to an article published in 
Behind the Lines at the beginning of “Back Story—The 
Son Tay Recon.” He has generously provided scanned 
images from this Behind the Lines issue, January/February 
1998, featuring his story “Son-Tay—A Story of Success.” 
This story, as it appeared in the publi-
cation, can be read on our website— 
scan the QR code at right, or visit:
https://www.specialforces78.com/
behind-the-lines-january-february-1998/.
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My appeal goes out next week and, well, we’ll see…

As General Bowra knows firsthand those of us who worked the El 
Salvador combat recognition effort (ten years in the making) were told 
from Day One by the Pentagon, the Army, the Agency, and All Others 
we would fail. No war/no combat for US forces there/“go fly a kite.”

In 1996, our quest was realized and certainly due to the enormous 
help, encouragement, and direct support from Ken whose Command 
championed our final packet product not once but three times - the 
third time being the charm. AFEM, Combat awards and decorations, 
those wounded or KIA finally acknowledged and their families 
brought peace as well as long overdue benefits that come from 
such acknowledgment. In 1998, the largest awards ceremony for

 7th Group took place at Bragg with GEN Joe Stringham overseeing 
the recognition so long overdue extended to El Sal veterans, still 
serving and otherwise. SFC Greg Fronius’ son stepped forward 
to receive his dad’s posthumous Silver Star—an award originally 
denied after Greg’s death while the lone American advisor at El 
Paraiso, El Salvador, during his heroic defense of that base against 
an estimated 300 communist guerrillas.

And at Arlington our memorial was attended, again thanks to Ken, 
by 7th Group ES veterans as we honored our fallen, their families, 
and the 75,000 Salvadoran who lost their lives during that conflict.

Arlington: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a3uy8Ey23Is&t=65s

The only use of the word “never” my dad taught me was “never quit”

An excerpt of the letter received from the CIA Office of the Information and Privacy Coordinator in response to Greg Walker’s most recent FOIA request. The full letter 
can be viewed at https://www.specialforces78.com/walker-foia-6-12-2024-response-letter/.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Greg Walker (ret.) served with the 10th, 7th, USASFC, and 19th Special Forces Groups 
(Airborne). He is a veteran of the war in El Salvador and Operation Iraqi Freedom. 

Mr. Walker founded the Veterans of Special Operations – El Salvador, a grass-
roots fraternal organization that was at “the tip of the spear” in the 10-year long 
political campaign to see combat awards and decorations authorized for those 
who served, all Services, during El Salvador’s civil war. He is a Life member of 
the Special Operations Association and Special Forces Association.

His awards and decorations include the Combat Infantryman Badge (X2), the 
Special Forces Tab, the Meritorious Service Medal (X3), and the Washington 
National Guard Legion of Merit.

A DoD trained and certified Warrior Care case manager with the U.S. SOCOM 
Warrior Care program (2009-2013) Walker advocated for the most seriously 
wounded, injured, or made ill Special Operations Soldiers, Sailors, Marines, and 
Airmen serving during the Global War on Terrorism.

He is the author of At the Hurricane’s Eye — U.S. Special Operations Forces from 
Vietnam to Desert Storm (Ivy Books, 1994), among other literary contributions to 
U.S. SOF history.

Today, Greg lives and writes from his home in Sisters, Oregon, along with his 
service pup, Tommy.

SGM (ret.) Jake Jakovenko gifted/presented this handmade plaque 
to Greg Walker after a 2017 visit. The plate inscription reads:

“To Greg Walker (R), USA Special Forces, From Son Tay 
Raiders Association, “We are going to rescue 70 American 
prisoners of war, maybe more, from a camp called Son Tay. 
This is something American prisoners have the right to 
expect from their fellow soldiers. The target is 23 miles west 
of Hanoi, North Vietnam — Colonel Arthur D. ‘Bull’ Simons” 
(photo courtesy Greg Walker)
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Photos by How Miller, Debra Holm, and Doreen MatsumotoSFA Chapter 78 November 2024 Chapter Meeting

Connect
with SFA Chapter 78!

Guest Speaker, 
Frank K. Sobchak, PhD
Author of Training for Victory:
U.S. Special Forces Advisory 
Operations from El Salvador to 
Afghanistan

1  2   Guest speaker Frank Sobchak gave 
an overview of the findings from five years 
of research, with over 100 interviews, which 
led to his PhD dissertation, and then the 
book Training for Victory. Read a review 
of the book on page 5 and an excerpt from 
the book on beginning on page 6. His pre-
sentation was excellent, resulting in a lively 
question and answer session.

3   Nimo worked with Army Special Forces 
in Afghanistan as an interpreter. He was 
called to speak about his experience after 
Frank’s presentation.

4   Erik Berg had questions and comments.

5   Chapter President Aaron Brandenburg, 
Frank Sobchak, and Chapter Treasurer 
Richard Simonian

6   James Setara served as our camera-
man, along with his son Jaden, recording 
Frank’s presentation to be posted on our 
YouTube channel.

7   Geri Long and Chapter Secretary Gary 
Macnamara

8   Jim Suber

9   Greg Floor

10   Jim Lockhart and Robert Casillas

11  Art Dolick and Steve Bric

12    Bob Crebbs

13  Don Deatherage and Doreen Matsumoto

14  Jim Duffy

15   Left to right, Mike Jameson, Frank Boyd, 
and James Carter

16  Mark Miller

or visit 
specialforces78.com/links/
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