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In this issue of Ironbirds MAG, our Editor 
Chief photographer Evert Keijer (Ironbird 
Photography) enjoyed unprecedented 
access at RAF Fairford Air Base to docu-
ment the operations of the United States 
Air Force’s B-1 and B-52 bombers during 
their wartime deployment in the United 
Kingdom.

Our mission for this special edition was to 
record the historical facts on the ground. 
It is important to emphasize that Ironbirds 
MAG maintains a strictly neutral editorial 
stance; focusing on the historical aviation 
activities of these legendary aircraft dur-
ing conflict times.

Furthermore, we are committed to full 
transparency regarding our research 
and documentation process. All material 
presented in this issue was gathered 
exclusively from unclassified sources or 
from public ground locations. We have 
operated with the highest regard for 
aviation security and local regulations, 
ensuring that no laws were broken in the 
creation of this content. 

Please note that the information con-
tained within these pages reflects the 
operational landscape as observed and 
gathered prior to March 31, 2026. We hope 
this documentation provides you with a 
clear, factual, and insightful look at these 
vital air operations.

Boğaç Erkan Evert Keijer
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RAF Fairford, located in the Gloucester-
shire Cotswolds, holds a storied place in 
aviation history. Since its establishment, 
the base has evolved from a vital World 
War II troop carrier airfield into a primary 
European forward operating location for 
United States Air Force (USAF) strategic 
bomber operations.

World War II Origins

Construction of the airfield commenced 
in 1943 as part of a major civil engineering 
program to support the Allied invasion of 
Europe. RAF Fairford officially opened in 
January 1944. During the lead-up to the D-Day invasion, it served as a key base for transport squadrons 
flying the Short Stirling, tasked with paratroop drops and towing Airspeed Horsa assault gliders. The 
base continued to support critical airborne operations, including the re-supply efforts for Operation 
Market Garden, before transitioning toward the end of the war.

CONTENTS
3 From its origins as a vital D-Day troop carrier airfield in 

1944 to its current role as the U.S. Air Force’s premier 
bomber Forward Operating Location in Europe, explore the 
strategic evolution of this legendary base and its enduring 
importance to global defense.

A Brief History of Fairford

An essential briefing on the intensifying strategic tensions 
in the Gulf and the resulting surge in heavy bomber opera-
tions. We analyze the geopolitical drivers behind the esca-
lation and the specific tactical deployment of U.S. airpower 
from RAF Fairford to ensure regional security.

6 Escalating Tension

An in-depth look at the “Stratofortress” and its mission 
profile at RAF Fairford. We examine the aircraft’s pivotal 
role in recent Bomber Task Force deployments and its on-
going operational integration with Allied forces to ensure 
regional stability and deterrence.

16 The Boeing B-52 Stratofortress:  
A Legacy of Power

A comprehensive profile of the “Lancer” and its superson-
ic strike capabilities at RAF Fairford. We explore the air-
craft’s specialized role in rapid-response missions and its 
strategic evolution into a high-capacity precision platform, 
critical for maintaining global air superiority and maritime 
security.

24 The Rockwell B-1B Lancer: 
The Bone of Contention

An overview of the munitions seen on the flight line at Fair-
ford. This section details the types of precision-guided and 
standoff weapons currently supporting U.S. operations, 
providing technical context on the modern aerial ordnance 
that powers the mission.

36 Ammunition

A Brief History of RAF Fairford

Operation MARKET I: The airborne operation to seize bridges between Arnhem and Eindhoven, Holland, (part of Operation MARKET GARDEN). Paratroops 
of 3rd Platoon, 21st Independent Parachute Company, assemble at RAF Fairford, Gloucestershire, UK in front of Short Stirling Mark IVs of 620 Squadron 
RAF parked on the perimeter track. Bridge B (Fg Off), Royal Air Force official photographer - This photograph CL 1154 comes from the collections of the 
Imperial War Museums.
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Throughout the subsequent decades, the base was utilized for various strategic purposes, including 
the deployment of KC-135 Stratotankers to support refueling missions across Europe.

Modern Strategic Role & NATO Integration

Today, RAF Fairford is recognized as a vital facility for the USAF Global Strike Command and serves as 
a cornerstone of NATO’s collective defense strategy in Europe. Though it maintains no permanently 
assigned aircraft, it functions as USAFE’s only bomber Forward Operating Location (FOL).

The base’s importance to NATO has 
grown significantly in recent years:

Bomber Task Force (BTF): Fairford 
is the primary hub for BTF deploy-
ments, where B-52 Stratofortress 
and B-1 Lancer uni ts integrate with 
Allied air forces. Recent missions 
have seen these bombers conduct 
historic integration exercises with 
new NATO members, including sim-
ulated live weapons drops in Finland 
and Sweden.

Infrastructure Investment: To 
support NATO’s heavy bomber 
missions, the base received approxi-
mately $100 million in NATO funding 
to upgrade facilities, including cli-
mate-controlled hangars specifically  
designed for B-2 Stealth Bombers.

Rapid Deterrence: The base is maintained in a state of “care and maintenance,” capable of reaching 
full operational reactivation within 48 hours. This allows NATO to quickly project power during periods 
of heightened tension or for large-scale exercises like Steadfast Dart 2026, which tests the Alliance’s 
rapid reinforcement capabilities across Europe.

Notable Milestones

Beyond its military operations, the base is globally recognized as the home of the Royal International 
Air Tattoo (RIAT), one of the world’s largest and most prestigious military air shows. Additionally, during 
the era of the Space Shuttle program, RAF Fairford was designated as a Transoceanic Abort Landing 
(TAL) site, featuring specialized infrastructure and trained crews to support potential emergency 
landings.

The Cold War and Strategic Importance

Following the Second World War, the base was transferred to the United States Air Force in 1950, 
reflecting the growing strategic importance of the UK as a forward base during the Cold War. A signif-
icant expansion program saw the construction of a new, extended runway designed to accommodate 
the heavy, long-range strategic bombers of the era, such as the Convair B-36 Peacemaker and later 
the B-47 Stratojet. 

Fairford

Untitled layer

Royal Air Force Station Fairford

(RAF Fairford)

Aerial photograph of Fairford airfield 2 December 1943, the technical site and barrack sites are to the north (bottom left), runway 27 runs from top 
centre to bottom right, and was extended to the current length in the 1950s a few years after this photo was taken. Whelford is shown top left, and 
Kempsford is just out of frame top right. Photograph taken by 7th Photographic Reconnaissance Group, sortie number US/7PH/GP/LOC93. English 
Heritage (USAAF Photography). Locations. United States Army Air Forces
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The current escalation between the United States and Iran, often referred to in military circles 
as Operation Epic Fury, has seen a significant increase in activity since late February 2026. 
Below is a summary of the facts regarding the timeline and the specific roles of the heavy 
bombers at RAF Fairford.

Timeline of Key Events

February 28, 2026: Joint 
U.S. and Israeli air strikes 
began, targeting Iranian 
ballistic missile facilities, 
command-and-control 
centers, and nuclear infra-
structure. These strikes 
followed a breakdown in 
diplomatic talks regarding 
Iran’s nuclear enrichment 
levels and regional missile 
deployment.

Early March 2026: Iran 
responded with coun-
ter-strikes using drones 

and missiles against regional targets and maritime shipping. This led to a major disruption in 
global trade routes.

March 1, 2026: The UK government authorized the U.S. Air Force to use RAF Fairford and 
Diego Garcia for “specific and limited defensive purposes” to degrade missile capabilities at 
their source.

Late March – April 
2026:  Tensions 
peaked when Iran 
announced  i t s 
intention to close 
the Strait of Hor-
muz unless strikes 
ceased and sanc-
tions were lifted. 
The U.S. issued a 
counter-deadline 
of April 6 for the 
strait to remain 
open, leading to 
the current “surge” 
in bomber activity.

Escalating Tension Operational Roles at RAF Fairford (April 2026)
B-1B Lancer (“The Bone”) Acting as the primary strike platform due to its high speed and massive 
payload. 

Payload: Frequently loaded with GBU-31 JDAMs (2,000-lb guided bombs) and GBU-72s (5,000-lb 
“bunker busters”) to target hardened Iranian missile sites.
Tactics: Utilized for high-speed “bomber pulses,” allowing for rapid strike-and-return cycles within 
24 hours.

B-52H Stratofortress Serving as the heavy standoff missile carrier.
Payload: Predominantly armed with AGM-158 JASSM cruise missiles, capable of launching “swarms” 
of up to 20 stealthy missiles from outside contested airspace.
Status: While active through early April, the final B-52 bombing mission from Fairford for the current 
phase reportedly concluded on April 7, 2026, coinciding with a 14-day ceasefire agreement. 

Strategic Importance
Distance Reduction: Basing at Fairford halves the flight time to targets compared to missions 
launched from the U.S., significantly increasing the “sortie rate”.
Refueling Efficiency: Operations from the UK reduce the requirement for aerial tankers by roughly 
two-thirds (from 9 tankers per mission to 2 or 3).
Force Concentration: As of mid-March, the deployment reached record levels with approximately 
12 B-1Bs and 8 B-52Hs stationed at the base. 

Current Activity Timeline (Spring 2026) 

Date		  Key Event at RAF Fairford

March 1-2	 UK authorizes base use after Iranian drone strike on RAF Akrotiri (Cyprus).
March 6-7	 First waves of B-1B Lancers arrive directly from the U.S. and from active missions.
March 9	 Three B-52Hs from the 5th Bomb Wing join the force.
April 7		 Final B-52 strike mission departs; a 14-day ceasefire is announced.
April 8-9	 Numerous bombers remain on the apron as the truce takes effect; heavy support 
		  movement continues.
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The Southern Transit: Navigating a Fractured Airspace

Strategic Context Forward-basing at RAF Fairford is the linchpin of the 2026 Bomber Task 
Force, though the mission has become logistically complex due to shifting European diplo-
matic alignments. With round-trip sortie times to the CENTCOM Area of Responsibility (AOR) 
now averaging 18 to 20 hours, the reliance on a robust, northern-tier refueling network is 
absolute.

The Northern & Mediterranean Corridor Current flight data from Operation Epic Fury 
confirms that mission routing is strictly dictated by the total closure of Spanish and Turkish 
sovereign airspace to offensive transit. To bypass these restrictions, bomber streams departing 
the UK must track southeast through a narrow corridor of cooperative Allied airspace in 
France and Italy. This “Mediterranean Pipeline” then pushes south of Crete, utilizing the 
Nicosia FIR (Cyprus) to maintain distance from restricted coastal zones.

The Tanker-Bomber Interdependency Because Morón Air Base (Spain) is currently unavaila-
ble for refueling operations, the burden of sustainment has shifted entirely to RAF Mildenhall 
(UK). This creates a high-density “logistical bottleneck” in Northern Europe. Each B-1B and 
B-52H mission requires a meticulously timed sequence of refuelings, initial “top-offs” over the 
southwest region of UK, known as West Country and mid-mission transfers over the Ionian 
Sea to ensure the aircraft have the fuel reserves required to navigate the extended southern 
bypass and return safely to Fairford.

RAF Fairford: Strategic Hub of the Bomber Task Force

The 420th Air Base Squadron (420 ABS) 

The 420 ABS, part of the 501st Combat Support Wing, is Fairford’s per-
manent garrison. Their role is purely enabling: providing the logistics, 
fuel infrastructure, and security required to transform this Gloucester-
shire airfield into a heavy-bomber powerhouse at a moment’s notice.

7th & 28th Bomb Wings (B-1B Lancer) Fairford is the primary European 
home for the “Bone.”

•	 7th BW (Dyess AFB, TX): Identified by the “DY” tail code, rotating 
the 9th (“Bats”) and 28th (“Mohawks”) for theater integration and 
maritime strike training.

•	 28th BW (Ellsworth AFB, SD): Frequently deploys the 34th (“Thun-
derbirds”) and 37th (“Tigers”) Bomb Squadrons.

2nd & 5th Bomb Wings (B-52H Stratofortress) When the “BUFF” 
arrives, it typically belongs to one of two legendary units:

•	 2nd BW (Barksdale AFB, LA): Home to the 20th (“Buccaneers”), 11th 
(“Mr. Jiggs”), and 96th (“Red Devils”). 

•	 5th BW (Minot AFB, ND): Represented by the 23rd (“Bomber Bar-
ons”) and 69th (“Knighthawks”).

Operational Flexibility Fairford’s “warm status” allows for the simul-
taneous deployment of mixed airframes to meet theater requirements. 
This revolving-door model ensures Global Strike Command crews 
maintain proficiency with European airspace, NATO procedures, and 
Fairford’s unique operational environment.
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The High Cost of Precision: The JASSM’s Billion-Dollar Flight Path

Since its introduction in 2003, the AGM-158 JASSM (Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff Missile) has remained 
the gold standard for American long-range strike capability. Measuring nearly 4.3 meters and weighing 
over a metric tonne, this stealthy leviathan is engineered for one specific purpose: obliterating fortified, 
high-value targets from a safe distance.

While the baseline AGM-158A offers a 370 km reach, the -ER (Extended Range) variant pushes that 
envelope to a staggering 926 km. However, in modern warfare, tactical superiority comes with a 
massive fiscal footprint.

The Economics of a Single Sortie

When a B-52 Stratofortress takes to the skies, it isn’t just carrying ordnance—it’s carrying a flying 
investment portfolio. A standard mission loadout for a B-52 includes a minimum of 12 JASSM missiles.

With a unit cost of approximately $1.5 million for the baseline model, the math for a single aircraft 
is sobering:

•	 Per Aircraft Loadout: $18 million
•	 A Standard 2-Ship Mission: $36 million per flight

The Macro-Scale: The $891 Million Daily Burn

The true economic weight of the JASSM becomes apparent when looking at sustained operations. 
Military analysts estimate that as of March 5, the cumulative costs of high-intensity conflict—including 
the massive requirement for munitions replacement—have reached a critical tipping point.

The projected bill for replenishing these precision stockpiles sits at roughly $3.1 billion, a figure 
that currently remains unbudgeted. When factoring in fuel, maintenance, personnel, and the rapid 
depletion of high-end cruise missiles, the estimated cost of modern engagement has surged to a 
staggering $891.4 million per day.

The Bottom Line: The JASSM is a masterclass in aerospace engineering, but its use highlights the 
“attrition of the checkbook.” In today’s climate, winning the battle is only half the struggle; the other 
half is being able to afford the reload.
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The “Heavy Hauler” Returns A sharp close-up of B-52H 60-0012, “Heavy Hauler,” taxiing at RAF Fairford. This image highlights the aircraft’s distinctive 
nose art and its configuration as a dual-capable a irframe, central to the current deployment’s strategic mission.

Full Afterburner The raw power of the B-1B Lancer is on full display as it departs Fairford with all four GE F101 engines in afterburner. This “Bone” from 
the 28th Bomb Wing creates a massive heat signature while climbing out for a long-duration mission. 

A study in scale: A B-52H Stratofortress follows a Ford “Follow Me” vehicle along the taxiway at RAF Fairford. The image perfectly captures the massive 
185-foot wingspan of the bomber as it navigates the base’s infrastructure. These taxi operations are a constant sight at Fairford lately, as the base 
serves as the primary European hub for the 21 strategic bombers currently supporting Operation Epic Fury.

Mission Ready With its distinctive “EL” tail code, B-1B 86-0138 undergoes final ground inspections on the Fairford ramp. The variable-sweep wing 
aircraft stands ready for its next sortie, representing a critical component of the 15 Lancers currently staged in the UK for the conflict.
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The Lancer’s Gaze A powerful head-on view of B-1B Lancer 86-0139 as it taxies at RAF Fairford. Part of the 28th Bomb Wing from Ellsworth AFB, this 
airframe highlights the sleek, menacing profile of the supersonic bomber currently tasked with high-speed precision strikes in the region.

Ready for the Rack Dominating the Fairford ramp, this B-52H from the 5th Bomb Wing displays its massive under-wing capacity. The heavy pylons 
are prepped for precision-guided munitions, framed by the intensive ground support required for operational readiness.

Tail-End Titans A detailed look at the vertical stabilizers of two Minot-based B-52Hs. This “tail-spotting” shot showcases the concentrated strategic 
power gathered at Fairford this April.

Golden Hour Readiness Under a golden sunset, B-52H 61-0020 sits on the Fairford flightline. The foreground fuel truck underscores the heavy logistics 
and high operational tempo currently required for the 2nd Bomb Wing’s long-range missions.
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Historical Development

The B-52 Stratofortress, affectionately known by its crews as the BUFF (Big Ugly Fat Fellow), 
stands as the longest-serving combat aircraft in aviation history. Developed by Boeing in the 
late 1940s to replace the B-36 Peacemaker, the B-52 was originally designed as a high-altitude, 
intercontinental nuclear bomber.

•	 First Flight: April 15, 1952 (YB-52 prototype).
•	 Service Entry: 1955 (B-52B).
•	 The H-Model: The current active variant, the B-52H, was delivered between 1961 and 

1962. It featured more powerful TF33 turbofan engines and improved structural integrity 
for low-level flight.

•	 Combat Evolution: Over seven decades, the B-52 transitioned from a high-altitude nuclear 
deterrent to a low-level penetrator, and finally to a versatile “missile truck” for conven-
tional precision strikes. Its role in Operation Epic Fury (2026) has reaffirmed its strategic 
value, utilizing its long-range stand-off capabilities to strike targets across the Middle East.

The Boeing B-52 Stratofortress:
A Legacy of Power

Weapon Configurations

The B-52H features a massive payload capacity of 70,000 lbs (31,500 kg), distributed between 
its internal bomb bay and heavy-duty wing pylons.

Conventional Loadouts

•	 Precision Strike: Up to 20 AGM-158 JASSM/JASSM-ER (Joint Air-to-Surface Standoff 
Missiles) or GBU-31/38 JDAMs.

•	 Maritime: Capable of carrying Quickstrike mines or the AGM-158C LRASM for anti-ship 
operations.

•	 Standoff: The MALD (Miniature Air-Launched Decoy) is frequently carried to saturate 
enemy air defenses during strike packages.

Nuclear Loadouts

•	 AGM-86B ALCM: The primary nuclear weapon for the B-52H, carrying the W80-1 vari-
able-yield warhead. A typical loadout includes 12 missiles on external pylons and 8 on a 
Common Strategic Rotary Launcher (CSRL) internally.

•	 B61/B83 Gravity Bombs: While historically certified for gravity bombs (B61-7, B61-11, and 
B83-1), the Air Force has prioritized stand-off missiles for the B-52 to keep the platform 
outside the reach of modern Integrated Air Defense Systems (IADS).

•	 Future Transition: The fleet is currently preparing for the integration of the AGM-181 
LRSO (Long Range Stand Off) missile, which will eventually replace the aging AGM-86B.
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Nuclear-Capable Airframe Registry (Active Fleet)

Following the expiration of the New START Treaty on February 5, 2026, the U.S. Air Force has 
moved to reconvert the 30 “conventional-only” airframes back to nuclear status. However, 
the core of the nuclear triad remains the 46 primary dual-capable airframes. These aircraft 
are distinguishable by their Strategic Radar Absorber (SRA) fins and specific internal wiring 
configurations.

The following list identifies active B-52H airframes historically designated as nuclear-capable 
(Dual-Capable) under the 2nd and 5th Bomb Wings:

Registration Nickname / Status Unit / Location
60-0001 Memphis Belle IV 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0002 2 BW Flagship 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0004 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0005 5 BW Flagship 5 BW (Minot)
60-0007 Ghost Rider 5 BW (Minot)
60-0008 8th Air Force Flagship 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0009 69 BS Flagship 5 BW (Minot)
60-0012 Heavy Hauler 5 BW (Minot)
60-0013 Lucky 13 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0017 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0018 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0021 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0023 Bomber Barons 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0024 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0025 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0026 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0028 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0029 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0032 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0034 Wise Guy 5 BW (Minot)
60-0036 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0037 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0038 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0044 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0048 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
60-0055 5 OG Flagship 5 BW (Minot)
60-0056 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0058 — 5 BW (Minot)

Registration Nickname / Status Unit / Location
60-0059 — 5 BW (Minot)
60-0060 Iron Butterfly 5 BW (Minot)
61-0001 Freedom Bird 5 BW (Minot)
61-0002 — 5 BW (Minot)
61-0004 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0005 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0008 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0011 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0012 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0015 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0017 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0018 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0020 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0021 — 2 BW (Barksdale)
61-0022 — 5 BW (Minot)
61-0023 — 5 BW (Minot)
61-0029 — 5 BW (Minot)
61-0031 — 5 BW (Minot)
61-0040 — 5 BW (Minot)

Note: Registrations like 60-0003, 60-0011, and 60-0015 were historically converted to conventional-only status under the New START treaty and are 
currently undergoing evaluation for nuclear re-certification following the April 2026 ceasefire.
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Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Alternate Serial AF60-012
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464377
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 23 BS / 5 BW
Aircraft Name Heavy Hauler

Alternate Serial AF60-007
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464372
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 5 BW
Aircraft Name Ghost Rider

60-0012

60-0007

Alternate Serial AF60-023
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464388
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 23 BS / 5 BW
Aircraft Name Bomber Barons

Alternate Serial AF60-013
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464378
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 5 BW
Aircraft Name Lucky 13

60-0023

60-0013
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Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Alternate Serial AF61-001
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464440
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 5 BW
Aircraft Name Freedom Bird

61-0001

Alternate Serial AF60-060
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464425
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 23 BS / 5 BW
Aircraft Name Iron Butterfly

60-0060

Alternate Serial AF61-035
Military Code MT
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464463
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 5 BW
Aircraft Name

Alternate Serial AF61-020
Military Code LA
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Generic Type Boeing B-52 Stratofortress (464)
Aircraft Version Boeing B-52H Stratofortress
C/n (msn) 464459
Operator Titles USA - Air Force
Unit Markings 2 BW
Aircraft Name

61-0035

61-0020



24 25 IRONBIRDSMAG //// IRONBIRDSMAG

Historical Development

•	 The B-1 Lancer, affectionately nicknamed the “Bone” (B-One), was originally conceived in the 1960s 
as a high-altitude, Mach 2 supersonic replacement for the B-52. However, the program faced a turbu-
lent rt, being canceled in 1977 and later resurrected by the Reagan administration in 1981 as the B-1B. 

The Rockwell B-1B Lancer:
The “Bone” of Contention

Design Pivot: Unlike the original B-1A, the B-1B was optimized for low-level, high-speed penetra-
tion of enemy air defenses using terrain-following radar.

•	 First Flight: October 18, 1984 (B-1B).

•	 Conventional Transition: Under the START treaties in the 1990s and 2000s, the B-1B was physi-
cally converted to a conventionally-only platform. This required the removal of nuclear-specific 
hardware, making it the premier heavy-payload “truck” for precision-guided munitions.

Operation Epic Fury (2026): Its role has shifted back to high-intensity conflict, leveraging its speed 
and large internal bays to strike time-sensitive targets across long distances. 
 

Weapon Configurations

The B-1B features three internal bomb bays and a movable “swing-wing” design that allows it to 
maintain stability from low-speed takeoffs to supersonic dashes. It currently holds the record for the 
largest internal payload of any U.S. bomber.

Key Loadouts

•	 Massive Precision Strike: Can carry up to 24 GBU-31 JDAMs (2,000 lbs each) internally, allowing 
a single aircraft to neutralize two dozen hardened targets in one pass.

•	 Standoff Capability: Armed with the AGM-158 JASSM-ER, providing the ability to strike targets from 
over 600 miles away, keeping the airframe outside the range of modern surface-to-air missiles.

•	 Maritime Strike: The B-1B is a primary platform for the AGM-158C LRASM (Long Range Anti-Ship 
Missile), capable of carrying 24 of these stealthy missiles to engage enemy naval groups.

•	 Small Diameter Bombs: For “swarming” targets, it can be configured to carry up to 96 GBU-39 
SDBs, providing surgical precision with minimal collateral damage.
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Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial

Strategic Conventional Strike Registry (The “Bone” Fleet)

Following the expiration of the New START Treaty on February 5, 2026, the strategic land-
scape has shifted toward high-volume precision fires. Unlike the B-52H, which maintains a 
dual-capable role, the B-1B Lancer fleet remains the Air Force’s premier conventional-only 
heavy hitter. While the treaty’s end has removed legal barriers to reconversion, the “Bone” 
continues to be optimized for supersonic, low-level penetration and massive stand-off muni-
tions delivery.
 
The current deployment at RAF Fairford highlights the B-1B’s transition into the “Super 
Bomber” era, utilizing the Load Adaptable Modular (LAM) pylon system to restore external 
hardpoints for hypersonic and anti-ship missile carriage.
 
The following list identifies the B-1B airframes currently forward-deployed or held in strategic 
reserve for Operation Epic Fury, representing the backbone of the 7th and 28th Bomb Wings:

Registration Nickname / Status Unit Location
85-0060 “Doolittle Raiders” / 

Active
34 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)

85-0064 Active 9 BS / 7 BW Dyess AFB (KDYS)
85-0069 “Avenger” / Active 34 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)
85-0072 “Polarized” / Active 34 BS / 28 BW Ellsworth AFB (KRCA)
85-0088 (Nickname Disputed) / 

Active
37 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)

86-0102 Active 9 BS / 7 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)
86-0107 Active 28 BS / 7 BW Dyess AFB (KDYS)
86-0120 Active 37 BS / 28 BW Ellsworth AFB (KRCA)
86-0121 “Symphony of Destruc-

tion” / Active
37 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)

86-0129 “Black Widow” / Active 34 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)
86-0134 Active 37 BS / 28 BW Ellsworth AFB (KRCA)
86-0138	
	

“Seek and Destroy” / 
Active

34 BS / 28 BW	 RAF Fairford (EGVA)

86-0139 “Heavy Hitter” / Active 34 BS / 28 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)
86-0140 Active 9 BS / 7 BW RAF Fairford (EGVA)

Alternate Serial AF85-060
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-IV
C/n (msn) 44
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Doolittle Raiders

Alternate Serial AF85-064
Military Code DY
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-IV
C/n (msn) 48
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 9 BS / 7 BW
Aircraft Name

85-064

85-060
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Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Alternate Serial AF85-072
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-IV
C/n (msn) 56
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Polarized

Alternate Serial AF85-069
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-IV
C/n (msn) 53
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Avenger

85-072

85-069

Alternate Serial AF86-102
Military Code DY
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-V
C/n (msn) 78
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 9 BS / 7 BW
Aircraft Name

Alternate Serial AF85-088
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-IV
C/n (msn) 72
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 37 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name

86-102

85-088
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Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Alternate Serial AF86-120
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 96
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 37 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name

Alternate Serial AF86-107
Military Code DY
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-V
C/n (msn) 83
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 28 BS / 7 BW
Aircraft Name

86-120

86-107

86-129

89-121

Alternate Serial AF86-129
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 105
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Black Widow

Alternate Serial AF86-121
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 97
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 37 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Symphony of Destruction



32 33 IRONBIRDSMAG //// IRONBIRDSMAG

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Registration / Serial Registration / Serial

Alternate Serial AF86-138
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 114
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Seek and Destroy

Alternate Serial AF86-134
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 110
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 37 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name

86-138

86-134

Alternate Serial AF86-140
Military Code DY
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 116
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 9 BS / 7 BW
Aircraft Name

Alternate Serial AF86-139
Military Code EL
Other Marks
Aircraft Original Type Rockwell B-1B Lancer
Aircraft Generic Type B-1B
Aircraft Version B-1B-VI
C/n (msn) 115
Operator Titles United States Air Force
Unit Markings 34 BS / 28 BW
Aircraft Name Heavy Hitter

86-140

86-139
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B-52H Stratofortress: The Standoff Specialist The B-52H continues to function as a long-
range strike platform optimized for stand-off weapons delivery, keeping the airframe outside 
the reach of modern IADS.

•	 AGM-86B ALCM: The current backbone of the air-launched nuclear triad, recently cleared 
for service through 2033.

•	 AGM-181 LRSO: The next-generation stealthy successor to the ALCM, currently under-
going advanced flight testing.

•	 ADM-160 MALD: Air-launched decoys used to complicate and saturate enemy air defenses.
•	 Quickstrike-ER: Precision-guided naval mines deployable from high altitude.

The aircraft also serves as the primary testbed for emerging hypersonic technologies, including 
the AGM-183A ARRW, as the USAF moves toward an operational hypersonic capability.

Technical Overview (Updated 2026 Data)

Feature B-1B Lancer B-52H Stratofortress

Max Payload ~75,000 lbs (Internal) ~70,000 lbs (Mixed)

Internal Bays 3 1 (Rotary Launcher)

External Carriage Operational (LAM Pylons) Yes (Wing Pylons)

Primary Role Penetrating Conventional Strike Long-Range Stand-Off Strike

Engines 4 x GE F101-GE-102 8 x Pratt & Whitney TF33-P-3

Max Speed Mach 1.25 (At Altitude) 478 knots (Mach 0.84)

Service Ceiling 60,000+ ft 50,000 ft

Lethality Expanded: The Modern 
Ordnance Portfolio

As the contemporary security environment places increasing emphasis on range, precision, 
and survivability, the munitions profiles of the Rockwell B-1B Lancer and Boeing B-52H Strato-
fortress continue to evolve. Ongoing modernization efforts—including the restoration of 
external hardpoints for the B-1B and the integration of advanced stand-off weapons for the 
B-52H—have significantly enhanced the tactical flexibility of both platforms.

B-1B Lancer: The Conventional “Truck” With its combination of speed, payload capacity, 
and large internal weapons bays, the B-1B remains the primary platform for high-volume 
conventional strike missions.

•	 AGM-158C LRASM: A critical asset for maritime strike operations, enabling the engage-
ment of surface targets at extended stand-off ranges.

•	 AGM-158B JASSM-ER: A low-observable, long-range cruise missile used to strike high-
value, heavily defended targets.

•	 JDAM-ER: A wing-kit extension of the standard JDAM, which triples the stand-off range 
of conventional gravity bombs.

•	 Note on Mining: While historically capable of aerial mining (Quickstrike series), such 
missions have taken a backseat to precision-guided standoff strikes in current theater 
operations.
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Sustaining the Surge: Ground crews at RAF Fairford move mission-ready ordnance during a high-tempo phase of Operation Epic Fury. The integration 
of JDAM-ERs provides the B-1B Lancer fleet with a high-volume, cost-effective precision strike capability against localized ground targets.

Stealth in Storage: Heavy-lift loaders move palletized AGM-158 JASSM cruise missiles across the flightline at RAF Fairford, supporting the sustained 
sortie rates of the 2026 Bomber Task Force rotation.

Standoff Ready: A 5th Bomb Wing B-52H demonstrates the sheer scale of the Task Force’s precision-strike inventory. The sight of fully-loaded wing 
pylons on the Fairford taxiway serves as a potent reminder of the Stratofortress’s evolving role as a long-range “missile truck” in contemporary theaters.

Ready for the Rack: A vast inventory of BLU-109s staged for the B-1B fleet. The combination of high-volume precision munitions and the B-1B’s 
supersonic dash capability remains a cornerstone of the USAF’s dynamic force employment model at RAF Fairford.
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Building the Loadout: A Halvorsen loader transports a fresh supply of BLU-109 bomb bodies and component crates across the RAF Fairford apron. 
These “iron bombs” serve as the foundation for the precision-guided munitions that define the B-1B Lancer’s conventional strike mission.

Loading the Bone: Airmen utilize an MJ-1 lift truck to transfer BLU-109 munitions from transport trailers to a B-1B Lancer. This “last mile” of the munitions 
chain is critical for maintaining the rapid sortie rates required during Operation Epic Fury.

Standoff Ready: One of the hundreds of precision-guided munitions deployed to RAF Fairford in support of the 2026 Bomber Task Force. The GBU-31 
allows B-1B crews to engage multiple targets in a single pass while remaining outside the immediate reach of localized point-defense systems.

Halvorsen Haul: Stacked GBU-31 general-purpose bombs in transit at Fairford. The yellow nose bands identify these as live high-explosive units 
destined for the B-1B Lancer fleet during the high-tempo operations of early 2026.
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