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Due to the length of this memoir, this version is split into two volumes. This first volume covers my years in the US Air Force and all of the interesting people I worked with and the many situations I encountered. The second volume picks up at the beginning of my journey to become a professional pilot and finishes at the end of my career.

In one of my favorite movie scenes, a character in a war movie is guarding a prisoner. With the prisoner bound and gagged, the character asks, “I have had an interesting life. Shall I tell you about it?” 

That is my intent, to tell the reader about my life, which of course I think is interesting. I’ve wanted to be an airline pilot for as long as I have memories. Aviation, pilots, navigators, flight engineers, airplanes, and pretty much anything that flew through the air was an object of my fascination when I was a child. Being mechanically inclined, I easily understood the workings of airplane systems and felt more at home discussing engines, propellers, fuel pumps, landing gear, and the like than I did world affairs, politics, or the opposite sex. The environment in my formative years was the San Francisco Bay area and all that was occurring in the 1960s and 70s. Hippies, drugs, concerts, demonstrations – none of it affected me, as my attention was captured by aviation, and being in California, fast boats, motorcycles, and cars.

My family moved out to the suburbs of Fremont, CA in the mid-1960s. That was noteworthy because it was a vantage point for watching the smoky jets of the day fly overhead lining up their approach to what I learned was runway 29 at the Oakland, CA (OAK) airport. Some 40+ years later I would take off and land a jet airliner on that same runway. But for adolescent me, watching the smoke trails of the jets was fuel for my airline fantasy. There was no telling where those jets were arriving from. They could be coming from Los Angeles or Hong Kong, Paris or London, it did not matter, if it was a jet it had to come from a place far away and full of mystery.

A neighbor across the street in Fremont was an airline pilot, I never found out who he flew for, but it was probably United. He was a quiet, laid-back, and interesting guy. He did not have kids but had a hot wife and cool cars. He was the envy of our suburban neighborhood. He smiled and waved as he came and went, sometimes in his airline uniform. Teenage me was totally gaga over him. He had it all, and I wanted to be him, even though none of us knew a thing about him.

I have arranged this memoir mostly in short chapters, so you can move on if you don’t like a particular subject. I also tried to make the book feel like we were sitting across the living room from one another, and I was telling you the story. There is a lot of detail on the training and duties of a U.S. Air Force airplane mechanic and inflight refueling operator, of which not much has been written about in the plethora of aviation memoirs. I also go deeper into the long grind of flight time accumulation and airline training than I have seen in other memoirs.

My story contains a lot of snippets about the many interesting people I have come across. There are dozens of short descriptions of funny or scary situations which I hope you will enjoy. In one chapter you will see my flight time building bit by bit, capturing the long grind of time accumulation and what civilian airline pilot candidates go through to get enough flight hours in their logbook to get noticed by an airline.

My memories were augmented by the records I have. Some of these are military performance reports which contain some details of accomplishments and the name of my supervisor at the time. I was pleased to see many names I had forgotten and that spurred my memory in recalling detail. Other records that helped me flesh out the story are my military graduation certificates, class photos, military flight time summaries, some personal notebooks I kept for some years and not others, and then my pilot logbooks that contain names, dates, places, and the all-important flying time. Some conversations I recall verbatim, and others I have reconstructed to what we would have likely been saying. I have not stretched the truth to make things more interesting, what I have written is accurate as far as I know. I love a good war story that gets a little better with each telling, but I have tried to put down my memories in this book without embellishment.

Aviation is an acronym rich field. I found the story flows better for me to use military and civilian acronyms and airport codes rather than spelling out the name each time the term is used, so the first time I introduce an airport or acronym, I put the airport code or name in parentheses after the full spelling. So, Philadelphia (PHL) becomes PHL, and First Officer (FO) becomes FO from then on. Aviation savvy readers will recognize this convention right away, and readers new to aviation will feel like a part of our community having broken the code. At the suggestion of my editor, I’ve added an appendix of acronym definitions for the reader to refer to as needed.

Not all of the personal things I write about are pleasant. I have tried to show both sides when possible and not drag the reader through sordid details when it was not necessary. Some things are best left unsaid.

Thanks for picking up this book. Now, I would like to tell you about my interesting life.

––––––––
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In the summer of 1973, I was at my job at the Simmons Mattress Company in San Leandro, CA, manning my box spring stapling machine on the swing shift. With my right foot, I pressed the switch on the raised plywood floor of the machine, and a moment later six large staple guns slammed upwards into the wooden slat of a box spring frame, followed shortly afterward by the six guns firing simultaneously with a hiss of compressed air, securing the coil springs while spraying me with a fine mist of oil. With a crash, the guns lowered, and as they did the machine automatically advanced the frame forward over my head, positioning it for the next row of coils, waiting for the guns to be reloaded by the stapler. I was the stapler. As soon as the guns lowered, I quickly reloaded them with six coil springs, three on the left side facing forward and the remaining three facing backward. The first row faced backward, towards me and the last row all faced away from me. I repeated this operation as fast as I could sixteen times until two frames were stapled, then I would trot around to the output end of the machine to lift the frames from the rack about seven feet off the ground and lower them gently to the floor, stacking them vertically in neat rows where the assemblers could easily reach them. This was mattress factory piecework, and I got paid about a third of a dollar for each frame. It did not seem like it was enough compensation for working in the dirty, dangerous environment where a finger could get stapled to a frame; nor was it worth working in the ever-present oily fog of the noisy machines.

I was a year out of high school and trying to figure out what to do with my life. I had some ambitions, but they were not fully formed. After taking the summer off from school while working at a gas station, I had taken a few classes at the local junior college. English 101, Physical Education (Sailing), and Private Pilot ground school. I had neither the inclination, the academic record, nor the resources to attend a university, so I was working to support myself until a life plan revealed itself. 

On high school graduation night, a previous girlfriend from the neighborhood named Sue stopped by my house to say congratulations and good luck for the future. We were both unattached, so we started dating. After spending a lot of time together, one thing led to another, and after a few steamy interludes, we decided to get married. She was working at an entry-level clerical job, and I was pumping gas, changing tires, adjusting headlights, and doing oil changes at a gas station. Our financial future together looked bleak, so I followed my friend Hank to a furniture factory in nearby San Leandro and started my stapling career for an overall pay increase and the chance to move up the ladder to another factory position. Sue and I broke up for some reason, which was probably wise on both our parts. 

My parents had separated around the time that I started at the factory. Dad moved us to a house in San Leandro so I could be close to my work, and we lived as bachelors for a while. I started seeing an older woman of 25 that worked near me in the factory, but after a few dates she quit the factory for some reason, and I lost touch with her. In the meantime, one of the assemblers on my furniture line made it known that he was a civilian flight instructor, and I started taking flying lessons from him. I was happy taking flying lessons and enjoyed the freedom of flying solo when I was sufficiently trained and signed off in my new pilot logbook. During these flights, after halfheartedly doing one set of the maneuvers I was supposed to be practicing diligently, I would fly around the area doing landings at the various local airports. The airplane rental rate was $5 an hour for a Cessna 150 including fuel, which was dirt cheap. The airplanes were not in very nice shape, but I did not care. I had enough money for that endeavor and even bought Dad a camper for his Ford Ranchero truck. On off time, Dad and I worked on our ski boat and enjoyed life together away from the stress of my Mother. It was a happy time. 

Out of the blue, Debbie, the girlfriend from the factory, called me one Saturday and asked to meet me for coffee in the next-door town of Hayward. Over coffee, she asked if I would do her a favor and drive her to an apartment community in the town of Dublin, about 20 minutes away. It seemed she was on the outs with her current living arrangement, did not have any transportation, and needed to get herself and her two small girls farther away from her ex-husband. She had arranged to stay in an apartment that one of her friends was not using in a public housing area called Kamandorski Village. I later found out that the community was built as overflow housing in 1945 for military families from a nearby Army post. We loaded her two girls and what luggage they had in my car, and I ferried them over to Dublin.

After unloading at the apartment, I ran Debbie over to a grocery store for supplies, and then she invited me to stay for dinner. After dinner, she invited me to spend the night. I stayed that night and many more. I had to go back to Dad’s house for clothes and supplies and found out he and my Mother were getting back together. It was a good time to be out of the house. I would go to work and staple bedframes, come back to Debbie’s place, and enjoy the fantasy that we could be a turnkey family unit. I adored the little girls and was learning how to care for them. 

After about a month of cohabitation, Debbie suggested that I leave the factory and get a better-paying job. We decided that driving a truck was the thing for me to do, and I looked at several truck-driving schools. I did not have the resources to be out of work during school and pay for the training while supporting Debbie and the girls. What I needed was to be paid for training instead of paying for it. That’s when she came up with the idea of me joining the Air Force and learning to drive a truck while making relatively good money. I went to see the recruiter.

After I took the aptitude tests, the recruiter said I was overqualified to be a truck driver and encouraged me to enter the Air Force in the mechanical field, which would open up all kinds of technical training opportunities. That sounded fine to me. After talking this over with Debbie, she pushed me to enlist very quickly. Being the naïve 18-year-old that I was, I took her advice and entered into a contract with the Air Force to enter the service in August of 1973. After a farewell celebration, I prepared to join by coming down with an infection. With a few days to go before I reported to the Armed Forces Entrance and Examining station in Oakland, I was sick.  
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The day had come. It was time to join the Air Force. After my Dad dropped me off at the Armed Forces Entrance and Examining Station (AFEES) in Oakland, CA to be sworn in on the designated day of August 1973, I began to realize I had made a mistake. I was sick as a dog with a fever and had major swelling in the groin region. I had been in bed for days. My thinking was that I would sign in, tell the first Sergeant I saw that I was sick, and then get some free medical treatment, drugs, or other care before flying off to Lackland AFB in San Antonio TX. It did not work out that way.

It turned out that while there were a lot of medical people that worked at AFEES, none actually treated anyone. The standard answer was to report to sick call when I got to Lackland. That answer seemed reasonable until I realized much later in the day that we would spend most of our first day in the military getting poked and prodded by disinterested medical people at the AFEES, then flying to San Antonio in the late afternoon to arrive that night. I did not realize at that point that we would not get to Lackland until the wee hours of the next morning. If I had been a bit older and more self-assured, I would have insisted on treatment then and there. It was a miserable day. 

After repeating most of the same medical screenings and tests that I had done just recently, that afternoon a group of us were sworn into the military by Captain T.J. Dunn of the US Marine Corps, according to my Department of Defense (DD) Form 4. The usual wait ensued, then we were gathered up and put on a bus.

Our group was dropped off at the Oakland airport in the late afternoon and we boarded a United flight to Los Angeles. After walking what seemed like miles across the airport to our connecting flight, we got on a United Boeing 720 and headed to Texas. I can remember all of us in the back of the plane, with some trying to convince the flight attendant to serve alcoholic drinks. Upon arrival and finding the Lackland AFB transportation representative per our explicit written instructions from AFEES, our group waited a couple of hours for other flights with new recruits to arrive from other areas of the country. Once everyone was assembled, we were then herded onto a bus for the ride to Lackland. 

Our greeting at Basic Training was much like you have probably seen in the movies. Lots of in-your-face yelling from Military Training Instructors (MTI), some badgering and after a bit we ran upstairs to our dormitory, our MTI screaming at us the whole way. Running up the stairs to the third floor in the Texas heat with swollen testicles was not much fun. After some more yelling and basic instruction, we bedded down for a few hours of sleep.

Bright and early the next morning, we were awakened by another really grumpy MTI and were herded, pushed, and prodded into a sort of a formation and taken to breakfast. The Texas morning air in August was so thick, hot, and humid that I could taste it. I was really sick and did not get much to eat. Shortly thereafter we were run back up the stairs and our training began. There was a syllabus of events and briefings the MTI had to get through, and during a pause, I called up the courage to address the MTI and told him I was sick. For some reason, this enraged him, and he began a tirade about malingering and that I could be brought up on charges for lying about my medical condition. After assuring him several times that I was indeed ill and needed medical care, he grudgingly had me escorted to a nearby clinic to have my illness disproven. The medical staff looked upon me with disdain and assumed I was trying to get out of the military after just having arrived. I was treated with scorn and disapproval like I was a deserter or criminal. Then they took my temperature. “Holy crap, kid! You have a helluva fever! Why didn’t you tell anyone you are sick?” 

An ambulance was called, and I was sent to the base hospital, Wilford Hall Medical Center. After a bit of analysis and diagnosis, I ended up in the urology ward with a lot of active duty and some retired guys that had various illnesses, but many had or were going to have vasectomies. After the staff applied some ice packs to my groin region and prescribing a heavy course of antibiotics, I was destined to stay in the ward for a week. None of the medical staff could answer the question of what happened to my basic training slot, when I would rejoin training, or what to expect next. While I had been sworn into the Air Force and had started my enlistment, I had not done a bit of basic training yet. I was in medical and training limbo.

Over the next few days, the swelling eased, the fever went down, and I felt much better. The ten or so guys in the ward were great, filling my head with stories like getting a shot in the left testicle with a large square needle on my first day back in training. They also told various war stories about their experiences. There were a couple of young guys in the ward, and they took me under their wing and gave me some colorful insight into their Air Force experience thus far. 

It turned into Labor Day weekend, and the Jerry Lewis telethon was the main interest on the ward TV. Time passed slowly over the long weekend. Ice packs on my swollen nuts, more antibiotics, Jerry Lewis, and hospital food were the drill for seemingly interminable days.

After the weekend, an Air Force Doctor examined me and pronounced me ready to discharge from the hospital, but with a two-week recovery period before resuming basic training. He explained that I could go to a ‘casual’ squadron there on Lackland or go home on convalescent leave. The truly kind Doctor said that at the casual squadron there would be plenty of busy work military duties and it may be better to take leave away from the base to recuperate. Besides, it was hotter than Hades in Texas in early September. I called my parents, and they wanted me to come home for the leave and were kind enough to pay for a round trip ticket from San Antonio. Back to Oakland, I went.

There were all kinds of rules associated with convalescent leave. Don’t drive a car, don’t drink alcohol, don’t have sexual intercourse, and some others. What in the world did they think an 18-year-old would do when away from the clutches of the Air Force for two weeks? I followed the rules for a while, then am sorry to confess that I may have violated a few. Everyone I ran into back home was amazed that I had not had my hair cut yet to the shaved head basic trainee style and did not have a uniform. I explained that I was only in basic training for half a day before I went to the hospital, I just had not been assimilated yet. All that would come in time.

I had trouble getting ahold of my girlfriend Debbie that wanted me to join the Air Force. She was not reachable at her last known address, at work, or through mutual friends. I finally ran her to ground after some innovative detective work and she was surprised to see me. Later I figured out why that was. After a brief reunion, I was beginning to get the idea that her love was fading and that I was on my own. With some convincing, she changed my mind, and I was back in lust once more. After all, I was going back to Texas in a short while like she wanted me to. After a few more violations of the convalescent leave rules, I was a happy camper, sure that we were in love and that our lust-based relationship was solid. The two weeks of leave passed quickly and soon I was on my way back to Texas and the start of an Air Force career.

Arriving in San Antonio, I was an old hand at the routine and boarded a bus to Lackland with new recruit arrivals. I was supposed to tell the MTI on arrival that it was not my first day of basic and that I was supposed to go to the 3708 squadron. This confused him somewhat as I looked like all the other recruits. I got to skip most of the yelling and was finally sent to the correct squadron orderly room for safekeeping. It was determined that I was to join a future class, and after a few days hanging out in the bowels of the squadron doing menial tasks like answering the phone in a military manner, running messages to various places, and emptying the trash, I was told to report to the welcome area late one evening and join Basic Military Training Squadron 3708 Flight 1157. I watched the spectacle as my flight mates arrived on the bus for the welcome treatment and I joined in for the run up the stairs and subsequent activity. I felt like an old hand, having been in the Air Force for almost a month more than these rookies.

The next morning, I took part in the forced march to breakfast and was in fine form as we all began the syllabus that I had exited some weeks before. This was much better than my experience in August. After getting read the basic rules, we headed over to get our hair cut and get our initial uniform issue. I was truly in basic training and with my closely cut hair, finally looked like it. One of our MTIs was Airman 1st Class Daniel J. Faverio, who was a former US Army guy that transferred to the Air Force to be an MTI. Odd. 

The next six weeks were as one would expect, with MTIs doing their best to change our civilian minds into military ones. One thing I had trouble getting my head around was the green uniforms, like Army guys. Why did the Air Force wear green? I had no idea what to expect. Physical training was not too severe, there were drill and team-building exercises, many classes on various subjects, much marching around, and eventually, our young minds were aligned with military goals.

I had not done any preparation for the physical side of basic training like I probably should have. Nowadays military recruits must get in fairly good shape before reporting in. In my era, we had physical education every day in high school, which included running twice a week and exercising. Schools don’t do this anymore. I was an average 18-year-old out of school for a year or so and the only exercise I had done was lifting a 12-ounce beer can to my mouth. The running part of physical conditioning was not enjoyable, but I was not the worst one on the track. Some recruits that had trouble with the physical side were washed back into later classes, and still others had to go to a special squadron to get their weight down or their performance up. That could not have been pleasant.

Each time we left the dormitory, we wore web belts with canteens full of water. This was supposed to keep us hydrated out in the Texas heat if only the MTI would allow us to drink out of the things. We wore the canteen in the small of our backs, to keep them from protruding and flopping around. I was disappointed because, in the war movies, John Wayne and the other actors wore their canteens at a jaunty angle on their hips. The canteens were supposed to be filled each time we left the dorm, and it was a foul to have less than a full canteen. The canteens were to be filled with water – nothing else. While we were exercising or running, we would drop our web belts while we were in formation and reclaim them after the session. Often, an MTI would walk among the canteens on the ground, lifting them to see if they were full. On one fateful day, the MTI found a canteen that was not full, so he picked it up and unscrewed the lid to see how much water was in there, except that it was not water, it was soda pop of some kind. This having been bounced around for a while, gushed out and sprayed the MTI with sticky brown liquid. It was tense for a while as he tried to find out whose canteen it was. The guilty party eventually confessed and was punished somehow. We all tried very hard not to laugh. 

We marched everywhere. Sometimes we would practice various drill maneuvers on a large, paved asphalt pad out in the sun, which was all part of the toughening-up routine to see if we would pass out from the heat. Other times we drilled in the shade of the squadron building. Some of the purposes of drill were to instill discipline, foster teamwork, and work together as a unit. There is no real reason for Air Force members to march, I think they had just always done it that way, so we had to. Traditions die hard. The main reason to march us around was to get the herd to specific places on base for training, processing, examination, or other events that we all had to attend. Lackland has special large sidewalk-like paths called troop walks that the flights would march on, wide enough but just barely for flights to pass each other going opposite directions. While marching somewhere one day, I looked up to see a high school classmate marching in the other direction. Small world.

Part of basic training is realizing that the recruiter that signed us up for all this fun was in fact a lying son of a bitch. They would say anything to get a recruit to sign on the dotted line and join up. Recruiters were graduates of the best sales schools in the military and were experts at getting young recruits to sign on the line with lofty yet vague promises of what to expect. My advice to young people considering joining the military is to have the military job spelled out in the enlistment contract by a specific job title and AFSC (Air Force Specialty Code) or MOS (Military Occupational Specialty in other branches). I was persuaded to enter in the unspecified Mechanical career field, with a specific job to be assigned while at basic training. That left dozens of jobs available and not all were considered to be great choices.

After a few weeks of basic training, recruits like me without an assigned job were sent to a classification session with an assignments officer. The young 2nd Lieutenant assignments officer I met with looked at my test scores and immediately tried to get me to volunteer for an aircrew job such as an aerial gunner on AC-130 gunships. After some waffling, I looked at some videos of the job and decided it was too risky. As part of the long interview forms to be filled out, I professed to be afraid of guns and loud noises. The Lieutenant was pretty pissed off and assigned me to aircraft maintenance school. As it turned out, this was the best thing he could have done for me. Thank you, nameless Lieutenant.

Within our basic training flight (a unit sometimes called platoon in other services); we had some additional duties. Some of these were developmental leadership positions such as squad leader. Others were less than enviable positions such as the latrine queen, in charge of the cleanliness of the toilets and showers. I started just a kid in the middle of the pack, and then a short time later was made a squad leader. Shortly after that, I was designated Dorm Chief, in charge of the Squad Leaders, assuming more administrative tasks as well as being the conduit of information from the MTI to the trainees. A1C Faverio would tell me something, I would tell the squad leaders, they would tell their squad, etc. I also was entrusted with keys to the storerooms, the MTI office, and the front door. If I recall correctly, I marched alongside the flight like the MTI did carrying a clipboard with various papers and our roster. I got a little red Dorm Chief badge to wear with my uniform name tag. It was a cool position of quasi-authority, and I carried it off well enough that I held the job for the remaining time at basic. Being a Dorm Chief did not mean diddly squat away from basic training and it was never entered in any records that I held the position.

One of the things I had to do as Dorm Chief was to maintain a current roster of trainees in our flight. As our training progressed, recruits in our flight washed back to other flights, had been discharged, sent to the hospital, or joined us from various circumstances as I had earlier. At various times during the training day, as we were marched off to some function, a current roster was needed to make sure all got credit for the activity or to call us up one by one for the shot, form, get issued something, look in our mouth, get our photo taken, etc. The MTIs thoughtfully delegated maintenance of the roster to the Dorm Chief. What made this difficult was the fact that I had to copy by hand each change to a new page. It would have been so much easier with Microsoft Word, but that had not been invented yet and we did not have access to a copy machine. By the end of basic training, there were dozens of pen and ink changes to the roster. I had to always have at least five current and correct copies of the roster on my clipboard. The best time to catch up on roster updates was when I was alone on dorm guard duty in the early morning hours when nothing was going on.

One of the things Dorm Chiefs had to do was attend meetings with the squadron staff to get briefed on news items and messages from the Commander. For a meeting one day there was a schedule conflict. The flight was heading out to the drill pad to get the obligatory training class photo, and I thought my priority was to attend the staff meeting. I will forever regret my decision to go to a stupid meeting rather than have my photo taken with my flight mates. Everyone else that has ever been in the military has a photo of their basic training class, except me. I’m not in it. Life is made up of lessons, that one has hurt ever since.

Our six weeks were soon up, and after a graduation parade, those of us heading to technical training for aircraft maintenance or missiles were sent on a chartered airliner to Champaign, IL, and by bus on to Chanute AFB, IL. Arriving at the base, we claimed our duffle bags that held our military uniforms and our civvies that we had stored so long ago. Unfortunately, it was October in Illinois and since I had left sunny California in September, I did not have a jacket or even a windbreaker stashed in my civvies. I was freezing my ass off. 

I immediately realized that the conditions at tech school were a lot looser than basic training. I borrowed a long coat from my temporary dorm roommates and walked into the adjacent town of Rantoul, IL in search of a jacket and sustenance in the cold and dark of Midwest fall. The Air Force had paid me for time served thus far and my pockets were lined with 20-dollar bills like I had not experienced in my young life. I found a store that sold jackets and bought a faux fur collared one adorned with patches related to my expected aircraft maintenance specialty. I found new restaurants with names like Dominos that served things called calzones and with my belly full and wearing my new jacket I felt that I was now a real aircraft maintenance student as I walked through the freezing night back to the base.

After being transferred to the student dorm, I was assigned to a 3-man room with a couple of noteworthy fellow airmen. Randall was the old head of the room, along with my classmate Marvin. We got along well, with Randall and I spending several weekend evenings at the Airman’s Club downing pitchers of cheap beer while solving the world’s problems.

Marvin and I were in the same academic class and seminar. We commiserated and studied together and worried about our progress. We would make sure the other was awake, sober, and clean for the march to breakfast, class, and back each day. Marvin was a great friend and took me to his hometown of Peoria, IL a few times on weekends to get away from the base and forget about training for a while. The trips to his hometown helped me stay in touch with civilian reality. We worked on his car, helped his Dad with a few things around the house, watched the TV show Hee Haw, and enjoyed small-town Midwest life like cruising Main Street. 

We quickly fell into a routine. Up and out of bed early, shower, shave and get dressed in the uniforms we had ironed and starched to perfection the night before. Dressing warmly including thermal underwear, Marv and I would grab our very stylish over-the-shoulder book sacks, gloves, and flashlights and walk over to the chow hall for a hearty breakfast. Afterward, we would line up in formation and an MTI would march us to the academic area. Along the way, we marched past a huge B-36 bomber on static display, just like Jimmie Stewart flew in the movie Strategic Air Command. I can’t remember how far the march was to class, but it was far enough to get pretty damned cold. An energy crisis was upon us in 1973, and the powers in Washington DC had decreed that the entire nation needed to be on daylight saving time, even in winter. This meant our walk to breakfast and the march to class was in the dark, sometimes in rain or snow, and always a bitter wind. Lovely.

Arriving at the training center each day, we would file in and head to our assigned classroom, where a technical training instructor would teach us all about large transport and bomber airplanes and how to keep them healthy. The training was mostly class work, with some hands-on tasks, culminating in us completing some inspection and service items on an old, tired B-52 that was in the attached hangar. I had an affinity for the training and managed to attain Honor Graduate status which was the highest academic score upon completion of the course.

Our technical training instructors were veterans of the career field, and often they would intersperse tales of their experience out in the real Air Force with the syllabus material. The first guy we had was a grizzled Technical Sergeant, a kind man with a big mustache and a friendly attitude quite different than the MTIs that had been yelling at us constantly for six weeks back at Lackland. He often wore a dark blue uniform shirt with a tie along with his many chevrons of rank. I so wanted one of those shirts and to be as sharp as he was. Other instructors wore the long-sleeved 1505 shade khaki uniform shirt and slacks with a tie. It was winter after all.

In the early afternoon, we would form up outside after class, get marched back to the chow hall, and were dismissed until the next day. We would then straggle individually back to the dormitory and were on our own until the next class day. Civilian clothing was allowed at that point while off duty, so we would change clothes and ponder our next activity. Usually, there was homework but not a lot. On Fridays, Randall and I would head to the club for beers, while Marvin went home to Peoria and see his Dad for the weekend. 

From October until Christmas break, I tried in vain to contact my girlfriend Debbie back home. I called and called, and sent several letters, but never got a response. At one point I trudged around Rantoul in the cold for a weekend looking for a rental place to have her come and join me so we could continue our torrid affair. Eventually, I figured out she had dumped me, and I never did see her again. Depressed amid the strain of learning a new military profession, I’d have to search elsewhere for love.

I wasn’t the only military member looking for love. For some reason one evening there was a social event at a base venue other than the Airman’s Club. It may have been a birthday celebration for someone; anyways there were a lot of us students in attendance and a sprinkling of instructor staff. During this soirée, we noticed that a male member of the instructor cadre was snuggling closely with an attractive female student that was not in our class. It was soon apparent that there was more than a friendly discussion taking place, and they left the party together in close proximity. It was obvious they were going to be spending some intimate moments together. Relations of this sort, called fraternization was prohibited between staff and students just as it would be out in the field between superiors and subordinates. This incident was reported by someone and turned into quite a scandal, and in the days afterward we students got several notices read to us explaining the error of this relationship without exactly naming names. Strangely enough, the military regards both parties to be at fault in this sort of situation. I’d wondered about the result. Did they continue the relationship? Did the instructor get sent to Greenland? 

Time marched on and we got closer to our Christmas break date. Military organizations have mandatory periodic meetings with the Commanding Officer, called Commander’s Call. The squadron would assemble, the Commander or another Officer would read off some administrative announcements and awards, the First Sergeant would speak, and in most organizations, a monthly film called “Air Force Now” would be shown that contained uplifting and inspiring stories with the goal of wanting us to be better Airmen. Our one and only Commander’s Call at the technical training center was held at the Airman’s Club just before the Christmas break. We expected this to include a safety briefing about drinking and driving, general conduct expectations while we were on leave along with other news. Our Commander read us the mandatory briefing items and after an admonishment to return to the training center on time and ready to continue our studies, he turned over the meeting to the senior MTI and left the building. The MTI then announced that we had all been doing very well and he had two surprises for us. The first surprise was a couple of kegs of beer that he had brought out to resounding applause and cheers. The next was the introduction of a stripper lady that would entertain us!

The military in 1973 was a lot different than the present-day culture. Most clubs had well-attended happy hours, slot machines, and racy entertainment. Drinking, gambling, smoking, and chasing women was acceptable behavior, especially for airplane mechanics. But beer and a stripper as a reward for a job well done for a bunch of 18- to 20-year-old student airmen was going the extra mile, and our senior MTI was an old-school guy and wanted us to enjoy ourselves with his idea of a good time. He introduced the lady and vacated the premises. 

The beer flowed, and the stripper was soon naked as a jaybird and dancing provocatively as horny airmen showered her with dollar bills while loudly expressing their appreciation. She invited audience participation, and several airmen joined her on the stage dancing. It was crazy adult fun for us young men and we appreciated the hell out of the staff providing us with such entertainment. After some time, Randall and I staggered back to the dormitory through the snow-covered streets after consuming as much beer as we had ever had. It was all we talked about for some time.

For Christmas break, I flew home back to California to find out my parents had moved to San Jose for some reason. In a quest for female companionship, I looked up some old girlfriends in the town of Fremont that I went to high school with and got one to accompany me for a day boating trip. That was the romantic encouragement I needed, as I was soon engaged to Miss Karen and convinced her that we would have a wonderful life together as a military couple. If I remember right, she went with me to my Senior Prom back in the day although we were not dating at that time and attended different high schools. She was a horse-loving country girl with big hair and a big heart from Henrietta, OK. We spent the next week or ten days in steamy embraces and close snuggling. I was in teenage love heaven. After I returned to Chanute, Karen and I talked on the phone every few days during that heady time, with her calling the hallway pay phone in the dormitory. This was before the days of email and texting. There is nothing like trying to have a romantic discussion with your sweetie while your fellow airmen passed you in the hallway wearing nothing but a towel and calling out encouragement as they went by. Karen even visited my parents in San Jose in preparation for our nuptials while I was gone, which was really sweet of her.

When I got back to Chanute from Christmas break, I received my follow-on assignment to Mather AFB, CA near Sacramento to join Strategic Air Command in the Cold War struggle against the (at the time) Soviet Union. This was a damned good assignment as many of our class went to isolated bases in North Dakota, Michigan, or Maine. Marvin got an assignment to Wurtsmith AFB in Michigan and was dreading it. There was talk among the instructor staff about retaining me at Chanute as a technical instructor based on my class standing as the Honor Graduate, but when the orders came down for Mather, I abandoned that idea. As a California kid going back home for my first assignment, I felt really lucky. 

My new fiancé was enthusiastic for us to be stationed so close to home, and things were really looking up. We talked about where to live in Sacramento, and she was starting to look for places to board her horse when we moved. Discussions involved decorating themes, linens, cookware, and many other items. We were well on the way to getting married and I was on cloud nine anticipating the event and our life together.

About the time graduation rolled around, Mother Nature decided to drop a snowstorm on us. We had to march through the crunchy, slippery snow and ice to get to school and back for days, and the slippery walks and streets made traveling around the base out processing difficult due to the many offices we had to visit to check out. Worse, the base plowed the parking lots, which piled snow drifts up around the cars, including Marvin’s Mustang. It was buried. We tromped out to the parking lot the night before departure and spent what seemed like hours in the arctic-like cold and wind freeing the Mustang from the snow berms. Then we had to drag our luggage through the snow and ice to load the car. We got our completion of training certificates, and I received an extra certificate denoting my status as the solitary class Honor Graduate. We were done with technical training and ready to head to our first USAF assignments.

Heading out of the base after we were released, Marvin flawlessly navigated the Mustang to the suburbs of Chicago to position us for my flight the next day. I was impressed with his ability to drive in the busy urban traffic. We stayed the night at the apartment of one of his relatives by ourselves and enjoyed a bit of freedom being on our own away from the Air Force for the night. We had a six-pack of beer and a Domino’s pizza while relaxing and watching the TV. No instructors or Air Force people around, just us on our own in the big city. We felt very grown up.

With Marvin dropping me off at the Chicago airport, my life was ready to start a happy new chapter upon my arrival back to California. All I could think about during the flight west was Karen picking me up at the San Francisco airport and how great our reunion and life together would be. However, somewhere along the way, my fiance realized that our hurry-up engagement was not quite right for her. 

Things were a bit strained in the car on the way home and at her house that evening with her parents around. I was beginning to get a cold feeling in the pit of my stomach. Karen wanted to go out and talk somewhere so we took my car to the local lake. She gathered up her courage, announced her change of heart, and broke off the engagement. Sitting in the same darkened parking lot at Fremont’s Lake Elizabeth where we had happily made out just a month or two earlier, she tearfully gave me back the symbolic engagement ring. I was speechless.

After dropping Karen off at her home in the dark and rain, I cannot remember feeling any worse in my young life. That morning I had left Chicago on top of the world and that evening I was lower than whale shit. Driving to San Jose, the radio played Gerry Rafferty’s ‘Alone again – naturally.’ That sums it up pretty well, I thought.

Crestfallen, the next morning I drove to Mather to join the 320th Bombardment Wing Organizational Maintenance Squadron and make the best of things. I did not know at the time that my formative years were just beginning, and that heartache I was feeling would not be the last.
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Apprentice Airplane Mechanic
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Arriving at the main gate of Mather AFB in my starched green fatigue uniform with my one and only stripe on my sleeve, I was stopped by the Air Policeman at the gate. This was the first time I had driven a car through a gate of a military base and did not have the required base registration sticker. After a mild interrogation, the guard let me pass, although he had no idea where the 320th Organizational Maintenance Squadron (OMS) was located. Mather was an Air Training Command base and the home of USAF navigator training. The Strategic Air Command (SAC) wing was a tenant unit, stuck out in a corner of the base and pretty isolated from the daily goings on at the main base.

I found the SAC area, and after some more driving around I ran across my squadron, located fittingly enough in an aircraft maintenance hangar, and identified with a neatly painted sign out front. After parking, I gathered up my nerve and the pile of paperwork I had received at Chanute on departure and walked up to the building, wondering which door to go in. A Technical Sergeant was walking toward me on his way to the parking lot. I asked the Sergeant where to go and he pointed me in the right direction. I noticed he was wearing an embroidered badge above his right breast pocket that said, ‘Master Crew Chief’ so upon parting ways I cheerily said, “Thanks, Chief” because I wanted to sound salty and cool. He looked at me as if I were an idiot, which I was. 

Suitably cowed, I entered the orderly room and found a few administrative-type airmen working there. After I announced myself, they took my orders and started filling out more paperwork. I had to see the First Sergeant who assigned me a dormitory room and gave a short standard welcome spiel. I was issued a meal card good for 4 meals a day in the dining hall and after some consultation on which duty section I would work for, I was taken next door to the tanker section and introduced to a Master Sergeant (MSgt) there. I had arrived. Unknown to me, there was a long and stringent training process before I would be trusted to work on any airplane by myself, and the staff started my Air Force Form 623 training record which would follow me throughout my maintenance career. Several people were doing various things in the office, and I seemed to be the only one without a purpose. After a while, I was shown to the hangar where I saw a KC-135 aerial tanker for the first time. These four-engine jet airplanes, a derivative of the famous Boeing 707 series of jetliners, were capable of refueling other military airplanes in midair, and I would be working on them. I met the Technical Sergeant (TSgt) in charge of the Phase Inspection dock and after some preliminary chatting, he sent me to find my dorm room and get settled in, with instructions to report back in the morning at a specified time.

Trying to follow the directions I had been given and my base map, after some fumbling I found my dorm and walking into the three-story cinder block building, soon found my room. I was thankfully on the first floor for the first and last time in my military career. Opening the room, I found two beds and sets of wall lockers. One was in use, so that made my choice an easy one. The beds were single style, not bunk beds as I had been in at Chanute. This was feeling like the real Air Force! 

I looked over at my roommate’s side of the room and decided that standards out in the real Air Force were more relaxed than in training. His bed was not made to the degree of neatness that I had been taught thus far, and his personal items were in disarray. There were fresh sheets, a blanket, and a bedspread on my bed, so I made it up with enough military precision to make any MTI proud. Then after unpacking my meager possessions, I felt hungry as any teenager would this late in the afternoon. If only I knew where to eat.

Going back out into the hallway, I did not see anyone but did hear loud music coming from several residents that had their doors open and stereos blasting. This turned out to be pretty standard for dorm dwellers in 1974. I found a dayroom with a TV on but nobody was around. This was not at all like training. I figured everyone must be at work. I grabbed my cap and still in my neatly starched fatigues, went out to the other end of the dorm. I saw some guys walking toward a building I had not seen, so I followed them and found the chow hall. 

Each dining facility had its own procedures, and at Mather, it was to sign in on a roster and enter your meal card number or pay in cash. The food line was much more relaxed than in both of my previous training bases, and the nice contract serving ladies filled my tray with the meal of the day. 

Sitting alone at a table for the first time in months, I looked around and started to feel like the lonesome teenager I was. In a strange place with no friends and no sweetheart, I had to work at keeping from wallowing in a vat of self-pity. Heading back to the dorm, I changed for bed and laid on my bunk staring at the ceiling and listening to the sounds of blaring stereos down the hall, wondering if I had made a huge mistake.

After a fitful night, I had a quick meal at the chow hall and hurried to the squadron to report in on time. The hangar offices were a bustling place, with dozens of airmen all talking at once and mingling around with various tools, protective gear, and equipment hanging from their uniforms. Almost all of their uniforms were faded compared with the shiny new sheen that I was sporting, and all had patches for the command and unit on their breast pockets. Every one of them had more rank stripes than I did, and nearly all were wearing a red ball cap instead of the plain green fatigue cap I had been issued at basic training. I stood out like a hooker in a convention of nuns. 

I found my way out to the hangar floor and located the TSgt I had talked to the day prior. He had me return to the office and get my form 623 folder so he could start entering some information. I had a lot of training to do in very basic subjects, mostly tasks that involved On the Job Training (OJT), which the Air Force was a big believer in. 

Eventually to give me something to do I was assigned to shadow a mechanic that was up on a work stand busily taking inspection panels off the underside of the wing of a KC-135. After watching him for a while as he chatted about what he was doing, I was entrusted with putting the screws he was removing into a small parts bag for reassembly. After a period of time, he handed me a tool called a speed handle and had me start removing screws so the inspection panel could be removed. I approached the task with vigor, and after a slow start with a bit of coaching had several screws out. With my head full of confidence, I promptly stripped the heads out of a few screws, causing my trainer to frown as he attempted to rectify my mistakes. “We’ll have to get sheet metal out here to drill those out,” he lamented as he took over speed handle duties and relegated me back to put the screw in the bag duty.

That’s the trouble with brand-new airman mechanics. We were like puppies, full of enthusiasm but unable to perform the simplest tasks without screwing them up. All we could do was grin and wag as we followed the trainer around until there was a simple task, we could do without the possibility of fouling it up. 

After a long time and hundreds of screws later, our area of the tanker wing was laid open for inspection. The mechanic called for a break, and after hitting the somewhat grimy latrine (restroom), we went to the break room where for a modest payment we each got a cup of coffee and a donut. There were a couple of airmen like me with one or no stripes working the coffee shop counter, grimly collecting the coins as we paid and servicing the multiple large coffee pots. My trainer told me about them as we sat on a picnic table back out in the hangar. “Those kids working the coffee shop screwed up somehow. Either military trouble like an Article 15 or drugs, alcohol, or other disciplinary problems.” He reflected for a moment as we sipped our coffee. “You don’t want to be a coffee shop kid.” I could see the wisdom in his words.

Back up on the work stand under the tanker wing after our break, the trainer referred to a small book of organized yet somewhat grimy pages called work cards as he would examine the various parts in turn, then refer to the work cards to make sure he did not miss anything. “Okay, visually inspect cables, pulleys, and turnbuckles for wear, proper lubrication, protruding wires, and bearing play.” We both scrutinized the cables along the wing’s leading edge. “How’s it look to you?” Fine, I said. “No, that cable needs lube, this here one has wear at the pulley, that cable there has protruding wires, and the safety wire on that turnbuckle is wrong.” Really? This guy had eyes like an eagle. “For now, we take notes on what we find to transcribe later.” “Why don’t we fix what we have found?” “That’s later, this is the inspection phase.” “Yes sir.” I recorded the findings on a notepad as he recited the exact nomenclature and discrepancy like we practiced back in tech school. “Now we document what we found on these here form 349s.” I looked at the forms, intending to help. I needed to look up a code for each component, then a code for when the discrepancy was discovered, then a code for what was wrong, etc. We sat down at the picnic table again, referring to other manuals for the codes. All this will be entered into the voluminous written history of this particular airplane. Each item is painstakingly recorded, and the actions to repair the item logged in. Who discovered it, who fixed it, what they did to fix the issue, who verified the repair, and sometimes even an additional inspection by a more senior official. The military is very big on documentation.

I flipped through the reference manual, trying to find the code for the cables and what was wrong. It was taking me forever to find the information. The trainer recited some numbers and codes from memory. I wrote them down in the appropriate blocks, hoping to find the actual reference later. After a bit, the trainer said it was lunchtime. I asked what the lunch options are. He and other married guys sometimes bring their lunch. Some guys go to the chow hall, others get another donut, others wait for the base exchange mobile food truck known as the ‘Roach Coach’ to come by, some go to the Base Exchange (BX), some go all the way off base to a fast food place, there are lots of options. I decided on the donut and another cup of coffee. It costs a little while the chow hall is free, but inertia has taken hold and I didn’t want to leave the hangar. I was determined to find those codes.

I asked somebody where to get the command and unit patches and the red hat. I wanted to start blending in as soon as possible. An airman in the orderly room gave me the patches, with instructions to take them and my shirts to the BX laundry, which has a sewing and tailor shop service. The BX sells the hats. Sounds like a trip to the BX is in order after work. I headed out to the smoking area and was soon in the company of several fellow smokers. Nearly everyone in the military smoked in those days. After some casual talk and questions about where are you from, how long have you been here, etc? I felt a little more like one of the guys. I confessed to them that I don’t know anything and am slow as molasses and am worried I’ll end up as a coffee shop kid. They laughed and said not to worry, that I would pick it up quickly.

The afternoon passed quickly, with the trainer and I finishing the wing leading edge inspection and preparing the engines for the next area of scrutiny. I helped him unbuckle and lift off the engine cowling, stowing the pieces on a mobile trailer. The engine was oilier than had thought, with some really grimy areas. We then donned overalls and I watched as he crawled into the engine inlet for closer inspection. He had a mirror on an extendable handle and a flashlight. 

Making a chalk mark on one of the engine blades, he started with the outer most stages and methodically inspected the front and rear of each blade using the flashlight and mirror, working his way around the engine circumference until he reached the chalk mark. I made several notes as he called out areas for repair or further inspection by a jet engine specialist. Some areas were nicks, and others were areas that may have been the start of a crack. Then he moved a layer deeper into the engine, employing the flashlight and mirror. He lined up the chalk mark and traced the path of a small foreign object as it had passed through the engine while it was running. “Probably a small piece of wire or a screw got sucked up, you can see how it nicked up these 5 stages of the N1 compressor.” The clearance between the blades and fixed stators is just thousandths of an inch. “That’s why we inspect these so closely. The smallest foreign object will damage the engine.”  

We took my notes and returned to the picnic bench, again referring to the code books for the proper entries on the 349s as we sat with several other mechanics, all writing furiously on 349s. After a long period of data entry, we turned the 349s over to the central work area supervisor, and he added them to the growing stack of paper. It was quitting time. 

I was told to be back here at the same time the next morning, and with that, I was off duty after my first day as an apprentice airplane mechanic. I was tired and dirty, my once flawlessly shined boots were scuffed and my fatigues were wrinkled and soiled after climbing around a 20-year-old airplane all day, while my head was spinning with all the knowledge the trainer had tried to pass on to me. I felt like I was going to be a mechanic someday. It felt wonderful.
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Mechanic OJT
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Back at work at the tanker phase dock, I fell into the cycle of de-paneling the airplane, inspecting, writing up what I found, fixing some obvious discrepancies at the direction of the phase boss, replacing the panels, cleaning the hangar, and getting ready for the next airplane. I quickly learned that de-paneling and replacing the numerous panels necessary to prepare the airplane for the in-depth inspection was the junior man’s job because of its tedium and frustration level. The screws in most of the panels had a soft enough head that they stripped easily, causing a delay while a sheet metal specialist came by to drill out the offending screw and replace the nutplate that attached to the airplane structure. For some reason, the mechanics of our Air Force specialty were not allowed to perform that task. It’s as if it were a union job and that was not in our classification.

Nearly all the personnel assigned to the OMS were the same Air Force Specialty Code (AFSC) of 431X1E, which broke down into aircraft maintenance specialist, jet airplanes of more than 2 engines. In 1974, this AFSC could be assigned to work on B-52, KC-135 and its variants, C-141, and C-5 airplanes. The ‘X’ space in the AFSC designated the skill codes. A 3 level was a graduate of an Air Force technical training course like me and was qualified by task. A 5-level was a journeyman mechanic that was fully qualified. The 7 level was reserved for Staff Sergeants and above and denoted additional responsibility, increased inspection oversight authority, and team chief authorizations. The lofty 9 level was reserved for Master Sergeants and above and reflected a vastly increased ability to sign off grounding items and release airplanes for flight. 

As a mere 3 level with a blank 623 record, I needed training in and a sign-off for each of hundreds of tasks that had anything to do with maintaining an airplane. This ranged from tool inventory, fire extinguisher operation, inspection of the airplane by work area, operation of support equipment both powered and unpowered, team member duties for airplane towing and refueling, and a myriad of other specialized tasks. Working as a helper in the phase dock, I was being trained on achieving qualification to inspect one area of the airplane at a time. While repetitive and mundane, my inspection skills became sharper and more critical over time, and I was being groomed to take over a work area.

One thing I learned quickly was to write up discrepancies that were probably okay but to be on the safe side we documented the issue. It would have been a great idea for safety, but the real reason was to fend off the Quality Control (QC) inspectors when they went behind the mechanic and did a follow-up. As it was called back then, the practice of Cover Your Ass (CYA) was in full swing to avoid the inevitable blame game if a follow-up inspection was failed. 

The QC inspectors were all 7 or 9-level specialists with starched fatigue uniforms and highly shined boots, who wore white hats with the letters ‘QC’ boldly placed on the front. Ostensibly this was to denote their elite status but in practice, we used it to see the QC guy coming from a distance and do whatever was needed to be in full compliance with safety and operational practice before the inspector got within visual range. Some of the sneakier inspectors would wear a fatigue or squadron hat until they got close to you and then whip out the white hat as they got you in their clutches. QC guys usually carried a briefcase and used it to store their clipboards, large inspection mirrors, and very bright flashlights purchased with their own funds on the civilian economy. This, coupled with their experience enabled them to find things that those of us with lesser government-issued equipment could not see. Most of the QC guys were good dudes, but a few had axes to grind. 

The airplanes were given their detailed or phase inspection on an isochronal or calendar schedule. I believe there were 10 phases, and usually, we did two phases at once. The phases were organized by airplane sections, for instance, Phase 1 was nose and left wing, and Phase 2 was tail and right wing. I may have the order flipped, but anyway, a Phase 1 & 2 would cover the entire plane which was the goal. Other inspections were the preflight, through flight, and basic post-flight inspections. Preflight and through flights were accomplished by the assigned airplane crew chiefs, and basic post-flight or BPO was done by a roving team of specialized mechanics. Most of the routine servicing was done by crew chiefs. I was sent from the hangar out to the flight line airplane parking area to learn some of the more basic servicing tasks, such as engine oil and hydraulic fluid. During this time, I was also trained in aircraft towing and refuel team member duties, all logged on my ever-present 623. I was almost barely qualified enough to help a crew chief service the airplane. 

I also went out to the flight line and observed and got trained in some rudimentary preflight tasks. This exposed me to the actual preparation of the airplane for flight, and some interaction with the flight crew members, who flew missions as we mechanics watched them taxi out and take off. This was the side of the operation I wanted to be involved with. The crew chiefs occasionally traveled with the airplanes on missions away from home station and participated in real-world operations. I wanted to try the crew chief side of the business very badly as it seemed to have much more variety and opportunity for travel than a phase dock mechanic. I became a pest in the office constantly asking the Master Sergeant flight chiefs what I needed to do to be qualified to go with the airplane on trips and be a crew chief helper. Eventually, I racked up enough sign-offs on my 623 to be allowed to accompany an airplane on a Temporary Duty (TDY) trip and was looking forward to not only flying on an Air Force airplane but traveling as part of the maintenance crew.

Part of Air Force benefits are low-cost recreational activities such as sports and camping equipment rental, free access to the base gym, reduced-cost movies at the base theater, use of the work bays at the auto hobby shop for a nominal fee, and participation in clubs such as rod & gun, and the aero club. Mather AFB did not have an aero club, but another close by base did. I signed up at the McClellan AFB Aero Club and soon was again flying small Cessna airplanes in preparation for my private pilot license. Less than a month after I signed in at Mather, I was flying the Cessna 150 again and must have convinced the CFI that I was safe after a seven-month hiatus to be able to fly solo in the local area. I had not flown since the summer prior before I enlisted. Within a week I had flown solo three times and then took a solo cross country to San Jose’s Reid Hillview airport to drop in on my parents and use the opportunity to airlift some items from home that I needed in the dorm, most notable of which was a small black and white portable TV from my pre-Air Force bedroom. Flying small airplanes cross country always feels better with a purpose in mind, this time it was a TV and lunch with my parents. 

In the early spring, the chance arose for me to accompany a KC-135 airplane on a short TDY, and the flight chief assigned me to it just to get me out of his hair. I was told to get out to the flight line and find a particular tail number and crew chief and assist them in getting the airplane ready to deploy. I rode the launch truck out to the line and was dropped off to report to Staff Sergeant (SSgt) Dennis. 

Dennis was a fascinating guy, a relic of the Vietnam war with experience on exotic airplanes and missions. His non-standard uniform bore unauthorized nametags in both English and Thai, his red hat looked like it had been run over by a truck, and various pens, pencils, ear plug cases, cowling tools, and other accouterments adorned his well-used uniform. He looked to be the veteran that he was. He looked up at me from his five-foot-five-inch height and squinted at me through scratched up aircrew glasses.

“Well, dookie (a term of somewhat uncertain endearment) do ya know anything about preflighting and servicing?” As I attempted to answer and verify my qualification, he waved me to silence and told me to follow him. A few other mechanics were busy on the left landing gear, servicing tires. Dennis addressed a Sergeant (Sgt) and Airman First Class (A1C) bent over the tires. “Dookie here is gonna come with us on the trip. He’ll help the other kid here with the tires and struts while you and I coordinate the maintenance records.”  With that, the Sergeant nodded and got up, leaving me with the A1C. We each said hi and then the kid showed me how to service the tires and check the pressure with a gauge. This also involved operating a gas engine-driven air compressor called an MC-1A that could generate enough pressure to bring the main tires up to the required range of around 150 PSI. There was no electricity available on the flight line, so anything that required motive power needed a self-contained gas engine-powered unit.

As we made our way around the plane servicing the eight main gear tires and two nose gear tires, the A1C explained that we may need to top up the tires during preflight preparation, but it was a good practice to get them near the required pressure and maybe a little bit more the day prior. We pushed and pulled the heavy MC-1A around to the other positions, and I learned that proper positioning of Aerospace Ground Equipment (AGE) was really important in case of a fire or other emergency. Dennis and the Sgt were up in the plane doing things, and he came over to the open cargo door and spotted us near the nose landing gear. He then called out in a very loud flight line voice that belied his snack sized stature, “Hey Dookie! Start the power cart!” 

The A1C took me over to the subcompact car-sized MD-3 aircraft generator that was prepositioned on the right side of the forward fuselage and let me start it. I had seen them being started before, but this was my first time. I tried to recall the steps required from my class in AGE operation, but this was not fast enough for the A1C, and he directed a few shortcuts. “Open the throttle about an inch, pull the choke all the way out, master switch on, and crank it. When it starts, ease the choke in. Oh, and put on your ear defenders.” I had almost forgotten the ear protection. Mine were brand new, while everyone else’s was battle scarred and grimy. The MD-3 came to life with a roar and waiting for the warmup period as long as the A1C could stand it, I went to the heavy electrical cable and lined it up with the airplane power receptacle, and struggled to insert it. I then throttled up the unit until was roaring at the governed RPM and engaged the electrical contactor switch. I had ‘powered on’ a tanker, the first of several hundred times over the next few years. The noise from the MD-3 was deafening. It was equipped with an automobile sized 180 horsepower six-cylinder engine and did not have much of a muffler. It was unsafe to be near a running MD-3 without wearing hearing protection.

We went back to servicing the tires and as we finished, Dennis and the Sgt came down the ladder and yelled more instructions for us over the generator noise. “Leave the power on, a specialist is coming out to work on the navigation system. We’re going into the office for a while. Dookie, are you checked out on fire guard duty?” I nodded my head. The A1C asked if he could come in also to get some chow, and soon I was all alone in charge of a KC-135. I went to the large fire extinguisher on wheels and dutifully checked the pressure and condition of the hose. All was in order, so very alertly keeping the MD-3 in my field of view in case it burst into flames, I began looking at the airplane in a new light, getting it ready to fly with me on board. 

Soon the flight line expeditor truck also called a ‘bread truck’ (because it looked like bread delivery vehicles of that era) rolled up and stopped a safe distance from the airplane, and the Technical Sergeant (TSgt) driving it looked over at me and made a gesture with his hands as if he were writing. I was clueless as to what he wanted. I walked up to the truck and slid open the door. “Yes, Sergeant? What can I do for you?” “Get me the forms.” “Sorry, what?” One of the mechanics riding in the truck laughed, put down his cigarette, and jumped out of the truck. “Here, kid. I’ll show you.” He waved for me to follow him and went to the nose of the airplane and ducked underneath to the open nose compartment hatch. On a small shelf was a binder containing the Air Force Technical Order (AFTO) Form 781 series, also known as ‘The 781’, ‘The forms’ or sometimes ‘the binder.’ Ah ha. These documents kept track of the fuel status, open discrepancies, inspection status, completed inspections, a record of the engine and airframe hours, delayed discrepancies, and life support equipment status. The 781 reflected the living status of the airplane.

The expediter stopped by several times during a shift to make sure he was tracking ongoing maintenance and coordinating changes. He always looked at the forms to check open writeups and make sure they are in the process of being repaired. He kept track of these on a big plexiglass board next to the driver seat, over the engine cover. Each assigned airplane had a line, and all had the status of fuel on board, notes about open write-ups, the next scheduled flight, and other items. Most of the time non-OMS specialists would be needed for a repair, and the expediter would coordinate over a radio network with job control located in the maintenance management complex for needed specialists. This time he had all the current jobs, and asked me, “Did navigation show up yet to work on the compass system?” “No sir.” “Where is the crew chief?” “Inside doing crew chief stuff.” “Okay, keep the power on, I’ll ask again for navigation. Every time I roll up, I will probably need the forms, just bring them out without me asking.” “Yessir.” He handed me back the forms, I stepped off the truck and he rolled to the next airplane as I saw him calling on the radio to job control. I resumed fire guard duty.

Fire guard duty is sometimes a lonely and uncomfortable job. The fire guard must be within a reasonable distance of operating AGE and in a continuous position to observe and shut down the equipment and discharge the fire bottle, as necessary. The conditions on the flight line are purely outdoors. It’s always too hot or too cold, rainy, or in the hot sun, usually windy, but never exactly right. I’ve been soaked, frozen, baked, and wind burned although usually not on the same day. There is no place to sit down while on fire guard, though sometimes we sat on the ground with our backs against the landing gear while we fought off boredom to keep an eye out and listen to the drone of the MD-3 engine through the ear protectors. 

After a while, another van rolled up and discharged a mechanic with a toolbox and a large technical manual in hand. I approached him, and he said he was from the navigation shop. He went to the nose compartment and looked at the forms, then disappeared up the ladder. I had not yet read the forms, and as I looked through the binder while using the fire bottle for a desk, I began to put together some information I got in a classroom setting back at Chanute, which seemed like a long time ago. In the phase dock, I never had occasion to look at the forms. I could see the airplane was in a red X status on the form 781H, which denoted a grounding entry in the 781A. Wow, that sounded pretty serious. I wondered what had grounded the plane. 

The entries on the 781A were a history of activity from the last preflight up to the present and covered several pages. There were Red X entries for a panel and fastener security inspection and Foreign Object Damage (FOD) inspections before the flight the day before, these were signed off by Dennis and inspected by a Chief Master Sergeant (CMSgt). A few entries described a faulty navigation system, this was a red diagonal or non-grounding classification, and the ‘when discovered’ code indicated it had malfunctioned in flight. There were some other minor ‘squawks’ that had been corrected. A basic postflight was entered as required and signed off as completed. The open Red X was for the same panel security and FOD inspections prior to the next flight. This plane was not going anywhere until it was thoroughly checked over and a maintenance supervisor double-checked and put his name on the line. I could see that the Air Force was very thorough about documenting inspections and discrepancy resolution. CYA.

Dennis and the Sgt came back out. He handed me a cup of coffee in a paper cup and said “Here ya go, Dookie. Did nav show up?” “Yes, they did and are working upstairs.” He nodded sagely. “You and the Sgt head over to the support section and sign out a high lift truck and get our deployment equipment. Next time the truck comes by get a ride to the gate.” Our plane was well out on the parking ramp, and I was glad to get a ride to the flight line security gate. I had no idea where the support section was.

The nav specialist came downstairs and asked Dennis to open up a panel for access to a piece of equipment. Evidently, the specialists could not open panels, that was the crew chief’s job. The nav guy started walking toward the flight line gate, with Dennis calling after him, “It’ll only take a few minutes, you might as well wait!” The guy kept going, and Dennis muttered a few unkind words. “Grab a speed handle with a number two apex bit and a straight screwdriver, Dookie. We’ll open up the doppler radome for that guy.” 

He showed me where the doppler radome was on the belly of the plane and watched as I started to unfasten the screws. “Hold on, Dookie. Always make an entry in the 781 when you are opening a panel, that way everyone will know that it needs to be secured and inspected prior to flight. You can make the entry.” I went to get the forms and with Dennis coaching me over the shoulder made my first ever entry into an airplane’s 781A. 

I borrowed Dennis’ red pencil and carefully drew a Red X in the status block. I entered the date and wrote ‘Doppler radome opened to facilitate other maintenance’ in pencil as instructed by Dennis. I then entered my name, rank, and man number. It was a cool moment, my first Red X entry. “Later when we close it up you can sign off the corrected by block showing it was closed.” Wow. I was beginning to see how the system worked. If I were called away, someone else could see what needed to be done and get the airplane back in a safe condition for flight. Dennis continued, “This big old radome hanging open under the plane is pretty obvious that it needs to be closed. But a lot of times you will be working on something way up inside a compartment that is not so obvious. When in doubt, document! The flight crew relies on us to do a careful job and keep them safe.”

We got the panel open, and after I went up inside the airplane to a compartment above the navigator’s table to fetch a screw bag, we were done with that task. “Never leave screws on the ground, always bag ‘em and tie the bag to the panel they came off of.” The truck rolled up again, and Dennis walked out to meet the driver with the forms. “Can you give these two dookies a ride over to the gate?” We climbed into the truck and took seats with other mechanics that were heading somewhere amid the ever-present cloud of cigarette smoke. 

Down the flight line we rode, chatting with the other guys as the truck stopped at each plane along the row while we had a smoke. When we got to one plane, the driver looked over his shoulder and said to no one in particular, “Hook up that B-4 stand” and went back to what he was doing. After a minute, I felt all eyes on me. Oh! As junior guy, I was expected to hop out and hook up the work stand to the truck. Another airman hopped out with me and together we released the work stand wheel brakes, then rolled the stand up to the truck and with a clang hooked it up to the well-used latch and pintle hitch on the truck bumper. “Always make sure the safety pin goes through,” my fellow airman advised. We reboarded the truck and the airman slapped the sidewall of the truck twice, indicating it was safe to move. 

After dropping the work stand a few planes away, we ended up at the gate. Walking through, the Sgt and I cut through the phase hangar where the process was in full swing on yet another airplane. Out the back door and across the taxiway-like ramp to yet another hangar, this one was full of caged off storage areas and guys painting and scraping work stands. We approached a dispatch desk where the Sgt signed out a 9-ton high lift truck. We went out to the ramp, and I guided him as he backed the truck skillfully to another set of doors. We then loaded up a couple of sets of well used airline-style seats, a table, a bunch of plywood, engine starter cartridges, engine oil, hydraulic fluid, and other items. The Sgt drove us carefully out to the flight line back to the plane we were preparing. He gave me some insight. “Did ya see those guys scraping and sanding and painting those work stands?” I nodded. “They are the same AFSC as you and me. They used to be mechanics, but somehow lost their security clearance or got in big trouble. Now they are painting stands all day, every day.” I asked, “Are they like the coffee shop kids?” “Yep, you don’t want to screw up and get assigned to support branch painting stands.” I made a mental note of that.

Dennis already had the cargo door open, and we approached the plane carefully with me holding a wooden wheel chock near the truck tires to keep the truck from striking the plane as the truck bed was raised to the cargo floor height ten feet above ground level and backed into position. Dennis gave hand signals indicating how much farther to back in and more signals for the bed to be lowered into position. It was obvious that they had done this same operation dozens of times in the past. No words were exchanged in the noisy flight line environment, just hand signals and gestures. I had a lot to learn to be able to contribute anything to this operation.

The whole team pitched in as we carried the plywood out of the raised truck bed back to the cargo compartment and stacked it neatly. They showed me where the cargo tiedown rings went into the airplane floor fittings, and we secured the lot symmetrically with 5,000 lb. tie down straps. Then we positioned and secured the airline-style seats to the floor in the forward section around the table. The seats and table used cantankerous clamps that clipped to studs we inserted into more cargo floor fittings. The airplane had rows of red nylon troop seats along the sidewall, which were neatly stowed, with the seat belts and shoulder harnesses arranged just so. We stowed and strapped down a case of engine oil and one of hydraulic fluid, and separately secured the black powder starter cartridges. We then arranged a couple of tiedown rings and a strap across from the airline seats to have a place to stow baggage in the morning. 

The airplane was going on a trip called a Tanker Task Force (TTF) mission, and a SAC regulation proscribed a certain configuration and certain supplies to be put aboard whenever the jet left home station for this type of mission. Maintenance supervision was pretty interested in having all this stuff on board to comply with the deployment configuration, and several supervisors stopped by to check our progress.

About this time the expeditor van pulled up and honked the horn to get our attention. The driver yelled out that a water truck was on the way out, which started a loud and spirited conversation between he and Dennis about why we needed one. It seems that maintenance supervision wanted a check of the engine water injection system for our takeoff the next day, as it had been some time since that system had been used. 

The KC-135A model, along with the B-52Gs across the ramp used a system to inject demineralized water into the engines to get more thrust for takeoff, so the airplane could carry more fuel or payload. This was a complex system of electric and air-driven pumps, micro switches, and throttle rigging that was fairly reliable when used often. Flying with light peacetime fuel loads on local training missions, our airplane’s system had not been exercised in a while according to maintenance control, so they wanted it operationally checked here at home base to avoid any potential problems launching the TTF mission in a few days at another base. This necessitated filling the water tank, and supervision wanted it done this afternoon rather than early in the morning during the preflight. Later on in life, I learned that this way of thinking was risk mitigation, although we just thought it was a pain in the ass at the time. Walking back to the right wheel well, the Sgt and I squatted down behind the wheel well doors and found the drain valve access panel, and opened it with a large screwdriver. I reached in and pushed the water drain gate valve control lever up as far as it would go, with the Sgt leaning in to verify the position. The water truck arrived and was backed into position behind the right wing. I then climbed up on a B-4 stand with the rails removed that we had positioned in the wheel well and raised the large hose and nozzle to the top of the well and located, then removed the water tank filler cap. I inserted the nozzle and indicated I was ready. The weight of the hose, combined with the force needed to open the nozzle valve was substantial. I could hear water flowing through the hose and braced myself as the 670 gallons of water loaded. It took seemingly forever, and my hands and arms were tired as I waited out the complete fill process. The Sgt had mentioned that I might hear the water gurgling as the tank got full, but I was to wait until water poured out of the filler pipe to ensure a complete load. He had also mentioned that it would be a good idea to stand off to the side when the tank got full. I noticed he had left me on my own to complete the task and wondered why. I soon found out. The tank got full all at once, and a large stream of water flowed out, soaking me completely. I set the hose down and replaced the cap, climbing down off the dripping stand. The hose was already being rolled back up, and we dismissed the water truck.

We pulled the stand away from the plane and walked back to the nose of the jet, where Dennis was fiddling around with the forms. “Well, dookie, it looks like we can sign you off on water servicing,” he said as he smiled at my drowned rat appearance. The doppler radome was closed back up after the nav specialist had finished and our servicing was done. We closed the entry door, and all walked back to the office, me with the water squishing in my boots. 

A MSgt gave us a short briefing on our trip. It would be a 2-to-3-day trip to Blytheville AFB, AR for the airplane to participate in a higher headquarters directed tanker task force air refueling. The orderly room (squadron administrative office) had prepared very official-looking military orders with all our names, which were passed out. We all got our 623s out of the file cabinet and gave them to Dennis to carry with us as proof of our qualifications in case anybody asked and were told what time to be out front of the hangar in the morning. Burdened with suitcases, tool boxes, tire gauges, etc. we would get a ride in the van out to the plane in the morning.
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