
[image: images]



Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.




CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP




Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.




[image: images]

[image: images]


To Mom and Dad



INTRODUCTION



DEAR GOD, please get me through this flight alive! I thought as I sucked down air as fast as I could from the oxygen mask pasted to my face. I was strapped into the back seat of Navy Lieutenant Kevin Nibblelink’s cockpit during the dogfight, praying that I wouldn’t throw up from the violent turns his T-45 jet trainer was taking or black out from the crushing Gs I was feeling. For twenty minutes we had been flying mock aerial combat in the bright sunny skies near the El Centro air station in Southern California. It seemed like twenty years. An instructor pilot, Nibblelink was battling one of his students, another Navy lieutenant named Bill Sigler, whose T-45 Goshawk raced just ahead of us.

So far, the dogfight for me had been a dizzying blur of earth, sky, and horizon jumbled up in no particular order. I was so confused I had no idea what had been happening during the engagement. Back on the ground, it would take me twelve hours of interviewing Sigler and Nibblelink to decipher the half hour dogfight. I bought a pad of large art paper to diagram each part of the battle. I ended up with thirty-seven pages of drawings.

Nibblelink flipped the radio switch down on the throttle that he gripped with his left hand so he could talk to me.

“Okay, you can go ahead and take the stick,” he said over the radio. We were about to fly directly at Sigler, then bank hard to the left for the dogfight, and Nibblelink wanted me to take the stick that steered the aircraft. In other words, assume control of its flight. Be a fighter pilot for a few minutes, even though the only thing I had flown before this was a paper plane.

“You want me to take it?” I asked, my voice cracking, not believing what I’d just heard.

“Yeah, you take the stick,” Nibblelink said nonchalantly as if he was giving me the wheel of a car for a Sunday drive. But this was more like the Daytona Speedway.

Terrified, I grabbed the stick between my legs as if it was the only thing holding me in the jet. To set up for the maneuver I had to bank the Goshawk hard to the right and aim it straight at Sigler, who was flying toward me in the opposite direction.

I moved the stick back slightly to push the nose up, then strained to pull it to the right. I felt like I was in a tug-of-war with the stick. The G force slammed at me as the jet tilted almost perpendicular to the ground during my right bank. It felt as if my children, when they were little, were hanging on my right arm as I struggled to keep a grip on the stick with the Gs dragging my limb down.

“Pull harder, pull harder, pull harder! Right at him! Right at him!” Nibblelink ordered as I arm-wrestled with the stick to keep the jet pointed up and toward Sigler.

In a flash, Sigler’s jet whizzed past me on the left.

“Roll out here!” Nibblelink commanded in the next instant.

I shoved the stick back and to the left as hard as I could so the jet would reverse direction and break to the left in a tight circular turn.

“Roll against him!” Nibblelink shouted to get me to lift the Goshawk up. “Pull!”

I pulled, then pushed with all my might.

“Now, right there, feel the nibble of buffeting?” he asked.

Nibble? The damn plane seemed to me to be shuddering all over as it strained from the hard bank I was forcing it to fly.

“Now look back at him while you’re turning,” Nibblelink continued.

I darted my eyes quickly, afraid that I’d never get my head pointed back to the front if I turned it now. The jet was approaching five Gs.

“Do you see him over there, left eight o’clock, a little high?” Nibblelink asked quickly.

I didn’t know where I was. I didn’t know where eight o’clock was. And I didn’t have the faintest idea where Sigler was.

“Very nice, you’re fighting him,” Nibblelink complimented.

No, I wasn’t fighting. I was holding on for dear life.

And if I held these controls much longer, we’d crash and die. I was sure of it.

“You better take the stick!” I said to Nibblelink anxiously over our intercom radio.

Why’s he giving up? Nibbs thought to himself. I had actually been flying a pretty decent turn up to that point and could have lined up to take a shot at Sigler. The jet was flying almost 20,000 feet above the ground, more than enough room for Nibblelink to grab the controls and stabilize it if I spun the Goshawk out of control.

“Okay, I got the stick,” Nibblelink said reluctantly, wondering why I’d gotten cold feet.

I was just relieved that the aircraft was back in competent hands. Later on the ground, I would be embarrassed that I had wimped out so early. But sitting limp and exhausted in the cockpit seat, all I could think of was, How did I ever get myself into this project?

I have to admit that I started this book reluctantly. My research began several years after the Tailhook scandal, when hordes of drunken Naval aviators had assaulted women at a Las Vegas convention. I had set out to learn about the young men and, in a few cases, women who flew planes for the sea service. Who were these people who landed on and took off from aircraft carriers? Were they all Tom Cruises? Top Gun types? How were they made? How did they train? I didn’t know and at first I questioned to myself whether I even cared to know. I had covered the Tailhook scandal as a magazine journalist and had come away not particularly impressed with Naval aviators. In September 1991, hundreds of them had gathered in Las Vegas, Nevada, for the annual Tailhook Association convention. Named for the hook that catches the arresting wire on the carrier flight deck and brings a landing plane to a stop, the Tailhook Association promoted Naval aviation and hosted an annual convention, which had become a sex and booze Mecca for aviators. That year, the young pilots had been in an ugly mood. The Air Force had run the Desert Storm air war and along with the Army had hogged most of the glory. Because its admirals had scandalously mishandled aircraft procurement, the Navy’s stealth attack fighter program had been canceled. Congress was prepared to allow women to serve in combat squadrons. Even gays were winning court approval to be recognized in uniform.

On the third floor of the Las Vegas Hilton, Navy squadrons each year set up hospitality suites that hosted stag films, strip shows, female leg shaving, and in one room a rhinoceros penis dispensing drinks. A “gauntlet” out in the hallway also became a tradition, where drunken aviators lined up on each side to grope and paw at women shoved down the hall. The 1991 gauntlet turned criminal. Over eighty women, some of them teenagers, were manhandled or sexually assaulted.

Tailhook seemed to me symptomatic of a larger ethical rot infecting the service. The Navy brass in the past had been fiscally irresponsible in chasing an unrealistic goal of a 600-ship fleet during the Cold War. An Aegis cruiser had shot down an Iranian airline jet killing all the passengers aboard. The U.S. Naval Academy was riven with cheating scandals, drug abuse, sexual assaults, even a car theft ring. Naval spies like the Walker brothers and Jonathan Jay Pollard had stolen a treasure trove of secrets. An old-boy fraternity of admirals protected senior officers from being disciplined for ethical and criminal misconduct. Then the chief of Naval operations, Admiral Mike Boorda, committed suicide rather than face public humiliation for wearing a combat decoration he had not earned during the Vietnam War.

Military reformers and even some admirals question whether giant aircraft carriers, which now cost over $5 billion to build, have outlived their usefulness. The Air Force, long the rival of Naval aviation, claims its long-range bombers can strike any target a carrier plane can, and do it cheaper. The argument sends Navy pilots up the wall. Whenever there’s an international crisis, they retort, the first question out of the President’s mouth is always: “Where’s the nearest carrier?”

The Navy’s aviators, nevertheless, seemed at first glance to be one-dimensional characters, flyboys in love with planes and themselves. Immature frat brothers with their Bermuda shorts, polo shirts, and aviator sunglasses, who hadn’t yet grown up. In the 1980s, the movie An Officer and a Gentleman, starring Richard Gere, portrayed green Naval flight students made men by stern drill instructors and swooned over by groupies trying to snare pilots as husbands. Tom Cruise glamorized the macho, hard-drinking, and partying world of F-14 pilots in the movie Top Gun.1 Landing on carriers was exciting, to be sure, but Air Force officers had assured me it was little more than what their pilots did on a longer runway.

Another problem I saw in launching my project: To chronicle the training of Navy pilots I would have to fly with them. It would be the only way to appreciate fully what they went through and to convey that to the reader. But I have none of the love of flying that these aviators have. In fact, I really don’t enjoy it. I am not one of these terrified air travelers. I’m comfortable in big, stable jumbo jets. But I dread small commuter prop planes. My heart is in my throat when they bump about in air pockets. I don’t like heights. I despise roller coasters. And it doesn’t take much to make me airsick.

For three months, I met with Naval aviators in the Pentagon and at Naval air stations all over the country to discuss the book idea. I knew I would have to have the service’s cooperation. A journalist couldn’t just walk onto an air base on his own and hop into the back seat of a high-performance military jet. I had to have dozens of clearances from different commands and aviation units in the Navy. The service was still licking its wounds from Tailhook and at first wary of having an author poking around its squadrons for the two years it would take me to complete the book.

Before the Navy would give its final approval, I also had to pass a flight physical, then undergo a week of rigorous training on how to deal with cockpit emergencies as a passenger. I would be doing a lot of flying the next two years and though the service had a good air safety record the flights still could be dangerous. The Navy may have been inept in handling the Tailhook scandal, but it was smart enough to realize that a journalist dying in a jet would not be good PR. As they did for every other pilot, the flight surgeons would have to pronounce me fit to fly in the back seat of military aircraft and each year I would have to renew that certification with an annual flight physical. Being in my mid-forties, I was hardly a top specimen, but I passed the physical with a few waivers for the extra pounds I carried and the medicine I took for high blood pressure.

I took my week of passenger training at the Pensacola, Florida, Naval Air Station, where students began their pilot training. It wasn’t fun. I had to swim seventy-five yards, then float in the water for two minutes wearing a helmet, flight boots, and about twenty pounds of flight gear. I learned how to parachute into the ocean, then quickly disengage from the chute before it filled with water and dragged me under. I was strapped to an ejection seat and shot up rails to simulate being rocketed out of a jet cockpit. It left my back sore for several days. I was placed inside a hyperbaric chamber and deprived of oxygen to simulate what I might experience at high altitudes if the air pressure regulators in the cockpit malfunctioned. It made me giddy and my ears popped for twenty-four hours afterward. I was placed in a metal cylinder and spun around to simulate spatial disorientation I might experience in flight. I almost threw up.

They saved the scariest part of the training for the end of the week. Naval aircraft operated mostly over the ocean, so pilots had to know how to escape if they crashed with them into water. Many aircraft would flip over after they entered the ocean, so the aviator would be upside down as the cockpit filled with water and sank to the bottom. For a day, I was buckled into steel cages that simulated cockpits or cabins and sent plunging into pool water, where submerged and upside down in the cages I had to unbuckle from seat harnesses and swim to the surface. For some of the dunkings, I was blindfolded to simulate escaping a submerged aircraft in black waters at night. Being strapped to a seat submerged and upside down with blackened goggles and water rushing through my nostrils was terrifying. Pilots and passengers had to go through this every four years as refresher training. I vowed to have the book research completed before that so I would never have to suffer the dunkers again.

Finally qualified to ride in back seats, I began my research. Of course, my first impressions of Naval aviators proved to be wrong. Stereotypes usually are. A 1970 Navy study claimed that the ideal carrier pilot was a firstborn male from a two-parent family with a strong-willed father. That kind of family, as well as the movie version of the Navy pilot, was becoming outdated, I discovered. The new ensigns entering flight school are far more willing to accept women in cockpits than their superiors. Navy psychological studies today found that only about twenty percent of the service’s male pilots had the Tom Cruise-Top Gun personalities. (The male aviators called them “light-your-hair-on-fire guys”; the female aviators called them “Neanderthals.”) More than fifty percent of the male pilots had what were termed “corporate management personalities”—aggressive but far less compulsive than the Top Gun types. The rest were as bland as accountants. The few female pilots who are breaking into the ranks often had the same personalities as the men. Some male pilots maliciously spread rumors that most were lesbians. Very few are—though they are less concerned than civilian women about their femininity. In the squadrons they worried little about makeup or their hair.

Among the more than 200 aviators I ended up interviewing, I found a far more textured and diverse and interesting lot than I had first envisioned. They all loved to talk about flying and themselves. Aviators, I soon discovered, were a very open group. What you see is what you get. They were not afraid to speak their minds, even to journalists, which probably landed a lot of them in hot water during the Tailhook scandal. During the many hours I spent interviewing them in cockpits and squadron ready rooms or sharing beers with them in officers’ clubs, I rarely sensed that they were holding back from me.

Though their personalities varied, the aviators I interviewed—particularly those who fly on and off aircraft carriers—still shared a cockiness nurtured by the danger and excitement of their profession. Air Force pilots might be as skilled as dogfighters, but they don’t land on a 500-foot rocking airstrip when they return home. Navy pilots barely hide their contempt for those in their own sea service, the “surface warfare” branch condemned to sailing in slow-moving ships. “Your worst day on land is as good as your best day at sea,” Navy pilots like to say. Another saying among Naval aviators: “Pilots talk about flying all the time when they are on the ground because they are so passionately interested in the subject; officers who sail the seas talk about ships because they have nothing else to talk about.” Still another: “No one has ever flunked out of surface warfare school and been sent back to aviation.”

My goal was to fly as a passenger for every flight I described in this book. For the most part I did. The only flight I was barred from taking was catapulting off and landing on a carrier at night. These flights were too dangerous. Even seasoned pilots dreaded them. I pleaded, but the Navy firmly refused. I had to describe these flights by flying in the simulator, which I was told was surprisingly realistic, and by interviewing pilots after they landed.

But I was allowed to fly in aerial dogfights that spun me in every direction, in dive-bombing runs that left me swallowing my stomach, in formation flights where the planes seemed so close together I was sure they would bump into one another, in high-speed tactical maneuvers so low to the ground I would push up on my cockpit seat afraid that my bottom would scrape the desert floor, and in daytime carrier catapults and landings that took my breath away. I kept a brave face in front of the aviators. I tried to feign the nonchalance they seemed to have with all these “hops.” But much of the time I was terrified. I felt claustrophobic strapped into the cramped cockpits with my head covered in a helmet and an oxygen mask on my face. I constantly worried about passing out when I would pull as much as six Gs during loops and turns. (One G equals the force of gravity.) I could not sleep the nights before my first dive-bombing run and my first carrier landings and catapults. The hundreds of possible accidents I had been warned about in my back seat classes kept churning in my mind. Would I remember the correct emergency levers to pull, what buckles and hoses to disconnect if something went wrong during the flight?

One problem dogged me throughout the research. Airsickness. From the beginning, I either threw up or felt miserably nauseous on every flight. The pilots always had a good laugh when I “yacked,” as they called it. I tried all the concoctions they swore would settle my stomach. Pancakes and orange juice before you go up. Stuff yourself with bread or crackers with peanut butter. Try eating apples.

Apples worked the best only because they tasted about the same coming back up as they did going down. But none of the remedies solved the problem. I finally consulted the flight surgeons. I couldn’t bear the thought of being bent over with my head in a bag during much of the research. The Navy doctors prescribed a combination of pills they gave to pilots with severe cases of airsickness. Before each flight I popped twenty-five milligrams of promethazine, a powerful antinausea tablet that would make me drowsy. So I wouldn’t fall asleep in the cockpit, I had to take another pill with five milligrams of Dexedrine, an amphetamine. Drugged with a downer and upper, I managed to get through most of the remaining flights without yacking.

I also eventually overcame my fears and began to enjoy many of the flights. Flying upside down, soaring straight up into the sky, snapping to the left and right in hard banks, tumbling and looping and spinning gradually became exhilarating. I would find myself gazing up and to the right and left out the Plexiglas bubble that encased me in the cockpit, marveling at the spectacular view of the world that I had in a combat jet. The pilots occasionally would let me hold the stick in the back seat and fly the plane. Of course, their hands were always close to the stick to grab it in case I made a mistake. It was fun piloting the aircraft and I discovered, as the aviators had assured me, that my airsickness would disappear if I held the stick for a while and controlled the plane’s movements.

Gradually, I began to feel the thrill and love of flying, which the pilots told me stirred in their souls. Returning to the ready room after a flight, I found myself talking as excitedly as they always did about what had happened during the hop. As I catapulted off and landed on the aircraft carrier in an F/A-18 Hornet, Commander Bill Gortney, who headed the squadron I was observing, radioed to me from the ship’s bridge: “Welcome to the fraternity.” When I climbed out of the jet after the cat shots, I strutted about with my chest puffed out. Of course, I wasn’t really a part of this band of brothers and sisters. For all my flights, I was no more useful to the plane’s operation than a bag of potatoes strapped in the back seat. But I could understand the pride these aviators felt in accomplishing what few had, the special bond they shared in their squadrons.

This is the inside story of how these air warriors are made. The men, and few women, who enter the training begin in Pensacola, Florida, the “Cradle of Naval Aviation,” where students are first indoctrinated in the unfamiliar mores of Navy pilots and the unique hazards of flying planes over the sea. The story ends more than two years and two million dollars later—the time and cost to train each aviator—in the computerized cockpit of a sophisticated combat jet.

• • •

This book could not have been written without the help, the advice, and the patience of a number of people. My agent, Kristine Dahl, was the first to encourage me to begin this project. Dominick Anfuso, my editor at Simon & Schuster, could not have been more supportive. I am deeply indebted to my editors and colleagues at Time magazine who suffered my occasional absences to conduct the research for this book and who aided with advice, encouragement, and help in editing the manuscript. My thanks go to Mark Thompson and Nancy Gibbs. I am indebted as well to the pilots who read portions of the manuscript for technical accuracy and corrected many errors. They included Lieutenant Rich Jackson, Captain Dutch Rauch (Ret.), and Commander Bob Yakeley (Ret.). Of course, the errors remaining as well as the opinions expressed in this book are all mine.

I could not have begun the book without Rear Admiral Kendell Pease, the Navy’s chief of information, whose early support for the project opened many doors for me among the training and aviation commands. A number of Navy public affairs officers were particularly helpful in collecting research material and arranging my visits to squadrons. They included: Commander Joe March, Master Chief Mark Malinowski, Lieutenant Mike Coleman, Lieutenant Commander Bob Ross, Lieutenant Gerald Parsons, Lieutenant Chris Sims, Lieutenant Bill Fenick, and Bert Byers.

I owe a special thanks to the squadron commanders who allowed me to roam freely in their units interviewing whomever I pleased. They were Commander David Jenkins of VT-2, Commander Bill Shewchuck of VT-21, and Commander Bill Gortney of VFA-106. In each of the squadrons I was assigned pilots to watch over me during my research. Their job was not to monitor my interviews. Rather, they helped me decipher training schedules and manuals, arranged for my flights in the aircraft, cut through bureaucratic red tape, and spent many hours with me offering advice and insights on squadron operations. They were Lieutenant Tony Chatham, Lieutenant Felton Elders, Lieutenant Greg Schuster, Lieutenant Michael Carr, Lieutenant Joe Evans, and Lieutenant Alex Howell.

A number of senior officers also helped me at key points along the way. They included Captain Steven Counts, Captain Charles Nesby, Commander George Dom, Captain Robert E. Hain, and Commander Carroll White. I also appreciate the support provided me by the skippers of the three aircraft carriers I boarded to conduct research: Captain Mark Gemmill of the USS Dwight D. Eisenhower, Captain Robert C. Klosterman of the USS John C. Stennis, and Captain Edward J. Fahy of the USS John F. Kennedy. Others also helped with the project. My thanks to Tom and Ann Perkins, Lynn and Rette Ledbetter, and Matt and Susan Waller, who provided welcome refuge during my long research trips. Kelly Marra also came to the rescue with a critical piece of research.

This book could not have been completed without the forbearance and encouragement of my family. My children, Drew, Colby and David, found it amusing when Dad came home from research trips with war stories about flying. My wife, Judy, not only kept up my spirits during the long project, but, as with my other books, served as my best editor for the manuscript. Finally, this book is dedicated to the finest officer to ever serve in the United States Navy and his wife. They are my parents, Captain Thomas C. Waller (Ret.) and Barbara A. Waller.



1. “Top Gun” is the nickname for the Navy Fighter Weapons School at the service’s Fallon, Nevada, Naval Air Station. The Tom Cruise film depicted Top Guns as swaggering air aces. Actually, the school trains trainers. Each F/A-18 and F-14 squadron sends a pilot every two years to the Fighter Weapons School to spend almost ten weeks learning the latest advanced dogfighting and bombing tactics. Top Guns then return to their squadrons to instruct fellow pilots in the tactics.



PROLOGUE



March 22, 1995, The Adriatic Sea

TUBA wrestled into the dry suits pilots must wear when the ocean’s water temperature falls below 60 degrees Fahrenheit. It would extend his survival time in the chilly Adriatic Sea by about five hours if he had to eject from his F-14 Tomcat jet fighter. The pilots called it the “poopie suit.” They felt as if they were wrapped in a giant rubber band. Tuba stuck his chin under the thick collar that reached up to his neck and scrunched down to force out air bubbles that bulged inside the suit. Finished, he looked like a prune with the wrinkly suit clinging to his body.

Other F-14 Tomcat crews that had finished night flights and stripped their sweaty dry suits in the changing room began to needle Tuba. “There’s a full moon out tonight,” one said with a rough laugh. “Only the moon is over Norfolk, Virginia.” Over the Adriatic Sea, the skies were pitch dark—“black as a bag of assholes,” the pilots liked to say.

Tuba laughed too, zipping up his G suit and survival vest, then dabbing a wipette over his oxygen mask to clean it. But it was more of a nervous laugh. No matter how many times he did it, Tuba never got over the queasiness of being hurled off the aircraft carrier strapped in a thirty-ton jet into what looked like a black hole. Neither had the other pilots. Night flights were scary. The USS Dwight D. Eisenhower aircraft carrier was in the last two weeks of its deployment in the Adriatic Sea, where its jets took off daily to patrol the skies over Bosnia-Herzegovina. The Ike was being replaced in the Adriatic by the USS Theodore Roosevelt, whose pilots would finally conduct massive air strikes over Bosnia five months later as part of the NATO campaign to lift the siege of Sarajevo and force the Serbs to the negotiating table. But for now, the missions over Bosnia had been boring for the Ike’s pilots. The Bosnian Serbs and Muslims were slaughtering one another on the ground. The only things the F-14s flying above were allowed to do was take pictures or dodge surface-to-air missile batteries the Serbs kept silent anyway. So far, the Eisenhower had suffered no airplane mishaps during the six-month cruise, but the air crews were now on edge that bad luck would catch up with them in its final days.

All Navy pilots were tagged with nicknames, in some cases ones they did not like. Outsiders found the practice somewhat juvenile and some of the names that once had too heavy a sexual connotation had been toned down.1 But the nicknames served one purpose: the pilots found them useful when they radioed one another in combat and did not have time to use full names.

There was a practical reason John Gadzinski had been nicknamed “Tuba.” That was what he played. He kept his tuba out of its case in the crowded stateroom he shared with another aviator. Gadzinski once even gave a concert for the carrier’s air wing. The jet jocks were stunned that Ain’t Misbehavin’ could sound so good on the sonorous instrument.

Gadzinski was probably the only Tomcat pilot in the U.S. Navy who was a classical tubaist and a high school dropout. By age seventeen, he had already studied with the Boston Symphony and once played under Leonard Bernstein. When Boston University offered him early admission before he had graduated from high school plus a scholarship as a music major, he jumped at the chance and enrolled six months before he was to receive his high school diploma.

To this day, his high school refuses to grant him a diploma. But Tuba never regretted dropping out. Boston was exciting. He studied chamber music with the Empire Brass Quartet. Sam Pilafian, one of the most successful tubaists in the world, taught him more about performing under pressure than he would ever learn in the Navy. He played at Tanglewood and with the Opera Company at Boston. For three years he moonlighted with the Bach Brass Quintet.

But another love began competing with music. He took flying lessons while in college and became captivated with soaring through the sky. By the time he graduated, the bookshelves in his dorm room were crammed with twice as many books on flying as on music. He finally visited an Air Force recruiting station. They were snooty, not about to put a music major in one of their cockpits. The Navy wasn’t so picky.

“Do you really need to know a lot of math and science to be a Navy pilot?” Gadzinski pleaded with the Navy recruiter.

The recruiter, who also happened to be an F-14 pilot on temporary duty in the station, leaned over his desk and asked: “What’s the first thing you look for when you’re going to take a crap?”

“Toilet paper,” Gadzinski answered.

“That’s all you need to know to be a Navy pilot.”

Six months later, Tuba began his pilot training at Pensacola, Florida.

He quickly discovered that music training was perfect for learning to be a Navy pilot. Music was one part talent, nine parts a head game, Tuba thought—about the same proportion for the skills needed to take off from and land on an aircraft carrier. Naval aviation also was about as nerve-racking as auditioning for a symphony or playing on cue for a radio show recording. In both flying and playing music, Gadzinski found, there came a point when you didn’t think about it, you just did it. That was how he got through flying during these dark nights.

Music and aviation shared an obsession with detail as well. Gadzinski found himself using musical terms when piloting the Tomcat. Landing a sophisticated jet on an aircraft carrier involved staccato precision. The slightest misstep, positioning off by no more than a few feet, and what already amounted to a controlled crash landing onto the flight deck could result in disaster killing the aviator.

Gadzinski also found that flying jet fighters made him a better musician. Competition could be fierce for students in the music world. But Gadzinski’s teachers constantly stressed that to be a good musician you not only had to play the notes well. You must make the music sing a song. For six years, Gadzinski did not pick up the tuba as he struggled through flight school, then bounced from sea duty to shore commands. But as a flight instructor in Meridian, Mississippi, in 1991, he had time on his hands. He picked up his tuba to play. He had already survived hundreds of catapults off the carrier as well as hair-raising landings. No concert performance would ever be as stressful as that.

Now he played for pure enjoyment. He found he performed better. No longer afraid to make mistakes, he concentrated only on the music and ignored the audience. With only a week to prepare, he auditioned for the Mississippi Symphony in Jackson and won a chair. Now he played music for music’s sake.

• • •

Racks of flight helmets filled one bulkhead of the squadron changing room. Along the others hung survival vests, dry suits, and oxygen masks. Rosie had one corner of the changing room to herself. From the ceiling hung a flimsy sheet, behind which she could climb into the dry suit and gear, with the other, male aviators in the crowded room catching only glimpses of skin. The truth was, at the end of the flights she saw more than they. So keyed-up and exhausted were all the pilots that the males quickly stripped to their underwear as they wiggled out of dry suits, forgetting she was not behind the drape.

With her dry suit, G suit, and survival vest on, Rosie bent over as if in a formal bow to cinch up her parachute harness. The males did so as well, and for a more important reason. If the harness was loose in the crotch, male pilots could find their testicles crushed after they ejected and the billowing parachute yanked them up.

The crewmen who tended to the changing room liked to test how much kidding Rosie would tolerate. She could handle a lot. The first female aviators to break through the all-male ranks were subjected to humiliating hazing—suffering through countless lewd jokes, sexist comments, men exposing their private parts to test if the women would blanch. Most of the raunchy behavior was now outlawed, but today’s female pilots still couldn’t be wallflowers. Kristin Dryfuse earned her nickname “Rosie” during a raucous port call in Israel. Her male squadron mates discovered she took ribbing well, snapping out comebacks that would make Roseanne Barr blush.

Even if she had been a male, Rosie would have had to have a thick skin to survive. Rosie was a “nugget,” the pilot’s term for an aviator on his or her first carrier cruise. Jokes and teasing relieved the boredom of carrier life. All pilots had to have thick skins. Nuggets had to endure pranks up to the final months of their first deployment. One junior lieutenant in the squadron had marched into sick bay because the veterans had convinced him he needed a shot for “channel fever.” Rosie was the first female in VF-32, the designation for the F-14 fighter squadron. A militant feminist would not survive the rough-and-tumble of this male-dominated environment. The women who endured didn’t go looking for trouble.

The Eisenhower was on a historic cruise. Female Naval aviators had been allowed to train in the Navy’s warplanes but were barred from flying in combat with carrier squadrons. They had fiercely lobbied a receptive Congress to lift the combat exclusion rule for women. The Navy’s male pilots wanted no part of mixed-gender units. Women wouldn’t perform as well as men aboard carriers, they argued. Mixing the sexes for so long in what were floating ant farms would turn aircraft carriers into Love Boats. The squadron camaraderie of male jet jockeys, so critical to combat effectiveness, would be shattered with females in the cockpit. But Congress lifted the ban, and the Pentagon in 1993 ordered women aboard the Navy’s combat ships. Women boarded the Ike in April 1994.

Though they didn’t know it at the time, Tuba and Rosie were pioneers in one of the most volcanic social revolutions the U.S. Navy had ever undergone. The Eisenhower became the Navy’s first showpiece to prove that a warship could operate as well with women aboard as with an all-male crew. Modern aircraft carriers had already become corporate war machines. Officers sprint up and down ladders with Radio Shack walkie-talkies. Cappuccino is served in the wardroom. Ship’s offices are equipped with personal computers and television sets that play videos of flight deck operations or messages from the captain. The Eisenhower’s corporate managers spent a year preparing for women. Sanitary napkin dispensers were installed in bathrooms, doctors trained in gynecology were brought on board, the ship’s barbers received classes on cutting women’s hair, and mixed in with the Arnold Schwarzenegger movies were The Piano and Tootsie.

The 400 women who boarded the carrier felt as if they had stepped into a bubble with the ship’s 4,600 men, as well as the media, watching them from the outside.

But the grind of sea duty finally mellowed the Ike. Sailors never have a day off when a carrier is deployed; it would only give them more time to grumble about how crummy life could be in the middle of the ocean. Biological clocks soon became reset. Civilians think in terms of days of the week. On an aircraft carrier, sailors live by dates of the month and are hard-pressed to remember the day of the week since every one seems like a Monday. The only thing that made Sunday different from the other days was that the mess halls served quiche at lunch. Thirty-one years old and married with two children, Tuba was feeling miserable away from his family in this floating prison. One reason he and the other pilots loved flying: it meant escape from “the boat.”2

After three months of nonstop operations, the Ike’s crew was too worn out to be bothered by gender differences. Women, who first boarded the ship looking like scrubbed nuns, began wearing makeup again and mingling more with male shipmates. Desperate for a clip, they finally began visiting the ship’s barbers. Male pilots who worried that women would be forced into cockpits before they were ready had those fears assuaged when a female EA-6B Prowler pilot was sent home because she was having trouble landing her radar-jamming jet on the carrier. The Ike’s male sailors loosened up and began swearing more. Even the women became earthy. Female officers called the staterooms that a half dozen ensigns would have to share “six-chick” or “six-dick” rooms. But “fuckin’ ” no longer became the preferred adjective for every noun. After 220 years at sea, the U.S. Navy was becoming civilized.

Tuba wasn’t so sure all this civilizing was a good idea. An air warrior in the Navy must make a deeply personal commitment—more than to patriotism, which jet pilots never discussed openly, or to risking life and limb every time their planes were launched from a carrier. Drill instructors would put it bluntly for aviation recruits: “Your job is to kill people and destroy things in the name of the United States. If you don’t want to do that, you don’t belong here.” Women, Tuba worried, were taking the Ike’s focus away from being a potent killing machine.

The problem wasn’t the women. Tuba knew they could fly the jets and fight as well as men. Mean-spirited aviators not assigned to the ship had nicknamed the Ike the “Dyke,” but even the chauvinists on board admitted privately that the females were competent pilots. That the Ike’s women had performed well shouldn’t have come as a surprise. The Navy had made sure that the first female pilots aboard the ship were the cream of the crop, desperate to prove themselves and fit in on the males’ terms.

No, something else bothered him. The Navy had made the carrier a debutante for its coming-out party for the twenty-first century. The ship’s senior officers were under incredible pressure from the Pentagon to make the voyage a success. And in their minds, the Ike had succeeded. But there were deep misgivings among the junior pilots. The cruise had hardly been flawless. Fifteen women had to leave the cruise early because they were pregnant. Officers treated female subordinates with kid gloves for fear of being slapped with sexual harassment charges. The brass strongly discouraged dating during the voyage, but Tuba and the other officers knew that many crew members secretly fraternized. A half dozen couples had gone to the captain and announced that they had fallen in love. A male and female crew member had even videotaped themselves having sex in a ship’s compartment.

The Ike’s voyage may have made its corporate managers happy. But even many male pilots, enlightened enough to realize that women performed as well in the cockpit, still did not want them dying in war. In battle, a carrier had no time for personnel problems. For pilots, combat became all-consuming. If they were not flying, they were eating, sleeping, or planning for their next flight. Could a ship adjusting to females and all these new workplace rules still win a war, Tuba wondered?

It likely could. Tuba and the other men were overreacting. The problems the Ike experienced were relatively minor for a crew of 5,000. The total number of disciplinary cases was less for the coed cruise than previous ones that had been all-male. The pregnancy rate aboard the carrier was far lower than the overall pregnancy rate for Navy women serving on land. The sex video stars were kicked out of the Navy. And the six pairs of lovebirds were split up—half transferred to shore jobs of their choice, half remaining on board.

But in the insular world of Navy fighter pilots, the social changes were happening too fast.

• • •

Tuba and Rosie marched up to the top carrier deck to check out their F-14 for the night flight. Tuba would pilot the jet. Rosie would sit in the back seat of the Tomcat’s two-seat cockpit. Dryfuse was a Naval flight officer. Ensigns had to have 20-20 eyesight to be pilots. She did not. But aviators with less than perfect eyes could become Naval flight officers (NFOs) who sat in the back seats of planes as navigators or, in Rosie’s case, as radar intercept officers who not only helped guide the Tomcat but also directed the fire of its sophisticated missile systems during dogfights. Naval flight officers had long had to fight the image of being second-class citizens to the aviators who actually piloted the planes. In F-14 squadrons, however, they ended up being co-equals, leading units or combat operations as often as pilots did. The F-14 took two people to fly; the officer in the back manipulated the radars to find targets far away. The pilot stayed busy flying the jet. When the dogfights involved four or more planes, the radar intercept officer in the back seat was key in the battle because he warned the pilot of “bogeys” coming from all directions. (Bogey is aviator slang for an enemy plane.)

All day, teams of the squadron’s aviators had been flying either combat air patrols over Bosnia or training exercises over the Adriatic. VF-32’s ready room just below the flight deck was never empty or quiet. Pilots would troop in to hold briefings on upcoming flights or to critique flights that had just landed. Between briefings and critiques, a compact disc player blared out rock music.

Each squadron aboard the carrier had its own ready room filled with thick padded chairs and white bulletin boards for posting daily flights. Since they were going to be cooped up in it for six months, VF-32’s pilots decided to make their ready room more livable. Light blue-gray fascia walls, which looked like they belonged in the waiting room of a doctor’s office, were erected to cover the dingy gray bulkheads.

On one wall was displayed two crossed silver swords. The squadron was called the “Swordsmen.” Each squadron had a nickname. With the advent of women, the sexist names like the “Playboys” had been changed. Next to the swords hung framed documents commemorating Ensign Jesse Brown, the Navy’s first black aviator and a member of VF-32, who died after his plane was shot down during the Korean War. (It was an ironic tribute considering the squadron now had no black fliers and in all of Naval aviation only two percent of the pilots were African-American.) In another corner hung a photo of Clint Eastwood.

Clouds had covered most of Bosnia-Herzegovina during the day so aerial reconnaissance missions had produced few pictures of Serbian armored units laying siege to the Bosnian stronghold at Tuzla. The F-14s could have flown under the clouds, but the pictures weren’t worth getting shot at by trigger-happy Serbs. Coalition peacekeeping could be frustrating. Rules of engagement were so strict, fighter pilots had to be briefed by military lawyers before beginning operations over Bosnia. Tuba’s air patrol had had to refuel from a Spanish tanker—a perilously close exercise because the tanker had two fuel pods strung from the tips of each wing, which two F-14 jets plugged into simultaneously and just fifteen feet apart.

The most interesting training exercise for some of the Swordsmen’s pilots was supposed to have been the air combat maneuver training over the Adriatic later that day. Four F-14s squared off against four F/A-18s from another of the carrier’s squadrons. Four-versus-four dogfights were nightmarishly complex for each side to control. With jets converging at 500 miles per hour from all directions, the skies suddenly got crowded, reaction times had to be compressed to seconds, and “situational awareness”—the pilot’s ability to know where his plane and the others were—easily became confused. No one had left the afternoon competition happy. In the first round, the F-14s, playing the aggressors, were able to target all the F/A-18s for simulated kills, but the F/A-18s were able to bag one Tomcat in the exercise. In the second round, with the F/A-18s playing the aggressors, the Hornets suffered no simulated casualties. But they were not able to target all the Tomcats for simulated kills. Back in the ready room, the F-14 pilots argued for a half hour over who screwed up. Heated critiques, where pilots openly admitted their errors, were common when exercises went badly. The real operations were too dangerous to put up with polite talk.

It was shortly before 8:00 P.M. when Tuba and Rosie began their walk-around inspection of the F-14 on the “roof,” pilot slang for the flight deck, which at this point was pitch dark except for a few dots of light from lamps and flashlights. A junior enlisted man who watched over the final preparations of the Tomcat for launch greeted them with a salute. He wore a helmet with Mickey Mouse ear cups and a brown turtleneck jersey under his life vest.

Because so many huge planes and loads of ammunition moved about quickly in cramped quarters, an aircraft carrier flight deck had to tightly control the chaos. So to make it clear what each person did amid all the noise, steam, and confusion, crewmen wore different colored jerseys to designate their jobs on the flight deck. The brown shirts were plane captains. Yellow shirts directed the movement of aircraft. Purple shirts fueled the planes. Red shirts handled weapons and ordnance. White shirts were assigned safety jobs. Blue shirts chained and chocked planes to the deck or moved them about in tractors. Green shirts hooked the aircraft to the catapults that launched them from the deck.

Tuba had already read through the Aircraft Discrepancy Book on plane number 211, looking for trouble other pilots had noted when they flew it. Each F-14 had its own personality. Pilots called cantankerous jets “Christines” after a possessed car in a Stephen King horror novel. Aircraft number 211 had had problems with its autopilot system.

Wandering around the aircraft, climbing on top of its fuselage, Tuba and Rosie now looked for dumb mistakes that had caused accidents in the past. They scanned the overall structural integrity of the plane, its outside hydraulic gauges, brake pressure, the tires. Fasteners to outside panels were inspected. Tuba pushed on the nose of the Tomcat to make sure the cone didn’t flip up (it had happened before as a plane was catapulted off the deck, shattering the cockpit glass). Rosie walked to the back to check that the tailhook’s hook actually pointed down. Crews had slipped up in the past and installed it with the hook up, which meant the plane could not use the arresting cables on the carrier. If the pilot could not divert to a land base he had to fly his jet into a steel and canvas barricade net that could be raised on the deck to stop the landing aircraft—a harrowing experience pilots would do anything to avoid.

Satisfied with the walk-around, Tuba and Rosie climbed into the cockpit. The pace now picked up. Rosie pulled out the nine safety pins that kept the ejection seat rockets from firing. She buckled the four fittings on her harness to the ejection seat straps, connected the oxygen tube from her face mask to the cockpit oxygen system along with the hose that would pressurize her G suit in flight. Then she reached down and hooked the leg restraints that would yank in her legs if she had to eject from the cockpit. The sudden extreme force of the ejection could cause a pilot’s legs to flail out and then be fractured by the cockpit rim as he blasted out.

Rosie was lucky her legs even reached the hooks. The twenty-four-year-old radar intercept officer was only five foot four and one half inches tall. Navy jet cockpits had been built in the 1960s and 1970s for young males five foot six to six foot three inches tall. The Air Force and the Navy had been debating how to redesign the cockpits of newer planes to accommodate smaller-sized females who now could fly them in combat. But for now, many qualified females couldn’t fly the jets simply because they weren’t the right size. Rosie made it by a hair’s width. She had pleaded with Navy detailers (personnel bureaucrats in Washington who assigned officers to jobs in the service) to let her fly in jets. But worried that she might be too short, instructors had her first crawl into an F-14 cockpit to see if she could reach one of the most critical controls furthest away from a Tomcat aviator—the handle a pilot must yank to jettison the canopy during ejection. She could. Kristin “Rosie” Dryfuse, 135 pounds, with her bob haircut and bright blue-gray eyes, became one of the shortest aviators in the Navy.

Kristin’s father, a high school math teacher in the tiny town of Vermilion, Ohio, did not have the money for college. She had read James Webb’s novel Sense of Honor, and had become intrigued by the former Navy secretary’s realistically harsh depiction of life at the Naval Academy. The tuition was free, so she enrolled, majoring in chemistry.

Rosie found academy life to be everything Webb, himself a 1968 graduate, had portrayed. The sexist hazing of women had tapered off by the time she arrived, but the institution was dreary nonetheless. She could take one day of waking up at 6:00 A.M., having every minute of every hour scheduled—morning classes and drills, afternoon sports, evening study periods. But enduring the same regimen practically every day for four years became a drudge. Even when she was on liberty, she never felt completely relaxed or freed of the oppressive routine. The happiest day of her life was graduation and receiving her commission, then packing off to flight school at Pensacola.

There she met Chad Jungbluth, another student in her flight indoctrination class who would eventually end up as a helicopter pilot. Chad had been in the Naval Academy class ahead of her. He had grown up on a dairy farm in Wisconsin. They had a lot in common, both being academy grads, both dead serious about the careers they were beginning. Chad wasn’t like other student pilots who chased the bimbos in Pensacola, feeding them lines to get them in the sack. The two aviators fell in love.

The Navy was still adjusting to the modern workplace where officers’ wives no longer sacrificed professional careers to serve tea at ladies auxiliaries. Wives either had civilian careers of their own or, like Dryfuse, were officers themselves. The Eisenhower even had female pilots who had left husbands home with the kids.

Rosie had joined the Eisenhower in January, midway through its coed cruise. The first thing that went through her mind when she stepped aboard the Eisenhower: “I’m not ready for this.” It seemed to Rosie that aviation training had provided only the bare minimum that she needed to know in order to operate the F-14’s complex radars and navigation systems. Now she had to learn how her newly acquired fighting skills fit not only into a combat squadron but also with the operations of a mammoth aircraft carrier. Rosie also was the first woman to join VF-32.

It was a relief for Dryfuse that the first person to greet her with a warm smile at the carrier’s in-processing room was the F-14 pilot she would be paired with for most of her flights, Lieutenant Jim Sullivan. (She had been paired with Tuba just for the one flight tonight.) Sully was a laid-back farm boy from Illinois. At twenty-eight he already had graying hair. Rosie would find out later that he was a stickler for detail in the cockpit.

Sully decided to take her first to the changing room where Rosie could dump off the forty pounds of flight gear she had crammed in a duffel bag. It was there that she first met half the men in her new squadron. They were stripped to their underwear, ready to begin suiting up for a flight. Stunned, the men stared at Rosie for a half second, then burst out laughing. She had now seen almost as much of them as their wives.

Rosie had gotten mixed advice from other female officers who had already spent months aboard the ship. Watch your back, warned one. The men could be mean and undercut you. Enjoy yourself, said another. They’re not ogres.

Rosie decided to trust her own instincts. The men at first treated her as if she were a member of the Feminist Jihad. They were terrified of her. But without really thinking about it, Rosie worked hard to blend in. She was respectable at acey-deucy, the favorite game in the ready room. The squadron’s aviators ate together aboard ship and socialized together during port calls. Pilots who didn’t could be ostracized. A week after she joined the Ike, the ship docked in Trieste. Rosie avoided the wardroom clusters of female officers and hung out with the guys during liberty.

The men finally relaxed after a month. Rosie became as close to being one of the boys as a girl could get. Each night, after spending twelve hours on the job, she buried her nose in flight manuals for another hour in her stateroom trying to absorb the fire hose of technical information a combat aviator must know. The men found that she was a quick study, even—to their surprise—a cut above the usual male nugget.

• • •

Rosie reached up and closed the cockpit canopy. Tuba started the F-14’s two turbofan engines, then began tests to make sure the instruments and cockpit lights worked. Scores of electronic boxes in the front had to be checked. Next he manipulated the stick between his legs and the rudder pedals to make sure all the trim motors worked.

With the engines powered up, Tuba began running a stray voltage check to make sure an electrical spike wouldn’t fry the sensitive radios and navigation gear when they were turned on. No spikes, so he flipped on the radios for communicating with Rosie in the cockpit and with the outside world.

Rosie shined a penlight on small cardboard pads strapped to her knees. One had written on it the half dozen communications frequencies that might be used during the flight. On the other was written her “INS game plan.” INS stood for the aircraft’s inertial navigation system, a collection of sophisticated radars and computers that told her where the aircraft was at all times. For tonight’s flight, Rosie had also drawn a square on one knee board representing the air box overhead. The exercises they would fly were air intercepts. Tuba and Rosie’s F-14, along with another Tomcat, would hunt for and intercept two F/A-18s from the carrier that would pretend to be enemy planes (the F/A-18 pilots would imitate the tactics of Middle Eastern pilots flying Russian-supplied MiG-29 jet fighters). At the four corners of the box on Rosie’s knee board were marked points whose latitude and longitude Rosie had already plotted as the way points the fighters would use to know where they were in the sky.

Rosie also had drawn a “fuel ladder,” a matrix showing the fuel she predicted the plane would have at different times of the flight. The fuel ladder was important. One of the many nightmares for a carrier pilot was running out of gas at sea and having to ditch the plane into the water. Rosie computed her “bingo” fuel at 4,000 pounds. That was the amount the F-14 would need at the end of the flight if Tuba for some reason could not land on the carrier and they had to divert to a land base—in this case at Casale, Italy, eighty miles away. A Tomcat jet consumed about 1,200 pounds of fuel if the pilot tried to land on the carrier at night, failed, then had to circle back to try again. Rosie allotted Tuba three passes to land, which if he had to, would consume 3,600 pounds of fuel. If he failed after three times, the carrier would likely order them to fly to the divert base in Italy, consuming the 4,000 pounds left in the tanks. That meant the F-14 had to have 7,600 pounds when Tuba made his first landing approach.

Throughout the flight, Rosie would check the fuel ladder to make sure the engines were not sucking up too much gas so they would have less than 7,600 pounds upon landing. If they were, Rosie would suggest that Tuba slow down and conserve to make it through the flight. Along with the fuel ladder, Rosie also had plotted the time line for when the two F-14s should be approaching the F/A-18s for intercept. The two Tomcats planned to intercept the F/A-18s by first picking them up on radar, then, after sneaking past them, looping back to run up on their tails. Tuba had only Rosie’s radars to tell him where the enemy was on the chess board. In the movies, jet jockeys fly by the seat of their pants. In real combat, pilots planned their missions in exquisite detail ahead of time so as little as possible was left to chance.

Rosie powered up her radar and inertial navigation system. The F-14 Tomcat, whose specialty was attacking enemy planes in the air that might threaten the carrier, would soon be retired. But old though it was, the F-14 still had impressive gizmos. Rosie switched on the AWG-9 weapons control system, whose radar could detect enemy planes up to 195 miles out and then track as many as twenty-four of them on her scope. Next she powered up the electronic emitter that identified whether another plane was friend or foe. The inertial navigation system took about eight minutes to align, a procedure by which it began receiving signals from the carrier that told the plane exactly where it was on the earth while still parked on the flight deck. She flipped on the data link system that enabled her computers to talk to the computers of the second F-14 flying that night in their formation. Throughout the flight the two computer systems would trade information with one another on their locations in the sky.

Once aligned, the INS knew the exact latitude and longitude coordinates for the plane’s present location and would continue to update their position as the carrier steamed through the ocean. These coordinates were her first set of way points and they were important. In order to determine where he was traveling in flight the pilot first had to know the exact point from which he started. With the INS aligned, Rosie now punched in coordinates for the other way points she had plotted for the flight.

A deck sailor designated the plane captain began walking around the jet once more for a final check for leaks or loose screws. He signaled Tuba to make one last check of the tailhook mechanism before the plane began taxiing to the catapult. Ordnance crewmen dressed in red turtlenecks rushed up to the fuel tanks hanging underneath each engine to arm their explosive charges that Tuba would detonate if he had to jettison them in flight.

A yellow-shirted crewman waving two flashlight wands now directed Tuba forward to catapult number two for the launch. In the blackness with steam covering the flight deck, the F-14 looked like a gray ghost weaving through the other combat jets on the deck to reach the catapult. As it rolled forward, the exhaust from the Tomcat’s huge engines blew a wave of hot kerosene-smelling air across the flight deck. Tuba concentrated solely on the yellow shirt directing him. Rosie craned her neck to both sides of the plane to make sure the Tomcat the yellow shirt was guiding didn’t crunch into another aircraft. Sometimes the deck crewmen could get pretty dumb and run you into things they couldn’t see, she knew.

At the catapult, a rectangular section of the deck behind the Tomcat raised up like a trap door. It was the jet blast deflector so the flames from the aircraft’s exhaust did not blow over ordnance or people nearby. Tuba manipulated a hydraulic lever so the F-14’s nose kneeled and a green shirt could hook its front tow bar to the catapult’s shuttle. Another bar, called a hold-back bar, was attached to the back side of the landing gear.

A deck crewman rushed up to the right front side of the Tomcat and held up a lighted box, which flashed “66,000.” Sixty-six thousand pounds. The crew had to know the jet’s exact weight in order to calibrate the power of the steam catapult, which would hurl the Tomcat off the deck at 160 miles per hour. Rosie looked at her knee board. Sixty-six thousand pounds was correct. She circled her penlight in an O to signal to the crewman that the catapult weight was correct.

The pace picked up. Tuba’s eyes darted about the cockpit gauges in front of him: to the RPMs of the engines, the exhaust-gas temperature, fuel flow, oil pressure, hydraulics. He looked for warning lights that signaled trouble. He shoved the stick between his legs to all four corners and pushed both rudder pedals with his feet to test the stabilators and rudders a final time. Rosie watched outside. They worked. The Tomcat fluttered like an eagle ready to leap off a cliff. The deck crewman signaled Tuba to power up the engines for the launch. The Tomcat gave a deafening roar that made the fluids in the deckhands’ chests gurgle.

Tuba flashed on the jet’s exterior lights to signal to the catapult officer that he was ready to launch. Rosie grabbed the bar over her instrument panel and tensed every muscle in her body. She knew from painful experience that on launch the Tomcat dipped down, then up like a bucking bronco, slamming her head against the back seat if she didn’t brace for it.

Launch!

Tuba and Rosie felt the skin on their cheeks peel back with the four-G force. It was the best roller-coaster ride they could imagine.

One second. Two seconds. That was all the time they had to decide if the catapult and jet had performed properly and they had achieved at least 127 miles per hour to fly off the carrier. If not, in the next second they had to pull either a yellow-and-black-striped handle between their legs or another one over their heads that would eject them. Ejecting from a bad takeoff could be deadly. Some pilots would be shot up into the air a hundred feet only to land back on the carrier deck—and then slam into another plane, have their parachutes or themselves ingested by a jet engine, or simply be dragged along the flight deck by a billowing chute until someone could stop them. Other pilots landed in the ocean in front of the carrier and faced being run over by the ship and ground up by its propellers in the rear.

For the first two seconds, Tuba kept his eyes focused on the engine gauges and the jet’s altimeter. There was nothing to see outside.

“Good engines,” Tuba shouted into the microphone in his oxygen mask. The gauges showed the Tomcat at full power.

“Two one one airborne,” Rosie radioed back to the ship with the Tomcat’s tail number.

• • •

The intercept maneuvers over the Adriatic went well. The F/A-18s Tuba and Rosie were chasing tried to evade detection, but Rosie kept them locked on her radar. Now Tuba headed back to the Eisenhower. Rosie radioed ahead with the “sierra codes”—updates on mechanical problems they had encountered with the jet during the flight so the squadron’s maintenance crew could have a head start in planning for repairs. The message was sent in code so an enemy listening in wouldn’t be tipped off to weaknesses in the squadron’s Tomcats.

Landing on a carrier at night, called a “night trap,” is the most dangerous thing a Navy pilot does. During the Vietnam War, Navy doctors found pilots’ pulses raced far more rapidly when they landed on the carrier at night than from the combat missions they had just flown over North Vietnam. An air sortie could be all fouled up, but if the pilot had a well-executed carrier landing afterward he considered it a good night.

Night traps still made Tuba nervous. He would never forget his first one as a student. He had been too busy in the cockpit and worried about failing the test to be afraid of the landing itself. But over the years and the hundreds of night landings that followed, he had had more time to think about the dangers of each one. Like many veteran pilots he became more and more uneasy about them.

The problem was the lack of visual cues. Over land, a pilot could see lights on the ground or make out the horizon for some indication of where he was in the sky in relation to where he was to land. On a black night at sea, there were no lights on the ground, no horizon. Pilots could fly too high in their approach to the carrier and miss the arresting wires (it was called a “bolter” in aviation jargon) or, much worse, fly too low and slam into the back of the ship. Imagine running in a completely dark room toward a tiny, faint dot of light at one end. That was what it was like approaching a carrier at night. As far as depth perception went, you might as well be on the moon, Tuba thought.

Tuba and Rosie had already computed the exact time they needed to reach what pilots called the “marshal stack.” This was a point near the carrier—for this mission it was twenty-nine miles to the rear—where more than a dozen planes would now circle at different altitudes, stacked like pancakes, waiting for their turn to approach the carrier in order to land.

One floor below the carrier’s flight deck, the men and women in the air traffic control center spoke in clipped, hushed tones. The air traffic control center guided the planes back to the carrier at night or during the day when the weather was too stormy and the pilots couldn’t see the ship. If it had to, the control center could land the plane itself. The Ike was equipped with an automatic carrier landing system, a precision guidance radar that could lock on to the aircraft at eight miles out and, with one computer feeding position updates to another, could land the aircraft on the flight deck without the pilot having to touch the stick.

The lights in the air traffic control center were dimmed. A half dozen air traffic controllers sat in front of a row of glowing screens arranged in a horseshoe. On a screen to the left was an electronic map of the area in the Adriatic where the Ike was steaming. On the right the same map was depicted in a brightly colored computer graphic. A sailor sat before another large radar screen to the side with sloping lines that indicated the angle of descent the aircraft must take during the approach to successfully land on the carrier.

Pressing his headset microphone to his lips, he now quietly radioed direction updates to the pilots warning them when their jets were too high or low. At radar screens in the center of the horseshoe an “approach controller” guided a pilot’s plane until it was eight miles from the ship. Then he handed off control of the aircraft to a “final controller,” who guided the plane to about three fourths of a mile from the ship.

At still another booth, a sailor nicknamed “Mr. Hands” moved around large white plane numbers by hand over a glowing purple display to show where each aircraft was in the approach pattern. A television camera videotaped Mr. Hands so the ship’s senior officers could see where the planes were on the TV screens in their command centers. On a stormy night or when a nugget pilot was having problems landing his plane, the carrier’s senior officers would turn off Mr. Hands and crowd into the air operations center to watch the radar operators talk the plane down.

In front of the air traffic controllers stood glass charts on which sailors with grease pencils constantly marked updated positions, headings, and fuel loads for planes in the air. Three chief petty officers walked menacingly behind the air traffic controllers. A lieutenant who supervised the center sat further behind in front of a control booth with earphones clipped to his head. To the left of him was a row of padded lounge chairs on which representatives from each of the carrier’s squadrons sat to watch the radar screens direct the landing of their unit’s planes.

At 9:40 P.M. exactly, the air traffic controllers all let out a shout: “One minute!” The cheer was done to wake everyone up and focus their minds on what would be the most intense half hour of their work shift. At 9:41 P.M., the first jet started its approach to the carrier.

With the night black and the carrier constantly moving ahead, assembling in the marshal stack required split-second timing for the pilots or they would be scattered all over the skies and it would take the carrier forever to recover them. The carrier’s skipper, Captain Mark Gemmill, wanted to avoid that at all costs. To launch or recover planes, the ship had to sail into the wind at a set speed so the planes would have the benefit of maximum lift from the air. Pilots called it “sweetening the winds.” But sailing into the wind might not necessarily be the direction the captain wanted the carrier headed. Traveling at a constant speed and direction also made the ship easier to target by enemy subs or missiles. For that reason, the Ike’s goal was to have a plane land every sixty seconds so the ship spent as little time as possible on a vulnerable recovery course (although the pilots grumbled that the squadrons had rarely been able to meet the sixty-second interval).

Tuba and Rosie were supposed to arrive at the marshal stack at 9:44 P.M., give or take five seconds. They arrived exactly on time, began circling in a six-mile-wide oval pattern at 14,000 feet. Two minutes later, Tuba came out of the circling pattern and aimed the jet for the carrier twenty-nine miles ahead. He pulled the throttles back to idle. The jet slowed to about 260 miles per hour and sank to 1,200 feet. Flying out of the marshal stack toward the carrier, the jets were now lined up two miles apart from each other. Tuba and Rosie’s jet was third in line.

Catching up with a moving carrier at night could be tricky. The ship steamed along at about twenty miles per hour. But the portion of its deck on which the jets would land was angled to the left at about 9 degrees from the vessel’s centerline or keel. That meant that Tuba had to fly slightly to the right of the carrier as he caught up with it in order to land at a left, 9 degree angle on the deck. All along the twenty-nine-mile route he would have to adjust his course because the carrier was constantly moving away from him.

This move-countermove maneuver was made even more difficult by the fact that at twenty-nine miles out, Tuba could not see the carrier. He and Rosie had to depend on the navigation instruments and radar signals from the air traffic control center to keep the F-14 properly lined up.

It was 9:45 P.M. and the lieutenant in charge of the air traffic control center was cursing to himself. The first jets were little more than a mile from the carrier, less than a minute from landing, and the damn ship wasn’t lined up properly into the wind. Actually the wind had shifted and the carrier’s helmsman was desperately trying to steer the huge vessel in the right direction before the first jet landed. A sudden wind shift across the carrier could prove fatal to a pilot, blowing his aircraft off course as he landed. All eyes shifted to the radar screen showing the ship’s direction.

The chaplain came on the ship’s loudspeakers with the night’s prayer.

“O God, you remind us every day that . . . ”

A petty officer reached up and flipped the switch turning off the overhead speaker. The control center was becoming too tense to be distracted by prayers.

At 9:47 P.M. the ship was finally lined up properly for Tuba, who would land three minutes later.

Tuba was furious. The pilots were always having this problem with the regular line officers who steered the carrier. It didn’t take a brain surgeon to keep a ship lined up into the wind, he now thought. But here he was two and one half miles from the carrier and it had just veered to the right. That meant he had to swing his F-14 wide to the left to get back on lineup, which when he did threw off his jet’s rate of descent to the carrier.

Rosie at this point was sparing in the updates she gave Tuba on the Tomcat’s fuel level and altitude. The relationship between a pilot and his radar intercept officer was delicate. Veteran radar intercept officers, who usually were paired with new pilots, would talk the rookies down; their lives were on the line just as much as the pilots’. But rookie radar intercept officers who were paired with seasoned pilots had to feel the pilots out on how much back seat driving they wanted. Rosie normally didn’t fly with Tuba. Sully, the pilot she usually flew with, wanted his radar intercept officer to be “ahead of the plane,” warning of problems before they happened. Tuba didn’t like his RIO yapping in his ear as he landed. “Just back me up,” he had told Rosie before the flight. “If something goes grossly wrong, let me know.”

Tuba’s angle of descent toward the carrier, or “glideslope” as the pilots called it, was fine considering he had had to chase an erratically moving carrier. At three miles out and less than a minute before slamming onto the carrier deck, the plane’s altitude was 1,200 feet. They could barely make out flashing lights from the carrier deck. The landing gear and main flaps were already down. Tuba braked the plane again, descending it to 860 feet, one mile away from the carrier.

The next thirty seconds were the scariest. The three best things in life, so the one squadron ditty went, were a good shit, a good orgasm, and a good night trap. If you’re lucky you could now have all three at the same time.

Three quarters of a mile out, Rosie radioed the carrier: “Two one one, Tomcat, ball, seven point six.” Translated: their Tomcat, jet number 211, had 7,600 pounds of fuel left in the tanks. And Rosie could now see “the ball.” On the left side of the carrier was an arrangement of green, red, and amber lights. If the green lights flashed, it meant the deck was clear and Tuba could land. If the red lights shone, something was in the way, such as another plane, and he would have to “wave off” and make another attempt at landing. The vertical set of amber lights were illuminated by computer-controlled lenses. As Tuba approached the carrier, the shifting lenses created the appearance of an amber ball of light moving up or down the vertical row.

The computer set the lens angles depending on the approach path needed for the plane to make a perfect landing. If Tuba was on the correct path to the carrier, the amber ball would appear to him to be in the middle of the vertical lenses. He would be “on the ball.” If he saw the light above the middle, he was flying too high in his approach and must drop down if he wanted to catch the arresting wires on the deck. If he saw the light below the middle, he was flying too low and must gain altitude or he would slam into the back of the carrier.

At three quarters of a mile out, the carrier air traffic control center turned over Tuba’s plane to Lieutenant Commander Tyler Davenport, a lanky Floridian with bushy blond hair and a mustache, who stood on a platform at the left rear side of the carrier. Davenport was the air wing’s senior landing signal officer, who along with a half dozen assistants guided the planes down during their final few seconds before hitting the carrier deck. LSOs were seasoned pilots. Davenport had dodged Iraqi surface-to-air missiles and antiaircraft fire flying an F-14 during the Persian Gulf War. Until Tuba now landed his F-14 on the carrier deck, Davenport and the other LSOs watched to make sure that his landing gear and flaps were down, that the attitude of his plane was level, that he was lined up on the flight deck’s yellow-and-white center line, and that he was descending at the proper rate to catch one of the deck’s arresting wires.

If Tuba was having trouble positioning his aircraft, the LSOs would talk him down with “candy calls.” Otherwise, Davenport’s men would say as little as possible so as not to distract the pilot. One did radio to Tuba that his plane was aligned properly on the center line, which Tuba appreciated, considering that the carrier had weaved back and forth so much in the dark he wasn’t quite sure he was positioned correctly.

Landing on a carrier was a balletic exercise, as precisely choreographed as any classical dance. Tuba now had to fly a perfect three-and-one-half-degree-angle down as he crossed the back of the ship. That would give him exactly fourteen feet between his tailhook and the rear ramp when he passed over it. If he was just three feet too high, he would miss the arresting wires. The LSOs in fact would grade him on his landing. With so many landings under their belts, they could tell if Tuba was on a proper course just by looking at his plane as it approached.3

Rosie’s eyes were focused on the yellow ball. It remained in the center. She kept quiet.

The Tomcat raced to the carrier at 140 miles per hour, its wings wobbling only slightly as Tuba quickly made final course corrections. His eyes darted from his angle of attack indicator, to the lineup of his jet on the center line of the carrier, to the meatball on the amber lenses that indicated his correct approach path. Pilots called this the “scan.” Tuba’s brain seemed to be processing the jet’s airspeed, lineup, and glideslope at once, instinctively directing his hands holding the stick and throttles to make final adjustments.

Rosie was now just along for the ride, watching the meatball. The back of Tuba’s helmet and headrest blocked her view of the blackish gray ship rushing toward them. She could only make out lights on the left and right side of the vessel.

Tuba’s back was sticky with sweat. His mouth was dry as every one of his senses concentrated on landing the plane.

The F-14 roared across the stern of the carrier. Fourteen feet over the deck. Just where Tuba wanted it.

Rosie’s eyes darted left. She could see the LSO platform zoom past her. Then the carrier’s tower on her right.

The Tomcat slammed onto the deck. Tires screeched. The tail-hook banged on the greasy metal deck sending sparks flying.

Tuba shoved the throttles forward to full power so, with its engines blazing, it could fly off the deck in case the tailhook failed to catch one of the arresting wires.

But this time the hook caught one of the four wires crossing the deck, yanking the Tomcat to a violent stop 350 feet down the deck. Inside the cockpit, Tuba and Rosie felt the bounce of the plane hitting hard steel, heard the heavy clatter of the tailhook raking across the deck, then felt the seat harnesses cutting into their shoulders and stomachs as the jet made its violent stop.

Twenty minutes later, Tuba and Rosie were in the squadron’s parachute rigger shop peeling off their survival vests and dry suits. A delegation from the LSO platform walked in with the grade for Tuba’s landing. Immediately after the landings were finished, the LSOs hiked around the carrier giving each pilot his grade for the landing.

The grades, of course, were subjective. The pilots tried to schmooze with the LSOs ahead of time and lobby for favorable treatment. It was useless to argue a grade afterward. The LSOs were like umpires. They never changed a call. But if an LSO unfairly passed out low grades, the pilots would start to complain in a more organized fashion and he’d be forced to raise his marks. On this cruise, the F-14 pilots had already begun low-level grumbling that the F/A-18 pilots were receiving higher scores because their jets were easier to handle than the bulky Tomcats.

The LSO grades were critical for a pilot’s career. He was worthless to Naval aviation if he couldn’t land on the carrier. A pilot with consistently low landing grades would be sent home. In each squadron ready room hung a “greenie board,” a chart with color codes depicting the grades each pilot was awarded for every landing. A box by a pilot’s name that was colored green meant he had flown an “okay” landing, no problems. Yellow meant a “fair” pass with some deviation from the correct approach the aircraft was supposed to take. Red was a “no grade,” which meant the pilot made an ugly landing with a large deviation from the correct approach. Brown indicated that the pilot had to be waved off because he was too far off the correct approach for a safe touchdown or the deck was unsafe for landing. A blue stripe across the box meant a bolter, the pilot missed the wires and had to try again. The greenie board was up for all to see: comrades, squadron commanders, the ship’s senior officers. Naval aviation was competitive enough. The greenie boards made it more so. No pilot wanted to be publicly humiliated with a lot of red boxes. Privately, the Ike’s female pilots thought the greenie boards unnecessarily fueled the testosterone. When more women eventually reached the squadrons, they would push to retire this macho icon.

An LSO in the delegation flipped open a black notebook and read Tuba’s grade. On the notebook was written what appeared to be hieroglyphics:

OK 3 S . LU . X (LO) CHLUIM

Translated: Tuba’s landing was “okay.” He hit the third of the four arresting wires strung across the deck—the ideal wire to catch during landing. The “S” meant he dipped just a little below his correct approach path to the carrier. The pilots called it “settling.” “LU . X” meant he made a lineup correction at the start of his final approach to the carrier—mainly because the carrier was late in turning into the wind—and that caused him to fly a little low “(LO).” “X” signified that Tuba’s wings wobbled a little. “CHLUIM” meant that midway through his final approach he still had to “chase the lineup.”

Shortly after 11:00 P.M., the squadron’s aviators gathered in the “dirty shirt” wardroom for midnight rations or midrats. In the ship’s main wardroom, officers had to dress in khaki uniforms. In the dirty shirt, the aviators could wear their olive-drab flight suits. Midrats was a ritual after every night flight. The pilots were ravenous from the strain of the landing. The most popular item on the midrat menu was a greasy hamburger from the grill. Pilots called it a “slider.” A cheeseburger was called a “slider with cheese.” For those who cared nothing about cholesterol there was the ultimate: a cheeseburger with an egg on top. Pilots called it a “Barney Clark” after the famous artificial heart patient.

Tuba decided to forgo the slider. But on his tray was a heaping plate of jambalaya, noodles, and carrots, two glasses of fruit juice, and a piece of cake. He wolfed it down quickly. Rosie had two bowls of cereal.

They laughed and joked with the other squadron pilots. Every move and turn of the flight was dissected and debated. They pantomimed each jet’s maneuvers with their hands. The aviators always talked in euphemisms about the landings—“Dark night out there” . . . “The boat was rocking.” It masked the excitement and terror of each trap. The camaraderie, the pranks, the poking fun at one another were all safety valves to relieve the stress.

It was well past midnight before Tuba, Rosie, and the other Tomcat aviators had calmed down enough to fall asleep. They awoke the next morning at eight o’clock to begin work all over again.



1. A few pilots secretly kept two call signs: the politically correct one for when women were present, the incorrect one when the audience was all male.

2. A seagoing officer or sailor wouldn’t be caught dead calling a large Naval vessel like a carrier anything but a ship. Only submarines or patrol craft are called boats. But Navy pilots, to prove their irreverence, will always refer to a carrier as “the boat.”

3. For night flying, each jet had its own arrangement of outside lights, which the experienced LSOs could easily identify. An F-14 Tomcat had green lights on its right wing tip and under its right engine intake, red lights on its left wing tip and left engine intake, an amber light on its front fuselage, and a red light on its rear stabilator.
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CHAPTER ONE

The Chamber



MCKINNEY inhaled deeply the smell of nylon canvas and metal and plastic from the flight equipment room. For three weeks he had been sitting through dreary classes, about as far as it seemed to him that he could get from anything having to do with flying. Now he was finally being fitted for a helmet and oxygen mask. The helmet wasn’t too small or large like the ones he had been told to wear in the past. This time it fit perfectly. A sailor measured the distance from his nose to chin for the size of the oxygen mask that would clamp snugly to his face. For the first time in his training, Charles G. McKinney II, ensign United States Navy, felt like a pilot.

McKinney walked to the room next door. Its whitewashed, cinder block walls reached two stories high. In the middle sat the chamber, a white steel box the size of a railroad car with green-tinted glass windows around it and a control panel at one end with dials and switches that would activate giant pumps to suck out the air from its insides. Before walking in, McKinney twisted off the college class ring from his finger and laid it on a red wood tray. He didn’t want the ring’s stone popping out when technicians lowered the air pressure inside.

Once in a while, a flight student would freak out before entering the chamber, overcome by the thought of being sealed shut in a sterile coffin gasping for air. McKinney found it almost exciting. The movie The Right Stuff, where astronauts become guinea pigs in tests just like this, passed through his mind. Finally he was doing something, not just reading about what it was like to fly.

It could take more than two years of training to become a fully qualified Navy pilot. But before ever setting foot near a plane, a student had to endure six weeks of what was called Aviation Pre-Flight Indoctrination. Forget the enemy for the moment. Flying itself was an unnatural act for humans. At high altitudes the world in which a combat pilot worked was alien and unforgiving. Over an ocean—the principal domain for Navy pilots—it was even more hostile. Only the most physically and mentally fit survived in this deadly environment. Preflight indoctrination taught the student the basics of the aircraft, its engine, the winds that buffeted it from the outside, the complex rules of the road that governed aircraft flight. The six weeks also began to teach the student the dangers of flight, how he must react when things went wrong in the sky and over the water—or, as McKinney was soon to discover, when there was little oxygen around him.

The indoctrination began at Pensacola, Florida, the military and cultural home of Naval aviation. In 1862, a mosquito-infested, sandy flat overgrown with pine trees and magnolias and crawling with alligators had been set aside by Congress along Florida’s panhandle for the naval base. When a handful of oddball officers experimenting with contraptions called “flying machines” later convinced the Navy that it needed an Aeronautic Service, hidebound admirals in 1914 plunked the new branch at the dilapidated Pensacola yard—about as far away from Washington as they thought they could send the silly notion.

But the idea of flying planes off ships slowly caught on. By the end of World War I, the Pensacola Naval Air Station was one of the largest in the world. By World War II, the station mass-produced 22,000 pilots a year. The Naval aviation mafia became as powerful as the fiefdoms that sailed the service’s ships and submarines. Today, the number of aviation students who are graduated is far smaller; only about 1,100 undergo the highly coveted training each year and the instruction is conducted at naval air stations scattered around the United States. But the indoctrination into flying—and a way of life like no other in the civilian world—still begins at the Pensacola Naval Air Station with its lush green lawns, drooping palm trees, the gentle Pensacola Bay off the coast, steamy hot summers, and training aircraft constantly buzzing overhead.
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