
[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


Copyright © 2020 by Dave “Bio” Baranek

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

Skyhorse Publishing books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Skyhorse Publishing, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

Skyhorse® and Skyhorse Publishing® are registered trademarks of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc.®, a Delaware corporation.

Visit our website at www.skyhorsepublishing.com.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

Cover design by Moma Lin

Cover photo credit: Digital illustration by Dorian Dogaru

Print ISBN: 978-1-5107-4822-4

Ebook ISBN: 978-1-5107-4823-1

Printed in China.

The appearance of U.S. Department of Defense visual information does not imply or constitute endorsement.



To my beautiful wife, Laura.
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the real world of the F-14 Tomcat and the US Navy fighter squadrons that flew it! Exhilarating catapult launches…6.5-g dogfights against F-16s…reviewing the work of petty officers for a major inspection…briefing at midnight for a 2 AM launch…watching Iranian airspace, knowing I could launch a missile at a hostile target up to one hundred miles away…and later, responsibility for three hundred people…barhopping with squadronmates in Key West…watching the fireball from a 1,000-pound bomb we just dropped.

You get the idea.

This is my third book. In the other two I was in more structured environments: Naval Aviation training, junior officer in my first squadron, instructor at the now-famous Topgun school. This time I’m in an environment that I can shape to a greater extent, on the ground and in the air. New freedoms, new consequences, new risks, new adventures.

You’ve opened this book, you’re reading this page—you must have an affinity for Naval Aviation, or for flying stories in general. So do I! The one you’re holding is not just about a career. It’s also a tribute to the Grumman F-14A Tomcat.

When designed and introduced, the Tomcat was the Navy’s replacement for the F-4 Phantom II, which embodied the term “a legend in its own time.” No one knew Tomcats would serve for more than 30 years and become legendary on their own. We were proud to fly them and confident in their effectiveness, and it is an honor to contribute to the Tomcat’s legacy. But, I don’t whitewash the story: I’ll talk about system failures and challenges associated with keeping these jets flying.

Yes, some of these stories celebrate the Tomcat’s versatility and impressive capabilities and mention my own abilities, which were the product of years of training and experience, supported by my personal commitment. But some of these stories spring from questionable decisions or less-than-optimum situations—events that made the biggest impression on my memory. Among hundreds of incident-free flights, moments like these are a part of almost any aviation experience. Naval Aviation, where an emphasis on safety has produced an incredible reduction in mishaps over the past fifty years, still presents a variety of circumstances that for an author is the gift that keeps on giving.

As I wrote this book, I thought about the many squadronmates, officer and enlisted, with whom I shared these experiences, but didn’t happen to be involved in one of the stories. If you’re one of those great people, I hope you’ll see yourself in this book and take pride in your service to this great nation.

So get into your flight gear, strap in, and … one more thing:

Fly Navy!





CHAPTER 1

1,000-POUND MISSILE

“FOX 3!”

Trying to control the excitement in my voice, I transmit the code words. My left thumb presses a red button marked LAUNCH. And one second later a mighty AIM-54 Phoenix missile drops from the belly of the F-14 Tomcat fighter. I can almost feel the plane’s relief as its half-ton, million-dollar hitchhiker roars away with its tail on fire and its radar nose sniffing out the target ahead.

I’d said those two words hundreds of times during my five years in the back seat of an F-14, flying as a RIO, a radar intercept officer. But those were training shots; nothing came off the jet. Before today, “Fox 3” meant I had targeted the adversary and could have punched the red button as a role-playing “enemy” jet streaked toward me, our two speeds adding up to a closure rate of 800 mph, maybe 1,000, maybe more. In the debriefing afterwards, the code would serve as a marker as we reconstructed the action.

Not today. This time it’s totally different.

I’m flying with Jeff “Moon” Mullen, a lieutenant with three years in Tomcats, one of the junior pilots in Fighter Squadron 2 (VF-2 in Navy terms). I’m also a lieutenant, but a “mid-level” officer because it’s my second tour of duty in a fleet F-14 squadron. Moon is easygoing and unassuming, but very serious about his job. This missile exercise, called “missilex,” is a workout for me as RIO, but he’s as focused as I am.

I’m Bio. My last name rhymes with “bionic,” but that got shortened to Bio and it stuck.

We’re in airspace designated for live missile launches, about 150 miles west of Los Angeles, with nothing below but the empty Pacific Ocean. Range control makes very sure that no other aircraft strays into the airspace. No ships or boats, either.

We’ve arrived early and are orbiting at 300 knots until the C-130 Hercules cargo plane gets here with our target. We’re shooting at a drone—unmanned, of course; it’s a live missile exercise. There’s a detailed schedule, and everyone is very professional—they do this all the time—but my internal clock is running about double speed as the drama builds.

Now the C-130 arrives and turns south. You know the feeling: all is running smoothly, something’s about to happen—but when? We’re calmly circling, circling—and suddenly the intercept controller lights the fuse: “C-130 is steady, heading one-four-zero. Bullet two-zero- five, your contact is three-one-seven at seventy-two miles. Red range. Recorders on.”

I reply, “Two-zero-five coming left to three-one-zero. Red range.”

The “red range” means don’t launch the missile yet; the Hercules with people in it is still in the danger zone. So we start the run with a long setup of 72 nautical miles. My system is working perfectly, and as we turn northwest a symbol appears on my radar display. Its bearing and distance match the call from our controller, so I know it’s the C-130. I’m building a decision matrix, and this correlation is a key element.

We’re level now, at 20,000 feet. We accelerate to 450 knots—that’s a mile in about twelve seconds—with a live AIM-54A Phoenix strapped to our belly. We know the deadly Phoenix can fly—and kill—from farther away than any other air-to-air missile of its day, but today’s shot will be only twelve miles, so the missile will use its brain more than its legs. Our missilex is designed to check out some of the exotic moves this world-class weapon can do. Can it punch through an enemy’s radar jamming? We’ll see.

We’re racing toward the launch point when a voice from the C-130 alerts us. “Stand by for launch. Target away!” A new symbol pops up on my display as the old symbol—the C-130—high-tails it for shore.

Back on land, omniscient in his range control center, a radar controller sees all, knows all, and calmly updates us all. “Green range,” he says as the C-130 flees the scene. “Bullet two-zero-five you are cleared to arm, cleared to fire. Target bearing three-two-zero at fifty-two miles, heading one-four-five.”

Now it’s Moon on the intercom: “Master Arm on, Bio. AIM-54 selected. Looking good up here,” he says. We haven’t said much in these few minutes, but we’re both on the same page. In the F-14 Tomcat, the pilot flips the master arm switch to enable a weapons launch. Master arm—what a great name for a switch!

“Two-zero-five, green range,” I confirm. “Contact three-two-two at fifty.” Slightly different number from the controller’s call, but things changed quickly.

The target accelerated after launch, and now its speed combined with ours adds up to a closure of 1,000 knots; that’s one nautical mile in less than four seconds. But it’s way below us, flying as planned at only 100 feet above the water. The information on my radar confirms that I’ll have to manage a three-dimensional intercept. “Moon, come right to three-four-zero,” I tell him. The pilot flies the plane, but in an intercept, the RIO runs the show.

We’re closing fast. At 30 miles, here it comes; the target is trying to jam my system, confusing it with a barrage of radar gibberish. I can see it on my display, and I push a button to counter it. We trained for this in simulators, and I’m glad we did, because out here there will be no do-overs. This is the real thing: real target, real Tomcat, real missile.

Well, not quite. Our missile’s 135-pound warhead has been replaced with a telemetry package for today’s event. This is a test shot and the engineers want all the data they can get.

“Twenty miles, start the descent,” I say. Moon points the nose down ten degrees, as we practiced. It actually feels steeper than it sounds.

Things are happening fast now. I check and recheck the essentials: radar and switch settings, intercept angles and speeds and altitudes, and the letters PHA for “Phoenix, AIM-54A” glowing on the Weapon Selected display. As planned, we’re in a 10-degree dive, because the target is far below us. Suddenly my red Launch button lights up; the weapons system is telling me we’ve closed to a valid launch distance. The button is located in a low corner of the instrument panel, but it gets my attention. At 13 miles I tell Moon to stand by. A heartbeat later I punch the button. “Fox 3!”

It takes one second for the airplane to tell the missile everything it needs to know. Then powerful explosive charges blow the missile off its rail. As it leaves the plane, I add, “Op away,” a standard radio call for a missilex, to let controllers know it’s on its way.

The big Phoenix falls free for a few feet, then the rocket motor fires. My brain is at hyper-speed. I recheck the displays and switches. And finally I let myself look outside. Over Moon’s shoulder I see the fearsome missile roar away, trailing a vivid orange flame. It rises above our nose for a moment, then dives and speeds away.

If the human brain has a “save” folder, that brief video clip went straight into it. Those fleeting seconds are surely one of the coolest sights of my entire career! Here’s my camera, brought along for just such a moment, but I didn’t even try for a photo. The one in my head is enough.

Moon eases the dive, and we level off around 2,000 feet. He rolls to the right a little so we can both see the action. The target is streaming a tail of smoke to help us spot it, and the Phoenix is scribing its own smoky signature. In a few seconds the missile has dusted off the drone. I see a slow-motion eruption of flame, but that’s only in my mind. In the real world it’s just a close fly-by.

“Oh! That was good!” Moon yells.

“Intercept,” says Range Control, calm and professional. I can almost hear him yawn. Then he vectors us to two other jets that have already shot at their targets, and we join up and go home to Miramar. Below us, the Phoenix goes for a swim, having sent its precious data and done its job well. Our target drone pops its parachute and turns on its radio beacon, to be recovered and used again. Jammer, smoke, parachute—those target drones are impressive little machines!

Back on the ground, Range Control tells us that our missile zipped past the target with a scant six feet to spare. Given a warhead and proximity fuse, scrap metal would have rained into the Pacific today.

Today? This adventure was on a sunny afternoon in March 1988. Moon and I had carefully prepared for that flight. We’d “flown” the mission at Miramar in computer-driven simulators, detailed mockups of the F-14 Tomcat’s front and rear cockpits. I’d flown in real Tomcats for more than five years, so the simulators that would have thrilled any kid were, to me, well, boring. But once we started practicing the profile for our missilex, I put on my game face.

This was the Cold War era, and our forces had already seen how Soviet aircraft could send out false signals to fool a missile’s radar and kick it off course. I had to learn to recognize an unusual pattern on my radar scope and route the info to the missile, while controlling the radar intercept to get us into firing position. Moon and I had to work as a team, and the payoff was that scant six feet. No boom, no flame—but hey, six feet at a thousand miles an hour! In the air, as we confidently approached launch range, I was happy we’d run those boring simulators.

We almost got the real boom and flame that day. The day was a two-fer; we took off that morning carrying an AIM-9 Sidewinder with a live warhead to shoot down, for real this time, an unmanned QF-86 target. It was an obsolete F-86 fighter, the once-awesome Sabre jet from the 1950s, and despite its years, its shining silver finish was gorgeous.

We got into position to take the shot several times, but our cockpit display showed we were outside the launch envelope, and we didn’t want to screw up. We later learned that the missilex planners wanted us to shoot outside the envelope—but they never said, “Take the shot!” So we were denied the memorable sight of an exploding fighter. We returned to Miramar to refuel, shook it off, and came out for the afternoon missilex.

What a day! It happened about a year after I came back to flying F-14 Tomcats, after two and a half years flying in the relatively simple, agile F-5 Tiger II as a Topgun instructor. It was great to be back in Tomcats, and once again be part of a fleet Tomcat squadron!

The shot that afternoon enters the books as a “lethal miss.” But it enters this book as an adventure, a lesson both in the air and on the ground, a favorite file among many unforgettable entries in my cranial save folder. My time in VF-2 was full of adventures and lessons, and it set a course for the remainder of my Navy career.

Training and practice, plans and simulators, briefings and debriefings—and then the booms and the flames and the white knuckles as the make-believe becomes real. Strap yourself in and come along on the flight of a lifetime!





CHAPTER 2

BACK TO THE BIG FIGHTER
(I HAVE A RADAR AGAIN!)

Being a Topgun instructor was an honor. Demanding, challenging, rewarding—but then it was over. I was a mid-level lieutenant, 28 years old, thinking, What do I do next?

A few instructors who left the Topgun squadron decided to go all the way and leave the Navy. They had already committed many years of their young lives in service to our country, and I respected their decisions. Sure, they ditched some massive unpleasantries—six or seven months overseas on deployments, and risking your life almost every day at your job. But they also missed some incredible experiences. Can anything beat flying jets in a fighter squadron? Not for this lieutenant. I stayed Navy. That meant returning to an F-14 squadron, which was just what I wanted.

Near the end of my Topgun tour, I was pleasantly surprised to get a letter from the skipper of Fighter Squadron 2 welcoming me to the squadron. There were ten Tomcat squadrons at Miramar, and I hadn’t even thought about which one I might like to join. I knew the Navy managed hundreds of thousands of people assigned to hundreds of squadrons, ships, and other billets, and I trusted the process. Glad I did; VF-2 was a good place to be, and it felt good to be “recruited.” Well, I never learned whether they asked for me, or just sent the letter after the Navy assigned me. Who cares? It was a nice touch.

I checked out of Topgun, and on February 23, 1987, checked into—not VF-2 but VF-124, the West Coast F-14 training squadron (the RAG—see Glossary). It was only a few hangars down from Topgun, so my commute didn’t change. What did change was the workload, which was much lighter during a three-month refresher course that was standard for guys with previous experience returning to the Tomcat. Like me. I’d stayed close to F-14s during my two and a half years with Topgun.

At last, some breathing room. In 1985, early in my Topgun tour, I’d married a terrific girl named Laura, and we’d bought a house. Topgun left little time for the things a new homeowner wants to do, so my flexible schedule at the RAG gave me a welcome chance to catch up. I planted a new yard. I replaced a fence. I washed my yellow ‘74 Corvette more often. Hey, the ‘Vette fit my vision of the fighter jock image.

Before I could return to the skies in an F-14, there were two months of classes and some qualifications (quals) to renew: a “flight” in the high-altitude chamber to feel again the insidious dangers of hypoxia, a dip in the big pool for a water survival refresher. But the most memorable was Shipboard Aircraft Firefighting. Our carriers had suffered three terrible fires in the 1960s: USS Oriskany in 1966, USS Forrestal in ’67, and USS Enterprise in ’69—and the crews responded heroically. But more than two hundred crewmen died and hundreds were injured. The Navy soon realized that, in a fire, any crewman could help save the ship. So a two-day training course began, and all on board a carrier had to take it: officers, enlisted, cooks, radar operators…everyone.

I’d taken the course once before, and it was something you don’t forget: the heat and roar of the orange oil-fed flames, the blinding, choking smoke that filled the training hangar. Yes, we fought fires inside a hangar. In the early classes, each fire spawned a black plume that marred the beautiful blue San Diego sky. By the time I came along in the 1980s, a medium-sized building had been erected to contain the smoke and scrub it so that only clean air was exhausted. Great for the nice blue sky, but it didn’t help the folks inside the hangar. Including me.

The first morning introduced us to spray nozzles, fire-fighting chemicals, and the automated systems installed on carriers. Then the instructors showed us actual video from those carrier fires—a hellish horror that, believe me, got our attention. There had been major improvements in procedures and equipment in the aftermath of those fires, but when you are dealing with jet fuel, weapons, and anything else that burns, nothing makes the danger go away.

After lunch we moved outside. We warmed up (pun intended, sorry) with small fires and simple extinguishers, then moved up to bigger equipment: high-pressure water pumping through hoses as fat as your wrist and roaring out through heavy brass nozzles. Until you’ve actually wrestled one of those writhing snakes, you can’t imagine the strength of a stream of water. We were glad they’d warned us to dress down, in clothing we wouldn’t mind getting dirty or damaged. Most of us aviators wore our flight suits.

We had a great time spraying things and taming the water-serpent. But this was just the rehearsal. The second day began with more classroom time and then lunch. And then it was time for the main event: Man versus Fire!

The instructors had been savvy and professional all along, but once inside the training hangar they got more serious. The hangar floor was a diabolical clutter of metal pipes with high-pressure spray nozzles that would unleash a roaring maelstrom when the instructors ignited the spray. There were two “fire centers” that would be attacked by four teams of students wielding hoses. The walls and ceiling were black with soot. One look and you’d know what demons dwelled in here. And that floor! As you would expect, it was slippery from the water and fuel sloshing around on it every day.

We took our positions, six fire-tamers per hose. The instructors reviewed the procedures. We all said we were ready. And then the end-of-the-world inferno roared to life.

Fire has a primordial effect on the human psyche, and I was facing a huge one. But my rational brain put together the training, the powerful shaft of water lunging from the brass nozzle, and the nearness of my five teammates, and assembled it all into something I guess I could call courage. This is training, I kept reminding myself. Steady, steady. This is training, like when I rode the helo dunker in Pensacola and got waterboarded in SERE school. My team and the three others marched slowly, steadily, toward the hellfire. The water spray helped control the temperature as the oil-fed blaze radiated a broiling heat.

And then the smoke came down. That’s how everyone described it: The smoke came down. The blazing oil threw up a pall of dense smoke, and those scrubbers did nothing to help us inside the hangar, so the space quickly filled from the top down. You couldn’t see more than a couple of feet. The deep orange-red glare of the flames flickered through the smoke as our rational brains made us play the hose back and forth and slowly move forward. No masks, respirators, or other special equipment, just six guys and a hose.

As a lieutenant, I was the leader of my team, and I had to keep my hand on the shoulder of the nozzle man. About every thirty seconds I would tap him to go to the back of the team, and the next guy became the nozzle man. Sounds simple, until you try passing a fire hose at full bore from one man to another in the face of the fires of Hades. It’s not a garden hose. That monster pulls and rears like a bronco in a rodeo!

We were attacking the fire—and winning!—when suddenly there was noise and commotion on our left. Tongues of flame lashed out where a team had been. We saw faint flashes of sunlight as students scrambled out of the hangar through the bailout panels in the walls. We shifted left to beat back the surging fire and keep it away from a couple of guys who were trying to get to their feet on the slippery floor. In a few minutes, with an instructor’s encouragement, we had the blaze contained. We were filthy with soot and soaked with spray, but the fires were out. You didn’t realize how much noise they made until it was quiet again.

We hurried outside, where several classmates were reliving their adventure. It was much-needed comic relief to see wisps of smoke actually wafting from their hair and clothes. They told us what happened: One of their hose wranglers had lost his footing and fell, which took down a couple of teammates like dominoes, and they quickly lost control of their hose. They had no choice but to bail out. Luckily, no one was hurt.

“It happens,” said an instructor. Then, “Next group, man your hoses!”

At the end of the day we all got paper certificates, climbed into our cars, and drove back to the real world. When I got home I had to wipe down the car seats, and Laura issued the mandatory suggestion that I leave my clothes in the garage. This was one of the things I liked about the Navy: even as an officer and F-14 RIO, I got my hands dirty.

You may think of these exercises as distractions, but while they were immensely valuable, it still wasn’t flying. How long had it been since I rode a Tomcat? And when would I get back in the air in that big, brawny F-14? Now?

Not so fast. First I had to meet the same high standards of all Tomcat aircrews: an extensive written test on the aircraft’s systems; another written test of seventeen emergency procedures and their sixty-nine steps, which you had to pass with 100 percent verbatim accuracy; and a safe-for-flight simulator ride that—well, if it ever happened for real it would be the most godawful flight you could imagine. Everything that could go awry did; anything that could break broke. At Topgun we were experts in F-14 tactics and weapon systems, but we rarely thought about the Tomcat’s complex fuel transfer system, or the automatic wingsweep program, or dozens of other systems. So I was very pleased to find that the knowledge I had not tapped for two and a half years was still there, waiting like an old friend for a hesitant call. “You still there?”

“Yes, I’m here.”

It was great to be young and doing something I truly loved. That hard-won knowledge was right there, just waiting for a refresher. Most of the RAG instructors were friends from the officers club, and some had come through Topgun as students, so I felt I was among friends. They were buddies, but they were also professionals who did their jobs to be sure I was ready to warm the RIO seat in that big fighter once again.

In April 1987, they were sure, and so was I. As I walked out to the jet with instructor pilot “Barney” Barnett, it was all very familiar. It had been more than six years since I walked along the VF-124 flight line for my first Tomcat flight, and I’d logged more than 1,200 F-14 flight hours since then. Barney was another friendly face from my years at Miramar, and I felt comfortable and confident.

It had been thirty-two months since my last F-14 flight in VF-24. Now, at last, I was again clicking the leg restraints of an F-14’s ejection seat. Strapping in was like coming home. I moved the lever to close the big Plexiglas canopy. Barney started the engines, the environmental control system (ECS, our air conditioner) came on, and I started the weapon system computer. It was all very different from the F-5 that I’d been manning for the past two and a half years, down to the leg restraints; the F-5 didn’t have any.

For takeoff Barney gave me the maximum afterburner experience—Zone 5!—and a few minutes later we were banking and looping above the Pacific on a crystal-clear Southern California morning. This flight was Familiarization #1, a short hop just to get me back in the jet. I had plenty of experience, seven years in Navy fighters, so the demands of FAM1 were no sweat and lots of fun. Next day, I practiced simple radar intercepts with a few cobwebs to sweep away. I was back home!

Hold it, there was another non-flying tune-up: Deep Water Survival Training, in case we ever took a dip in the open ocean after ejecting from an aircraft. We’d all had that at Pensacola, but it was a good refresher on the survival gear in the ejection seat, how to survive in cold water and tropical oceans, and everything else the Navy could cram into us in a few hours. When the instructor asked if any of us had ever ejected, my hand went up. I told the class the short version of the story. I told the world the long version in TOPGUN DAYS, Chapter Five: Rocket Rider. That’s me: water survival poster boy.

After class, we rode a Navy utility boat to a quiet part of San Diego Bay and clambered into rafts to wait for a helicopter to pick us up. I recalled being picked up by the helicopter back in December 1981, about three minutes after my ejection. This time I waited a little longer, but I didn’t have to worry about getting dragged under by my parachute, so I just enjoyed the ride.

In my first three months in the RAG I logged only five flights. No problem; I could decompress after my intense years as a Topgun instructor and enjoy some of the leave I’d accumulated. I took classes, passed tests, and proved on each flight that I still “had it”—proved to my instructors and myself.

In mid-May a RAG training detachment, called a det, shipped out to El Centro, California. I was one of about a dozen students, along with ten or so instructors, a half-dozen Tomcats, and a maintenance crew to keep them flying. Miramar squadrons went to El Centro for a variety of reasons. In VF-24, my first squadron, we’d gone on det to the sparse Navy airfield at El Centro to practice air-to-air gunnery. Though it was only 100 miles from Miramar, it might as well have been 1,000, because it got us away from the distractions of home base to focus on more training in a shorter time than at home.

This det let the RAG challenge its students to put together everything they’d learned and use it in the most realistic simulated air combat they had seen in their brief flying careers. How to fly the F-14, wield its weapons, team up with a wingman, size up an enemy, intercept him, wax him in simulated dogfights. Everything. It was simply called “Tactics.”

We could argue whether learning to land on a carrier was more challenging than the Tactics phase, but in the RAG syllabus it was a draw, the twin pinnacles of challenge before students were sent to their fleet squadrons.

I was gung-ho for the Tactics det. I’d be flying with an instructor pilot in the environment I found most challenging and exciting, and I knew I’d do well. One sunny afternoon I packed my flight gear and some clothes into the Corvette and drove over the mountains into the Imperial Valley.

For me, the det was eight days and five flights. The first two were 1v1—that’s one versus one, and my instructor pilots loved them because fighter pilots enjoy dogfighting. I loved them too, because, well, I also enjoyed dogfighting. But more than that, they reiterated that I was living my dream, and a thumbs-up that I had become comfortable in this demanding environment.

When I wasn’t flying, I was lying…by the pool at the El Centro Officers Club. Eight days, five flights—do the math. By the end of the det I had a good tan. And in the evenings I raced the Corvette top-down along the empty roads to whichever restaurant was “designated” for dinner that night. It’s what fighter jocks do.

After the 1v1 flights, my performance got more critical. The next flights included radar intercepts that led to those close-in maneuvering duels. But again, I found that my years without a radar in the Topgun F-5F were only a small problem. The Tomcat’s AWG-9 radar was again my old friend, its quirks and strengths still familiar despite the intervening years. Planning, briefing, leading, and then debriefing complex flights in Topgun had given me a wealth of experience in this environment, and it applied whether I was in an F-5 or an F-14.

I didn’t interact a lot with the new pilots and RIOs, the Category 1 students known as Cat 1s. We would chat by the pool and clink a beer or two in the evenings, and I’d see in them the same spirit I’d had six years before, in my first run through the RAG. But I noticed among them a RIO and a pilot who stood out from the rest. Food and Doc seemed to be at the center of the group at the club, and the top of the class in graded events. When squadrons were announced at the end of training, I saw they were going to VF-2 like me. Great news!

That three-month period in the RAG was just the refresher that I needed. My thirteen graded flights with instructors were a good transition back to the F-14, and the relaxed pace let me catch up on personal chores I hadn’t had time for in the pressure cooker of a Topgun instructor’s job. At last it was time to return to a fleet Tomcat squadron!





INTEL BRIEF: THE TOMCAT COMMUNITY, 1987

In 1987 the Navy’s F-14 Tomcat community included twenty-two fleet-deploying squadrons (ten at Miramar, twelve at Oceana), two RAGs, and several other entities. It was a well-defined community with excellent communications.

News traveled fast in that community, and none of it faster than the shock wave of a mishap. There was a professional benefit to that, because aviators could learn from what went wrong. But there was also a personal element: You could very well know the people involved. Even more personal, the next one could involve any of us.

How often did things go awry? To consider only major mishaps, before March 1985 the average was roughly seven F-14s lost per year. In the 1980s the Navy was buying new F-14s to transition squadrons from F-4s and to replace those losses. Then, between March 1985 and February 1986, the Navy lost no F-14s in mishaps. None. This was an amazing run for any tactical aircraft, especially in those days, and even more so when you consider what a complex machine the Tomcat really was. The low mishap rate led to an abundance of Tomcats, so Navy planners used them to stand up two more F-14 squadrons, which fit perfectly into the Reagan-era, late Cold War military buildup. The happy anomaly didn’t last; after 1986 the loss rate averaged around five per year. (The mishap averages came from information in an unofficial source that has proven accurate.)

During my three months in the RAG, February through May 1987, there was one F-14 crash at Miramar: The jet developed engine problems and the crew was attempting to return to the airfield, but crashed short of the runway. The pilot and RIO ejected and there were no injuries on the ground.

And those two new squadrons were disbanded after less than two years.





CHAPTER 3

JOINING THE BULLETS

“Point!”

That was Jungle, a pilot in VF-2, and the first time I heard it, I had no idea what he was talking about. We were sitting in the VF-2 ready room aboard the USS Ranger (CV-61), and Jungle had just seen something in the evening movie—a hot dog, a fire hydrant, something on our list of a dozen items and characters to watch for. If you spotted one and yelled “Point” first, you scored one point. No prizes, no glory, just something to do. And something for the squadron duty officer, the SDO, to do. If you had the duty that evening, you’d run the projector, change reels, and stop the show if someone yelled “Point” and you had to roll back the film to verify.

Bear called for a roll-back, but there it was, a hydrant in a busy city street scene. Point for Jungle. I would soon come to know him as a talented and colorful fighter jock, and he’ll pop up again in this story.

It was great to be back in a Tomcat squadron. Even being 200 miles off the coast of Southern California, I was back in the fleet and life was good. It was June 1987. I’d checked into VF-2 on a Friday, and four days later we were at sea for training and refreshers for all pilots and RIOs in the air wing. Day flights, night flights, intercepts, carrier air defense, air refueling, and now and then a good deal such as using two hours’ worth of fuel in only one hour—which would be an afterburner- rich ACM flight!

I became reacquainted with one of the most thrilling, adrenaline-pumping attention-getters known to man: landing a twenty-six-ton fighter jet on a carrier at sea.

Here’s another. You just made such a landing, and before you climb out of the cockpit, a guy on the deck lays four fingers across his shoulder and points to you. Now that’s a heart-stopper.

The fingers stand for four stripes, the shoulder boards of a captain, an officer one step away from admiral. And the pointing finger means there’s one who wants to talk to you, lieutenant.

The lieutenant was me.

The day I got the four-finger signal was the day the carrier was supposed to vanish. Not an easy act for a floating city of steel that’s longer than three football fields.

To disappear, or at least seem to, the ship turned off its radars and navigation equipment, and so did the planes. No radio chitchat, no radars. It was like time traveling to the dawn of aviation as we flew 200 miles from the ship, orbited out there for a half hour or more, and then flew back in to try to find the carrier by what mariners call dead reckoning. That means you cook your heading, your speed, your time, the wind, and a stew of other variables, and when it’s time to open the oven, there’s your carrier. You hope.

If the boat’s not there, and if your tanks are running low, you swallow your pride and radio the magic word: Sunrise. The radars and navigation beacons wake up to guide you home, but you might get a new callsign, and not a good one.

If this were a real combat situation, we and the other fighters in the exercise would be out there with radars on, sweeping the sky for bogeys, a protective umbrella for the carrier with a fighter at the tip of each rib. But on this day our instructions were to leave the radars off for the entire flight. That wasn’t easy; we relied on this equipment during routine ops, and it was a profound challenge to override habits that had hardened into instincts and just leave that switch alone.

I had paid strict attention in the pre-flight briefings, especially the part about carrier procedures, and was happy to feel it all coming back to me in the cockpit. My inertial navigation system, the INS, seemed okay, but the F-14’s INS was known to “dump” for who-knows-why. (Nowadays GPS could do it better, but it wasn’t an option for us in 1987.) And then the intensity of flight deck operations and the stunning jolt of the catapult launch were the clincher; I was once again flying Tomcats in the fleet.

Overhead the carrier, we silently located the tanker and refueled, then headed to our assigned station, bearing 310 degrees from the carrier. The pilot in the front seat was Greg Hansen, a Naval Academy graduate whose Minnesota accent got him the callsign “Hoser.” He and I kept separate dead reckoning plots as we proceeded to our station: carrier heading 240 degrees at launch…refuel…head 330 degrees, 280 knots, 6 minutes… head 310 degrees, 250 knots, 35 minutes…orbit.

We were hundreds of miles off the coast of Mexico and couldn’t see land. Nothing but water, sky, and clouds. No radio chatter, no simulated targets, nothing happening. It could have been boring, but our concern about navigation kept us busy.

Hoser hadn’t “hit the boat” in about a month, so this refresher let him knock off the rust. Similar to the RAG det to El Centro, I quickly felt at home in the carrier flying environment as we orbited on station, chatting about the squadron and my time at Topgun—and, of course, trash-talking about our sister squadron, VF-1. This, too, is what fighter jocks do.

As planned, we spent only a few minutes out there before heading in for the Moment of Truth about our dead reckoning. Though our INS appeared stable, we kept up our manual plots, and soon Hoser said, “This should be the place.” I agreed. We scanned the ocean 23,000 feet below—and saw, to no one’s surprise, only waves.

“These guys are never where they say they’ll be!” I snorted. But we’d just started looking and had plenty of fuel, so there was no cause for alarm. Hoser started an easy turn to fly a large circle. Even though our search was just starting, I hated the feeling of uncertainty about finding the carrier. I didn’t want to be the guy who called “Sunrise!”

And I wasn’t. After a few minutes, Hoser spotted the wake of a ship, followed it, and there was the beautiful sight of the Ranger. It was amazing how small it looked from just a few miles away, and how the dark gray flight deck blended in with the dark blue ocean, even on a clear, sunny day.

We joined up with another VF-2 Tomcat, and soon we were screaming over the ship at 600 feet and 500 knots. The other jet snap-rolled into a left turn, and when it fell back to an 8 o’clock position from us, we too hung a 6.5g left. Imagine what that feels like. A moment before, I weighed 180; in less than a second, I weighed half a ton. With hands like anvils, I began doing what RIOs do: check altitude and airspeed, call “Wings” for wingsweep mode to auto, start the landing checklist, watch our distance to the ship, do this, do that, watch the ship grow from postage stamp to Ping-Pong table to football field—and then the reassuring brick-wall jolt of the arresting cable. Home.

Man, I thought, I have missed this!

We did it. No radio, no radar, no hiccups. Plane captains started to chain down our jet. Then Hoser said on the ICS, “Bio, on the left, Senior Chief Dunker has a message for you.”

Senior Chief Dunker was our squadron’s flight deck coordinator, one of only three or four senior enlisted who had the experience, judgment, and personality to manage the VF-2 Tomcats in the incredibly dynamic flight deck environment. He had to know everything and everyone, go toe-to-toe with the carrier’s personnel, and do it all in the raging din and heat of a flight deck. And now, there he stood, fingers on his shoulder, his other hand making the universal sign for “talk,” then pointing at me.

Four fingers meant Navy Captain, which probably meant CAG, our air wing commander himself. CAG once meant Commander Air Group, but when “group” was changed to “wing” the CAG name stood fast, a fittingly craggy name for the commander of the eight or nine squadrons on a carrier. A moment ago I was ten feet tall; now CAG wants to talk to me. To me, not with me.

Our squadron CO, Commander Jim “T-Dog” Dodge, was waiting for me below deck in our ready room. “Did you turn on your radar?” he asked. I said no. “Well, a ship was monitoring the exercise and they detected your radar, Bio. They reported it and CAG went ballistic. We have to go see him right now.”

How do you prove a negative? We went into a radar room where a few people were discussing the exercise. No one got lost, they said, all went well, with the exception of one F-14 radar. It’s always dark in a radar room, but still I could see the expressions: You screwed up. Skipper Dodge and I got a quick recap from them, and I was asked again, and again said no. Maybe hell no.

“Well, CAG wants to talk to you.”

Skipper Dodge and I found CAG in his small office, where he took a break from paperwork to, let’s say, express his displeasure. CAG was a Vietnam-era pilot who had spent a few years as a prisoner of war. He’d done well since then; the Navy didn’t give CAG billets to just anyone, not even ex-POWs.

He asked me if I turned on my radar. I told him the same thing I told everyone. He told me a ship detected it. There was a moment of silence. Skipper Dodge squirmed, caught between one of his officers and his boss. CAG said, “Well, get back to me,” which was our cue to leave and come back with answers.

T-Dog and I went back to the radar room. We were rehashing everything for the 99th time when someone said with a sigh, “Well, lieutenant, I don’t know what happened, but we got an AWG-9 radar strobe bearing two-nine-zero degrees.”

A light bulb went off. “Two-nine-zero?” I blurted. “I was on station three-one-zero!” We looked at the station assignments and—hallelujah!—a VF-1 jet was assigned to 290. That RIO had turned on his radar, but someone had thrown me under the bus, probably because I was new to the air wing.

Skipper Dodge and I hot-footed back to CAG to clear my name. We told him. He thought a moment.

“Well,” he growled, “you’d better not mess up like that.”

He forgot to say, “Welcome to Air Wing 9.” The experience stuck, I was extra careful after that close encounter with what would happen if I did mess up.

The rest of the det went well. The flight deck was a precisely orchestrated pandemonium, the flights were the usual mix of boring and challenging, and in the evening I’d relax in the ready room, a quiet haven with comfortable vinyl seats, a two-reel 16mm movie on the screen—and now and then somebody yelling “Point!”

After ten days at sea, VF-2 was back at Miramar, a month away from our six-month deployment to the Indian Ocean. Like other squadrons, VF-2 got busy grooming its jets. I got busy grooming my lawn with grass seed and installing a sprinkler system.

But there was still some very important flying to do. Hoser’s imagination had been working, and he knew I liked to take pictures, so he arranged for three jets to go on, well, a “training” flight. All Tomcat squadrons flew a matrix of training and qualifications, but once in awhile there was room for a flight like this. We even had official-sounding acronyms for them. DDA was a Day Dick-Around. FACIT was F**k Around and Call It Training.

I was flying with a Topgun instructor keeping his F-14 qualification, and Hoser was in another jet with a Topgun RIO. The third jet was flown by Coney, with Taz in his backseat. Like Hoser, Coney and Taz were lieutenants in their first fleet squadron, but had been in VF-2 long enough that they weren’t nuggets; that’s what we called the new guys. Coney was cool on the ground and in the air. His name was Jack Fields but friends called him Coney before he got in the Navy, and it stuck. He wasn’t big, but he came across as tough. He grew up in a small town in Oregon, learned to fly as a teenager, and went through the Navy’s AOCS, the Aviation Officer Candidate School.

Taz was Mike Quillin’s callsign and it was short for Tasmanian Devil, an apt callsign if there ever was one. He’d gone to the Naval Academy, but he didn’t fit the spit-and-polish stereotype. He was from Florida but looked like a guy who just stepped out of a Bruce Springsteen song.

In the pre-flight brief, Hoser described his photo ideas and we all discussed how to shoot them safely. One picture would be a Blue Angels-style formation, with one F-14 upright and the other inverted. Another was more challenging: My pilot and I would fly in formation with Hoser, while Coney came at us head-on and turned abruptly, like the start of a dogfight. At those speeds the timing would be split-second, but we’d seen similar photos by legendary Navy photographer Bob Lawson. If Bob could do it, well….

The weather was perfect, the jets were clean, and our preparations paid off. The flight went smoothly—and yes! We got the shots we wanted and more.

It went so well that we flew the same FACIT mission two days later. Admit it: You would, too, if you had the chance!

The next week, Hoser and I lucked into another golden opportunity. While flying cross-country around the West, we landed at remote Beale Air Force Base, miles from nowhere in Northern California. If you’re an airplane freak, you know what that means. Beale AFB was the home of the super-secret, super-exotic SR-71 Blackbird spy plane, the fastest thing with wings.

I hoped we would see some Blackbirds in action. Well, we didn’t. But Hoser had another idea. While the Beale Transient Line refueled our Tomcat, we strolled over to the building that housed the SR-71 squadron and casually knocked on the door. The SR-71 guys welcomed us and showed us around their office spaces. There were a few cool items on display, but nothing as fantastic as their jet. They made a note of our contact information, which would later prove useful. Soon our Tomcat was ready to go, so we climbed in for the flight back to Miramar.

FACIT, photos, the Blackbird—great stuff, but over and done. Or so we thought.





CHAPTER 4

SUPERSONIC IN THE AIR AND ON THE GROUND

When the Navy introduced the F-14 in the early 1970s, they didn’t simply convert existing squadrons, they commissioned two new squadrons to fly the incredible new fighter. VF-1 and VF-2 were old numbers, dormant relics of long-ago fighter squadrons that didn’t switch to new aircraft but were shut down in the 1940s. VF-1 was known as the Wolfpack; VF-2 was the Bounty Hunters, but in VF-2 we often referred to ourselves by our radio callsign: Bullet.

In the spotlight as the first F-14 squadrons, VF-1 and VF-2 soon became hot rivals. Sure, we would deploy together, and we’d go into combat together if it came to that. But in everything else we were intense competitors. Both squadrons had won awards over the years in various graded events, and the staring contest showed no letup. Nobody blinked while I was in VF-2.
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