







WINGS
OF
FURY

From Vietnam to the Gulf War—The Astonishing
True Stories of America’s Elite Fighter Pilots

ROBERT K. WILCOX

[image: Image]

POCKET BOOKS
New York  London  Toronto  Sydney  Tokyo  Singapore

First Pocket Books trade paperback printing June 1998

The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.” WINGS OF FURY authorKEYvalue000000

Praise for Robert Wilcox’s WINGS OF FURY

“In the twilight of the age of manned warplanes, Robert Wilcox celebrates fighter pilots. In WINGS OF FURY he puts you in the cockpit of a hot jet with the stick in your hand and a MiG on your tail.”

—Stephen Coonts

“Comparing elite fighter pilots to professional all-star athletes … Wilcox introduces readers to an impressive lineup of some of the country’s best fighter pilots.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Gripping narrative …. Wilcox is very good at describing the three-dimensional world of dogfightingc …. Exciting.”

—Publishers Weekly

SCREAM OF EAGLES
The Dramatic Account of the U.S. Navy’s TOPGUN Fighter Pilots

“Much of the narrative depicts gripping combat action over the skies of Vietnam …. Recommended.”

—Library Journal

“A fascinating account …. An interesting glimpse into the mind of the silk-scarf set, the stresses they faced in combat, and the professionalism they exhibited.”

—Air & Space Smithsonian

“With its well-told anecdotes, Scream of Eagles is a useful history and a feast for fighter buffs.”

—Booklist

Books by Robert K. Wilcox

Shroud

The Mysterious Deaths at Ann Arbor

Fatal Glimpse

Japan’s Secret War

Scream of Eagles

Wings of Fury

For orders other than by individual consumers, Pocket Books grants a discount on the purchase of 10 or more copies of single titles for special markets or premium use. For further details, please write to the Vice-President of Special Markets, Pocket Books, 1633 Broadway, New York, NY 10019-6785, 8th Floor.

For information on how individual consumers can place orders, please write to Mail Order Department, Simon & Schuster Inc., 200 Old Tappan Road, Old Tappan, NJ 07675.

Published by POCKET BOOKS



The sale of this book without its cover is unauthorized. If you purchased this book without a cover, you should be aware that it was reported to the publisher as “unsold and destroyed.” Neither the author nor the publisher has received payment for the sale of this “stripped book.”

[image: Image]

POCKET BOOKS, a division of Simon & Schuster Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas,
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 1996 by Robert Wilcox

Originally published in hardcover in 1996 by Pocket Books

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.

For information address Pocket Books, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Wilcox, Robert K.

Wings of fury / Robert K. Wilcox

p.  cm.

ISBN 0-671-74794-0

ISBN-13: 978-0-671-74794-7
 
eISBN-13: 978-1-439-13956-1

1. Fighter plane combat—United States—History I. Title.

UG703.W55  1997

358.43′4′0973—dc20   96-42256

CIP

First Pocket Books trade paperback printing June 1998

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2

POCKET and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.

Cover design by Steven Ferlauto

Cover photos by George Hall/Check Six/PNI

Printed in the U.S.A.



To my mother, Agnes Kalleen Wilcox







ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


THIS BOOK WAS harder to write than I thought it would be, but it was a lot of fun, primarily because of the subject and the people I was dealing with. In addition to those written about or mentioned in the text, I would like to thank the following:

My longtime agents and good friends, Jim and Liz Trupin, of Jet Literary Associates Inc. They sold the concept with only a one-page letter from me and for enough money to get the job done.

Ralph Platt, my able transcriber and air advisor. Ralph, a former air force pilot, always came through when I asked him to help, regardless of the difficulties of my requests.

Colonel Tom Hornung and Major Tony Cherney of the air force’s Western Region Office of Public Affairs in Los Angeles helped me get started with the air force. Jim Ruliffson, Captain Rich Potter, and Commander Skip Sayers did the same for me with the navy. Once started, things pretty much open up.

There were many I interviewed, mostly fighter pilots, who did not make it into the story. But what they told me certainly helped shape it. These men include: Guy Brubaker, Ted Carson, Ron Dorn, Chris Greene, Colonel Lawrence W. Green, Jr., who gave me an excellent Red Flag briefing, Jon Hults, Brian Neeves, Jim Papageorge, Colonel Rick Parsons, Bill Rudy, Kyle Skalisky, J. D. Smidt, Jon Snyder, Dave Stillings, Mike Wallace, John Wilcox, and Ted Winters.

Lieutenant Don Collins, a public information officer, helped me at Langley Air Force Base.

Midway through the writing, when I realized I needed help in getting information through the Freedom of Information Act, Gary Stern, of the American Civil Liberties Union in Washington, and Paul Huffman, of the organization’s Los Angeles office, put me in touch with Penelope Glass, a skillful and gracious attorney, who, with ACLU backing, instituted a suit on my behalf.

Although we are still in the midst of that lengthy process, and probably will not be able to utilize the results in this book, I want to thank each of them and stress that without such help, authors such as myself are basically wanna-be Davids against a much more powerful and skillful Goliath than the Bible portrays.

Bego, my wife, deserves mention here. She’s always been supportive and when I’m in doubt I count on her reading of my pages to set me straight.

Finally, I’d like to thank my editor, Paul McCarthy. Paul appreciates fighter aviation as I do. He gave me the time I needed. His editing was insightful and helped shape the work for the better.

Onward and upward.



CONTENTS


INTRODUCTION

BOOK 1 TO FLY AND FIGHT

BOOK 2 A GATHERING OF EAGLES

BOOK 3 SHIFTING SANDS

BOOK 4 VICTORY IN THE DESERT

AFTERMATH

GLOSSARY

INDEX



INTRODUCTION


I’M NOT A FLYER, but I always wanted to be. I can’t remember why I failed the aviator’s written test the air force sergeant gave me back in 1967, right after I’d graduated from the University of Florida. I thought I’d done well. So I became an air force information officer instead. That was during the Vietnam War.

But I always kept my interest, eventually getting to write a book about fighter pilots in Vietnam, Scream of Eagles, which came out in 1990—just before the Gulf War.

A lot had happened in fighter aviation since the late 1960s and early 1970s, the period I had concentrated on in the book. I knew our fighter pilots were well trained as the Gulf War heated up, but I’ll never forget that day (early morning in Saudi) when co-workers came running into my office and said, “They’ve started!”

No one really knew what was going to happen.

I turned on the television and began a vigil that wouldn’t end for days, whether I was in the office or at home. Being fighter interested, I marveled at the crab-looking F-117 Stealth’s early performance. But I also couldn’t figure out why they were calling it a fighter. It was a bomber and was bombing.

The fighters were elsewhere—nimble, ferocious gun-and-missile platforms hunting for kills or patrolling the skies, making sure enemy fighters didn’t interfere with the bombers. At least that’s the way it appeared on television.

But there was a much bigger fighter story.

By the end of the war, these American fighters had posted an astounding kill ratio of something like thirty-five to zero, although there were later rumors that one U.S. fighter might have been shot down by an Iraqi pilot. Presumably, the enemy had not beaten a single U.S. pilot in air-to-air combat, while it appeared the American fighter pilots had downed every Iraqi jet they had tangled with (a presumption I later found to be wrong).

The interesting thing was that the fighter pilots were not usually identified—and if they were, only by call sign. “Disco” and “Vegas” come to mind. Fearful of retaliation on their families by terrorists, they were shunning publicity. Depictions showed them handsome, confident, articulate. Who were these new lions? I wondered. How had they gotten where they were? Were they the same as the rare breed I’d encountered in writing Scream of Eagles, which was the story of the founding of Topgun during the Vietnam War.

The way to find out was to find the pilots, interview them, get to know them—if I could. But most were away in the war. Even if I could find them, there was no guarantee they would talk to me. And there was always the formidable obstacle of the military’s office of “public information,” a misnomer for the officers and noncoms whose express job it is to keep in-depth information on military affairs away from the public.

I understand the need to keep the public at bay, but dealing with information officers’ requirements, forms, shallow press releases, and interminable bureaucratic delays is a sure road to failure—which, of course, is the point. The military has little use for or understanding of nonfiction book writing, which is the highest form of journalism because it goes the deepest.

So a hard problem was getting access. And once I got that—by calling friends I’d made while writing Scream—the hardest part of all was finding the best fighter pilots, whom the book was going to be about; not all the best, which was impossible, but a good sampling of them. There’s an unofficial pecking order, not throughout the services but within each, usually pinpointed ge-ographically; that is, by base or region (although some of the pilots you’ll read about beginning in Chapter 1, like Dale Snodgrass, are known service wide). The pecking order is generally known on the bases, and you can learn about it if you ask at the right places, like the officers’ club.

Fighter pilots are notoriously egotistical—especially about their own fighting abilities—so you have to use some judgment there, too. But eventually you hear the same names enough times, or go to the places where only the best are serving—like Topgun for the navy and Fighter Weapons School for the air force—and you can come up with a pretty good selection.

Both schools were visited and are written about in this book.

Eventually, I was able to get a pretty good sampling of some of the best, a good number of whom are profiled in the first half of this book, as well as to zero in on an air force squadron with the most kills in the Gulf War. The 58th “Gorillas” from Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, was a ringer squadron with some of the best fighter pilots in the United States. As you will read in the second half of the book, the job they did was as responsible for America’s spectacular victory in the Gulf as any segment of the military that has been credited.

But back to the task.

Not only did I want to find out about and profile some of our best fighter pilots—taking them through the Gulf War—but I also wanted to put their stories into the proper context—which, to me, from what I already knew, was the continuum that had started with the Vietnam War and moved through the last two decades to the present.

As you’ll read in the main text, the Vietnam War was the crucible that forged the Gulf War victory. Fighter pilots were not trained well for the Vietnam War, and the mistakes made there-including the shootdowns, deaths, and imprisonments of U.S. fighter pilots—were the rallying cry for fighter pilots—air force, navy, and Marine—who emerged from that conflict and were given the task of training the country’s future fighter drivers.

These veterans—and in some cases their students, who, as time went on, became teachers as well—were determined not to repeat the fighter training mistakes of pre-Vietnam. They resolved to make sure that future U.S. fighter pilots knew how to dogfight, a skill that had been neglected in training after the Korean War because the predominant opinion among “experts” at that time was that missiles were going to eliminate dogfighting from the air arena forever.

So this story, while mostly concentrating on the hearts, skills, and minds of today’s fighter pilots, actually starts in the late 1960s in Vietnam, alludes to that war’s legacy in the 1970s, and then begins in earnest in 1981 with a never-before-seen look at the first shootdown of enemy planes by U.S. fighters since Vietnam. That shootdown, seen through the eyes of Dale Snodgrass, serves as a prelude to the rest of the decade—with its conflicts and fighter innovations—as we follow some of our best fighter pilots as they grow, learn, and, finally, test themselves in the Gulf War.

To personalize the Vietnam legacy, I’ve early on told the story of Joe Satrapa, a gutsball navy fighter pilot legend whose fighter pilot life started in Vietnam and ended right after the Gulf War, thus spanning the time period this book is concerned with. Satrapa, like all other good fighter pilots, lived a personal quest to shoot down enemy planes—“bag a MiG,” in the current parlance—as a way of validating all he’d been and lived for professionally.

Certainly, the quest to get a MiG is a major theme of this book. Some pilots do and some don’t. Often success or failure is simply a matter of being in the right place at the right time, for the chances are not what they were in World War II or Korea. But proving oneself in mortal combat—skillwise; heartwise; often in subliminal ways, good and bad, that even the pilots themselves don’t always appear to be aware of—is a continuing theme through the book because it is a theme in the lives of most fighter pilots.

From Snodgrass and Satrapa, whom, like all the rest, I try to follow through the decade to the Gulf War, we will meet other top fighter pilots in the air force and navy as they go through some of the most exciting and meaningful episodes in their professional lives. These include bouts with deadly “vertigo,” the disorientation in bad weather or at night that is a chief noncombat killer of fighter pilots, and launches from and recoveries to carriers under dangerous and scary conditions.

We fly with young Rob Graeter, who will later get two kills in the Gulf War, on his first real combat mission, protecting search planes looking for survivors of the 1983 Russian shootdown of a Korean Air Lines passenger plane; and experience near death in separate mishaps with naval fighter pilots Brian Fitzpatrick and Mark Fox, both of whom go on to play prominent roles in the Gulf War.

In the middle of the decade, we see a major change in fighter tactics that affected all fighter pilots and dogfighting itself. Shooting missiles beyond visual range with good chance of success became a reality for both sides—the United States and the Soviet Union—and thus caused our fighter pilots to change the way they approached the arena.

We fly with them in the preliminaries to the Gulf War, see how the 58th is readied for such a conflict, and then fly with them into harm’s way—the first few days of the Gulf War, when no one really knew what was going to happen and the dangers and fears were palpable.

I’ve tried to personalize the story by going beyond the fighter pilots’ jobs and machines to show who they are on a human level. What their lives are like. What they care most about; their ups, their downs. Who they really are.

While the air force and navy are amply covered, the Marines, possessing the smallest group of fighter pilots of the three, are not. Early on, I heard how good Marine fighter pilots were and wanted to include them, but after spending literally three years hunting down, traveling to, and interviewing air force and navy pilots—amassing over two hundred hours of taped interviews—there just wasn’t enough time or money left to go further.

However, one Marine, Chuck Magill, was flying with the 58th when it forged its great record—a near-moment-by-moment account of which occupies the last 40 percent of the book—and he and his exploits are covered. I hope that suffices, because the Marines have always had a great fighter tradition, and now—flying the F/A-18 Hornet and AV-8 Harrier, the jet that can lift off and hover like a helicopter—they are certainly continuing that tradition.

However, no Marines, other than Magill, got air-to-air kills during the Gulf War, as their planes concentrated mostly on bombing, and my focus was on “getting MiGs.”

Most of all, I think this story, especially as it moves through the 1980s, shows how important the pilot—as opposed to the plane or branch of service—is in air-to-air combat. One fighter pilot told me that at the top—that is, among the best of the best of them—you could put any pilot in any one of the jets and, with a little orientation (including carrier landing for the air force pilots) he’d do just as well as he had in his own jet.

At the top, the skill and spirit are what counts—not the uniform.

The men written about here are a rare, elite breed. They are like professional all-star athletes but, on the average, are more mature—mainly, I would guess, because of the more dangerous nature of the “sport” they are in. As they like to say, in their league there are no points for second place.

So, at its essence, this is a behind-the-scenes story of the best of those little-known men who fly and fight our fastest, most deadly jet fighters—the F-14 Tomcat, F-15 Eagle, F-16 Viper, and F/A-18 Hornet. It’s timely, for these men are in our aircraft carriers now, or on alert fields waiting to scramble. Some have assumed higher positions of authority for the air wars of the future, or have gotten out and now fly in the Reserves or National Guard because they didn’t want to end their flying with a desk job or, at best, reduced flying hours.

They all love flying fighters, which is not to say just flying.

They are men of action more than words. So buckle your chin strap and hold on. Like the lawmen who built and tamed the early Wild West, these fighter pilots should make Americans—and all lovers of individualism and courage—proud. The horses are now mighty jets spewing fire, and the six-guns have given way to missiles and 20-millimeter cannons.

But the tradition lives.



 BOOK 1 TO FLY AND FIGHT








1

DALE “SNORT” SNODGRASS was pumped. He felt the way he had before his college swim meets. Even more. Anxiety and anticipation. Hard to describe really. This might be it, what he’d been hoping and training for, the fighter pilot’s Super Bowl and Olympics all rolled into one.

It was just before dawn, August 19,1981, in the hazy, daybreak skies off Libya, and the thirty-two-year-old veteran F-14 pilot, waiting to launch above the warming Gulf of Sidra, had a real chance of bagging a MiG.

Although he’d looked cool going through the prelaunch ritual of checking his plane and then taxiing the big fighter onto the catapult, Snodgrass was excited—excited beyond the normal apprehension of being hurled off the carrier’s deck by a steam engine that routinely launched multiton warplanes like they were made of paper.

Being a “MiG killer” was what fighter piloting was really all about. There weren’t many MiG killers around anymore. It didn’t matter how much you’d flown, how many times you’d chalked up victories in the practice arena, or worn the reputation with silent pride as others stared at you, knowing you were the one to beat. Fighting for real was the ultimate test, the validation pilots like Snodgrass craved.

His most terrifying moments would come a decade later leading a squadron into “Desert Storm,” America’s Gulf War with Iraq. But right now he knew nothing of that. Today’s mission promised to take him as close to combat as he’d ever been.

Yesterday had been one of the tensest days for navy fighter pilots since the end of the Vietnam War. As many as thirty-six times, fighter crews from the Nimitz and Forrestal had intercepted sections (pairs) of Libyan MiG, Sukhoi, and Mirage jet fighters from bases near the Libyan coast. Not since the Iranian hostage crisis had things been so tense. Benghazi had Russianbuilt MiG-23s. Tripoli had the French Mirages and the newer MiG-25s. Hostile intercepts were nothing new, but in yesterday’s numbers, they had been record.

The F-14 Tomcats were under strict rules of engagement (ROE). They could not fire unless fired upon. And that had not happened—at least officially. So most of the engagements had been brief jousting duels—the Libyans, holding the cards, trying fruitlessly to get an advantage; the Americans, better trained and flying deadlier jets, keeping them at bay with itchy trigger fingers.

The year 1981 was the twilight of a heyday. Because of lessons learned in the Vietnam War, American fighter pilots in all U.S. services were among the best trained, best equipped, and most deadly in the world. Their radar-guided and heat-seeking missiles could be shot from greater distances and at more target aspects (including head-on, or “face,” shots) than enemy missiles, which were generally reliable only when shot at the “rear quarter” (or “six o’clock”) of the adversary. This meant navy flyers could often toy with adversaries like a mongoose with a cobra-at least that had been the case through much of the 1970s.

But that superiority was waning. Some of the Libyan Mirages they’d been sparring with were believed to be carrying the new French-built Matra Magic 550, a heat-seeker that was nearing “all-aspect” capability, meaning it wasn’t restricted to the traditional stern shot. It could be fired at almost any aspect of a target and home in on it. The Americans had to be on their guard. And, in fact, Snodgrass later wrote to his father that Naval Intelligence, probably interpreting E-2 radar plane data, believed that during one of the previous afternoon’s engagements a MiG-25 might have fired a missile head-on from eighteen miles out, although neither of the F-14 crews in the area had seen it.

But the possible shot was one of the reasons today promised more.

There had been tensions between the United States and Libya almost since Libyan leader Colonel Muammar Gadhafi had come to power following a revolutionary coup in 1969. In 1973, Libyan Mirages had shot at a U.S. Air Force plane Gadhafi said was spying. Angered by continued American surveillance of Libya and support of Israel, Gadhafi, himself an American-trained pilot, had allowed the destruction of the U.S. Embassy in Tripoli in 1979, following the Iranian revolution. But President Jimmy Carter, preoccupied with American hostages in Iran, had not responded.

Most recently Gadhafi had warned U.S. ships and planes to stay out of the Gulf of Sidra and drawn a much-publicized “Line of Death” across the Gulf’s entrance. The line stretched roughly from Benghazi to Tripoli. Any U.S. ships or planes crossing it would be attacked, he’d warned.

The warning was all new American President Ronald Reagan had needed. In early August 1981, he had given the Libyan leader public notice that the U.S. Sixth Fleet would be conducting missile practice in the Gulf. The operation was code-named “Guns of August.” It just as well could have been named “High Noon.” Reagan wanted Gadhafi to “know we had no intention of honoring his territorial water claims,” Snodgrass later wrote to his father.

Snodgrass, watching the signaling deck crew position his big Tomcat, had been in the thick of the jousting.

Returning from an early morning combat air patrol (CAP) station over the Gulf two days prior, he and Commander Hank Kleeman, commanding officer of VF-41, one of the Nimitz’s two fighter squadrons, had almost been sneak-shot by two fastmoving MiG-23s. After orbiting the CAP for over an hour that morning, they’d decided nothing was going to happen and had started back for the Nimitz. To conserve fuel, they’d exited slow.

That had been a mistake.

With their backs turned, the Libyans, seeing a chance for a hit, had come out after them—and at a much faster speed. It was a smart tactic. The distinctly swing-winged “Floggers,” as NATO designates the MiG-23s, had heat-seekers, and the Tomcats were showing red-hot exhaust.

Luckily, the relief CAP, two F-14s from VF-84, the Nimitz’s other fighter squadron, spotted the trailing MiGs on radar before they (the MiGs) were in shooting range, and gave warning. After initial confusion because, at first, Kleeman thought the relief CAP was mistakenly tracking the F-14s, Snodgrass and the CO had broken back hard into the MiGs and the Libyans had fled.

“Not a great spot to see your first MiG,” later wrote Snodgrass, “3 miles in trail at 6 o’clock.” But he and Kleeman had relearned a lesson: Never relax until you’re safely back on ship.

The next afternoon, Snodgrass and another Tomcat from VF-41 had engaged two more Libyans. They were in nimble, delta-winged Mirage 5s—with the Magic 550s-and chose to dogfight after being spotted.

Merging with the intercepting Tomcats, the lead Mirage had darted high; his wingman, low. “For Ragheads, they maneuvered quite well,” wrote Snodgrass. But he and his wingman, Stocky Smith, had quickly gotten behind them, pulled to within guns range, which was about as close as you can get, and stayed on their tails.

Snodgrass’s young backseater, RIO (Radar Intercept Officer) Dan Cannan, call sign “Vegas,” had had the composure during the wild ride to snap a picture of one of the Mirages.

That fight had really gotten Snodgrass’s adrenaline flowing. Even though the Mirages were covered, Smith’s “bogey,” as they commonly called hostile aircraft, had aimed its weapons at Snodgrass several times as it flashed by, trying to shake Smith. Snodgrass was sure the Libyan would have fired had he not been covered by Smith. He hadn’t liked having to hold his shots while being so vulnerable.

But that was past. He had no real fear of combat, just of making a mistake, botching his chance today. The Libyans, he believed, were, as a group, mediocre pilots, with maybe a few good ones sprinkled in. It was rumored they had some Syrian and North Korean combat veterans flying for them, but so far, he’d seen nothing to compare with some of the better U.S. pilots he’d routinely beaten in training fights back in the States.

But training fights didn’t include the shooting of live ammunition.

Snodgrass was now positioned on the catapult, the first step in the actual launch. With a finger, he flicked a cockpit switch, making the Tomcat’s nosegear compress, or “kneel,” as they called it. The spring housing over the strut descended approximately fourteen inches, crouching the plane like a cat ready to pounce. This would give it a leap at the end of the three-hundred-foot, two-and-a-half-second launch when the sudden steam thrust abruptly halted at the end of the deck and the housing sprang back up to lift the nose into the air.

Lift was critical at that millisecond. The Tomcat would need all the help it could get. Otherwise it might plummet into the sea, just thirty-five or so feet below, leaving only seconds in terms of reaction time.

Few survived such crashes.

This launch was a real fighter show, the decks cleared of most all other aircraft except the Tomcats, the tanker-configured A-6s and A-7s, and the radar-laden E-2 Hawkeyes. There was nothing for the attack pilots to do but watch, which pleased Snodgrass as he sat high in his cockpit, waiting, because there was always a rivalry between the bomber and fighter crews.

He felt a familiar jolt as the scrambling, green-shirted “hookup man,” wearing mouse-eared noise protectors and large, bug-eyed goggles, clamped the thirty-two-ton, heavily loaded fighter to the “shuttle,” the relatively small, visible part of the catapult barrel, which, like a giant shotgun beneath the track on the deck, would “shoot” the Tomcat into dark dawn sky.

The lack of light meant that this would be a night shot, the hardest kind. The darkness would hamper Snodgrass’s ability to gauge depth and speed with his eyes, and put even more emphasis on instruments, which were always hard to read in the critical milliseconds after the violent, body-quaking shot.

On the side of the darkened deck, perhaps thirty feet away and shielded, the catapult officer figured the exact blast of steam the Tomcat would require. With the push of a button he would signal release of the awesome steam bullet that would come rushing into the barrel. Each aircraft was different—as was each launch, because of the immediate environment. The Tomcat’s gross weight, which was approximately 62,000 pounds with a full load of missiles, bullets, and gas; the wind over the deck, which was about twenty knots; and the temperature, a balmy cool, all figured into the calculation.

When he had it, and all figures were confirmed with Snodgrass, the officer signaled with an amber deck light for Snodgrass to cycle up his engines to full military power (the highest setting they could reach without afterburner). As he did that, Snodgrass also rotated the control stick in his lap to all sides in order to move all outside flying surfaces so the scampering, crouching deck crew could hurriedly check all around the straining airplane for fuel and hydraulic leaks, malfunctioning parts, breaks, cracks, bad engine noise, or any other problem.

It wouldn’t be long now, he knew.

Signaled that everything was thumbs-up outside, Snodgrass “staged up” to full afterburner. He needed as much power as possible on the launch in case one of his engines quit. The F-14 quivered in harness—a massive sprinter at the block, a monster arrow arcing the bow—its screaming engines firing heat waves and flame trails onto a large metal blast deflector raised at an angle behind it.

On deck, the noise was deafening. Thundering. It roared and vibrated throughout the nuclear carrier and out over the Mediterranean dawn. But Snodgrass only dimly perceived it, feeling more than hearing it; his bright red helmet, dark in the burgeoning light, admitting only the incessant deep whooooosh of the encapsulating cockpit’s air conditioning.

Everything was ready. Actually quiet to his ears. In a few seconds, he would hunch slightly forward, tensing his body for the negative “push” that would thrust nearly a ton of force against him and Cannan, who was doing the same thing in the backseat. So powerful was the thrust, or “pull,” of the shuttle—to contrast it with the “push” in its wake—that it would actually dent their eyeballs, if ever so minutely, and had been calculated to measure approximately eighty tons.

In daylight, he would have saluted, touching his hand to his helmet as a signal that he was ready. But in the vanishing darkness, he turned on the Tomcat’s outside lights.

They tweaked like tiny beacons of the mayhem to come.

There was no stopping it now.

The catapult officer made one final check and pushed the button.

They were off—the chance Snodgrass had so long been waiting for.

Nearing his prime, a graduate of the navy’s Fighter Weapons School—Topgun, for short—Snodgrass was one of the chosen, the best of the best. Not every navy fighter pilot got to go to Topgun. The idea was to send the squadron’s best young pilots and RIOs so they could return and teach the rest. Snodgrass, a “nat-ural,” had been sent as soon as he had been eligible. Individualistic, athletic, fiercely competitive in the air, he resembled a tall Robert Redford, even to his longer-than-average hair. He had loved the thrill of flying as long as he could remember.

The son of a Long Island aviation executive and former Marine Corsair and test pilot, he’d been a nationally ranked surfer and all-American swimmer in New Jersey, where he’d gone to prep school. His father had taken him up in private planes when he was a youngster and taught him to hunt and shoot, including with a bow and arrow, which he preferred because of the challenge.

“A fighter pilot is a hunter,” he says. “You’ve got to be patient. I tried [skeet] shooting competitively and found it came naturally …. It’s a hand-eye-timing-depth-perception-type problem … good fighter pilots normally have great visual acuity … the hunting also relates to flying. You have to be sensually aware of a lot of different things going on … be able to pick them up and react to them.”

He went to the University of Minnesota on complementary Navy ROTC and swimming scholarships. He competed against champion swimmers like Olympic gold medalist Mark Spitz, made it to the NCAA finals several times, and graduated in 1973, too late to fly in the Vietnam War, which he’d hoped to do.

Basic flight school at Pensacola—the course depicted in the movie An Officer and a Gentleman—wasn’t “overly rigorous” but “very competitive,” he recalls. The navy was gearing down after the war and had only one F-14 pilot’s seat to offer per class of roughly ninety students. He got sick briefly, but based on grades and overall ranking, he got the second set of F-14 orders offered. “That was probably my biggest success in life up to that date …. All through flight school, I remember, I wanted the fastest plane we had, the fastest fighter we had.”

At that time, early in 1974, the Tomcat was just being introduced to the fleet. It was a long-awaited answer to all the Vietnam-era problems fighter pilots had encountered. Sleek, bubble-canopied for better sight, able to carry as much firepower, in its new Phoenix missiles, as a six-plane World War II fighter squadron, the F-14’s innovative, movable swing wings gave it both speed (swept back) and maneuverability (extended).

Along with the air force’s F-15, it was one of the world’s hot new air machines.

It had been during his F-14 training at NAS (Naval Air Station) Miramar, California, that he had first been introduced to ACM (air combat maneuvering), what the layman calls “dogfighting.” Performing maneuvers under the tutelage of an instructor, he found he had an aptitude. “I remember it was just something that came naturally to me.”

Good dogfighting takes more than desire, courage, and flying skills. Gifted pilots have a rare talent that enables them to make sense out of a huge, three-dimensional chunk of sky in which other jets, trying to best them, are wildly maneuvering at speeds sometimes approximating those of fired bullets. Somehow, in the millisecond-long glimpses of almost imperceptible targets afforded them, and despite crushing G forces, fear (hopefully controlled), and confusion, the really talented can deduce enough hair-trigger information to project their opponent’s travel in the next fifteen to thirty seconds and make the appropriate countermoves.

Fighter pilots call this ability “situational awareness,” or “SA.” Snodgrass had it, although at the time he didn’t have enough experience to really know it.

“I went out against instructors … TOPGUN pilots in F-5s and T-38s …. I didn’t really know exactly what I did, but it worked …. It was kind of like I was bred or born to do it.”

He had been the first student to land a Tomcat on a carrier, one of the most precise and steely-nerved skills in piloting in the world. Up until his class, only carrier-seasoned pilots had been allowed to “trap” (referring to the arresting cables they must hook with almost pinpoint accuracy) the new fighters. And while he thinks landing skills are paramount for a navy fighter pilot, as a young JO (junior officer) reporting to his first squadron, the VF-142 “Ghostriders,” he chiefly remembers concentrating on ACM.

“I always had my ears open, listening for some little technique or something that worked or didn’t work …. If somebody I knew was a good driver was saying something, even if I wasn’t involved in the conversation, I’d try and pick up as much as I could.”

But he worked on his landing skills, too. “You can’t fight again if you can’t land,” he says. And a year and a half into his first tour, after a cruise in the Mediterranean, he had the best landing grades in the squadron, competing against pilots with much greater experience. Early on, he’d volunteered to learn to be a squadron LSO (landing signal officer), one of the pilots who directed the “recoveries at the back of the boat,” as they called carrier landings. He’d qualified faster than any of the others.

His fighting skills advanced rapidly, too. Whereas they were usually handed down piecemeal from lead to wingman in a long process of trial and error usually spanning several cruises of hands-on training, he was routinely beating his seniors on his first cruise. They’d awarded him flight lead during his first cruise. Like the LSO qualification, it wasn’t normally done that fast.

“Dale was every bit as good as any of the older guys,” recalls Navy Captain Dave Walker, then Snodgrass’s flight lead and now an astronaut. “He had better judgment in the air than most people of his age … was real strong and athletic … the size Tom Cruise would have liked to have been during that silly movie [Paramount’s 1986 Top Gun] …. He was nice looking, well spoken …. In another era, I’m sure he would have been a knight, or cavalryman, if it were medieval or Indian wars we were fighting.”

Snodgrass wasn’t cocky, he just had “honest arrogance,” as Walker called it, “which I liked …. I don’t have much use for false modesty …. But he could back up what he said. I’d never call him a braggart …. It was self-confidence …. He didn’t make mistakes twice.” He was a voracious learner because he loved what he was doing. “You’ve got to love it,” said Walker, “because it’s so hard on you …. [ACM] is the toughest game really there is. I mean it’s like aerial chess. You can go a long way on plain old natural ability … but unless you’re a real student, you’re not going to be the best.”

Snodgrass was building a reputation, a “bag of tricks,” both of which stemmed from his situational awareness.

“Snort had an uncanny ability to know everything that had happened in a fight and re-create it in the debrief,” recalls Cannan, who later became a pilot and practiced against Snodgrass after leaving his backseat. “He knew more about what you’d done than you did, and you’d been flying the airplane …. He didn’t rub it in either. A lot of guys made enemies that way. But Snort was very diplomatic and soft in telling others what they did wrong. He didn’t have to impress people with how good he was. They knew it.”

There were a myriad of variables to recognize in a dogfight: type of threat; speed or “energy” of the adversary; weapons avail-able; and attitude and projected position of an opponent, which indicate where he is headed and whether he is about to take a shot. For instance, if a plane were zooming up against gravity, it was losing energy and would be less able to maneuver and thus be more vulnerable. But coming down, it would gain the energy back.

All these variables were flashed to the pilot in milliseconds, often at distances hard to see, and were often disguised by the opponent in order to deceive.

And you also had to know everything about your own jet in order to take advantage of what you saw.

Snodgrass: “I’d pass the guy, and the next time I’d see him, I could tell with a glance how fast he was going …. It’s a relative motion thing. You know what his airplane is capable of doing. You know what he did to get to that point. You’ve seen it before. So you say, okay … that was a six-G turn …. He did it level, therefore he lost 150 knots …. Of course, I know what I did and what is available to me, so I can work him [a few more turns] …. I’d wind up with a slight to significant energy advantage.”

Victory was probably just a matter of seconds.

But if the opponent was good, and he was able to evade the distant missile shots, the two planes would fly closer and that probably meant a “slow fight”: two jets swirling, entwining, so close they could almost touch each other, each looking to “spit” the other out in order to take a shot.

The one-versus-one fight, especially slow fighting, made reputations. Airplane advantages tended to dissipate; pilot skills prevailed. Since jets are harder to turn at slow speeds, the chances of dangerous stall, spin, or departure (going out of control) increased. Stick and rudder skills were paramount. The good fighter pilot was furiously working his hands and feet, performing unbelievable controlling moves, staying close, waiting for the other to make the mistake.

They’d come to call Snodgrass a “Golden Arm,” a name that made reference to those skills.

Snodgrass: “If I’m going against a very good guy in a very good airplane, generally I’d try and get the fight slow as soon as tactically possible … take out a lot of the other airplane’s potential advantages and get it down into what we call a ‘phone booth’…. I’m full flaps, 150 to 225 knots … my turn radius is a lot smaller … [the full flaps are] a semiprohibited maneuver [in the F-14] … but I do it [against a more maneuverable jet] in order to force it into a guns versus guns arena … outradius him …”

Against a lesser airplane or driver, where he felt he didn’t have to worry about nullifying advantages, he might opt for “a little more sustained-energy-type fight”—turn at high speeds with the bandit, eating angles, conserving his own energy, while making the bogey expend his. Then, once he knew he had the advantage, he’d “extend up into the vertical and force the slow fight from above.”

Meat on the table.

Going into his second cruise, with five-hundred hours in the Tomcat and the mounting accolades, he “pretty much” felt “king of the hill,” which was “probably the most dangerous time in my career … because you feel experienced enough and you’re confident enough, but maybe not as mature as you should be …. I felt invincible …. I could do anything in an F-14.”

He remembers roaring into the landing break (turning down toward the runway) above NAS (Naval Air Station) Oceana, Virginia, at 600-plus knots, which was wildly faster than allowed. “The RIO passed out from the G and I wound up very tight at the 180 and basically did a split-S [snapped the plane’s nose from up to down] to land [a dangerous maneuver at that low altitude].”

The landing was perfect, but reaction to it from senior officers wasn’t. He got ten days confined to quarters, which was two weeks less than he got at Rota, Spain, for a more devious stunt.

Rota, a U.S. naval base in the south, near Gibraltar, had a 10,000-foot runway that dipped at its end. He took off and, instead of going upward, did a “low transition,” hugging the runway.

“I’m about five to ten feet off the deck … they can’t see me at all … I pass the end of the runway, raging out across this field.” It’s dry, red clay. “All they see in the tower is this giant cloud of red dust.” There was a low undercast. “I pitched straight up into the clouds and they thought I’d crashed … all the trucks and crash crews came roaring out …”

Unfortunately, the base CO had been in the “hold short” behind him, waiting to take off.

He’d gotten away with other stunts: flying so close to the ocean he’d been able to drag his tailhook in it; using sonic boom to shatter windows in Sigonella, Italy; and almost totally destroying a Tomcat engine while setting a personal altitude and speed record on a postmaintenance check flight.

“They were always trying to keep me under control …. I was a ‘shit hot JO’ flying a ‘shit hot’ machine …. I’d say at that point my ego was probably as high as it ever got.”

But he’d “always known when to pull it back, toe the line, so to speak, when I had to.”

He still got picked for Topgun, and following his second cruise, when it was time for his first shore duty, he’d been assigned as LSO training officer and, later, tactics phase leader at Oceana’s VF-101, the Atlantic Fleet’s replacement squadron. The squadron furnished new F-14 pilots and backseaters to the fleet.

“All of a sudden I’m an instructor, taking brand-new pilots out to the boat and getting them carrier qualified. Then I became tactics phase leader, indoctrinating them into fighting the airplane …. It was a fairly big responsibility …. I couldn’t afford to be a knucklehead anymore.”

LSO and tactics leader were real plums. But the jobs meant he had to start thinking of safety and the cost of losing one of those $30 million jets. Married, with one young daughter and a second child on the way, he’d given up his motorcycle and bought a more family-oriented BMW.

In late 1980, as proof of his transformation, he’d been made Air Wing 8 LSO aboard the nuclear carrier Nimitz, the world’s largest warship. CAG (carrier air group commander) LSO was the ranking landing signal officer on the flight deck, a position normally given to senior lieutenant commanders (he was still a junior lieutenant commander). It meant he’d be recommending to the air wing commander, carrier CO, even the admiral at times, whether the ship should launch, for instance, in stormy seas. He was barely thirty-one.

To fulfill his flying requirements, he’d taken a slot with Kleeman’s VF-41, nicknamed “The Black Aces,” which, along with VF-84, had been part of the Nimitz force that had launched the aborted helicopter attempt to rescue U.S. hostages from Iran in April 1980. The squadrons were to fly cover. In that sense, as Snodgrass streaked up to “tank” (take airborne fuel) before going on to their CAP station, they had a score to settle with Gadhafi, whom they regarded as part of a growing but minimal Arab threat (the Soviets were still the main enemy).

Despite his charmed rise, Snodgrass had had an experience every LSO dreads.

Working backup on the stern during night exercises four months prior to arriving off Libya, he’d watched helplessly as a Marine EA-6B Prowler, packed with equipment for its radar-jamming mission, came screaming toward the 600-foot deck and made a sudden nervous correction that put it high and off centerline.

Day carrier landing was hard enough, the margin for error being only a few feet. At night it was likened to hurtling through space, a few stars (deck lights) the only reference.

By the time the controlling LSO was radioing “Power,” the Prowler, its three crewmen bracing, was already hitting a row of A-7s with its wing and spinning at 145 miles per hour toward fueling Tomcats at the other end of the deck. It crashed into one, which exploded and dominoed into the others.

“Fuel tanks became incendiary bombs, ejector seats blasted from burning planes,” missiles triggered, and “a superheated machine gun opened fire spontaneously,” reported Time magazine in its June 8, 1981, issue. The Prowler crew died sometime between the first crash and explosion, and eleven deck personnel, including three VF-41 sailors, burned to death in the ensuing battle against the fire and explosions. When the holocaust was finally extinguished, nearly fifty others were injured.

It was the worst carrier disaster since the Forrestal fire in 1967.

Snodgrass and Cannan neared their CAP. Mark Wheeler, “Wheels,” with Jim McMinn in his backseat, was their wingman. They had originally briefed to be Kleeman’s wingman, but their tanker had malfunctioned and they hadn’t been gassed when the ship radioed that it needed someone at CAP 4, the farthest station south.

CAP 4, out in the middle of the gulf, was the most isolated station, and therefore the easiest for the Libyans to sneak by. Carrier defense was the primary job of the fighters. Nimitz, getting nervous about the growing daylight, wanted F-14s out there pronto.

Kleeman had jumped at the call, taking Larry Muczynski, an already tanked pilot, with him, leaving Wheeler to accompany Snodgrass to CAP 5, one of the two western stations near Tripoli.

VF-84 and Forrestal F-4s were manning the other CAPs.

The streaking silver Tomcats bristled in the dawn, their tails flashing the squadron’s emblem, a black ace of spades playing card. They carried two long-range Phoenix radar missiles, two shorter-range Sparrow radar missiles, and two Sidewinder infrared heat-seekers. The heat-seekers, attracted primarily to tailpipes, were the main dogfight missiles. In addition, each had a full Gatling gun of 20-millimeter high-explosive bullets.

The section arrived on station and began an orbiting “race-track” pattern, a roughly ten-mile-long oval from which they projected their cone-shaped radar swaths, searching for bandits. While one Tomcat cruised up one leg of the oval, the other came down. In that way, since the radar projected forward, they could simultaneously cover their front and rear.

“We hadn’t been there very long, about 10 to 15 minutes, when we got the first call from the E-2 [radar plane),” wrote Snodgrass: Two bogeys out of Tripoli. They were climbing fast through 17,000 feet.

The Tomcats turned their radars to the vectors and immediately found the bogeys. “It’s rough to explain what it was like … odds were this was the big one.” The bogeys weren’t too far away.

The Tomcats joined in “combat spread” battle formation; the two planes a mile or two apart, roughly abreast. The formation was designed for optimum flexibility. Either fighter could take the lead, depending on the circumstances. “The adrenaline was definitely flowing … we were ‘breathing fire and seeing blood’ … all the years of training and thinking …. Now it was for real.”

They sped toward their targets.

Tripoli, they knew, had the better-piloted Mirages and new MiG-25 Foxbats. While the Foxbat had a “forward-quarter” radar missile, meaning it could target fronts of aircraft, the missile’s radar lock, which had to be maintained by the attacking aircraft, was thought to be easily broken by maneuvering.

Most radar missiles worked by keeping the airplane-housed radar beaming at the target. That meant the shooting pilot had to keep the target illuminated with a conical beam. Fly out of that beam with a fast “beaming” maneuver and the lock could be broken.

Their main threat, according to Navy Intelligence, was the Soviet-supplied Atoll, a pretty good rear-quarter heat-seeker that, once shot, could guide with its own heat-sensitive seeker. And it could maneuver pretty well.

But it wasn’t that good. Keep the Libyans off their tails, the Americans believed, and, barring a sneak attack or lucky “face” shot, they’d prevail.

They spotted the bogeys before the bogeys spotted them: two twin-tailed gray Foxbats with green Libyan “meatballs” below the cockpits. They had descended and were streaking together unaware at 10,000 feet, going about 700 knots. Snodgrass went high and turned toward them from out of the rising sun. Wheeler went low and zoomed up from the sea. It was an encircling pincer. By the time the MiGs saw them, the Tomcats were already curling behind them, getting position.

The Libyans stoked their afterburners and broke opposite ways, the leader going vertical and reversing back; the wingman diving low.

“Wheels was in a better position to follow the leader so I jumped on the wingman,” wrote Snodgrass. “He reversed into a hard [left] turn,” a good move. But Snodgrass, already with an advantage, and in a better turning airplane, was able to make the same turn more quickly and thereby close some of the distance.

“The MiG-25 is super fast but doesn’t turn worth a damn,” wrote Snodgrass. It was easy for him to stay behind the MiG. The fight was supersonic, at about 1.0 to 1.2 Mach (700-plus miles per hour), Snodgrass cutting angles at every turn, getting closer.

The Foxbat couldn’t lose him.

At about half a mile, and closing to the range for his 20-millimeter Vulcan cannon, he switched from a Sidewinder lock on the Foxbat’s exhausts to “guns,” which started his “gun camera,” the film used for recording kills in training.

“There’s not a fighter pilot around who doesn’t dream of having a MiG-25 in his [gun sights] … full A/B [afterburner] 1,500 [feet away, which was optimum] with the ‘Pipper On’ [the bull’seye of his gunsight on the target] …. The Foxbat has giant engines, and in full afterburner it’s a hell of an experience …. If they’d only tried to shoot something …”

But they hadn’t. Wheeler had his Foxbat in roughly the same predicament, but because of the rules of engagement, neither could take a shot.

At least Snodgrass had his pictures.

Unable to shake the Tomcats, the MiGs turned back. Snodgrass and Wheeler, although visually separated, chased them to the Libyan SAM (surface-to-air missile) line (the point at which they were threatened by them), which was about twelve to fifteen miles from the coast, then decided to return and tank. SAMs could be maneuvered against, too, but the Tomcats were getting low on gas.

It was approximately 7:15 A.M., local time. They’d been in the air a little over an hour.

They’d just reversed and were executing a high-speed “bug-out” (exit) when they heard Kleeman over their radios: “Tallyho—two Fitters.” “Fitter” was the NATO (North Atlantic Treaty Organization) nickname for the Soviet-built Sukhoi-22, Su-22 for short. It carried heat-seeking Atolls but was an attack jet (bomber), so Snodgrass didn’t think much was going to happen. Then he heard a screamed, “They’re shooting! They’re shooting!”

“Well, I’ll tell you,” he wrote his father, “my blood was already boiling, but we almost went crazy when we learned that.”

Snodgrass and Wheeler turned back, thinking that, with the other fight starting, they too might get a chance to shoot some missiles. But the Foxbats they had been chasing were not returning.

Back at CAP 4, Kleeman and Muczynski had been listening to Snodgrass and Wheeler grunt and groan through the turns with the Mirages. Then Kleeman’s RIO, Lieutenant Dave Venlet, had picked up two bogeys coming toward them at high speed from the south. Determining intention, they’d sped out, loose deuce (a side-by-side formation allowing maximum flexibility), to intercept. Meeting the Sukhois almost head-on at a combined closure rate of a thousand knots, they’d been surprised to see the lead, at only a thousand yards in front of them and slightly below, fire an Atoll.

“Absolute insanity,” Snodgrass wrote about the shot. The Sukhoi wasn’t even directly in front of the Tomcat for the slight possibility of a straight-line ballistic hit. And the Atoll, having limited capability, couldn’t possibly home in on the Tomcat’s exhausts from head-on.

But the fight was on.

Kleeman and Musczynski pulled hard up as the missile shot below them, then curled back down after the Libyans, who split beneath them and tried to run.

The lead who had shot the Atoll continued relatively straight out to sea, while his wingman turned east, giving Kleeman his exhaust. Kleeman jumped on him.

For a few seconds, the Libyan wingman flew into the low morning sun, so Kleeman, right behind him, had to hold his Sidewinder shot. But once the sun’s heat was no longer a problem, he fired. The heat-seeker exploded in the Sukhoi’s tailpipe area, sending the plane out of control. The pilot ejected, eventually opening a parachute.

Kleeman (who died several years later in an aircraft accident) had just become the first U.S. pilot to shoot down an enemy plane since the Vietnam War (although rumors persisted that Americans had recorded kills in the 1973 Israeli war), and the first ever to do so in a Tomcat. But he’d lost sight of Musczynski.

Musczynski, with Lieutenant Junior Grade Jim Andersen in his backseat, had rolled back down behind the leader and taken a fixed position from which he could follow the Fitter’s every move. He was in a blind spot, slightly below and directly to the rear of the bandit. Unaware of him, the leader, for thirty to forty seconds, tried no evasive movement, not even a turn.

Musczynski was holding a gun barrel to the Libyan’s head but he was mindful of the ROE and didn’t want to go against them.

Snodgrass: “Music came up [on the radio] and asked whether he was cleared to fire. We all shouted, ‘Shoot! Shoot!’ How could you ask such a question?” One of those joining Snodgrass in the shout was Kleeman, who, streaking from his kill, had lost sight of both Musczynski and the other Fitter and was afraid it might be targeting him.

Musczynski fired. His Sidewinder went right up the Sukhoi’s tailpipe, blowing the entire rear section off in a fiery explosion. The pilot ejected.

Back at the tanker, Snodgrass, along with the Nimitz, which had announced the fight over its public address system, was still going crazy. “I was scheduled to be there!” he wrote his father about the last-minute switch in CAP stations.

But he hadn’t been. It was a great disappointment.

“Only after we’d topped off and Wheels and I were back to CAP Station 5 did I ever get a little scared.” The reality of the situation was sinking in. “It was now a real shooting proposition and I was forced to live with a ‘they’ve got to shoot first’ environment. They’d just fired at some of my pals …. But the [Libyans] on my side of the Gulf were their best [Mirages and superior missiles].” What if this was just the beginning of some kind of coordinated attack?

There was still hope.

Instinctively, he pulled his lap belt another notch tighter.

“I remember doing that after we’d gotten established back out on the CAP station. It’s like buckling your football helmet. You know, ‘Okay, let’s go’ kind of thing. You do it when you’re about to fight so you won’t flop around in the seat when you load or unload [slow down or speed up] the jet during an engagement.”

They’d been back on station only about fifteen minutes when the E-2 radioed that it was picking up an occasional “paint” at 280 degrees, eighteen nautical miles away. Snodgrass and Wheeler sped to the point but didn’t see anything with their eyes, nor could their RIOs find any blips on their radars.

“We did a few hard 360s and the only thing we saw was a ship underneath us,” wrote Snodgrass. But as they turned one more circle, Snodgrass suddenly spotted two MiG-25s at his two o’clock high. “[They were] about 3-5 miles away, noses on us [meaning they were in perfect position to shoot] …. If we’d continued our turn back to station, we would have rolled out right in front of them,” giving the Foxbats excellent targets for their Atolls.

He alerted Wheeler, and both of them turned hard into the MiGs, throttling in afterburners. “As soon as we turned on them, they went full burner and hauled ass. The closest we got was 2½ miles in a brief tail chase. I’m absolutely positive if I hadn’t picked them up we would have been shot at—not to mention that it would have been a very good shot!

“Thanks for the good eyes!” he told his father.

It was approximately nine A.M. They’d been flying for three hours, been involved in some lively dogfights, but not been able to take any shots. It was frustrating. But that was the job. Snodgrass was getting used to it. They went back to CAP 5 and started orbiting again. After about fifteen minutes they asked for relief so they could tank.

“About that time they gave us another vector, 265 degrees at 75 nautical miles.” This was the wrong time for an engagement. They didn’t have enough fuel, Snodgrass told the Hawkeye. So the E-2 vectored VF-84 Tomcats on CAP 6, the westernmost station, where there had been no activity. They reluctantly would have to start home.

But a problem dawned on Snodgrass. The bogeys, according to the vector, were between them and CAP 6 and speeding at over 600 knots per hour. Because they were low on fuel and needed to conserve, he and Wheeler would normally exit at a relatively slow 230 knots. They were already down to seven thousand pounds of fuel apiece, “which was not a lot if you have to engage somebody and then fly back 120 nautical miles to the ship.”

The bogeys were closing. Snodgrass finally decided that the relieving Tomcats, which should be there any minute, would give them such superiority that the fight would be easy. Four against two. He swung back and got the bandits on radar. They were twenty-three nautical miles away and closing fast.

Without using their afterburners, he and Wheeler turned into the bogeys. Then his radar went down. Now he was not only low on fuel but without his best intercept tool.

Wheeler and McMinn still had their radar. He relinquished lead to Wheeler, dropping two to three miles in trail so Wheeler’s radar could sweep for both of them.

Wheeler finally sighted one of the bogeys. It was a Mirage 5.

But where was the other?

The Mirage did a hard turn on Wheeler, passing close around and behind him.

Wheeler countered, turning into him, diving.

Looking for the second Mirage, Snodgrass lost sight of Wheeler and the first. Now, for a blink or two, he lost everybody, a dreaded position. If you can’t see them, he knew, they can surprise you—usually with a missile.

The VF-84 relief, in radio contact, was still twenty nautical miles away. He began to think that his decision to turn and fight had been “a real bad idea.”

Then he suddenly saw the Mirage Wheeler was fighting, its delta wings glinting in the sun. It was zooming up vertically, Wheeler right behind.

Wheeler had position, but what sent a chill up Snodgrass’s spine was that he also saw the second Mirage. It was below Wheeler, gaining, drawing a bead.

“I screamed at Wheels to reverse, nose low,” which he did. The attacking Mirage overshot. Snodgrass zoomed after it. Wheeler’s Mirage split-S’ed below them, Wheeler chasing.

The two Tomcats now had the offensive and would keep it. But they were gulping already precious fuel in amounts they could ill afford, and could neither shoot nor retreat because of the ROE and the fact that if they tried to run, they’d give their exhausts to the Libyans.

If they didn’t do something fast, they really would be in trouble.

Snodgrass was about to radio the admiral and say the only way out was to shoot down the Libyans when the VF-84 Tomcats finally arrived. The Mirages “went into easy turns” and exited.

Snodgrass and Wheeler tanked and returned to station. But no more Libyans came out. Snodgrass figures that once word traveled about the shootdowns, they decided to stand down. “There was still a lot of adrenaline and at the same time, some disappointment. My section didn’t get to shoot. No ordnance expended.” But there wasn’t that sense of finality. “We didn’t know the game was over.”

As they orbited, he said, they heard one of the downed Libyans calling for help in his lifeboat. “If anybody hears me, please radio for help,” Snodgrass says the Libyan radioed in broken English. But there was only silence. Then the Libyan asked for clicks, an international sign of recognition. “You heard all these clicks from everywhere.”

The Libyan eventually got picked up.

Snodgrass and Wheeler returned to ship thinking there was “a distinct possibility” they would launch again. But then word filtered down that “we weren’t going to press it.” Operation “Guns of August” was over.

While the score was a very satisfying United States 2, Libya 0, all Snodgrass had to show for it was his gun camera film. He’d wanted more, but that was the luck of the draw. “Frankly,” he’d say a decade later, “if I had it to do over again, I would have shot first and begged forgiveness later. The ROE were bullshit …. The system [should you violate it] has no option but to make you a hero.”

But in the heat of battle, he’d done what he was supposed to do. Follow orders. Professionally, that counted.

Not getting a shootdown was a personal disappointment. But in a larger sense, all the American fighter pilots out there were riding high. Their planes, skills, and tactics had been validated. The F-14, in its first real combat test, had proved to be master of some of the best Soviet jet fighters. U.S. emphasis on relentless ACM training and tactics—the legacy of Vietnam—shared by the navy and the air force, had given them a decided edge against the competition.

The system had worked. The Libyans hadn’t even made a fight of it. And Snodgrass was still young in his fighter career, which was definitely a young man’s game. He was convinced he’d get another chance. And he was right.

Back at the end of the Korean War, fighter tactics had taken a dramatic shift. With the coming of air-to-air missiles, strategists had predicted that close-in dogfighting was dead. Future air combat, they said, would be fought far away from the visual arena. Jet interceptors would stand off and kill targets with missiles shot from far distances. This caused some dramatic changes.

No longer would fighters be designed for close-in dogfighting. They would be “interceptors,” built for speed, range, and carrying the latest electronic wizardry. Basically, these planes would be “guided missile platforms.” The McDonnell Douglas F-4 Phantom, for instance—the main Vietnam War fighter—was not a good turner. The antithesis of finesse, it was built for brute speed and climbing ability and had its own radar operator in the backseat. The navy version didn’t even have a gun.

As a consequence, training began to deemphasize dogfighting and emphasize radar intercept. The typical Phantom crew of the early 1960s, air force and navy, was well-schooled in rushing toward the distant enemy bogey, locating him on the screen, and firing a Sparrow radar missile at him before he was ever seen with human eyes. But its crew was ignorant of how to turn with a nimble Soviet-built MiG-17 or MiG-21, the primary enemy threats. The planners simply didn’t think the threats would ever get that close.

But the war, tragically, showed them wrong.

First, the idea that the combatants wouldn’t get close was a fallacy. Before you shoot a missile at an airplane, you’ve got to make sure it’s not friendly. You don’t want to kill one of your own. Even if you have identification gear in your airplanes, it can malfunction or be manipulated by an enemy who has broken its codes.
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