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This book is dedicated to all those mentioned in the book who have enriched my life and allowed me to have such a wonderful adventure. I am so blessed to have so many families — my biological family, my church family, my military family, my flying family, my education family, my sports family, and my canine family. I am most blessed to have my beautiful, intelligent, dedicated, vivacious, charming, brilliant, loyal, awesome, breathtaking, stunning, astounding, awe-inspiring (hope I got enough adjectives in) wife Phillis, who is literally the wind beneath my wings. I respect and admire all of you.

— Bill Powley

 




Preface

This is a personal account of my military career, Air Force Junior Reserve Officer Training Corp (AFJROTC) Instructor, and founder of Flight Lesson Instructional Grants Helping Teens (FLIGHT) Foundation. I avoided assignments in the Air Force involving teaching and flight instruction. Upon my retirement in 1991, how ironic that I found great success as a teacher and flight instructor. God has a plan, and apparently, it doesn’t matter what we think. This is a fabulous story of teamwork and dedication to build the best aviation high school program in the nation. I am honored to be the leader of the team and to tell the story.

 




Chapter 1
Bob Gomez 
(1967-1970)

April 23rd, 1970 — Ubon Royal Thai Air Force Base, Thailand — 1030 hours. I was in my hooch (room) and either heard my name called or a commotion outside. I stepped out onto a boardwalk in front of the rooms and saw someone coming toward me from about 20 yards away. He yelled out, “Bob didn’t come back.” The shock of those words caused me to see that picture forever. Someone standing outside their door two rooms down on the left, a pole holding the roof over the boardwalk just in front and to the left of me, and the backdrop of the other hooches and base in the distance. Just like the image I have of where I was when Kennedy was shot, and when the twin towers went down. I was numb and in shock. I don’t remember any of the rest of the day except that I went down to the flight line to see if any other information was available and was at the Officers Club (O’Club) that evening with some fellow Wolf Fac’s (Forward Air Controllers) who were in a somber mood.

Bob and I had met in church at Reese Air Force Base (AFB) in Lubbock, Texas. He was a class or two behind me, a graduate of the University of Florida. We spent some time together socially with local church members, but other than that we were busy learning to fly T-41s, T-37s, and T-38s. Bill Delaplane, my best friend and roommate at the United States Air Force Academy (USAFA) was the only squadron mate in my pilot training class 69-02.

I have no record of when I soloed. The tradition in pilot training was to throw the solo student into the swimming pool, flight suit and all. I did not start keeping my own personal logbook until after pilot training. Just didn’t seem important at the time since the Air Force was keeping track of our time (Form 5).

One of the traditions that Bill Delaplane and I had, along with two or three other students, was to play the pinball machine every day during lunch at the O’Club. We got pretty good at it, and we had a pretty good correlation between how good our flight lesson would go based on how smooth and coordinated our pinball playing was at lunch.

When assignments were picked following graduation, Bill and I both took F-111s to Nellis AFB, Las Vegas, Nevada. There were no F-4s, F-105s, or other fighter assignments. Off to Nellis in October 1968, Bill signed in and I put a deposit down on a house owned by a friend of mine, Norm Wells, an F-4 double Mig killer, and went on leave. Returning to Nellis, Bill told me I had an option — sign in and stay at Nellis in the F-111 or take a change of assignment to F-4s at George AFB, San Bernadino, California. I asked Norm what he thought, and he said, “Take the F-4.” Which is what I did. My deposit on the house was $50 and I lost $15 of it. 

We said goodbye to our best friends, Bill and Wanda Delaplane, and headed off to George AFB. The F-4 Replacement Training Unit (RTU) was a six-month class for about 24 aircrews — front seaters (aircraft commanders) and back seaters (pilots or navigators — known as GIBs — Guy in Back). We were crewed with the same person for the entire class. My aircraft commander was Captain Bill Vasser. I was jealous of his sports car because he had an aircraft stick grip in place of the gear shift handle, and everything was hooked up to it — lights, radio, windshield wipers, turn signals, you name it. 

Somehow, I was put in charge of videoing and synching the audio with the video for the class graduation (class clown) film. The stars of the film were Captain Johnny Jumper and Major Joe Basic. The same John Jumper became Chief-of-Staff of the Air Force. I’m sure he was proud when they showed portions of this class clown video at his retirement ceremony. I was only too happy to provide it!

In addition to the training, we had many special fun weekend activities such as scraping and rewaxing the floors, painting the walls, etc.

We lived in a triplex in Apple Valley, CA, in the middle of nowhere. We had a pet desert tortoise. To keep him from escaping when he was outside, I drilled a hole in the rear edge of his shell and put a ring in it to which we could attach a thin rope. When we moved, we let him go. The easiest of pets.

I remember one late afternoon we were standing outside watching a lightning storm. There was no rain, so we just admired the view. There was a Joshua tree about 100 feet away from the building. A lightning bolt struck the tree, and it erupted into flames. We were impressed, not to mention the newfound respect we had for lightning. I took a video of the “burning bush.” The Bible got it right.

Close to where we lived was a seafood store. I struck up a conversation with the owner, Don Ferrarese. I recognized the name because he started his career with the Orioles in 1955 and played three years there before going to the Cleveland Indians, Chicago White Sox, Philadelphia Phillies, and St. Louis Cardinals. He told me about a semi-pro team he had and invited me to play. Woody Woodell, an Academy classmate and F-4 RTU classmate joined the team and played until RTU was over in June 1969. There were two more ex-major leaguers, a catcher and first baseman from the Yankees whose names escape me. I got to pitch and play shortstop. One day, we played at Stengel Field in Glendale, California. Casey was in the stands. This was the last time I played organized baseball until 2014.

At the graduation ceremony, I was very fortunate to win the top pilot award (GIBs) and top academic award. The class video was also a big hit. Several things were very unique. First, everyone in the class was in the video at the beginning with a split-second mug shot standing on the ramp. Second, aircraft do not back up. I experimented with the super 8 video camera and after trial and error realized that if I videoed an aircraft taxiing out with the camera held upside down, when spliced into the video backwards, the aircraft would appear to be backing into the parking spot. The audio was a challenge because it was on a tape that had to be timed so that when the video and audio were started together it would match up for half an hour. Third, we used the audio of Snoopy flying his Sopwith Camel against the Red Baron, when the F-4 was taking off and in flight. It was comical. I wish I could play it for you now.

From there, it was a blur of land survival at Fairchild AFB in Spokane, WA, water survival training at Homestead AFB, FL, and jungle survival at Clark AFB in the Philippines enroute to Ubon.

A few things stand out during land survival training. On our trek through the mountains, we made camp every evening by a stream. After setting up our shelters using one-half of a parachute canopy, we would take out our Meals Ready to Eat (MREs) by the fire. That is, all except me. I took my survival kit fishing line and hook, tied it to a stick, dug up a few worms, and caught around 5 minnow-sized fish each evening. By the time I got back to camp, everyone else had turned in for the night. I took the aluminum foil from the MREs that they had left by the coals, wrapped the entire fish in them including the head and guts, and laid them on the coals. I then had the most delicious meal. This ritual every night kept me from starving to death.

I am always puzzled when I watch “Survivor” on TV. One of the perks for winning a challenge is a nice meal. They either can’t be starving, or they don’t show the aftermath of eating all that food with everybody throwing up all over the place. When I had my first meal after a week of survival, I was full after about three bites, but it smelled and tasted so good I kept eating. A few minutes later, it was all gone. A newscaster who got a ride in an F-18 with the Blue Angels asked the pilot what he should eat before the flight. The pilot said bananas. The newscaster asked why. The pilot said because they taste the same way going down as they do coming back up.

The other thing that stands out is the POW camp training experience. I believe we spent three days and two nights in the simulated camp. At night, the air raid sirens would come on periodically and the lights would go out, simulating an enemy attack and camp blackout. I was the only one who escaped. I worked my way down a ditch during subsequent “blackouts,” to an outhouse-sized wooden building to get a “chit” (like a poker chip) to show them I had escaped. I worked my way back to the camp and saw some of my comrades outside the camp in the field on a work detail. I snuck into the detail and stood up. As we went back into the camp, I showed the guard at the gate my chit. They were upset. Apparently, I wasn’t supposed to sneak back into the camp. My reward was a piece of cake. I’ll never forget it — the best cake I ever had, and I don’t even remember what kind and don’t care.

Water survival was just a few days, as I recall, but included dragging you in the water in a parachute harness behind a speedboat to see if you could roll over on your back and keep from drowning. Then they took you parasailing behind the boat, released you from the tow rope to make a water landing, and eventually, picked you up in a helicopter before the sharks got to you.

Jungle survival was just another adventure. They took us into the mountains on Luzon Island near Angeles City where the Negritos lived. That night we were to hide as best we could, and the Negritos would try to find us. If they did, we would give them a chit and they would get a bag of rice for every chit they turned in. We were told not to move after dark because the mountains were very treacherous with shear-cliffs dropping off 500 feet. I found a nice pile of brush and buried myself in the middle. I didn’t move. You could see the Negritos moving around with flashlights. One found me. I gave him my chit. They found every one of us. We smelled different. It was no contest. If I had to do it again, I would eat their food for a week before hiding. The next morning, they extracted us by helicopter, lowering the “jungle penetrator” that we had to remember how to attach ourselves correctly so we wouldn’t fall off to a sure death.

I arrived at Ubon in August 1969 and was assigned to the 497th Tactical Fighter Squadron (TFS) or “Night Owls.” It was the only exclusive night squadron in Vietnam. The 497th was part of the famed 8th Tactical Fighter Wing (TFW) commanded previously by Col Robin Olds. The other three squadrons were the 433rd Satan’s Angels, 435th, and 25th. Part of the Nite Owls mission was to provide cover for the AC-123 and AC-130 Spooky gunships, and to knock out any AAA (Anti-Aircraft Artillery) guns that fired on them. Around the November 1969 time frame, we started a Nite Owl FAC program. I ended up with 25 night-FAC missions before going to the Wolf FACs. One of the hairiest missions at night was delivering napalm at 500 feet above the ground in the karst mountains in Laos. 

The Wolfs, as we were commonly called, consisted of six aircrews selected from the four squadrons (80 aircrews) at Ubon. With the bombing halt over North Vietnam, the Fast FAC mission was arguably the most dangerous mission at the time. Bob Gomez joined the unit several months after I did. The “normal” tour of duty was three months since it was so dangerous, and then you would return to your squadron. I don’t know of anyone who did that because it was the most exciting flying in the world. We lost an average of one airplane a month and sometimes the crew as well. I spent six months there and flew 110 Wolf missions before my champagne (last combat) flight before heading home (total of 234 missions). It was a mixed blessing. You were glad you had survived the course, but you sure hated to leave this tight-knit group that you had flown with “forever.” They were your family, and nothing bonds people closer together than combat, where your life literally depends on the people you are flying with. 

During the time I was at Ubon, five pilots from the 497th were selected to fly with the Wolfs. When Neil Bynum, a back-seater, was lost, Fred Bieber took his place. Al Lucki and Bob Gomez were also Wolfs who were lost on the 23 Apr 70 mission. Fred made it to the end and when I left Ubon, that made 2 of 5 that survived. 

The missions we flew were normally four hours. We would take off from Ubon and fly to the area and spend about 35 minutes on station, hit the KC-135 refueling tanker and fly another 35 minutes in the area, hit the tanker again and fly another 35 minutes. Fred Bieber was about my size, black hair and mustache, and we could be mistaken for one another. On one mission with Papa Wolf, Major Richard Pierson, he mistakenly thought he had flown the entire mission with Fred. 

My Distinguished Flying Cross mission was with Heinz Cordes. We had found multiple 37-millimeter (mm) AAA guns to the west of Mu Gia Pass. We carried rocket pods on each wing with seven rockets in a pod. During the mission, we rolled in 14 times and fired all the rockets. Each time we rolled in, 37 mm tracers went by us on both sides. The F-4 strike fighters with a laser designator airplane and the others with 2000-pound bombs knocked out all the guns. It was a good day’s work.

One thing different about combat flying is that there are no weekends or holidays. You are there to do a mission and want to be on the schedule every day. The most consecutive days that I flew in a row was 31. Typically, you would fly 15-20 days in a row and then get one off. When my day off came, I would try to find a flight with another group. I got three daytime FAC missions in an OV-10, and three night missions in AC-130 and AC-123 gunships. 

Each pilot could take a week R&R (rest and recouperation or relaxation). I took mine to Sydney, Australia and attended a live concert by Peter, Paul, and Mary. This was in early 1970 and the famous Sydney Opera House was still under construction, being completed in 1973 after construction began in 1959. 

We could also take three-day R&R’s locally. They had a C-130 that would hop from base-to-base in Thailand, and you could get a ride with them. I met Lt Col Tom Kerkendall in Bangkok, and he was an aircraft commander of a C-130 that was an Airborne Command and Control Center (ABCCC) at night and was the controlling agency for all the Nite Owl missions coming out of Ubon. He invited me to Udorn Royal Thai Air Force Base to fly with him to see his side of the operation. So, I hopped on a C-130 to Udorn.

The first stop was at Nakhon Phanom (NKP) Royal Thai Air Force Base where we would spend the night before heading to Udorn the next morning. No sense wasting time at NKP, so I looked up my friend Jim George who was flying A-1E Skyraiders. He was about to go on a 4 ½ hour night Barrel Roll mission and I asked if I could tag along. He said sure. So, I got my life support equipment, and we headed out to the airplane. The F-4 was a relatively new airplane, with first deliveries in1963. The A-1 on the other hand debuted in 1945. As I walked up to the Skyraider, I could see grease and grime all over the airplane, and oil leaking out underneath onto the ramp. I thought, what the hell have I gotten myself into. I climbed in and we cranked up and taxied to the runway. I really felt like this was a throwback flight. The sound of the engine, versus the whine of a jet engine, was terrific. We took off and headed to the target area. No FAC, we just had a target to attack. We must have made 20 passes dropping everything but the kitchen sink. 

When you roll in on the target in the F-4 from 5000 feet, trees are the size of toothpicks. When you roll in from 500 feet in an A-1, leaves are the size of your hand. Very exciting but somewhat nerve wracking to be up that close and personal for me.

On to Udorn the next morning. We briefed the mission and took off an hour or so before dark. We lost a generator and had to return to base to get a different C-130. Once on station the crew set up an orbit that they would fly for 10 hours or more. I went in the back where all the action was controlling the requests for fighters from the FACs and normal night missions. By two in the morning, I had seen everything I could comprehend in the back, so I ambled up to the cockpit. Tom put me in the copilot seat and the copilot went back to take a nap. I watched what Tom was doing to fly the orbits and where he was making the turns with the autopilot engaged. About three in the morning, I noticed that I was the only one awake in the cockpit. I was a Lieutenant. Tom was a Lieutenant Colonel. Do I wake him up or just fly the airplane myself? I decided on the latter. When we hit the northern turn point, I turned the dial, and the aircraft made a shallow bank and turned 180 degrees to the left. When we hit the southern turn point, I did the same thing. I made two complete orbits before Tom woke up and resumed his normal duties. I never said a word to him — so mums the word. But I did write an article published in the Daedalus Flyer, entitled How I Saved the War. If I had not been awake, we may have flown into Chinese territory. When the dust settled, I had flown combat missions in six different aircraft, the F-4D, OV-10, A-1E, C-130, AC-130, and AC-123. I would add a seventh several years later in the A-7D.

I carried a Yashica super 8mm movie camera with me on most missions and got some great footage. When a new front seater joined the group, he was checked out be a front seater flying in the back and then turned over to an experienced back-seater (GIB) to fly several missions. I was up on the dusk patrol (last four hours of daylight) with a new front seater, or Fellow Up Front (FUF). I knew there were always guns (AAA) at the dog’s head (a river that made the shape of a dog’s head in one section) so we headed there and made a few practice rocket passes. The video shows the rocket leaving the airplane and 23mm AAA fire coming up at us on both sides — but not very accurate. We continued this for several minutes with similar results every time. We were rolling-in several thousand feet above the “normal” roll-in altitude just for safety’s sake. I thought that as I was giving the FUF some practice at shooting rockets to mark a target under fire, the gunners on the ground were getting practice shooting at us. We know how to have a good time. 

I could kick myself for not using the camera on another mission. We had just taken off out of Ubon to go into Steel Tiger when we were diverted to hook up with an F-4 Stormy FAC out of Da Nang heading to Ubon for an emergency landing. He had taken three 23-millimeter hits right between the engines. We joined up on his right wing and escorted him back to Ubon. On final, when they put the flaps down, the airplane started rolling to the left. We called for them to bailout. We saw both canopies leave the aircraft, books and anything loose in the cockpit come flying out, and both pilots ejected from the airplane. Both chutes opened, the airplane continued to roll inverted and impacted the ground in a huge fireball. They ejected about 500 feet above the ground. Both were rescued and celebrated their survival in the O’Club that night at Ubon. What a video that would have been. But I was too amped up to think of the camera, and a do-over was not an option. 

Several missions stand out, but the most dangerous one happened on 4 March 1970. We were flying a mid-morning go to Mu Gia Pass, right on the Laos/North Vietnam border. This is one of the passes where the Ho Chi Minh trail goes through Laos into South Vietnam. Anyone familiar with Mu Gia knows there is a 3000-foot ridge to the west, a 5000-foot peak to the east, and the valley is 1500 feet. There were scattered to broken clouds from the surface to about 10,000 feet. My attention was drawn to the Radar Homing and Warning (RHAW) gear indicating enemy radar guns were painting us from across the border on the North Vietnam side. They would periodically fire a single large AAA round (85 or 105 mm) at us just for effect. You would see a large air burst. No serious threat. The threat that day was that the front seater had become disoriented in the clouds. When I looked at the instruments, we were in a 45-degree dive in the clouds, and I yelled pull up. Fortunately, the pilot had already started to pull. The altimeter bottomed out at 1800 feet. Knowing about altimeter lag in a steep dive, and the “floor” being 1500 feet, I don’t know how we made it. 

As we broke out of the clouds, I remembered a story about an elderly lady who was walking up the stairs in her home eating a piece of cake and passed away on the steps. She was miraculously brought back to life and one of the questions they asked her was about what she remembered. She replied that she had finished eating the cake. I thought that if I were dead maybe I’m dreaming that I am still flying. Solution — I’ll pinch myself and if it hurts, I’m still alive. Good plan. Which is what I did. But way too aggressively. It hurt, thank heavens, but the bruise didn’t go away for two weeks. I had a new lease on life — it wasn’t my time — at the age of 24. Otherwise, it would have just been another case of no chutes, no beepers. I hope I have made the most of it.
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