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Welcome to t

by Lt. Peter Ries

West det. After some excellent air-to-

training, my instructor decided to do onel
engagement out in the area. When we checked
our fuel, he had more gasthan | did, and | had
about 370 pounds. Our squadron SOPsaid “on
deck with 350 poundsor alow-fuel light,” which
came on around 350 pounds.

We entered theinitia for runway 07 at Boca
ChicaField. Tower had cleared usto theinitial
many milesback, and | wasfeeling confident in my
knowledge of the courserules. We had flown
around the southern end of theisdland from the
west to avoid the busy terminal areaof Key West
International.

I was flying aT-45, my second ho% onaKey
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theinitia totower. Th
ia torunway thirty-one”.

“Whoa,‘ thought. “| must have m
mistake, but | could swear that | had been
cleared for runway seven.” My helmet promptly
caught fire. | confirmed that tow: ted usto
use runway 31, even though we the
initial for runway 7. | started ari n. My
lead, who was on theright side, took the lead.
The situation was now out of my hands; lead
could deal withit. | would just nuzzle back into
cruise and follow him. We found out | ater that
they had originaly cleared usto runway 7 but
had changed the runway without telling us. But it
didn’t matter—I wasflying wing now.




Wereported theinitia for runway 31 and turned
early, directly toward thefield. My lead must have
feltlow on gas, too, agood sign. | crossed under to
theright, ready for aleft break. My lead wasa
gung-ho MarineHarrier pilot and liked to enter the
break asfast aspossible. Weweremoving! Thelast
speed | saw inthe HUD was425. Then, to make
thingsinteresting and re-ignitemy helmet fire, tower
told usthey required aright break from us. Wewere
secondsfrom the numbers. | saw aquick cross-
under signal from thelead and proceeded to cross
under. They asotold usabout asingle F-14 that was
orbitingthefield at 1,200 feet. Wehad tallied one
fivemilesearlier and had wondered what that
arcraft wasdoing.

Secondslater, lead brokeright, and | followed.
I now had alow-fud light and told my lead. He
said, “No problem, we'll be on deck inaminute.”
Weflew anormal right-hand pattern (asnormal as
aright-hand pattern can be flown). At the 90, my
lead was waved off for wake turbulencefromaC-
141 doing atouch-and-go on runway 7. No wonder
they didn’t want usto land on that runway. | was
waved off also.

Then a section of Hornets entered the break
for our runway, so we were extended upwind
dightly until the second Hornet broke. Wefollowed
immediately. | relayed my fudl statetomy lead and
recommended that he request specia handling, so
we could get on deck as soon aspossible. Hetold
tower that we were minimum fuel and had to land
this pass. Tower acknowledged thecall. Again, at
the 90, my lead waswaved off, for no obvious
reason. Hetook it around to the right, without
much morethan saying hiscall sign. | wasdefi-
nitely emergency fuel by thistime and was deter-
mined to land this pass. Asyou can probably guess,
| got waved off.

| told tower that | had emergency fuel and had
toland. They told metotakeit around for afoul
deck. | couldn’t believe thiswas happening to me.
Out of the corner of my eye, | saw awhitevan
drive across the approach end of the runway. |
took it around theright side and saw my lead
turning right in front of me.

| wastold to extend when four T-45s entered
the break at 800 feet, between me and the F-14,
whichwastill orbiting around at 1,200 feet. Why
wereall these airplanes converging in the same
piece of sky with such minimal separation?It all
seemed so unnecessary. | had now lost all faithin
thetower’sability to get me on deck safely. After
al, | had just comefrom NASKingsville, where
thetower takesreally good care of you. They
were used to dealing with inexperienced aviators,
and asaresult, | had been shielded from the
realities of aviation. Welcometo therea world.

Thefour Goshawks seemed to drive upwind
forever beforethey started breaking. Asthelast
onebroke, I thought, “I’ll bet that guy isn’t evenin
thetower’sairspace.” | turned into him before he
was even abeam. | was going to get on deck. | had
about 150 pounds of gas. My lead |anded, followed
by thedivision, landing one by oneuntil it wasmy
turn. | had goneway long in the groove, just to
make surethat the tower didn’t wave me off for
interval. On deck, | rolled out and taxied back to
the det hangar. | had 80 pounds of fuel.

| learned two big lessonsthat day. First, never
assumethat just because you arein thelanding
pattern, you can drop your pack. Emergencies can
happen anytime. In my case, | allowed myself to
dowly become an emergency by letting the
Situation get out of hand. Second, the common
practice of heading back to thefield with the
minimum amount of gasmay not bethat smart.-=z=
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