Junior Guy With a Secret

By Cdr. Jim Byerly, E-2C
In 1990, Airwing Eight and USS Theodore Roosevelt (CVN 71) were conducting blue water certification north of Puerto Rico. We were defending the battle group from the dreaded country of Orange. We were expecting a large air raid originating out of NAS Roosevelt Roads. The fighters were conducting chain saw sweeps while we, the E-2C Hawkeye, were flying saw tooth profiles to provide early warning to the battle group of the impending hordes.

I was the junior aircrew in the aircraft with about a year’s worth of experience. This was my first blue water exercise and experience with the outer air battle. Crew resource management was in its infancy and not hit the Navy. Fortunately we had the skipper on board and he was all knowing.

About an hour into our four-hour mission, we picked up the first Orange infidels flowing north towards our chain saw defense. The carrier had wisely gone EMCOM in order to escape detection by country Orange. The air control officer (ACO) had primary control of the chain saw aircraft while the skipper coordinated the battle with the air warfare commander. I was in charge of system management and observing. The game was afoot.

At the point of first contact, the long-range fighters were on ladder and had to turn back for the A-6 tankers. The chain saw formation was collapsed to bring the full weight of our forces against the enemy. Deck launched interceptors began checking in to take up the fight. As they checked in, they were given vectors down the axis of the fight. We did not have a list of aircraft that we could expect and, at the time, the pilot’s were not tasked to keep track of aircraft checking in through Red Crown en route to the battle.

One of the first DLI was Black Ace 101, an F-14A from VF-41. They were equipped with the ASN-92 CAINS, which had a nasty habit of dumping at the end of the catapult stroke. True to form, it did, and they attempted an in-flight alignment. After several minutes, it appeared to display a correct platform but it was difficult to verify since we were in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean without land references and the ship’s TACAN was off. As it turned out, their platform was off by about 70 degrees. They proceeded down the attack bearing listening to the fight raging on but could not pick up any contacts. They set up and orbit at about 80 miles, wondering why they could not contact anyone.

The E-2 station was East-West with our attention focused to the southwest. With each pass around our eastern turn point, I would pick up Black Ace 101 at the edge of our detection envelope. Even though the station did not fit the chain saw strategy, I reasoned that the Admiral had placed this F-14 on a eastern station to prevent a raid flowing around our flanks. It did not dawn on me that the raiding party would have long been out of gas before they made it around the flanks. Having no control duties, I watched 101’s track orbit out to the east for the next 30 minutes while monitoring the progress of the fight.

The CO of the Black Aces was in aircraft 106 prosecuting an intercept when he asked about 101. The ACO responded that 101 had never checked in. This began a concerned conversation between our skipper, the ACO and Black Ace 1 as to the whereabouts of the aircraft. I finally spoke up and told the CO that I had been monitoring 101 out to the East. It became immediately apparent that 101 had not been directed to that position but was lost. Black Ace 106 broke off the intercept and headed directly towards the wayward aircraft. We were at our eastern turn point so continued east establishing comms with 101. Black Ace 101 confessed that he was not sure of his position and that fuel was becoming an issue and he needed to return to the ship. Fortunately, we had maintained a track on USS Theodore Roosevelt and provided vectors to her position. We made several calls in the blind for the ship to turn on her TACAN but she would not break EMCON. After about 10 minutes of calls and finally declaring an emergency for 101, the ship responded by turning on the TACAN and 101 recovered without further incident.

I reflect on this event now as a breakdown of today’s CRM basic skills. It started with poor Mission Analysis. I knew the chain saw tactic yet failed to identify the wayward aircraft as departing from the tactic. I was not Assertive about the lost aircraft because if I knew it was there but never informed the skipper that we had another asset to bring to the fight. I made a poor Decision not to Communicate the presence of Black Ace 101 in an unusual location. Finally, as a crew we did not adequately employ our pilots to maintain an off count to track aircraft heading for the fight. Ultimately, I was the junior aircrew with a secret that could have cost an F-14 crew their lives because they were lost in the middle of the ocean with no way to find the ship or land. Fortunately, I maintained enough situational awareness about Black Ace 101 so that when the question was asked, I was able to help locate and direct the aircraft home.
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