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A Risky Approach to a Game

By Don Harmon, Maj, USAF (ret), TV2
Only a couple of years out of high school, the end of the year 1962 found me a young enlisted aircrewman, stationed at MCAS, El Toro in southern California. So it was on the last day of that year that I learned with excitement from a sister squadron’s flying schedule that they had an empty back seat in their TV2-1 (later renamed T-33B by NavAir) twin-seat trainer for a cross-country trip. The Lockheed jet was scheduled to fly out-and-back to NAS, Dallas on New Year’s Day of 1963. But because of the holiday, no pilot was available to fly as the back-seater an opportunity for me. 
Although not a pilot, I was qualified to fly in the back seat of the TV2 as crew. This should be much more fun than my usual flying in my squadron’s slow-moving, piston-engine R4D-5 (later renamed C-47H) transport aircraft. I might even get some actual stick time in the jet trainer! Excited, I called the squadron’s operations officer and succeeded in getting my name on their flight schedule to fly the cross-country trip.
I showed up before dawn at the squadron’s ready room to meet my pilot and get briefed on the flight. When I arrived, the pilot, a young first lieutenant, introduced himself and told me had already prepared our flight plan. We would make one refueling stop at Kirtland AFB on the way to our destination, NAS Dallas. After refueling, we would return home with a refueling stop at Davis-Monthan. The pilot then briefed me on the usual flying and emergency procedures and then it was time to go. To my delight, the pilot readily agreed to let me fly some of the mission. 
The flight planning done, we walked out in the pre-dawn darkness to the flight line and there we found TV2 tail number 755 awaiting us. We also found a glum-looking ground crew standing by to launch us. They were not pleased at spending part of New Year’s Day on the flight line. But, after the usual pre-flight inspection and other rituals, we strapped in and were on our way. At the time of our departure, it was a clear, starlit night. As we reached altitude, through the large bubble canopy on our jet trainer, I saw a magnificent panorama of the night sky and the city lights below. It was a completely different view from I had seen from the small windows of other airplanes in which I had flown.
My pilot; however, was not as enchanted about flying that day as I was. As with the ground crew, it soon became clear that he was equally unhappy about having to fly on New Year’s Day. He did not explain why it was necessary for him to fly on New Year’s Day, nor did I ask. It seemed none of my business. As the day wore on, he complained a number of times about the demand this unwanted trip made on his holiday time. He had planned to watch his college team play in the Rose Bowl. 
It was clearly important to my pilot that he get home in time to see the game on TV. That year, the famous bowl game would be played between unbeaten USC, the Pac-8 Conference Champion; and powerful Wisconsin, the Big-10 Champion. If he said which contender was his own college team, I cannot remember. Perhaps he was a fervent USC grad, or perhaps he was a loyal Wisconsin alumnus. Just out of high school myself, I was unaware of the intense way many fans feel about their college football teams. Those fierce school loyalties were unknown to me then. So I listened to the pilot’s grumbling during the long day and simply concluded that he was a little nutty.
It was a beautiful day for flying. As we flew on, everything seemed to go well. I had a great time flying the jet trainer, although I admit that I struggled all day long trying to control it in a reasonably smooth manner. At the same time, my pilot allowed me to handle much of the communication with air traffic control (ATC) over our UHF radio. This was a fun task I had enjoyed a few times before, but rarely had permitted to do. If the pilot was unhappy to be there, I was ecstatic, having a fine time, flying the plane and working the radio.
Although he had fretted throughout the day his Rose Bowl game-viewing plans, my pilot brightened considerably after we had refueled and departed Davis-Monthan AFB for our final leg home. At that point, it seemed like there was plenty of time to get home so he could watch his game. Problems; however, soon intruded. The first one arose a few minutes out of Davis-Monthan. When I glanced out the canopy on the port side, I did a double-take. Was that smoke I saw coming out of the top of the wing? No, not smoke; fuel vapor was streaming out from the refueling point. The transient alert crew evidently had not tightly secured the fuel filler cap.
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I immediately informed the pilot, who looked at the fuel siphoning out of the wing tank and naturally became upset. It was unlikely that this fuel leak would ignite, but it threatened to delay our return home. Returning to Davis-Monthan, topping off the fuel used in takeoff, and returning to our position in the air would take some time. He calmed down though, after we calculated our fuel flow rate and found that we were not losing fuel very rapidly. It was not necessary to return to Davis-Monthan, so we flew on, JP-4 jet fuel still streaming aft off the trailing edge. 
The loose fuel cap problem was not the last of our difficulties. We learned from air traffic control that El Toro was now under Instrument Metrological Conditions (IMC) in fog. Having no radar in the TV2, we would need to execute a ground-controlled approach, (GCA). But as we started our descent through the fog toward our field some forty miles away, a new problem arose: Little red “Off” flags popped up in most of our flight instruments and they became inoperative.
Because of this sudden partial-panel condition, the pilot decided to execute a missed approach, overflying the field instead of continuing to descend to land. Halfway through this wave-off, the instruments began to work again. So the pilot decided to go around and try a second GCA. This one, too, resulted in more red “Off” flags and another miss. Meanwhile, fuel continued to leak from the wing. When the instruments again briefly resumed working, The pilot attempted a third GCA, but this approach yielded yet another miss.
Caring little about my pilot’s enthusiasm for his Rose Bowl game, I grew increasingly concerned about his apparent lack of judgment. He was within his prerogatives to fly a GCA with a partial panel, but considering the poor visibility and the fuel situation, I thought him rash. Aviation safety officers know this kind of unthinking flying all too well, calling it “get-home-itis,” and naming it as a factor in many aviation mishaps. Aviation mishaps typically have multiple causes, rather than just one. Our fuel situation could soon supply an additional cause to go with the partial panel and the fog.
Unaware of our leaking fuel or our instrument problems, neither of which the pilot had reported, the El Toro GCA operator eventually grew impatient with our unexplained aborted approaches. Finally, he called us on our UHF radio, pointedly inquiring, “Marine Seven-Five-Five, what are your intentions?” My pilot started to request another approach, but realized that we were now at “bingo” fuel. Despite the big game, my pilot had little choice. He told the El Toro GCA controller that we were at bingo fuel and he was diverting our TV2 to land elsewhere. 
The pilot decided on nearby George AFB, the most suitable of several military air bases in the area. Located in the desert, George was likely to be under favorable Visual Meteorological Conditions, (VMC) so we should have no problems getting in there to obtain repairs and to refuel. We re-filed our flight plan over the radio for George AFB, which was indeed reporting clear visibility. On the way there, fuel continued to leak from the port wing while the instruments flickered on and off as before, but we landed VFR at George without further problems.
Once at George AFB, we learned from the transient alert aircraft maintenance crew that our airplane’s DC inverter was unserviceable. This was the cause of our intermittently operating flying instruments. Unfortunately, the base had no spare DC inverters in stock, nor could they find one at any of the military bases nearby, their maintenance and supply squadrons closed for the holiday. I suggested to my pilot that we might be stuck at George for a while. The pilot glared at me for a long moment, as if I were especially stupid. Finally, he replied angrily, “I am not missing that #@%*&! game!” 
He began to pace the flight line furiously, mumbling to himself as he tried to figure out what to do. Finally, he turned to the transient alert ground crew and ordered, “Fill ‘er up.” To me, he added, “we’re going back and try again!” So, with our tanks again filled with JP-4, off toward El Toro once more we flew, jet fuel no longer pouring from the wing, but our instruments still working only intermittently. 
Upon arrival in the El Toro area, this time with a nearly full fuel load, my pilot resumed attempting one approach after another, each one with the same disappointing result as before. Finally, on one of these approaches, the DC inverter unaccountably continued operating for an extended period, so the instruments worked normally. “Gotcha now!” my pilot crowed over the intercom. Now confident of his chances, he pressed on with the approach, driving our airplane on through the fog.

“Marine Seven-Five-Five,” droned the GCA controller on the UHF radio, “on glide path…on centerline… three-four-zero the heading, for full stop landing on El Toro Runway Three-Four Left… confirm landing gear down and locked…please report when runway in sight.” I crossed my fingers.
Blink! The red “Off” flags reappeared as our instruments once again stopped functioning. But no missed approach for us this time.  “I’m goin’ fer it!” the pilot bellowed at me over the intercom. With the GCA operator’s instructions running in our headsets, we pressed on. Finally, peering through the fog, we spotted the runway threshold ahead. Triumphant, the pilot completed the approach and landed our aircraft on the runway. By that time, I had a splitting headache, but there we were, finally on the ground at El Toro.
Not much time remained now until kickoff at the Rose Bowl. The pilot rapidly taxied the TV2 back to his squadron area as quickly as he could. When we arrived at the parking ramp, he slammed on the aircraft’s brakes, bouncing the airplane alarmingly on its landing gear as it came to a stop. Then, just before he shut down the engine, he asked me on the intercom, “Corporal, you know how to fill out a Yellow Sheet, don’t you?” “Yes, sir,” I answered, having filled out the forms before. “Great,” he said, disconnecting himself from the airplane and inserting ground safety pins into his ejection seat, “then you do it for me, and just sign my name; I gotta football game to watch!” Not waiting for the ground crew to attach the boarding ladder, he slid down the side of the fuselage to the wing, hopped down to the ramp and quickly ran off.
Still sitting in the back seat, I shrugged. He had let me fly the plane and work the radio all day, so I felt I owed him something. Of course, I knew it was improper to fill out the Yellow Sheet for him and forge his name, but doubted anything would happen to me if I did. It did seem that he would be able to get home in time to watch his all-important Rose Bowl game; or at least I hoped so. Exhausted, I slowly disconnected my oxygen supply, g-suit hose and intercom cable, safetied my own ejection seat, climbed down the ladder and duly filled out the Yellow Sheet. 
Later, back at the barracks, I saw on TV that USC had narrowly defeated Wisconsin 42-37, in one of the wildest Rose Bowl games ever played. To this day, the 1963 Rose Bowl stands out in college football history for its suspenseful, climactic finish. Featuring 69 passes, 47 first downs, 853 yards of offense and ten touchdowns, it was a remarkable, high-scoring game that came within an inch of being the greatest college football comeback of all time. 
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Having enjoyed a comfortable lead for most of the game, the shocked USC Trojans suddenly found themselves late in the day facing imminent disaster. Leading a furious fourth quarter Wisconsin offensive, Badger quarterback Ron Vanderkelen was red-hot and apparently unstoppable as he savaged the reeling USC defense, throwing three touchdowns and a two-point conversion in less than ten minutes. The Badger defense did its part, adding a safety. The stunned Trojans, helpless to stop the fierce Wisconsin onslaught, could do little more than watch. Although USC was undefeated and first in the national polls, their Rose Bowl victory, their perfect season and their national championship were all fading away before them in the evening gloom. 
But even as their lead shrank away, the clock marched on and came to the rescue of the reeling Trojans. As dusk fell on the Rose Bowl, time ran out on Ron Vanderkelen and the gutsy Badgers. The USC lead had held just long enough and the game ended with a slender 42-37 victory for USC. Jim Murray, the late, famous Los Angeles Times sports writer, wrote of the game that evening:
“… for everyone who was there that day, the lasting image is of Ron Vanderkelen, filling the murky air with footballs, while USC seemed to be running around looking for a bed to hide under."
With the game finally over somehow in their favor, the dazed USC players took their narrow victory and slowly made their way through the crowd to their locker room. The Badgers, even more drained emotionally and exhausted physically, did not leave the field for a time, but sat silently on the turf, their heads bowed with fatigue and dejection. If Wisconsin came up a little short on the score, the Badgers’ heroic comeback attempt was still nothing short of amazing, and they clearly had given their all. Their courageous effort and near-miraculous comeback during that fourth quarter at the Rose Bowl still shines in college football history. 
For USC, their slim Rose Bowl victory capped a perfect 10-0 season, where, in fairness to them, they had soundly defeated other highly rated rivals. And they did run up the score against a tough Wisconsin team and hang on to win, even if their lead was in peril late in the game. If the USC victory over Wisconsin that New Year’s Day was a narrow one, it was still good enough for the fortunate Trojans to win not only the Rose Bowl, but the 1962 national college football championship.
Back at the barracks, I supposed that the pilot must have been pleased that the game had turned out to be so exciting. Presumably, seeing such a thrilling game made his risky flying well worth it. I did not even think about which team was his, nor realize how that fact obviously would have made all the to him. College football was then only entertainment to me and its spirit was nothing I had yet experienced. Just out of high school, I was unaware of fiery collegiate football passions. 
I did believe that my pilot had shown poor judgment and had taken unnecessary risks that could have been disastrous for both of us. If his persistence in getting home made it possible for him to see his big game, he had also endangered himself, me, and a valuable military aircraft. During my flying years, I saw other questionable pilot decisions, but never personally again saw such a sustained display of ill-advised flying as on New Year’s Day of 1963 in that TV2. 
Later, I saw the TV2 pilot once or twice around the base, although only at a distance. So it was that we did not speak again and never discussed the eventful flight nor the amazing football game he had worked so hard to see. Not in his squadron, I likewise did not hear of another chance to fly with him again, nor did I look for one. Soon, the events of that day faded, and other things became more important for me to think about.
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A few years after this, I finished my enlistment and entered college myself. It happens that I graduated from a major football university, and so I now understand that pilot’s fierce determination to see his team play in the Rose Bowl. I think that I developed exactly the same kind of passion for my own college football team as my T2V pilot had. And just like that pilot, I would hate to miss one of my college team’s important games. Many of their post-season games have even taken place in that same Rose Bowl, although that game is no longer exclusively a Big-10 vs. Pac-10 matchup as it was back in 1963. 
And what about the school loyalties of that determined jet pilot and college football fan? Well, yes; I still sometimes wonder which of those two teams in the 1963 Rose Bowl was his. I don’t remember him mentioning his school, and I have long since even forgotten the pilot’s name. My flight logbook from those days was lost long ago, so I cannot look there to identify him. More than forty years have passed since that New Year’s Day flight and epic Rose Bowl game, so I will probably never know which of the two Rose Bowl rival colleges was his. 
So after that risky flying, what was the pilot’s payoff? Watching his team win a narrow, but important Rose Bowl victory and also the national championship of college football? Or did he thrill to a great comeback only to see a bitterly disappointing defeat? Considering his obvious desire to see the game, I am certain that my pilot’s college was represented by one of the two 1963 Rose Bowl teams, but which one? Was it brave, tragic Wisconsin? Or was it the Rose Bowl winner and national champion for 1962; the unbeaten, and supremely lucky, USC Trojans?
Don Harmon, a former sergeant aircrewman in the Marine Corps, later attended college and was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the Air Force.  He ended up serving six years in the Marines and fourteen in the Air Force, including tours in Vietnam, in NORAD, at the Air Force Academy and at the NRO. He retired at NASA’s Kennedy Space Center, FL.  Today, he works for a large consulting firm in northern Virginia on national security contracts.
A TV2 like the airplane in this story. In 1963 NavAir re-designated the jet trainer per DOD policy as the T-33.





Wisconsin quarterback Ron Vanderkelen dazzled the crowd with a heroic performance during the Badgers’ thrilling 1963 Rose Bowl game against USC.

















The Rose Bowl in Pasadena, CA, on New Year’s Day of 1963, when Wisconsin and USC played in one of the most exciting games in college football history.








The small, circular refueling point can be seen on the port wing, inboard of the national insignia.










