Plenty of Skippers,
Not Much Fuel

by Lt. Chris Churchill

was scheduled for the second event of the
I day: atriptothecarrier to pick up our ship’s

CO and the CO of aCG and return them to
their respective ships. The crew that dropped them
off inthe morning told uswewouldn’'t be ableto
refuel aboard the carrier when we arrived that
afternoon. | thought that was strange, but sincewe
werededling with ships' COs, | figured the ships
would stay close enoughto thecarrier.

During the preflight brief in CIC, thefact that
we couldn’t refuel aboard the carrier wasreiter-
ated over Navy Red. | asked, “How far away is
the carrier, and whereisit headed?’

“Sir, the carrier isfifty milesaway, and we're
headed toward each other.”

The CG, which wasour first stop after the
carrier, was keeping station five milesfrom our
ship. Everything sounded good to me, so | got the
card of the day and went to the hangar to brief the
crew.

During our briefing, we discussed bingo fuel
and the squadron SOP that limited ship-to-ship
distancesto 80 miles. The VIPkitswereinstalled,
and we wereready for our flight. We spun up and
asked for pigeonsto the carrier. Combat re-
sponded that the carrier was 65 milesaway. A
warning went off in my head.

1+50 Fuel—Wetook off from our ship and
began to climb so we' d be ableto contact Strike as
soon aspossible. Asweflew, the HAC conducted
training by asking me questionsand evaluating
contingency plans.

1+30 Fud—Wefinally got aTACAN lock
with the carrier at 50 miles. We checked our ship’s
TACAN and determined that the shipswere
actualy 70 milesapart. At 140 knots, we' d be at
the carrier in lessthan 25 minutes. If the ships
stayed thisfar apart, our bingo fuel was 0+40.
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1+15 Fuel—Within 10 miles of the carrier, we
weretold to enter Port Delta. Theair bossreiter-
ated the unavailability of fuel. The carrier was
facing us aswe approached, indicating that they
were closing the distance with our ship. Aswe
entered Port Delta, the carrier beganto turnto
obtain the best windsfor arecovery cycle. Reas-
sessing our bingo fuel, we decided that if we
weren't off the deck of the carrier with at least 50
minutes of fuel, we' d have to ask the bossfor fuel
anyway. The boss proved how quickly hewanted
uson and off hisdeck by telling usto hold close
aboard the ship, insdethe downwind leg of the
fixed-wing landing pattern. We held and waited as
thejetslanded.

1+05 Fuel—Cleared to land, welanded on
Spot 3. Aswewaited for the COs, | called Strike
for pigeonsto the CG and to mother.

0+55 Fuel—Still no sight of the COsand no
updated pigeonsfrom Strike.

0+52 Fuel—The COsgot on board. In addition
tothetwo origina captains, we had to takea
destroyer captain back to hisship. Wegot an
immediate green deck from the air boss and
departed on thereciprocal course fromwhichwe
came.

0+48 Fue—Strikefinally gave uspigeonsto
our ship. Wewere 75 milesfrom the carrier, and it
would take about 38 minutesto get to our ship. We
decided that if wedidn’'t get aTACAN lock on our
ship or the CG by 35 milesaway from the carrier,
wewould turn back. To add to our stress, our
ship’s CO stayed on ICS and listened to all of our
discussions.

0+35 Fue—Wefinaly got in touch with our
ship at 30 milesout from the carrier and 45 miles
from our ship. During the 12 minutes prior, | tried
to contact the CG, whilethe HAC tried our ship.



The HAC asked our ship to set flight quarters, so
we could land therefor fuel if we had to. Hea so
asked them to contact the CG on Navy Red and
tell them to monitor their land-launch frequency.
Finally, he asked them their course and speed.
They replied they were headed away from us but
only at five knots. Hetold them not to go any
faster, since we had their CO, and we were going
to betight onfuel.

0+30 Fuel—The CG finally answered uson
their land-launch. We asked them for an immediate
green deck and fuel as soon aswe landed. For the
first time during theflight, awarm and fuzzy
feeling was possible. We were 35 miles away and
would have agreen deck at our shipif necessary.
The CG wasonly fivemilesfrom our ship, sowe
would most likely makeit therewithout having to
leapfrog.

0+15 Fuel—We passed our ship, and the CG
gave usagreen deck, so we continued on.

0+12 Fuel—Welanded on the CG and off-
loaded the passengers.
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After theflight, we debriefed the thingswe
had doneright and wrong. First, wefelt we should
have been more vocal with the peoplein CIC
about closing the distance between our shipsand
the carrier. After all, we were going to be picking
up the COs of al three shipsthat were ultimately
going to betogether. During the brief, we could
havefound out if the ship conducting plane-guard
duty would have been availableto give usfudl.
The burden of carrying three COsalso added to a
dangerousfeeling that we had to get thejob done.

Overal, wefelt our crew had done everything
inour power to adapt as conditions changed. We
continued throughout the flight to reassess our
Situation and make contingency plans. Though we
were pushed to our limitsthroughout, we never
painted ourselvesinto acorner and awayshad a
way out. | left theflight feeling that | had learned
more about being an aircraft commander thanin
any other flight. -

Lt. Churchill flies with HC-11, Det. 2, and recentl_y._
deployed onboard USS Camden. R i
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