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I was aboard the USS Theodore Roosevelt

(CVNT1) for JTFEX, thefina workup cycle

before deployment. It wasastandard 4V X
self-escort strikeinto Townsend. The weather was
not that great, and we correctly assumed the “ X”
would equal zero. Even though thelead section
wasfrom our sister squadron, briefs had reached
the“1t's SOP, any questions?’ level after months
and months of work-ups.

I, of course, had no questions, and being Dash
3 of the4-plane, | was concerned primarily with
the admin of getting into the Townsend Range
should thelead go down.

Asl walked to my jet, the weather had
deteriorated to aCase |l launch, but from the brief,
we expected that. It was|ate enough in the day
that we knew it would beaCaselll recovery, so
asaways, | wasthinking about the night trap as|
preflighted thejet. The startup was uneventful,
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except for a“radar degd.” | taxied first and set up
behind the E-2C on cat 2. At launch time, when the
E-2C went down, my only thought was, “ Oh, well,
there goesthe control for thenight.” Fromthe
brief, | didn’t think wewould need it, anyway.

Asl went into tension, | heard theflight check
inand get an al phacheck on comm 2. | wastoo
busy to read the range and bearing to bullseye as
the holdback broke and off | went.

Launching first has advantages and disadvan-
tages. The obviousdisadvantageisfuel. Thelater
you launch, the more play-gasyou have. Onthe
other hand, asthefirst one off, you don’'t haveto
worry about the rendezvous because you set the
circleand everyonejoinsonyou. Let'smakethat
mindset-mistake number 1. | checked inwith
Strike and was cleared, “sweet, sweet.” Withthe
E-2C down, therewas no one elseto check in
with, so | did the standard combat checks, got
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some gasoverhead (in the goo, alwaysfun), and
proceeded to the rendezvouscircle.

On my way to cap, my wingman told me on
comm 2 that he would be down and not to expect
him. | thought, “1 wish | had known before | _
tanked, so | could havetaken hisgas.” (Nice
lead, huh?) Anyway, | finally popped up through
the weather around 15K and set myself up for
therendezvous.

Severd itemscaught my attention whilel
waited for otherstojoinon me. First, | had noA/A

TACAN. | double-checked my kneeboard cardto «+

make sure the switchology was correct. | figured it
was probably alatelaunch and no onewas up yet
as| started dealing with the radar. With abunch of
“C's’ onthedisplay, | checked the winds-al oft
page and noticed astaggering 280 degreesat 110
knots. | figured aquick stepto“wide” should
handle some of those as| started concentrating on
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setting the correct rendezvous circle with such
heinouswinds. Whilethiswasgoing on, | decided
to switch up the ship’'sTACAN just to seewherel
wasinrelationto the marshal stack.

When all | received wasaspinning needle,
something should haverung out loudly, but it didn't.
| figured | wasout of range, and | would get alock
when | got closer to the ship. Plus, | had waypoint
zero, and the brief said the ship would be mod-
locked. Convincing myself that nothing waswrong
would be mindset-mistake number 2.

So, with nothing elseto do, | double-checked
therouteand TOT ontheHSI, and quietly waited
on cap for everyoneto find and join on me. Asit
started getting closeto push time, | began toworry.

Just about thetimel threw out, “ Check yard-
stick” oncomm 2, theflight lead asked, “ Chevy
Three, whereareyou?’ Similar to thefeeling you
get when aflight instructor asksyou what areyou
doing, my head exploded whilel tried to figurethat
oneout. | coolly replied, “ Zero-Nine-Zerofor eight
milesfrom CAPR,” and hoped that would betheend
of it. Unfortunately, that wasjust the beginning.

Lead'sreply wasdreadful: “No, you'renot.”

After some additional comm and acheck of the
CAPIat-long, it was push time, and off they went.
Having never joined, and withno A/A TACAN, one
would probably knock it off and start figuring out
wherethey were. Not me. | pushed asasingle, one
minutelate. | figured | would get radar onthemin
front of me and could join them ontheroute. Plus, |
wasasection lead, could bomb asasingle, and
wanted to see Townsend. With no OPFOR, this
wasonly anadmindrill, and | certainly had thel-
can-hack-it attitude.

Go ahead, say it with me: mindset mistake
number 3. Eventhough | had been a mil theentire
route, | never joined or found thelead sectionon
radar. | heard both aircraftinthelead section cal tally
target and seconds|ater, “Miller Time,” and al | saw
wasablanket of white clouds benesth me. Thiswas
not good. Not only had | beentravelingtoward a
violation, | had beendoingit asfast asl could. When
| heardthe"Miller Time,” | wasofficialy worried.

After several mindset-mistakes|eading meinto
thisbox, | did what any common-sense aviator
would do: | made ahard 180, and decided it was
timeto get back to the ship. | quickly checkedin
with Strike, admitting | did not havea TACAN.
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Strike gave me what turned out to be avery bad
pieceof information.

“Four Oh Four, radar contact, three onezero for
forty-five. Switchmarsha. Nojoy, pogo.” Ironi-
cally, it matched close enough to waypoint zero that
| put thereciprocal onthe nose and started flying
home. | think you know by now that | was not
headed toward the ship, but farther away fromit.

Next, | told marshal about my plight and said
| was unable to marshal because | had no
TACAN. And that wasthefinal straw. Marshal
could not hear me, and | could not hear marshal. |
wasin the box every aviator warns not to get
into. And to top it off, that box wasclosing at a
pace equal to the setting of the sun. | switched
back to Strike, and would you believeit, they did
not have me on radar anymore.

Aseveryonegot involved, | started aprema-
ture climb out of the box when the lead aircraft of
our division started for my position. | thought that
wasagreat idea. Hewould find me, get me
benesth the cloud deck on a section approach, and
| could still make dinner. Deciding to stay below
18K for fear of aviolation, al commswere now
being relayed through lead to the ship.

| wastold to check aircraft position onthe HSl,
thentoturnleft turn, thenright, drive straight and
level, but nothing wasworking. Unfortunately, none
of the actionswe had taken produced the“ radar
contact” | so desperately wanted to hear. And when
Striketold thelead aircraft to contact marshdl, it
wastimefor himto recover. Being agood SERE
graduate, | promptly climbed back into my box.

Andyzing my situation, | came up withthe
following points. | did not have commswith any-
body, my TACAN wasnot working, | did not have
any faithinmy INS (don't forget the“radar degd”),
it was getting dark, and fuel wasfinally becomingan
issue. Therewasonly onething left todo. |
squawked 7700, started abingo profile headed 270,
and continually switched up all the East Coast
TACANSsinmy divert pack. Surely | would beable
tofind adivert. Also, | washappy to remember the
lead section saw land on their bombing run, meaning
theweather wasonly over theAtlantic Ocean.

Climbing through FL 240 onwhat | thought at
thetimewasa270 heading, | heard, “ Aircraft Four
Oh Four, Bear.” It wasour E-2C controller.
Apparently, the next event was airborne, and most



importantly, so wasits Hawkeye. A couple of |FF
flasheslater and | heard, “ Radar contact, one
hundred and sixty nautical miles south of mom.”
Andthough | did not want to hear therest, it came
asno surpriseto me. “Your signa divert, threefour
zero degreesfor one hundred and ninety-five
nautical miles.”

Whileonthebingo profileat 40K, | had some
timetothink. Still flying off the compassinthe
HUD, it took acouple of heading callsfromthe E-
2Cto correct to adirect courseto Cherry Point.
After thethird call, thelight bulb clicked on, and |
finaly started flying off thewet compass. A com-
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parison of the wet compassto theHUD showed a
40-degreedifference. So, initialy after checkingin
with Strikeand putting a 130-degree heading on the
nose, | wasactually headed 170 degrees. Well, that
explainsmeending up so far south of mother. The
rest of the profile went asadvertised, the coast was

CAVU, and | wasecdtatic to receive Cherry Point’s
TACAN approximately 16 nm fromthefield. | had
thefiddinsight and landed with just under 2K of
gas(not afun placeto beinaHornet, particularly at
night). Onceon deck andintheT-line, | checked the
approach plate' sarport diagram, typedin thel at-
long, and updated my system. The INSdrift was
329/147.5 nm. Those numberstd| thefinal story.

Obvioudy, my ship aignment wasbad. |
rejected the update, ran aground alignment, got a
full bag of gas, called the ship, and asked for my
overhead time (you haveto at least make an effort,
right?). The ship decided not to take me back, and
| ended up with anight on the beach to think about
the eventsthat got methere.

Thenext morning, after a20-minute Holly-
wood shower, | called the ship, got theexact PIM,
and headed out into ablanket of undercast again.
Thistime, however, my HUD matched my wet
compeass, | had the TACAN on deck, but certainly
was not confident init and had afull bag of gas.
My mission: find theship.

| checked inwith Giant Killer and reported,

“ Sweet |ock—no, not really—sweet comm,” and
switched to Strike. They assured me | wasradar
contact and passed me off to marshal. | had plenty
of timeandfuel, so | drove straight at waypoint
zero, and approximately 15 milesfromthe ship, |
received the TACAN. Complaining to marshal
about my weak TACAN, they offered radar
vectors. | followed the vectors closaly, adjusted
grossweight, and recovered aboard the ship.

Thiswould not be acomplete Approach
articlewithout somelessonslearned. First, even if
you arethefirst onelaunched, if no oneisjoining
onyou, chancesareyou are not in theright place.
Thiswasnot EMCON, and evenif it was, there
comesatimeto ‘fessup and find awingman.

Second, if thereisno organic controlling
agency with radar contact and you feel lost, switch
toacivilian agency and get help. Thisisaluxury
we have during work-upsthat may not beavailable
inother parts of theworld.

Finaly, the biggest lesson | learned wasthis:
do not let your I-can-hack-it-myself attitude
outweigh the safething to do. In my case, it was
simply to ask for help. In asingle-seat cockpit, it
may saveyour life. =

Lt. Carroll flies with VMFAT-101.
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