Blue-Water Follies

by Lt. Brian Becker

inety-nine deltaeasy, report tank-plus-two
with positionin the pattern.”

Not exactly thewordsthe ship and air-wing
|eadership wanted to hear with the blue-water
certification process underway. Catapult four could
not be wrapped; the shuttle was stuck forward,
making itimpossibleto land aircraft.

When | heard thecall, | was approaching
abeam with 5,000 pounds of fuel remaining, well
abovethetank state of 3,500. My wingman, a
nugget who had joined the squadron one week
before COMPTUEX, was 400 pounds above my
state, and we were fat. The boss assured usit
would befixed infive minutes, so | wasn't wor-
ried.

After my third trip around the pattern, | began
to wonder what type of minutesthe bosswas
referring to. It had been 12 minutes sincethe
original delta-easy cal. Thepilot inthefirst
aircraft, aTomcat, called tank-plus-two. “Roger
that one zero five, your tanker seven zero three.
Seven zero three, set the hawk.” Thebosstalked
to the two together, and the Tomcat pilot reported
plugged and receiving.

Waving off for thefourth time, | noticed the
catapult crew was still working feverishly on cat 4.
| called tank-plus-two and continued around the
pattern. A minute later, my wingman reported tank-
plus-two. The boss, with arecommendation from
the tower rep, set the hawk for my wingman, and
hetanked. All five aircraft in the pattern were
bel ow tank-plus-two. Two were plugged and
receiving and the other three were reporting tank-
plus-one. “Ninety-nine Factory [theairwing
tactical callsign], report bingo-plus-one.” The
Hornet reported abingo state of 3.3. That sounded
high, so | checked M9 (my divert waypoint) and
saw an 85 nm divert. Using my NATOPS bingo
cheatsheet, | computed a2.7.

“Tower, three zerofive, I’m showing bingo
two point seven.”

“Roger that three zero five, we are checking.”
Thirty seconds|ater, the boss came up again:
“Ninety-nine Hornet, bingo two point seven.”

| approached the abeam, called bingo-plus-one,
and set myself up for landing, just in case the deck
opened. Unfortunately, the crowd still wasinthe
landing area.

“Threezerofive, your signa tank, joinyour
playmate,” the bosscalled.

| saw my wingman coming off thetanker,
raised my flaps, and accelerated to 250 knotsfor
therendezvous.

“Seven zero two, say your airspeed,” | called.
| wasat 250 knotswith 60 knots of closureasl
underran, put the board out, and tried to saddlein
behind.

“Seven zero twoisasour tanker,” the boss
said. What to do now? | was400 pounds above
bingo, 3,000 feet at the abeam, no tanker, and a
fouled deck.

“Tower, three zero five, statemy intentions.” |
alwayswanted to say that.

“Charlie,” thebosssaid.

“1 can makeit from here,” | replied.

“Roger that, the patternisyours,” the boss
sad.

| deconflicted with my wingman on the aux
radio and brought down the aircraft. | wasat 2,000
feet, inadeep 90, with ahigh rate of descent. |
caledthebal andfeltlike | madeit.

“Wave off, wave off, fouled deck.” You have
got to bekidding me! All that for awaveoff?

“Three zerofive, tower, the patternisyours.
Tomcat approaching the abeam, giveway.”

OK, last chance, | thought. Climbing through
100feet, | started my turn and leveled off at 400
feet.



“Tomcat, watch your altitude!” the boss — R b
exclaimed. Although we had each other in sight, |
amsureit did not look that way from the air boss
perspective. | waslevel, 400 feet abeam, with 200
poundsto spare. | flew my best 400-foot pattern,
intercepted glide dope at the 45, and landed with
an OK 2-wire. My fuel gauge showed 50 pounds

oertings. You have to be kidding
15, conenty ey - me! All that for a waveoff?

Firgt, congtantly updateyour bingo-fiedinfor-

mation. TheHornet hasavery reliable, user-friendly O e
INS. It showsbearing and distanceto any waypoint
with apress of abutton. When | returnto the ship,
day or night, | havethedivert waypoint displayed,
and | double-check it against what marshal is
reporting. Our squadron has acheatsheet that
displaysNATOPSbingo numbersin 10 nmincre-
mentsat varying drag counts and headwinds. Not
only canthisget you another trip around the pattern
(bag ex), but, moreimportantly, it can keep you from
unknowingly flying below bingofud.

Second, be assertive and take charge when
necessary. | knew theinitia bingo number was
wrong, fixedit, and gave everyone at | east one
moretrip around the pattern.

Third, take tower-rep duties serioudy and be
prepared for theworst. The rep made agreat
decision by sending my wingman, anew pilotinthe
sguadron, to the tanker first. Otherwise, hewould
have been the oneto join on asour tanker, which
might have confused him and forced him to divert.

Finally, and most importantly, don’t exceed
your capabilities. | pressed the envel ope, got
aboard, and helped the air wing get its blue-water
certification. =
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