Gert Eromhout and Stephan de Bruijn went aboard the USS Theodore
Roosevelt for the last P-14 carrier qualifications undertaken by the Tomcat
Fleet Replenishment Squadron, VF-101 'Grim Reapers'.
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NoAPRIL 13, 2005, Lleutenant

Junlar 'Grade (LTJG) Matt §
Nieswand made avigtion history as
the fast pilot to gualify on a carrier
in'an F-14 Tomcat. He was Inthe last
Tomcat class of Fighter Sguadron 101
(VF-101) 'Grlm Reapers’, the sole F-14
Fleel Replacement Sguadron, based
at Maval Alr Station Oceana, Virginia,
AFM selzed the chance to go -aboard
the USS Thaodore Roosevelt (CVN 1) during
Tomcat carrier quallfications.

A Fleet Replacement Squadron (FRS) Is
responsible for specilic air crew traiming for Iypes
in service with the US Navy, and since 1978, VF101
has acted in this rele; initially for the Atlantic - flest
and since October 1, 1994, as the sola Tomcat FRS
for bokh the Atlantic and Pacilic fleats. However,
early September 2005 saw tha start af the finai
Tomcal cruise, with Fighter Sguadron 31 (VE-31)
‘Tomcatters' and Fighter Squadron 213 {VF-213}
'Black Lions' embarked an board the USS: Theodaore

Roosevelt, Both squadrons are due 1o
begin transition to the Super Hornet
on their return to MAS Oceapa In
early spring 2006, A5 a result, the
requirement for new pilots and Radar
Intercept Officers has gone, and VF-101
is now preparing for disestablishment
on September 30, 2005,
On a stormy day in March this year,
on board USS Theodore Roosevell
(CVN 713, known as the ‘Big Stick’, under
way i the western Atlantle off the coast of North
Caroling; Lieutenant Junkar Grade (LT.G) Danje!
‘Bunny’ 0°'Hara, one of three pilats making up the
very' fast Tomcal class, |5 feeling & litlle nervous
though reasonably canfident. He Is-halfway
throwgh his carrier gualifications and his mission
this particutar week'ts to make ten carrier arrested
[andings (traps) and two touch-and-goes during the
day, plus another four, two of which will be at night
all within a couple of days, After this; the 'nugget’
pilot {a term used by the US Navy for a nawly-



The pilat of F-14D Bu 163414/ AD163" pulis forward
~fram the landing area alter campleting @ frap aboard
US55 Theodore Roosevelt.

VF-100 has had F-140 BuNo 163414/ AD163" painted
with a full=calour tall featuring its Grim Reaper
l'i'l:lfgl'lhl. ALL FHOTRS GLAT af oyl

gualified pilot) is carrler-quaitied. The previous
night, untll the wind increased to hurricane force;
the 26-year-old from Hendersonville, Tenmesses,
had made six day and two night traps.

Today the storm i5 still raging at 70 knots,
genarating waves up to 181t (55m) high I which (he
big ship heaves and sporadically shudders. These
conditions are considered too severe [or young
gualifylng pilots to 0y In, 2o the aircraft remaln
tightly chained to the deck. While O'Hara’s fellow
pilots play cards to kill time, he is keen to refate his
experiences of Tomecal traiming and the detalls of
his flying career to date. Without 3 good deal of
juck, dedication and hard work, O'Hara wouldn't be
on the ship at sl As 3 matter of fack this iz his fast
oppoctunity to ql.laiii'\'. i -he faits, he could have [0
leave the Navy, so he has good reason to be nasvous,

Luck
Like 5o many other youngsters, O'Hara was inspired
by going Lo alr shows with his father  After sesing
the F14 performing In displays and starring i the
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Naval aviaters must be praficlent at manoeuvring
their aireralt type around the crowded deck of an
alreraft carrier. The Tomeat is nat anfy-big but is
also a swing-wing airerall, s I requires controd and
co-ordination with the fflight deck craw, This VE-10T
F-MD pliot manteuvres the jot clong Fo (he dech

M

movie Top Gunl, he Knew he wanted to My Tomcats.
The cemands of fiight training left him'in no'gdoubt
thiat the road to.a fleet fighter squadion was a lang one,
strowr with obastacies, Without persisiance, hard work
and luck he woulkd not ave reached the lest, and most
difficult. part of his training - carrler pualifications,
O'Hara’s first setback came (nprimary light
training. Althowgh he did well in this phase
eventuplly becaming the best [n his class, his draam
of fiying the Tomcal vanished belore his eyes when
he learned there was no fighter siob available.
Instead, & future fiying less thrillng planes, Luch as
=35, E-2 Howkiyes or heficopters, seemed (o beckan,
Hiz lucky day arfived when someone from ancther
class decided to, quit and: he-got a- late slol in
advanced training far |ef fighters, By this time, the
LIS Wavi had pul forward the Tamcat-Super Hormet
{ransltioning schedule, and he knew ha wodld igel
only one chance ab the Tomcal as the need lor F-14
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pllots was diminishing rapigly,

Further success in his advanced tratning paig
off. Among the eleven pllats who gragualed, only
two =lofs for Tomnats were available, and' O'Hara's
oxceflont perfarmances gained him one, It was a
dream’ come true” he fecalfed. "When | enterad
filght traiming I knew the Tomeal was being retired,
<0 | really had bo'try hard, and | was rewarded for
that fn March 2004 he reporled to VO,

“The first time | toak off In an F14 was amazing,”
ne continued  "Thal was the lirst time | truly
falt tike | was a fighker pilot. | couldn’l believe
that! | was flying the same jet thal | saw In “Top
G a%-a child: It whE'an-amazing lesling that
miade-all the hard work in ROTC [Reserve Officer
Training Corpsdiand Might school worth IL"  O'Hars
performad well throughout all 1he slements of the
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Stoam rges from the deck of USS Thaadere Roosevelt as the catapult crew grepares a VF-101 F=14D far

lainch In the wesiern Atlantie, olf the coast of Nerth Caroling,
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{raining programme, making 2ome 50 flights before
proceeding to cartier qualiljcations,

‘The unique feature of carrier avlation fs that it
does ol matter how well & pilob has performad in
these 50 ar to (lights because fiying the alrcrall
oo the deck (s what!really makes him & naval
{ighler pitot, | if & pitot does-nol carrigsgualily, his
previous achiekements are of little valua. Canriar
qualification tralning. (dubbed ‘carguais’), begins

with six liights on the similator, followed: by 12

1o 15 sessions of simulated approaches on land,
known as Field Cartier Landing Fractice. In total,
this comprises between 120 and 150: practice
approaches. The Oceana:jofs carmy oot this type
of trainig atl Maval Auslliary Landing Feld (tNALF)
Fontress, some & miles (10kmi southwest of the
station, where there is'a fupway With an outlined
catrier deck, an oplical landing sysiem and an L50
(Eanding signal oificer) platform.

OHara found 4 difficult task ahead af him. According
o Commander Paul ‘Butkis' Hass, the F1d |5 & lairly
difficuilt areralt to land aboard a carnen It ks lama
ard heavy 5o you haee |o (i precisesy in ordes fal
{o damage he phane. | Our rate-of descent s/ TOGIE
(213m) per minute with @ maximum speed of 130kls .
and A mbaimum of 120kts. The angle of attack is 15
uriits.” The line-up is crilical betauss ol the aireraft’s
huge B4ft (195 wingspan 2nd heavy welght, The
landing area fs 1257t (38m) wids: the Might deck, with
the oxception of Ihe landing area, 5 usually: packed
with aircraft. (It is imperative lor the pilot to land
the aircrath as close to the centréling as possibile, in
erder fo, prevent strain on the ship's arrestor gear
and to minimlse démage (o the alrcrait™ landing
goar. s configuration and behavidur in the fanding
patiem has carmed the Tomcat the nickname of the
Turkey'.

The Landing System Officers (LSCs) = pilats: with
above guerage carrier landing performances - mahe:
sure (hat when the students go Lo the ship they are
reaty, | Lieblonant Erick Hess, a 30-veasold from
Minneapolie, Minnesota, i5.an experienced pilol
and LSO wha has made 200 carrier landings and
hias ©50 Tomeat hours. | He contends that students’
miast commaon mistakes ace [lying uncerpowered,
hecaming overpowered in an elfort (o compensate
for heing 1ob low, and making & slow scin Tof the
pall. | The ball is 2 colloguial US Havy term for the
yisudl landing afd used by Mavy pilots to determine
It they are an the correct glide: slope oF not, \The
[atter i= something even experienced pliots may
hawe, bul they recognize it more easily and (ight It
through experience.”




Hess zays a pliot must scan the ball, his head:
up dispiay and line-up while listening to any
corrections the LS0 comes up with, 1t is-a constant
cycle and the time It takes 3
varies between pilots, Cdr g
Haas, a vateran pilot with
around 850 carrier landings

of what happens on land, This phenomenon is called
the “burble' and fires up aboul a guarter mile bahind
the ship. ' On the other hand, the beauty of a ship is
that it sall or steer into the wind tc creéate optimal
landing conditions. “We try to have 25-40kts wind.
The weaker the wind, the higher the ships speed has
to be. But there k5 3 penaity. The higher the ship's
spead, the bigger the ‘burtie’ and the corrections
the pilot has to make” said Erick Hess. Another big
difference is that for nolse abatement procedures,
pilat have to fly 2001t (61m) higher at Fentress than at
the boat, which causes a dilference in how pilots are
maving {he throttbe.

O'Hara went to the ship for the first time'in
MNovember 2004 and exparienced at first-hand Lhe
very differant conditions al sea; “The fraining we
get at Fentress |s somewhat negative for several
reasons. | had heard about the “burble’ in flight
schiogl, bt dug to the small wings of the T-45, the
‘burble” doesn't affect it like it does to the Tomcat
with Its nuge, straight wings. | did weli 2t the ship
in the 745 and never experienced the ‘Durble” until
taking the F-14 to the boat. So | did not expect real
problems to happen,”

O'Hara did not guality, but when this happens; @
pilat oftan gats a second chance. if ne doesn't qualify
on that accasion, he i5 out. The historical sverage (=
that fewer than 20% of pilots do ot quallfy, Well,

admits he has & lazy scan,
“My scan lasts about two
sgconds: | have to force myself to shift attention.
Young pilots tend to frate on one thing bul you
have Lo constantly correct speed, attitude and
heading” Erick Hess says that L50s immediately
sENsE @ siow scan by rocking wings, among other
teli-tale signs. "We get Inside the pilot's mind - we
know what's going on in the cockpit,”

Fixation Problems
The big difference batwesn making carrier landings
and landing at Fentress s that wind and lift behaviour
s {otally different. Hess saks “At Fentress you han
ground effect in the final stage of the landing that acts
as cushion and provides additional 1L You don't have
that an the ship, not even above the ramp. In fact,
tre wind blows over the bow and descends behind
the hip, resulting in'a loss of lift. That's the opposite

O'Hara didn't make it the
socond time either, because
of fixation probiems, and
everybody. Including
O'Hara himsell, believed |
he was: oul, Howaver,
luck took @ hand again,

As part of the normal
procedure, his instructors. | £
warg Interviewad and a
report went to the skipper w
of VF-101. He endorsed il and SE'I'II: it on to

his boss, the commander of Strike Fighter Wing
Atlantic, with his own recommendations. The report
was subseguently forwarded 1o the Commander
US Maval Air Force Atlantlc Fleet, who ultimately
decides a pilot's fate. This admiral had an interview
with O'Hara and, to-many of his colleagues’ surprise,
a week later he was flying Tomcats again. This may

have had something to do with the fact that thers
was no time [eft to train a new Tomcak pidol - anyway,
the admiral’s trust in 0"Hara's ability paid off.

One of the senior members of the board who
reviewed his ratings following the second ‘carquals’
was COR Jim 'Puck’ Howe, Executive Officer of
W31, O'Hara’s first operational posting. Puck, an
pxperienced Tomeat pliot with 2,500 hours, had also
been on the Roosevell, lor ra-guallfication training
with VP01 following a year of studies at the Naval
War College.  *| serfously thought he would not
make it," e said, “bul he has agreat-attitude and Is
a talented aviator, He is doing well now.”

O'Hara finally gualified on March 9, 2005, "l found
that my scan was slow, and | needed to force myself
to scan from line-up to the ball, and back and forth,
even if | was on centreline and had a centred ball.
you will see more movement on the ball when you
do not stare at it."

Towards Disestablishment
Commander Haas has had the unrewarding job
of leading his unit towards disestablishment on
September 15 this year. The Navy has decided that
Strike Fighter Squadron 106 (VFA-106) 'Gladiators'
will in future earry out the Atlantic fleel Super
Hornet training. Haas himself will pot be making
the trans|tion to the F/A-18 becausd of his ags.

mmn-nmm
wide fanding Trapping close to the
antréiine reduces the force and stress induced on the
iﬂ'uiurwn

He does not know how many pilots and R1Os
his sguadron has trained: since 1976, though he
estimates the figure at between 3,000 and 4,000
RIOs don't do ‘carquals’, but go to fieet sguadrons
straight after their trafning. The last four graduate
in-January 2005 and were transierred in equal
numbers 1o V=31 and VF-212,
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