I twasmy first fleet hop, and | was headed
into combat. | had just joined the Garudas,
who were deployed to Aviano, Italy, in support
of OperationAllied Force. Wewereon for a
morning “kill box” mission. The planwasfor
two sectionsto fly to the tanker-track, gas up,
and then orbit around Kosovo. Thefour- or
five-hour mission meant we were sureto see
the tanker more than once.

The XO, whowasto bemy lead, thoroughly
briefed theflight. It looked likeweweregoingto
haveaK C-135, dthoughaBritish L-1011 was
aso noted onthetanker plan. | wasn't qualified
behind the”lronMaiden,” but | wassurethisfact
hadn’t been overlooked. | reasoned that we only
needed three Prowlersto completethemission,
s0if | couldn’t tank, it wouldn't mean NATO
wasgoingtolosetheair war. | had talked to
other pilotsabout the 135, bothin Avianoand
back at Whidbey, and the XO gave mesome
more parenthood on the subject when we broke
up to brief the sections. | felt prepared and was
confident it wasgoing to beagood flight.

Welaunched ontime. Therendezvouswent
remarkably well, conddering | hadn’t flown
formin morethan amonth. We climbed to
20,000 feet, and | loosened up the section. The
windsat dtitudewerelight, sowedidn’t get the

tailwind we had hoped for. Thetrip down the
Adriatictook abit longer than expected.

Atlonglagt, wemaderadio contact withthe
tanker. | gartedto mentally switch mysdlf back on
for thejoinup and tanking. Oncewe saw theKC-
135, the XO meadetherendezvouswhilel held on.
Wejoined ontheright Sdefor aright-to-left
(NATOrules) flow. TheXOwascleared infirg.

From my vantagepoint, the Maiden
certainly looked manageable. | was next.
ECMO 1 assured methat we had plenty of
timeto get on station, and we had the tanker
all toourselves. | stabilized in pre-contact and
got the go-ahead to engage. | started my
approach, trying to keep the closure under
control. About halfway to the basket, | asked
ECMO 1 how it looked.

“Good, keep it coming,” hereplied. | had
prepared myself for the possibility that | would
haveto take several stabs, so | was pleasantly
surprised to see the probe engage the basket.

A split second later, my bubble burst when
| saw the boom begin to disappear behind the
glareshield. Knowingthat, aboveall elsg, |
didn’t want to be high, | compensated down,
and it wastoo much. | knew | was beginning
to oscillate and heard, “Look at thebig air-
plane,” from theright seat.



Then| heard, “Back it off.”

| pulled power and pushed the nose down
to preservetheradomefromthe hose’'s
imminent snapback. | aso unconscioudy
banked to theright, to avoid the boom. We
madeit out of the basket, but the backseaters
saw thetip of the probe passover their heads
onitsway downtotheAdriatic.

ECMO 1cdled, “We redone,” explaining
what had happened. We were acouple hundred
poundsover our bingo toAviano, sowedeclined
thetanker’srequest that we inspect the basket
and started heading home. My SA balloon had
completely deflated, and | had ceased tobean
effective member of the crew. All | knew was
that we were heading home, and it was because
| hadn’t been up to thetask of tanking.

Fortunately for usdl, ECMO 1 wasthinking
for me, becausethe winds had picked up and
werein our face. Wemight have madeit home,
but it would have been close. Hemadethecall,
andweturned toward Brindig, theclosest divert.
Heasked for agtraight-in approach to thefield,
and | did aless-than-perfect approach.

On deck we got some gasand did awalk-
around of thejet. Wedidn’t seeit then, but the
probetip had hit the vertical stab whenit fell
off theaircraft. Our Prowler looked flyable, so

Photo-composite by Allan Amen

we decided to press back home. The breather
had alowed meto clear my head, and the
return flight was uneventful.

A couple pointscame out of thisflight.
Firgt, the mission wasaccomplished. The
sguadron had been flying over Kosovofor a
couple months already and had been there
sincethe start of theair strikes. They knew
they could flex to three Prowlersand still
cover the vulnerability window. For my part, |
was as prepared as possible for the lron
Maiden. It'sjust something that you haveto
experienceto learn how to fly. We had had
plenty of time at the tanker track, so | probably
should have flown form behind the basket for a
whileto get abetter feel for the sight picture.
Doing so would have kept thetanker from
disappearing over my head. Itisatechniquel
tried on my next stab at the KC-135 over
eastern Washington, and it hel ped.

Finally, after theincident, | should have
kept my wits about me and concentrated on
getting us home. We had moved quickly from
one phase of flight into another, and | couldn’t
switch gears. Rather than contributing to the
decision-making process, | had becomea
voice-actuated autopil ot. =&

Lt. Garrick flies with VAQ-134.



