by 1%'Lt. Patrick M. Glynn, USMC

August 16, 2000, was atypical hot and
hazy day in Kingsville, Texas. | wasflying T-
45AswithVT-21, trying to earn my wings. |
was excited about the weapons portion of the
syllabus. Thiswasgoing to bemy first time
dropping Mk-76 bombsfromthejet. After al,
who wouldn’t be excited about spreading the
“bluedeath” all over south Texas?1 felt | was
ready for anything. | knew my emergency
procedures, my SOP, and my tactics. What |
wasn't prepared for was my first near-midair.

Onthissortie, wewould beflying athree-
plane pattern instead of the usual four-plane.
My instructor and | briefed our flight first. |
had dropped bombsin the simulator but hadn’t
had to deal with communicationsor other
aircraft. My instructor, an AV-8 pilot, went into
great detail about the 30-degree bombing
pattern, which wewould beflying. When we
finished, theflight lead briefed al the aircrew.
Theflight lead was aseasoned S-3 pilot witha
good reputation in the weapons pattern. We
would hold the Dash 2 position. Another AV-8
pilot flying for hisweaponsqual, with an
instructor from Training Wing Two ashis
checker, would occupy Dash 3.

Theflight took off without incident en
routeto “Yankee’ target, one of thetwo local
targets north of theair station. “ Yankee” target
was actually arange of threetargetsinalarge
rectangle, visiblefromtheair. Theleft target
wasasmall strafing target for gun runs. The
right target was small circle used for rocket
practice. The middletarget—alargecircle—
astheonly target | cared about. Accuracy

Is That a Shor

wasonly amatter of personal pride (the
traditional betsonfirst drop, best drop, and
best Circular Error Probable [ CEP] had been
placed), but one day, Marines on the ground
would depend on my proficiency.

Leading into thetarget wasalong, straight,
dirt road, very clear fromtheair, which
marked our run-in heading. Per training SOP, if
an aircraft rollsin on the target greater than
10-degrees off the run-in heading, that pilot
must abort the bombing run. Lead had alittle
troublefinding thetarget at first, but he
recovered nicely. From the get-go, my helmet
wason fire, | had marblesin my mouth and
felt | was so far behind the aircraft. Trying to
fly the pattern, while keeping our interval in
sight and maintaining atitude, provedto bea
challenge. Lead called, “ Oneinhot,” and
began hisrun. From my vantage point, some-
thing looked odd, but what did | know?We
began our first run, and | was happy to hit the
target. Astheflight progressed, | settled down,
caught more of thecomm calls, and tightened
my CEP.

Wewereflying athree-plane pattern, so it
was harder to keep our interval insight. Since
| was on my first weps hop, this pattern wasa
problem for me. Every timel lost my interval, |
had to stay at my sanctuary atitude of 6,000
feet. Every timel reacquired him, | could
climb up to 8,000 feet and prepare for my run.
Sun angle and haze made it even more chal-
lenging, and that iswhy every pilot must fly the
tightest pattern possible. Each timel saw the
lead, hewas outside of the pattern | was

flying.
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Target?

“Oneinhot,” lead caled. | had lost sight
yet again and was unableto reacquire him. |
made my abeam call and looked for himinthe
chute.

“l don’'t seehim, sir,” | told my instructor.

“He'sinthe chute, start workin’ it up,” he
told me.

| said, “Sir, | don’'t seehiminthechute.” |
stayed at my sanctuary altitude.

My instructor couldn’t seehim either. My
instructor’svoice came over theICS, “Where
thehdl is...” Withthat, lead cut across our
nose, on his 30-degree, 450-knot dive, over 50
degrees off therun-in heading. He passed us
co-atitude, about 200 feet from our aircraft.

After abit of screaming and swearingin
our cockpit, my instructor came over theradio
inastern and sarcastic voice (something he
wasgood at): “ Two approaching, now the
lead’sin sight!” Wewatched him violate SOP
and drop hisbomb (good hit, too). My heart
was pounding, and | couldn’t believe how close
lead had just cometo hitting us. Had there
been contact, hewould have blind-sided usand
the biggest summer firecracker over south
Texaswould have ensued, with no chancefor
gection.

My instructor and | were now partnersin
survival, rather than teacher and student. He
madethe callsand | flew awide patternto
keeplead in sight. My instructor’scall alerted
Dash 3to apossible problem. On the very next

run, lead again rolled in morethan 50 degrees
off therun-in heading and thistimethewing
instructor madethecall, “ Abort, abort. That's
not your run-in heading.” It was easy to gauge
how far off hewasby comparing hisflight
path to that large dirt road that marked the
heading. Wefinished theflight without further
incident, still not believing what had just
happened.

At thedebriefing room, flight lead camein
and got right down to business. He had me put
up the CEPs so we could settle the bets and
tally the beer tab. Thelook of awe onmy
instructor’sface wasworth amillion words; of
course, none were spoken at that moment.

A number of factorslead to this near-
catastrophe. My loss of situational awareness
and lack of skill onmy first hop didn’t do us
any good. | also took for granted my student
status and expected the instructorsto get me
through the flight, something we' re briefed
never to do. An enthusiastic flight lead who
cared more about scoring bullsand less about
the safe conduct of theflight didn’t help the
situation. He also flew ahorrible pattern. My
Situationa -awareness curve shot through the
stratosphere onthe next flight. Thelead's
weapons qualswere yanked, and my instructor
threw me abonefor the hop (thanks, Cat-
fish!).
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