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he last thing a fighter pilot does before dy-

ing is jerk up his or her knees, squeeze his

or her elbows into their ribs and bend at the

waist — the fetal position. Nobody teaches
this. It is involuntary, a reflex, a primal act that says, “This
is going to hurt a whole bunch.” | know, because it hap-
pened to me.

The F-15 Eagle is a wonderful aircraft and costs mil-
lions of dollars. Luke Skywalker would enjoy its sophisti-
cated technology, and it needs but one pilot to use it effec-
tively. It's highly capable, but it doesn't have eyes to avoid
every danger; the pilot must do that.

In the early '80s, we deployed six F-15s from Luke
Air Force Base (AFB), Arizona, to Nellis AFB, Nevada, to fly
as adversary, or “red air,” against pilots of the USAF Fighter
Weapons Instructor's Course. They were the elite in the
older F-4 Phantom; the top guns of the Air Force about to
graduate from a very tough school. We were their gradu-
ation exercise; they had to get through us to strike their
target. That wouldn’t be easy. We were experienced pilots
flying the brand new Eagle, a twin-engine, twin-tailed jet
that was a quantum leap in technology over the F-4.

The match up was like two prizefighters brought to-
gether in the ring for a title fight. We had the beauty and
sophistication of America’s newest fighter; they had us out-

“We had the beauty and sophistication
of America’s newest fighter; they
had us outnumbered four to one.”

by Mr. Ric Hunter, Langley AFB, Va.

numbered four to one. We couldn’t stand the thought of
possessing all that capability and getting shot down by
early '50s technology. They wanted very much to gradu-
ate. The duel was set, the pressure on.

Dutch Rifler was the flight lead for the mission. Our
orders were to fly Combat Air Patrol (CAP) over the moun-
tainous Nevada desert about 150 miles northwest of Las
Vegas. Dutch planned to establish an orbit high enough
for his radar to see the inbound F-4 attack force. He want-
ed me to hide low, below the jagged mountainous terrain
to mask my position. The plan was for the F-4 radars to
see Dutch but not me. | was to use low altitude tactics,
slip through the mountains, down valleys, and then shoot
down several F-4s before they knew | was even there.
Dutch would keep me informed of what he saw on his
radar and advise when they were coming.

The weather was Nevada clear; visibility 100 miles,
with only a few puffy cumulus clouds. lridescent blue
sky washed over buff-colored terrain as we entered the air
combat area at 18,000 feet. On his signal, | split from
Dutch, rolled over on my back, and dove to the desert
floor. The anchor point for my orbit was halfway between
Dutch and the F-4 ingress route. Once there, | established
an oval CAP pattern only 300 feet above the sage-covered
desert. The legs of the circuit were aligned to the threat,
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“Deep inside, | knew | shouldn’t have
seen such a beautiful sunset, but yet
| was allowed to live and see yet one
more sunset, and fly once again.”

Eagle's nose up. “The granite is coming, pull harder ... roll to the right, aim to get the wings
between two small peaks” was all | could scream to myself. “I'm going to hit!" ... my legs
came up, my elbows squeezed in tight, and my head came down to my chest into a fetal posi-
tion. “Keep pulling!” thundered in my head as quiet realization crept in, “God, this is going to
hurt.” :

“Fox One, Fox One kill on the F-15 climbing right hand turn.”

“What's that? | should be vaporized, a million pieces splattered over the desert floor, but
there’s something in my headset.” F-4 pilots were talking on the radio. “It's coming over the
radio! ... they're calling their missiles on me.” The firing squad had lowered their guns ... this
day they would not fire. “I’'m alive! You guys can call shots on me all you want! That means
I'm alive!!”

| continued a right climbing turn, put the throttles in afterburner and let the jet climb to
the heavens like a homesick angel. It felt good to get away from the earth. We were playing
hardball rules, once “killed” you went home and fanded.

Mechanically, | went through the motions of taking care of the checklist and landing the
aircraft. Mentally, | wasn't in the cockpit. The near disaster left me empty and drained, unsure
of whether | wanted to do this again.

Late that same afternoon, | was atop the Nellis AFB control tower serving as Supervisor
of Flying (SOF). Positioned in an elevated chair behind the air traffic controllers, the vantage
point gave a commanding view of the airdrome. The seat faced west where the sun would soon
slide behind desolate, mountain terrain.

The sky was a deep blue, dabbed with red-orange cirrus, and sunbeams pierced a stri-
ated sky, bounced off clouds and ricocheted into space. Just before the sun dipped below the
horizon, colors intensified, clouds became glowing pink-orange cotton balls. The radio noise in
the cab faded as the friendly banter of air traffic controllers slipped into silence.

| stepped down from the elevated chair and stared, lost in the wonderful sight before me.
Deep inside, | knew | shouldn’t have seen such a-beautiful sunset, but yet | was allowed to live
and see yet one more sunset, and fly once again. For that opportunity, and the blessing of life,
| was thankful.

This story is dedicated to my friend, Captain Dutch Rifler, USAF deceased. Shortly after
this incident, he crashed his aircraft in this same piece of Nevada desert. Dutch was on a clas-
sified mission; we never learned what happened ... he was a good piIot.K




photo by MSgt Fernantin Sefna

The 4th of July.

The very image evokes visions of fireworks, barbeques
and people all over the country celebrating the free-
doms that make this country great. | know what you
are thinking. You think you're about to scan this arti-
cle and see some safety tips for the 4th of July, right?
Or maybe this article is about the same old things
you have seen and heard over and again during your
whole Air Force career; then again, maybe not.

This year, we would like for
Yyou to celebrate a different
kind of independence. We
would like you to declare
vour INDEPENDENCE from:

8\ https://wwwmil.acc.af.mil/combat-edge

—l:hoto bMe Copeland

by Mr. Scott Eck, Barksdale AFB, La.

— The hurt and emotional pain caused by the tragic loss
of a loved one due to drinking and driving, be it either a
4-wheel or 2-wheel private motor vehicle.

— The injuries suffered from not wearing a seat belt or
personal protective equipment when riding a motorcycle.

— The medical expenses and suffering caused by burns while
lighting the grill or an E. coli infection arising from under-
cooked food at a family BBQ.

— Being blinded or maimed by a careless or unforeseen
fireworks accident.

— An injury that resulted in a partial or total disability
discharge and the pain of having to spend the rest of your
life in a wheelchair because you dove headfirst into
unfamiliar water and injured yourself.

— Being surrounded by EMTs who are trying to breathe air
back into your cold, lifeless body after rescuers have
pulled you out of the ocean'’s riptides.

— Poor decision making caused by a lack of poor risk
management skills.

We know to some, this is a frank and candid message. It
is meant to get your attention. We hope it does. If it saves
just one member of our Air Force from unnecessary tragedy,
then it has served a valuable purpose ... and gives you the
independence from mishaps that you deserve. yg
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~ Good results are not always based on good decisions.
Sometimes, people just get lucky. The story I'm about to
tell you goes into the “Did your mother produce any kids

~with a brain?” category. Kids, the following stunt was per-

formed by a professional idiot. Do not try this at home.
When | was 16, my friends and | decided to pool our
hard-earned money to buy fireworks for the 4th of July.
We got all the usual hazards: bottle rockets, firecrack-
ers, smoke bombs, jumping jacks, you know — lots of

“things that go “BOOM.” For our grand finale, we decided
to buy a Roman candle. That's the one that streaks to

the heavens at mach 8 and explodes into thousands of
streams of sparkling fire. You see, all 16-year-old boys

have a little pyromania as part of

i

by CMSgt Darren Kincaid, Fort Meade, Md.

it. Twenty-five dollars down the drain. Well, | wasn't
going to let a stupid fuse ruin our fun. We were going to
get our money’s worth, | insisted. | asked the crowd to
stand by one moment while | dealt with the technical dif-
ficulty. Emboldened by unfathomable stupidity, | marched
straight to the rocket and cracked it in half, spilling its

contents onto the pavement. |

then pulled out my lighter and ~ “Suddenly, my

flicked it at the debris. friends were
“Flick ... flick ..." but being entertained

nothing happened, not even by the sight

of me engulfed

in an enormous
glittering
ball of fire”

a flicker. Then | thought to
myself, “I'll have to get closer.”
| stuck the lighter right into the

“We did all the

, their critical thinking repertoire.  cavity of the rocket where the
usual stuff: shoot

With giggling glee, we grabbed our  meat of the pyrotechnic mate-
bottle rockets at oot and headed to the park. rial was, and gave it another flick, and “BOOM!" .
each other, chase As night settled around us, we = _Suddenly, my friends were being entertained by the

girls with sparklers, busied ourselves with conducting  sight of me engulfed in an enormous glittering ball of fire.

throw firecrackers our concert of fire. We did all the  All | could remember was an old Dick Van Dyke com-
at small animals — usual stuff: shoot bottle rockets at  mercial that advised, if you ever found yourself on fire,
it was great!” ~each other, chase girls with spar- do like him: *“Stop, drop, and roll Dick, rolli” And boy

klers, throw firecrackers at small

'animals — it was great! The moment finally came when

all the fireworks were expended, except for the Roman
candle. Since | had contributed the most money to the
pot, my friends gave me the honor of lighting the deadly
missile. With great reverence, + unsheathed it from its

- package and proudly displayed it for the considerable au-

dience that had gathered to watch. -Like a gunslinger; |
whipped out my trusty Bic, lit the fuse, and sauntered
back to my friends who were wisely waiting at a safe dis-
tance. This was going to be great, | thought, unable to
suppress the huge grin on my face.

The countdown went “3-2-1-0 ..."” then silence.
“What Happened to the rocket?” | asked with a palpable
mixture of horror and disbelief. A dud! tcouldn't believe

did | roll. | was a rolling log of sparkling fire. | finally
put myself ou} after what felt like an eternity in Hell. |
looked over at my friends through what remained of my
hair and clothes and saw they were rolling on the ground

“too, laughing their rear ends off. When they managed

to compose themselves, they walked over and vigorously
thanked me for giving them way more than 25 dollars
warth of entertainment.

In retrospect, | took some positive lessens learned
away from what was admittedly, a moronic decision. |
could have suffered from serious burns, but | didn't. |
could have lost my-eyesight; but [ didn’t, and | gained a
valuable life-long experience, which | hope will benefit all
the pyromaniacs that refuse to read the warning labels on

- fireworks: if you buy a dud, go get a ref(md.f!
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Take two habits, and call me in the morning by Maj Joel Harveaux, Shaw AFB SC
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Take two habits, and call me in the morning  by Maj Joel Harveaux, Shaw AFB SC


We often hear folks bemoan
their bad habits, but the above inci-
dent shows the power of a good habit.
When was the last time you thought
about your repertoire of good habits?
There are obvious ones like follow-
ing the T.0. or AFI, or always refer-
encing the checklist no matter how
many times you've done the task at
hand (what do you know, landings are
much softer when the gear is down).
There are also many less obvious areas
where good habits can be a lifesaver
(both literally and figuratively). | offer
you the following examples as seeds
to perhaps germinate some good hab-
its of your own.

Some time ago, | bought a mon-
ey-pit ... | mean a fixer-upper, and
spent my spare time playing Bob Vila.
| did some electrical rewiring work in
the house, but when | first considered
doing so, | promised myself that I'd
never do any work without first testing
the circuit to ensure that the affected
circuit was indeed “dead.” | soon
gained confidence and proficiency in
basic wiring — adding a socket here,
or a dimmer there — but each time,
I would faithfully employ my self-
mandated habit of testing the circuit
before commencing work. One after-
noon while in the attic, | realized that
| had left the tester all the way down
in the basement. | was sure that | had
killed the correct circuit, so | decided
to go ahead and start the work any-
ways. As | reached for tools to start
the job, that habit came tapping at
my shoulder — “What is the cost if
you're wrong?” With a deep sigh, |
trudged down the stairs to retrieve the
tester, only to be surprised by the soft
golden glow of the “live circuit” LED
staring me in the face a minute or two
later! Lesson learned: good habits
can't save you if you don’t use them,
and only have the possibility of help-

_ing you if you use them all the time,
‘every time.

Aaother positive habit | took up
involved my driving. There is a sharp
corner on a small two-lane road on

my drive to work. The speed limit is
50 mph, and there is vegetation grow-
ing up to within inches of the inside
of that curve. You literally can't see
a bus load of nuns coming from the
opposite direction until a second, or at
most two, before they go hurtling past.
| chose another habit for that corner
— two hands on the wheel, no cell
phone, no changing radio presets and
my full attention every time | negotiate
past that bus full 0’ nuns.

Once my wife and | added little
ones to our household, we underwent

good habits can't save you
if you don't use them

the normal risk-assessment/risk-abate-
ment program known to non-safety
geeks as “child-proofing.” We did all
the normal things — socket covers
and cabinet locks, as well as a few ab-
normal things. This included getting
a piggy bank. You see, | hate having
spare change jingling around in my
pockets. | was in the habit of getting
home and emptying my pockets onto
the entryway end table. From there,
it wasn’t unusual for the occasional
coin to make its way onto the floor.
To contain the choking hazard, | got
in the habit of feeding the coins to the
pig every night as | emptied my pock-
ets. I'd much rather Heimlich that pig
than one of the kids to get my money
back.

The other abnormal thing was
putting a little thought into how |
loaded the dishwasher. That's right,
the dishwasher. Our dishwasher has
a basket that goes along the side of
the bottom drawer for holding uten-
sils. After seeing how a loaded, open
dishwasher can be such a baby mag-
net, | decided to create a new habit of
always putting the sharp knives in the
rear-most compartment of the uten-
sil basket. This compartment doesn’t
pull all the way out of the dishwasher
when the drawer is out. Additionally,
there are dozens of other shiny entic-
ing “toys” to intercept a child with a
death wish prior to them reaching the
sharp knives. | added a second layer
to the dishwasher defense — always
closing the dishwasher door prior to
leaving it. Now, although I've occa-
sionally forgotten to close that dish-
washer door, I've never come around
the corner to find one of my kids jug-
gling steak knives (occasionally but-
ter knives, or trying to climb into the
dishwasher, but never playing with
the sharp knives).

So keep in mind that the most
frustrating thing about bad habits —
their tenacity and ability to pull at you
when you are trying to ignore them —
is something that you can put to work
for you with good habits. They will
remind you, seemingly of their own
accord, that you need to do some-
thing (or not do something) — they’ll
interject themselves subconsciously
into a situation and save you. Bad
habits usually have a way of institut-
ing themselves. Unfortunately, good
habits most often have to be taught
or deliberately chosen. So give some
thought to your job, your flying, your
life — where do the risks live? What
positive habits can you choose to take
up that can save yourself embarrass-
ment and a headache, or your loved
ones a heartache?

Habits, they're not just for that
bus load of nuns! R
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e have all heard about it, seen it, or known it ourselves: the “what if” variable. In some

W way or another, it touches each of our lives every day. Tragically, | have become more

familiar than | ever wanted to be with this “what if” factor in the last few years.

| had been stationed at Kadena Air Base, Japan, for about 3 months when the phone rang on March
20, 2002, “A1C Tetrick you need to go home and call your family. There’s been an accident.” My heart
dropped into my stomach, “No. Not again — this can't be happening again.” You see, about a month
before | had received another phone call just like it. My sister had been killed in a car accident. It had
not been that long since | had returned to work from emergency leave.

One of the NCOs | worked with asked if | needed her to go home with me. | numbly said yes. When
| arrived at my room, | decided to listen to my messages before calling home. The first message was from
my other sister sobbing, “Lisa, Dad’s been in an accident and he’s hurt real bad. Call me when you get
this.” Beep. “Lisa, Dad’s dead. Come home now.”

14 \ https://wwwmil.acc.af.mil/combat-edge
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Also in 2005, 34 percent of all motorcyclists in-
volved in fatal crashes were speeding. “What if ...”

Last, but not least, in 2005 was the alcohol fac-
tor. Twenty-seven percent of all fatally injured motor-
cycle operators had Blood Alcohol Content (BAC) levels
of 0.08 or higher. An additional 7 percent had lower
alcohol levels (BAC of 0.01 to 0.07). Motorcycle op-

erators killed in traffic crashes at night (43 percent)
were three times more likely to have BAC levels 0.08
or higher than those killed during the day (13 percent).

“What if” these statistics alone were enough to stop
these tragic deaths. Unfortunately, they have not done that

so far. So what are some addit

ional safety steps that mo-

torcyclists can take? Studies show that the head, arms,

and legs are most often injured i
ing and equipment serve a thr

n a crash. Protective cloth-
ee-fold purpose for motor-

cyclists: comfort and protection from the elements; some
measure of injury protection; and, through use of color or

reflective material, a means for
motorcyclist.

“What if ..."
These are just a few of the statistics related to mo-

torcycle fatalities. | haven't included unlicensed motor-

cyclists, over maneuvering, etc. Again, “what if ..."

This is the most important
piece of equipment. Safety
helmets save lives by reduc-
ing the extent of head injuries
in the event of a crash. Many
good helmets are available
and, in many states, are re-
quired by law. The helmet
should fit comfortably and
snugly and should be fas-
tened for the ride. Also when
choosing a helmet, look for
the Department of Trans-
portation (DOT) label on the
helmet. The DOT label on
helmets constitutes the man-
ufacturer’s certification that
the helmet conforms to the
federal standard. Passengers
should also wear a helmet.

helmet:

eye protection:

other motorists to see the

Here are a few “must haves” for those of you who ride

motorcycles:

Since many motorcycles don't
have windshields, riders must
protect their eyes against in-
sects, dirt, rocks, or other air-
borne matter. Even the wind
can cause the eyes to tear and
blur vision. Good vision is im-
perative when riding. Choose
good quality goggles, glasses
with plastic or safety lenses, or
a helmet equipped with a face
shield. Goggles, glasses, and
face shields should be scratch-
free, shatterproof, and well
ventilated to prevent fog build-
up. Only clear shields should
be used at night since tinted
shields reduce contrast and
make it more difficult to see.
Even if your motorcycle has a
windshield, eye protection is
recommended.

16 \ https://wwwmil.acc.af.mil/combat-edge
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Clothing worn when riding
a motorcycle should provide
some measure of protection
from abrasion in the event of a
spill. It should be of durable
material (e.g., special synthetic
material or leather). Jackets
should have long sleeves. Trou-
sers (not shorts) should not be
baggy or flared at the bottom to
prevent entanglement with the
chain, kick-starter, foot pegs, or
other protrusions on the sides
of a motorcycle.
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Durable full-fingered gloves are
recommended. They should
be of the non-slip type to per-
mit a firm grip on the controls.
Leather gloves are excellent,
as are special fabric gloves
with leather palms and grip
strips on the fingers. Gaunt-
let-type gloves keep air out of
the rider’s sleeves. Appropriate
gloves are available for all types
of weather.

iootwear:

Proper footwear affords protec-
tion for the feet, ankles, and
lower parts of the legs. Leather
boots are best. Durable athletic
shoes that cover the ankles are
a good second choice. Sandals,
sneakers, and similar footwear
should not be used since they
provide little protection from
abrasion or a crushing impact.
Avoid dangling laces that can
get in the way.

Additionally upper body clothing should
be brightly colored. Some riders wear light-
weight reflective orange or yellow vests over
their jackets. Retro-reflective material used on
clothing, helmet, and the motorcycle helps to
make the rider visible to other motorists, espe-
cially at night. A high percentage of car-vehicle
collisions occur because the driver of the other
vehicle “failed to see the rider in time to avoid
the crash.”

| personally will never ride on a motorcy-
cle even though it's cheaper in gas and appar-
ently lots of fun. But nothing could keep me on

a bike, especially because of my history. | just figure
my chances are better in a car with a seat belt. I've
already had a lifetime of “what ifs ..."

We talk about it all the time in the military:
operational risk management and the Wingman
concept. Even the pilots discuss the worst “what
if..." every time they brief before going on a mission.
So “what if” the next time you and your friends,
family or coworkers decide to go for a ride, you apply
a little peer pressure and ensure they're wearing all
the right gear, are in the right state of mind, and not
riding recklessly. Do it so that you don’t ever have to
personally experience the worst “what if ..." Wk

References:

www.nrd.nhtsa.dot.gov

NHTSA’s National Center for Statistics and Analysis
DOT HS 810 620

www.nhtsa.dot. gov

NHTSA People Saving People Motorcycle Safety
DOT HS 807 709
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Mishap Statistics Scoreboard

FYO7 Aircraft

Aircraft
Destroyed

As of June 1, 2007

AWEL

ARG

(BT el

AFIT
(AT bt ||

FYO7Ground

As of June 1, 2007

T #

. Class B

2
0
2
0

' = Fatal

' = Fatal due to misconduct

FY07 Weapons

As of June 1, 2007

I Aircraft Notes

ACC experienced two Class A mishaps in May.
An ANG F-15D crashed during a BFM sor-
tie. The pilot ejected safely (no passenger).
A U-2S suffered Class A damage in the AOR
with no injuries. Take a moment this month
to thank your fliers for reporting those minor
safety incidents. ACC/SEF, along with other
Safety organizations, attends many of the
System Safety Working Groups hosted by the
individual aircraft program offices. By tak-
ing the time to report on minor incidents and
mishaps, fliers can have an impact on main-
tenance and engineering solutions. Incident
reporting helps our Safety professionals track
and trend information used to fix problems
BEFORE they become a Class A mishap.

Ground Notes

ACC sustained two fatalities since the last edi-
tion of The Combat Edge. Both were motor-
cycle mishaps that involved speed as a casual
factor. Are your novice riders being mentored
by experienced riders? Mentorship is a great
way for novices to gain the experience they
need to operate their motorcycles safely on the
open road.

Weapons Notes

ACC experienced one missile mishap in May.
The mishap occurred during the download of
a TGM-65. A load crew member was attach-
ing the cargo strap when the hook end of the
strap contacted the dome and broke it. This
mishap could have been prevented if more
emphasis had been placed on attention to de-
tails. Please emphasize this during your spot
inspections and cross tell information to your
units. Thanks for all you do for weapons safety
every day.

Class A - Permanent Total Disability; Property Damage $1,000,000 or more

Class B - Permanent Partial Disability: Property Damage between $200,000 and $1,000,000

Class C - Lost Workday; Property Damage between $20,000 and $200,000

** Non-rate Producing

Symbols for Mishap Aircraft

-:%—A 4 A=t
T4 X A1
F-22$t$
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