Four-Ship Mission 1604
We had just finished the briefing. It was going to be a fairly standard four-ship mission. The target was close by and we had been there before. Nothing compared to some of the missions we had flown that pushed our Air Force training to the limit of our ability. An easy mission—except for the weather.
We had waited for a couple of hours for the ceiling to come up and the visibility to increase. We were ready to scrub the flight but knew it was an important mission so we waited, allowing two hours for the weather to cooperate. Surprisingly enough, it did. The base weather shop estimated we would have no more than an hour, and maybe less time, to launch, hit the target and rejoin and return to base. It was a go.

Walking out to jets, all lined up in a row on the ramp of the military base, I spotted a couple of those beams of sunlight that sneak through the clouds—the kind poets and photographers seek for inspiration or to capture on film—shining only a few miles away. Must be some kind of sign I thought as I hesitated for a moment, but I had to focus on the mission and kept walking, helmet in hand.
I guess it’s nice to see your name and military rank painted just below the canopy rail. The flight lead and other wingmen followed me out, and headed toward their jets—name and rank painted in the same place. No time for pondering today. The planes had been pre-flighted and were ready to start. The start time was “now.”

As I climbed up the steps into the cockpit I double checked the back canopy to see that it was secure. No backseaters on this type of mission—against policy.
There’s a sense of comfort as you slide down into the seat and buckle up, checking parachute and communications connections. Home again. We are going to have some fun. Then back to the discipline of going through the cockpit checks, pre-start checklist and engine start procedures. It seemed like I locked the canopy and pushed the start button at the same time. Checks complete. Fuel on as the igniters clicked and turbine spun through 9%. Watching the EGT: 600 degrees centigrade is OK, but not 700. Looks like 640 today. Oil pressure, fuel pressure good; everything in the “green.”

The turbine accelerated, whining as it always did going through 30%. It wasn’t long, even though it felt like minutes, and it was humming along at idle. Electrical equipment on, radios on, two rows of switches on and circuit breakers checked, hydraulics and emergency systems checked and we are ready to taxi. Only one engine on this jet but it was reliable and would bring you back. It had 700 flights before, anyway.
I was “three” today so I was waiting for two to pull out of the chocks and join him in trail behind lead. Four would follow me. We taxied a couple airplane lengths apart and staggered our position along the taxiway. 
Close, but safe. Actually it looked pretty good; everyone was in position as we completed our before takeoff checklists: flaps down, speed brake up, pressurization on, air conditioning on, wingmen squawking “standby” on the transponders, double check canopies, ready to go. Lead called “ready” followed by the predictable and disciplined responses from the wingmen: “2, 3, 4,” in sequential order.
I never got used to the occasional whiffs of burning kerosene that inevitably snuck into the cockpit while taxiing out in formation, but we would be airborne soon and enjoying clean air. Two minutes at the most and we would be lined up on the 12,000 foot runway, where lead would be signaling to run the jet engines up to 85% and check all the gauges.
Flight lead today was the most experienced among us, having flown most of the fighters in the Air Force’s inventory. He took each mission very seriously, never took anything for granted. Flying as two was a pilot with experience in both fighters and transports. He flew a tight wing position, and rarely moved out of position. Behind me, as four, was a younger man, but an exceptional number four in fingertip position or in diamond. You knew he would be where he was supposed to be. Probably the fastest rejoin of any of the local jet drivers.
Soon after we lined up on the runway, we got the nod from lead to release brakes and roll down the runway, with two on the right wing and me on the left wing. I advanced the throttle to max power. We stayed with lead as the formation rolled down the runway. Four joined in a couple minutes. All the jets were functioning flawlessly as we cleaned up the gear and flaps and turned out of traffic. Then, out of max power and back to climb power setting. Check the fuel quantity and gauges and press on.
The weather looked better once airborne. Looking through the formation, I could see the visibility was up a few miles and we were below the cloud tops farther than I guessed we would be. However, there were some dark, rainy looking spots several miles out. Even cruising along at 90% power looks faster when there are cloud references.

We settled into position as lead lined up for a run on the target. There was a forward controller on the ground. Lead contacted him on the radio and he confirmed we were cleared in.

We were on time and dead on target. Piece of cake. Nice pass.
As we turned away from the target we got a great view. Number three was just coming back into the wing position as we reformed the formation and headed for home. Not much conversation today. We could see a line of black clouds in the distance. Rain was not too far away. Everyone was thinking the same thing: “let’s take it home.”
Lead positioned the formation and set up for a tactical pitch-up from initial. He sent the formation over to tower frequency and checked us in: “2, 3, 4” came the responses, about a half-second apart. Tower cleared us in, requesting the required military “gear check” radio call. Lead pitched up and over first, then two pulled up and over, then I pulled up slightly and rolled into 60 degrees of bank like the others, followed by four. We were in trail a quarter of a mile apart, ready for a base turn. Lead called gear check, echoed by all the wingmen as we configured the jets, completed the before landing checklist and rolled out on final approach.
I expected and got some jet wash as I crossed the threshold and touched down. I had my hand on the throttle, ready to take it around, but didn’t have to. The ten-knot quartering headwind typically holds some of the vortices from the other jets near the touchdown zone. No problem that day.
We cleared the active runway and taxied in, maintaining formation just as we had taxied out. Very disciplined—and it looked good. We were proud; another mission completed. However, this one was special. Very special.

It had been years—no decades—since any of us had been on active duty. And now we owned the jets all lined up on the ramp with our names on them. It was a real mission that we flew as civilians, and it went as planned, but this time we flew a Missing Man formation flight (one jet pulls up and away from the formation, signifying the loss of a comrade). The deceased soldier was a young Marine, recently killed in Iraq. The target, 1000 feet below our pass, was a memorial ceremony for his burial. The family requested a jet formation pass at the ceremony.

The non-profit Missing Man Foundation, specifically set up to meet such needs, organized the flight. Pilots volunteer for flights, along with ground radio controllers.
Mission 1604 was the sixteenth such flight during 2004. We avoid taking passengers on such flights out of respect for the deceased, hence the policy of empty back seats. We wear black flight suits and read the biography of the deceased. It’s the least we can do.
The rain came that day minutes after landing. The ceiling dropped and visibility went down. All day, the sky was open only long enough for us to fly during the short window that would permit us to fly the ceremonial pass, just when it was scheduled.

We sometimes forget that flying your own fighter-type jet is a special right, like many of the freedoms we enjoy. That right and many others are protected by the men and women of our armed services—who sometimes sacrifice their lives to protect our freedoms. Remember them when you fly.
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