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Praise for

All Eternity Lies Before Me

“Although I had read the original story of the loss of Alfa Foxtrot 586 when it first came out, this book is a detailed account of the story of the ordeal of the crew of Alfa Foxtrot 586. Loreen Gibbons does a superb job of recounting the story in a gripping manner that brings the reader along with the increasing tensions of the crew as the problems with the Orion unfold. Occasionally switching back to the Grigsby household offers the reader an understanding of what the families face when the fate of their loved ones is unknown. Overall, this story is an example of the teamwork, discipline, and dedication that air crews must demonstrate when the need arises. The months and months of training in the event an emergency should happen is evident in this account. This book should be mandatory reading in the training of these air crews.

Finally, I knew LCDR Jerry Grigsby well. His professionalism and courage in carrying out his duties as Aircraft Commander demonstrate his commitment to his men, and his country. Not leaving the sinking plane until he felt that all the crew were safely out was an act of love. I never understood why Jerry didn’t receive the Navy Cross.”

—CDR. EVERETT ALVAREZ, USN (RET), CEO ALVAREZ IT LLC, US Navy’s First Vietnam POW, author of Chained Eagle and Code of Conduct

“I think the story and the story-telling are brilliant. Congratulations Loreen!”

—ANDREW C.A. JAMPOLER, Captain USN (Ret), Naval Historian, author of ADAK: The Rescue of Alfa Foxtrot586

“LCDR Jerry Grigsby was a true military hero, an inspiration to all. Without his superb skills, none of the fifteen crew members would have survived the ditching of Navy Alfa Foxtrot 586. In 1978, Jerry was the only active P-3 pilot in our squadron with prior experience on the Martin P-5M, the Navy’s last flying boat. He knew the extreme winds and waves were not survivable if the ditching had been flown using the rules found P-3 flight manual.

The P-3 manual said flying directly into the waves would be like flying into a mountain. In fact, flying into the waves in gale force winds was the only way to survive that day. By flying into the waves, he was also flying into the wind. Jerry’s decision reduced our final landing speed over the water from 115 knots to 70 knots and our wings were level. He also reduced the recommended rate of descent from the manual’s suggested 200 feet per minute to 50 feet per minute. His decisions allowed the entire airframe to absorb the shock of landing at the same time at half the speed.

Sadly, when a military hero dies there are few books written by the surviving spouse or family. I am an avid reader. Both of my parents had Masters Degrees in Library Science. This is, by far, the best book I have ever read from that point-of-view.”

—ED CAYLOR, Co-Pilot Alfa Foxtrot 586, Senior Surviving Officer, Retired Delta Airlines 767 Captain

“All Eternity Lies Before Me is Loreen Gibbon’s gripping personal account. A testament to love . . . grit . . . and personal resilience—central to the hero Jerry Grigsby proved to the world himself to be—the same key traits that ground all Navy families.”

—KYLE COZAD RADM, USN (RET), former Chief of Naval Education and Training, CEO National Navy Aviation Museum Foundation, author of Relentless Positivity

“Americans honor and appreciate military rescue stories. Most involve actions necessary to overcome a determined enemy. But sometimes that enemy can be Mother Nature herself. In this expansive narrative, Loreen Gibbons tells the story of one such rescue, a US Navy P-3 callsign Alfa Foxtrot 586, down in the bitter cold waters of the northern Pacific. With a compelling style, she tells the story from the perspective of the downed crews and then interlaces it with the travail of the families, who wait, hope, and pray. She reminds us that for those who love, time is eternity, and love is the most powerful and still most unknown energy in the world. Bravo Zulu!!”

—DARREL WHITCOMB, COL USAF (RET), Vietnam Forward Air Controller, author of The Rescue of Bat 21, Combat Search and Rescue in Desert Storm

“I included the inspiring story of Alfa Foxtrot 586 in Leading at The Edge, and I was delighted to read Loreen Gibbons account of the years that followed for the surviving crew and their families. She skillfully blends themes of tragedy, love, and remembrance in a compelling narrative.”

—DENNIS N. T. PERKINS PHD, USMC Company Commander Vietnam, Faculty, Yale School of Management, CEO of Syncretics Group Inc, author of Leading at The Edge and Into the Storm

“A stunning memoir that not only honors servicemen and their sacrifice, but also highlights the extraordinary strength and resilience of a military spouse. Breathtaking in its honesty, Gibbon’s story will stay with you for eternity.”

—JULIE TULLY, Navy Wife, author of Dispatches from the Cowgirl
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Since 1775, more than five million young men and women have served in the United States Navy.

For nearly 250 years, the Navy has honored their heroes

by naming bases, ships, streets, and buildings for them.

This is the story of one of those heroes:

Lieutenant Commander Jerry Grigsby and his legacy as told by his shipmates and family.




The Scene
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The Crew Positions
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The Crew


LIEUTENANT COMMANDER JERRY GRIGSBY, Patrol Plane/Mission Commander, age 36

LIEUTENANT ED CAYLOR, Copilot (also a fully qualified Patrol Plane Commander), age 26

ENSIGN JOHN WAGNER, Third Pilot, age 25

LIEUTENANT (JUNIOR GRADE) MATTHEW GIBBONS, Patrol Plane Tactical Coordinator, age 25

LIEUTENANT (JUNIOR GRADE) BRUCE FORSHAY, Navigator/Communicator, age 24

LIEUTENANT (JUNIOR GRADE) JOHN BALL, Navigator/Communicator, PARPRO Rider, age 32

PETTY OFFICER SECOND CLASS ED FLOW, Flight Engineer, age 26

PETTY OFFICER SECOND CLASS BUTCH MILLER, Flight Engineer, age 33

PETTY OFFICER THIRD CLASS, Jim Brooner, Sensor 1 Acoustic Operator, age 23

PETTY OFFICER THIRD CLASS HOWARD “HOWIE” MOORE, In-Flight Technician, age 24

AIRMAN DAVE REYNOLDS, Aviation Ordnanceman, age 23

AIRMAN RANDY RODRIGUEZ, Sensor 2 Acoustic Operator, age 19

AIRMAN RICHARD GARCIA, Sensor 3, Non-acoustic Operator, age 20

MASTER CHIEF GARLAND SHEPARD, Guest from Tactical Support Center Adak, age 34

PETTY OFFICER FIRST CLASS GARY HEMMER, Guest from Naval Facility Adak, age 34







Part One:
October 1978



Time is too slow for those who wait,

Too swift for those who fear,

Too long for those who grieve,

Too short for those who rejoice,

But for those who love, time is eternity.

—HENRY VAN DYKE

The conclusion is always the same:

love is the most powerful and still most unknown energy of the world.

—PIERRE TEILHARD DE CHARDIN







Anticipation
Almaden Valley, California



October 26, 1978

Nine-year-old Karen Todd, our neighbor from across the street, tells me about her nightmare as I unlatch the safety lock of the backyard gate to let her go home. Unlike the other outrageous stories she has told me in the past, this one stops me dead.

“A screaming eagle was diving after your husband,” she says as she flashes that impish look of hers. Something long forgotten and locked away begins to churn up emotions as I gasp and feel my heart pound in fear. She studies my face and turns away, then wraps her towel around her dripping swimsuit and pads home barefoot across the street.

How did that get into her dream? Does she even know my husband’s Navy squadron is called the Golden Eagles? I take a deep breath, pushing my feelings down before letting go of the gate. The safety mechanism takes over, the gate swings shut, and the safety lock clicks into place. All is secure once again. Karen can’t possibly know anything about that, can she?

I compose my face before turning back to my daughters, who are almost finished putting away the pool toys. “Scoot upstairs now for a quick shower. We’ll have just enough time to eat dinner before your marionette class,” I tell them.

From the corner of my eye, I catch a flash of light in the distance that seems to be coming from the northwest. It distracts me and is gone before I can make anything of it. Was it some kind of explosion? A fire? I shiver despite the glorious warmth of this rare Indian summer day and work to dispel the sense of foreboding that is starting to take hold. I turn back to pick up a wet towel as the pool sweep clicks on and begins its journey around the pool, cleaning away the debris of the afternoon swim.







Preflight
Naval Station Adak, Alaska



October 26, 1978

The sixties-era Bachelor Officer Quarters (BOQ) for Naval Station Adak perches on the side of Bering Hill, all gray cinder block, with small aluminum-framed windows, surrounded by the rubble of ancient volcanic eruptions and engulfed in a thick gray mist. Even on a rare day when there is some parting of the mist, the gray-green landscape remains almost unrelieved by color; so inhospitable is the climate that nothing much grows here. The occasional view of the airfield below and the tundra and bay beyond reveals even more shades of gray. There is no Indian summer here in the Aleutian Islands.

It is in this dismal landscape that a small subset of the Golden Eagles of Navy Patrol Squadron Nine has been assigned a six-week rotation from their home base at Moffett Field in California. Most count the days until they can go home.

This morning begins for Lieutenant Commander Jerry Grigsby’s crew much like any other morning on Adak when the officers—wearing baggy flight suits, lace-up boots, and government-issue parkas—meet in the lobby of the BOQ at 4:15 a.m. Today’s crew, however, is an ad hoc crew put together just the day before based on individual qualifications and the needs of the mission. Navy patrol squadrons typically form crews selected by the Commanding Officer to ensure a balance of talent. Normally a crew flies together for months at a time, learning to work together as a team, and your crew members become the only people on the planet who share your work schedule. It is late 1978. The Vietnam War is over, and with manpower cutbacks firmly in place, the Navy’s patrol plane community juggles to keep the missions manned.

The duty driver is already waiting for the crew in a faded gray, thirteen-passenger Dodge van with door latches that cannot be trusted. Everyone is in good spirits despite the early hour, and Grigsby, who is putting on his navy-blue watch cap over his red hair, smiles when he overhears Lieutenant (junior grade) John Ball quip, “just another fine Lee Iacocca product,” as he and the others climb into the van.

“Glad to have you aboard today, John,” Grigsby says, and he means it. He appreciates not only Ball’s technical expertise in secure communications but also his lighthearted, irreverent banter and infectious good humor. Ball has been in the squadron for five months and has already established a solid reputation for his attention to detail.

Grigsby is warmed by the camaraderie surrounding him and possesses a deep affection for those who are giving so much of their youth in service to their country. The men continue making light of the rattles and squeaks as they bump their way down the hill through the frigid darkness and into a cloud-shrouded day that holds onto secrets.

Lieutenant (junior grade) Matthew Gibbons, a young Tactical Coordinator who sports a Burt Reynolds–style mustache and who joined the squadron as an Ensign, can tell you something about military budget cuts. His basic flight training in Pensacola had been accelerated by five months because of a need to get Flight Officers to the fleet. After completing the Advanced Air Navigation School, he received his NFO (Naval Flight Officer) wings forty-seven weeks after starting in Pensacola. At Patrol Squadron 9 (VP-9), he flew flight after flight, amassing more than eleven hundred hours in the P-3 Orion turboprop during his first twenty-four months—a feat that normally takes nearly thirty-six months.

Now on Adak, the squadron is on day 160 of a planned six-month commitment—rotating crews, aircraft, and maintenance personnel in and out from Moffett Field. Gibbons is on day 107 of what was originally planned as sixty-seven days for each officer and flight crew member. The command has rotated him from crew to crew because of the ongoing personnel shortage. He is now dubbed an “Adak Centurion,” a humorous way of recognizing him for spending one hundred plus days in the Aleutians.

That is how on October 26, this twenty-five-year-old is the senior NFO on this mission. He is the Tactical Coordinator and he oversees everything going on in the plane behind the cockpit. “My flying career is off to a fast start,” he sometimes jokes, “but the pay’s the same.”

It’s a quick trip in the van down to the hangar where the crew visits Maintenance Control to find out which airplane has been assigned and to check over the maintenance logs. “What’s all this?” Grigsby asks Gibbons as he helps him unload a full shopping bag and a tote bag holding a electric cooking pot. Gibbons is known for his “morale menus.” He had stopped by the “Geedunk”—the base mini-mart—last night for supplies to make chili cheese dogs.

The mood becomes attentive and professional in the Tactical Support Center (TSC) as Lieutenant John Eger begins the mission brief at 5:00 a.m. They are scheduled for a 9:00 a.m. takeoff window for a Peacetime Airborne Reconnaissance Program (PARPRO) flight—a special weekly mission to gather intelligence along the coast of the Soviet Union. Some of the crew had attended a pre-briefing the day before and are expecting a routine, long, and tedious patrol. There had not been much recent Soviet submarine activity detected in their patrol area, and with a major storm brewing over the North Pacific and Bering Sea, there wouldn’t be much ship traffic to monitor either.

Returning to the hangar, the men grab their flight gear, but Gibbons’s helmet is not in his locker and he slams the door shut. He is pissed that someone has taken it. It has an intricate helmet design; he had spent hours decorating it with colored reflective tape. There is no available spare helmet and nothing to be done about it. Now he will have no helmet for the flight. He will wear his navy-blue knit watch cap and use a headset and microphone instead.

They all head to their assigned P-3 aircraft to do the preflight inspection, a series of checklist items to ensure that dozens of systems are working properly. An experienced crew typically takes three hours to go through the entire list, and they do it as though their lives depend on it, which, of course, they do. Training sessions for every conceivable situation have been thorough, repetitive, and ongoing, imprinting it all on their subconscious minds. The men have gotten through months and months of it all because they understand the importance of these missions for national security. Any notions they may have held about the romance of a flying career have long since been quelled.

	Lieutenant Ed Caylor, the copilot for this flight, and Ensign John Wagner, the third pilot, conduct the walk-around inspection outside the airplane, checking landing gear, brakes, and propellers. Grigsby, the Mission Commander, is freed to get the weather briefing and file the flight plan. Meanwhile, the ground-based mechanics and the crew’s flight engineers are looking at a minor leak on the number one propeller.

Grigsby had piloted this plane up from California several days earlier in a quick turnaround flight after dropping another plane off at Moffett Field, affording him a brief overnight visit with his wife and daughters and earning him the nickname “Quickie” among the other Lieutenant Commanders. Out of respect, no one on his crew would ever let on that they had overheard that good-natured ribbing.

In the post-flight inspection at that time, the ground-based maintenance crew had noted a small leak on the number one propeller. They had deemed it to be within normal operating limits then, and during this preflight today it is tested again, and again it is thought to be well within normal limits. The plane had undergone a thorough maintenance check before leaving California, and the number one propeller had been replaced with a fully reconditioned propeller that had the latest version of propeller control O-rings and cold weather hydraulic fluid. It’s still a day much like any other.

Inside the fuselage, preflight activities proceed per the individual crew station manuals. Some crew members, having completed their portion of the preflight checks, get back into the van and head over to the Birchwood dining facility to eat a quick breakfast. They leave Lieutenant (junior grade) Bruce Forshay, Petty Officer Jim Brooner, and Airman Randy Rodriguez to complete the inspections of the navigation and secure communication equipment and the two acoustic sensor stations, as those portions of the preflight have more checkpoints and usually take more time.

The breakfasts at Birchwood, the only dining hall on Adak open at this early hour, are monotonous but hearty—scrambled eggs, hash browns, toast, bacon, and coffee. After eating, Gibbons purchases a few apples and Eggo waffles for those still back at the airplane.

Ball has had breakfast there this morning as well and has enjoyed a brief visit with his friend Lieutenant (junior grade) Dennis Mette. Grigsby had tracked Ball down the night before and asked him to be an extra navigator as backup for Forshay, who had only just recently completed his training, and to assist Gibbons with the tedious manual encryptions that will be needed for this mission.

Ball had been playing bingo and drinking beer in the Chief Petty Officers’ Club when Grigsby approached him about this flight the night before. “I don’t think that’s a good idea for the morning,” Ball replied. “There’s that twelve-hour bottle-to-throttle rule, and it’s already 7:00 p.m.” He was having a good time—about as good as it gets on the rocky outpost that is Adak Island—and Grigsby was aware, but he did a quick calculation in his head and excused Ball from the preflight exercises, telling him to join the crew at 7:00 a.m. in plenty of time for takeoff.

There just was not anyone else in the small detachment qualified to handle that responsibility in the morning.

[image: ]
Back at the plane, preflight checks are complete and the crew is waiting. A few are having coffee, and others are already at their stations. Over the PA system, Grigsby announces the “planeside” briefing—called that by tradition even though the pre-takeoff briefings are no longer held planeside—and gathers the crew in the cocooning warmth of the fuselage, which is heavily padded with a thick layer of insulation.

Grigsby, soft-spoken and solid, is the sort of officer you would want on your crew. He leads by example. “Today’s mission is a PARPRO flight, and we’ll be collecting intelligence in the Rough-cut Delta area off the Kamchatka coast. Our call sign for today’s flight is Alfa Foxtrot 586.”

“We’ve got two special guests aboard today, Master Chief Garland Shepard and Petty Officer First Class Gary Hemmer. Please make them feel welcome. We’ll be flying enroute at twenty thousand feet. The weather forecast for the area is variable winds southwest at thirty knots [35 mph] to northwest at forty knots [46 mph] with moderate turbulence. There’ll be rain and snow showers, and we’ll be in and out of icing conditions.” These weather conditions are far from ideal, but not bad enough to cancel the mission.

Master Chief Shepard is the Command Master Chief of the Adak TSC who chose to fly with this crew to fulfill his monthly flight time requirement. Petty Officer Hemmer is along for an orientation flight to see how the airborne systems work, as he is assigned to the ground-based Naval Facility and charged with tracking submarines using large mainframe computers connected to miles of undersea microphones.

Then it is Gibbons’s turn to speak, and he lets everyone know that the preflight data-insertion program has been loaded successfully. “Mr. Forshay and Mr. Ball have cross-checked all fly-to point coordinates. The rules for this flight dictate no approach closer than forty miles to the Soviet coastline. After takeoff, we will build lines on the tactical display at forty-five miles to create a visual reference in the flight station. Mr. Forshay will call out any time we approach within fifty miles of their coast. Petty Officer Garcia will back us up with radar fixes if we get any radar contacts close to the line. We will be monitoring Skyking broadcasts; if you hear our call sign, Alfa Foxtrot 586, write down all the letters you hear.” Most of the time, the letters are not meant for them, but if they hear “Alfa Foxtrot 586,” that means the coded message is addressed to them. In the event of static or faded signals, it is important to have multiple crew members listening and writing down the letters.

The entity known as Skyking is a conglomerate of long-distance radars, satellites, and additional classified airborne platforms. Today the crew will be playing a game of cat and mouse with the Soviets, and their low-altitude flight will be watched over by one or more high-altitude Air Force or Navy counterparts with the goal of activating some mobile Soviet air defense radar sites.

During the Cold War, it was essential to maintain an updated inventory of enemy air defense network radars. The precise location, characteristics, frequencies, and detection ranges were vitally important if hostilities ever escalated. In the event of a Cold War attack on the United States, the retaliating aircrews would either avoid the radars completely or obliterate them as they struck back deep into enemy territory.

During hostilities, Skyking would provide the Emergency Action Messages to authenticate any attack orders. The Skyking communication system was routine during peacetime, but the structure, formality, and visibility was in place if the situation ever escalated.

The crew is perhaps a little more formal and thorough than usual because there are guests aboard. Forshay lets them know that the inertial navigation systems are aligned and stable and that all preflight secure communications checks are complete. Each man in turn contributes to the briefing: that the number one propeller has been serviced and topped off with fresh hydraulic fluid, that all three sensor stations are up and fully checked out, that the central computer is good to go, and that all sonobuoys are loaded per the buoy load card.

“Assuming we don’t find a lot of contacts in this weather, today’s flight will be about training in addition to our normal PARPRO responsibilities. Mr. Wagner will get grilled up front as the third pilot, and I will be helping Mr. Ball with his Personnel Qualification System [PQS] on the Tactical Coordinator station. Speaking of PQS, congrats to AX3 Moore who has just passed his eighty-hour PQS review and is no longer flying as an In-Flight Technician [IFT] under instruction. Today is his first tactical mission without a supervising IFT, so try not to break anything.” Gibbons then asks if there are any questions.

This briefing time offers an opportunity for the junior enlisted crew to ask the officers questions. Thirteen crew members are scheduled for the flight, and it is important that everyone, including the two guests, be on the same page. Hemmer asks, “What time do you think we’ll be back?” When Grigsby replies that it will be about 6:00 p.m., he knows it is shaping up to be a long day.

The two acoustic sensor operators, Brooner and Rodriguez, won’t have much to do unless a submarine is discovered in the area, Gibbons reasons, so he asks them to introduce the guests to their stations—the latest-version sensor gear in the Pacific Fleet. These stations are the “ears” of the airplane. They process underwater sounds made by submarines. The computers match known sound “fingerprints” to help identify those submarines.

Grigsby signals the successful completion of the preflight activities by saying, “Okay, everyone, let’s get ready to go flying! Let’s get above these clouds and see some sunshine.” The men go to their assigned stations—Grigsby in the left seat of the wide cockpit, Caylor in the right, and Petty Officer Ed Flow in the flight engineer’s seat behind the center console. The others go to stations back in the fuselage, or tube, as it is often called. Then they adjust their headrests in place, fasten seat belts and shoulder harnesses, and put on helmets and fire protection gloves.

More than four hours into their morning, Crew 6 is finally ready to go. “Crew, Set Condition Five, prepare for takeoff,” Grigsby says over the PA system while electronics hum along in the background. Condition Five is always set for takeoff and landing, and requires everyone to be in his assigned crew station, helmet on, shoulder harnesses and seat belts fastened. The engine starts are normal, taxi and pre-takeoff checklists are complete, and Grigsby taxies to the end of the runway positioning the plane for takeoff.

The scheduled takeoff time had been set for 9:00 a.m., plus or minus fifteen minutes. They hold on the runway for five minutes to hit that window, otherwise the Fifth Air Force Skyking monitors in Japan will be more than a little annoyed with their lack of adherence to protocols. Deviating from the mission schedule just isn’t worth the hassle. As if to underscore the reality of their mission, “Skyking, Skyking, message follows: Lima. X-ray. Alfa. Tango. Romeo. Zulu . . .” pulses over the radio receivers with an encoded singsong voice transmission, something Gibbons, Ball, and Forshay expect to hear every fifteen minutes during today’s nine-hour flight. Gibbons and Forshay will each write down every message they hear and compare notes to be sure that what they have written is correct. If “Alfa Foxtrot 586” precedes a message, they will decode that message.

Caylor feels a fuming frustration taking hold as he waits for takeoff—a frustration he keeps to himself. His scheduled rotation with the detachment has just ended, and by rights, he should have been on his way home with his own Crew 7, but he is needed here today. He only found out a couple of days ago—had been ordered to stay on by Lieutenant Commander “Iron Mike” Harris, the officer in charge of the detachment. Caylor doesn’t like the high visibility nature of these PARPRO missions. No one does. There are too many people watching. You never get a pat on the back for a job well done on these flights. That just isn’t part of what happens, but you may well get buried in criticism for a job less than perfectly executed. Yes, he will maintain a professional attitude in the cockpit, as they all will, no one wanting a blot on their record and all wanting to be part of a successful team. At precisely 8:45 a.m. they begin their takeoff roll, and they all anticipate a smooth, routine, and uneventful patrol: What could possibly go wrong?







The Very Heart of Me
Almaden Valley



October 26

The evening is still pleasant after our quick dinner. I let myself out through the family room sliding door thinking about my husband while humming along with the radio: “If you leave me now . . . you take away the very heart of me . . .” Jerry loves to sing, and I picture his red hair and smiling blue eyes. It is almost as though he is right here singing along with me, and I realize I’ve allowed myself to become lonesome and sentimental. He will be home by Thanksgiving with the rest of his squadron’s detachment in Alaska, and he’ll be home for Christmas this year as well. I can get through this; I’ve done it many times before!

Our backyard is something of a sanctuary, a refuge. It is the typical suburban backyard, but the swimming pool is a centerpiece surrounded by an exposed aggregate patio. On one end there is space for a patio table set and a couple of padded deck chairs with a matching ottoman. On the other end, Jerry has built a playhouse for the girls and painted it to match our house. The patio area is surrounded on three sides by a planting of evergreen trees and shrubs. A six-foot-tall redwood fence encloses all of it. Over the top of the fence, I can see tree-covered hills and the Santa Cruz Mountains in the distance.

I sink into one of the cushioned deck chairs fighting back tears and watch as mist from the ocean begins to gather atop Mount Umunhum on the west side of the valley. Are we in for a change of weather? Is this the end of Indian summer? The mist continues to rise, all but obscuring the incessant turnings of the ancient early-warning radar antenna located there, and as I settle into relaxation, I allow a memory to surface, one that has been nagging at the back of my mind ever since Karen went home. It was my first date with Jerry.

[image: ]
I was not quite seventeen. We went out to a movie and stopped for a chance to talk and to enjoy a Coke at Lou’s Drive-In afterward. He walked me to my front door, and I went inside after he said he would be calling me again soon. Everyone was already in bed as I walked across my parents’ dark living room in the haze of a pleasant, easy feeling. I was almost past the piano when I felt overcome by a strong sensation of amazing happiness.

The living room faded away in a blur, and, as my mind’s eye cleared, something came to me in the way a memory comes, only it was not a memory, and it played in my mind almost like a movie: I was aware I had married him and it had been the best time of my life. I saw myself looking out a picture window watching men in dark suits get out of black cars. I heard crying from across the room, and I knew what the men had come to say—but that was it. That was as far as I could see in my mind’s eye, and as my parents’ living room came back into focus, I realized I did not find out what the men had come to say even though I felt I must have already known what it was. I did not know how long I stood next to the piano in the dark living room, but I did know that marriage was not on my mind. I was still sixteen after all.

Now, all these years later in 1978, that almost-forgotten vision comes back to haunt me. It is as though there is a realm of intelligence beyond thought; it comes as a quick flash of revelation. I did not know what to make of it then, and I don’t want to dwell on it now. Hadn’t my mother always chided me for my overactive imagination and my tendency for drama? I force my breathing to become slow and rhythmic as I draw those memories away from my mind. I am intensely conscious of the present moment, highly alert and aware but not thinking—just relaxing and experiencing the view of the distant mountains. I feel a profound inner stillness until the unwelcome ring of the phone pierces through the peace, bringing me closer to my future. The mist crests over the top of Mount Umunhum, and, like a tidal wave in slow motion, a cold, white froth descends toward the valley.







Above the Clouds
Kamchatka Views



October 26

The climb-out from Adak is unremarkable, and Grigsby heads the plane southwest toward the Soviet Union, flying along the predefined track that is designed to be far enough out to sea to remain in international airspace, yet close enough to trigger a Soviet response. Things soon settle down to a predictable routine with the guests sipping on coffee at the acoustic stations. The activities throughout the aircraft have a familiar rhythm, a procedural dependability, and a secure feeling of order and structure. Every phase of the flight has its own tempo and sequence. Up in the cockpit, Grigsby and Caylor quiz Wagner, discussing various aircraft systems. Flow and Miller join in trying to stump the new pilot, but Wagner is up to the challenge.

Back in the tube, Forshay is focusing on the navigation tasks and Ball is seated at the Tactical Coordinator (TACCO) station checking out the myriad switches and menus. At the Sensor Three station, Garcia is busy using the radar to create a 360-degree view searching for surface ship contacts and monitoring the Electronic Support Measures system for any hints of Soviet radar signals.

Airman Dave Reynolds and Petty Officer Third Class Howard “Howie” Moore bond over a game of acey-deucey in the galley. Howie, so new to the squadron that this is only his eighth mission, smiles at Reynolds’s offer of friendship in this way. Acey-deucey is a version of backgammon popular among sailors, and learning to play it is almost a rite of passage. This game doesn’t require a lot of strategy and plays more like a race. They continue playing until they hit the storm system an hour southwest of Adak with massive waves, tall banks of gray clouds, buffeting winds, and icy rain.

They know it is time to return to their stations and get buckled in. Ball catches Gibbons’s eye and says, “Just another fine Adak day,” causing both Forshay and Gibbons to laugh. Ball, smart and dependable, can never stay serious for long. They can always rely on his sarcastic sense of humor to lighten the mood. Grigsby decides to stay above the clouds and go down through the storm only when they pick up radar surface contacts to investigate or Soviet search radars tracking them. It’s all shaping up to be one more long and tedious patrol that will bring them one day closer to returning home to California.

As they find smoother air, the AWs—Anti-submarine Warfare Operators—enjoy demonstrating their equipment to the guests and talking about the airplane systems. These are all “techie” young men. Brooner, the senior acoustic operator, lets Rodriguez, the newest operator, explain how the new Victor Six Directional Frequency Analysis (DIFAR) system filters out the background noise and shows the submarine sound signature patterns on its display. This newest version of the DIFAR system points directly toward the sounds made by a submarine at great detection distances. By triangulating two or more bearing lines the submarine can be quickly located. Rodriguez’s youthful enthusiasm engages Master Chief Shepard—always called “Master Chief” in deference to his hard-won rank. He has “seen it all” over the past sixteen years. They get into the details of decibels, detection levels, and sensitivity. It helps break up the tedium, Gibbons observes, as he walks a lap through the tube checking on things.

It is a pleasant distraction for Gibbons to be working with Forshay, the squadron’s newest Navigator/Communicator. His skill level is already impressive, and Ball is always a lot of fun to have aboard. Ball and Forshay graduated from the Air Force Navigator training program and are very comfortable staying mentally ahead of the aircraft. The three NFOs are content navigating and communicating as they work their way west toward the Soviet Union.

As the flight progresses, they encounter two surface ships: a small Korean fishing boat and a larger Soviet fishing trawler. Flying at high altitude, Radar Operator Garcia finds them both easily with the forward search radar, which feeds direction and distance information directly to the pilots. The plane descends through the weather, and the men perform the standard identification low-altitude flyby. Aviation Ordnanceman Reynolds takes a series of pictures with the Navy-issue Pentax SLR camera to identify the ships by name and country while Forshay logs the contact name, time, position, course, and speed on the computer printout. Gibbons records this information by hand in the post-mission summary report called the RAINFORM Purple, and it never crosses his mind how important this knowledge might be to them later. They all notice and comment on the huge waves below them, feeling sorry for the storm-tossed sailors as they climb back above the storm clouds returning to smoother air and blue skies.

They are above the weather again, and off in the distance to the west, like sentinels of hope, they can see a volcano releasing a faint puff of steam, and near that, another snow-covered peak. This view of the Kamchatka Peninsula with mountaintops floating on top of the clouds in the brilliant blue sky reminds Grigsby of views he has seen of Japan’s Mount Fuji. He has his personal Nikon in the cockpit and takes pictures while standing behind Caylor, who is now having a turn in the left seat.

Junior pilots like to fly with Grigsby because he is known to share time in the left seat while at the same time maintaining quiet oversight. Wagner returned late from a flight the day before and swapped third pilot assignments with Van Gamble on the flight schedule in order to fly with Jerry and bond with his new crew. It is important to him to connect with his crew, and he enjoys flying with Jerry. Wagner is now in the right seat, and Reynolds uses the Navy Pentax to take pictures as well. Grigsby makes a call over the PA system for anyone else who wants to see this rare view of the Soviet Union
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A S o o i e

Alfa Foxtrot 586 hit the water with a crewmember in each of the usual
ten crew ditching stations (1-10), two men in galley stations (21 and 23),
and three seated in auxiliary stations atop squat, floor-mounted benches
with their backs pressed against electronics lockers (13, 15 and 17).
Stations occupied as shown below. Everyone escaped from the aircraft
except Miller, in Station 21.
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