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493rd Fighter Squadron welcome Scottish rescue leader

By Master Sgt Will Ackerman

48th Fighter Wing Public Affairs

ROYAL AIR FORCE STATION LAKENHEATH, Suffolk –Before March 26, most 493rd Fighter Squadron pilots had never heard of the Braemar Mountain Rescue team. But after two of the squadron’s F-15C Eagle pilots disappeared from the radar scope that day during a training mission in the Scottish highlands in severe winter conditions, many 493rd pilots will never forget the all-volunteer rescue team’s name.


More than 150 Braemar volunteer team members spent five days braving blinding blizzards in near whiteout conditions, artic temperatures, dense clouds that produced near-zero visibility and the worst avalanche conditions in 30 years performing search and rescue for the two missing pilots. Although the two pilots, Lt. Col. Ken Hyvonen and Capt. Kirk Jones, died in the accident, the F-15 community here knew it wasn’t for lack of effort from the rescue team. 


To show their appreciation for the rescue team’s efforts, Jan. 25, the 493rd FS hosted the team’s leader and the lead police detective who worked with U.S. Air Force members to investigate the accident. 
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Grim Reaper officers gave the guests, Grampian Police Constable Jim Wood – who’s also the Braemar team leader – and Detective Superintendent Donny Struthers, a base and squadron tour. Wood also flew an hourlong F-15C incentive flight with Capt. Jason Earley, 493rd FS pilot, which included an 8-G climb, aileron rolls and a flight along England’s east coast. 


Wood was impressed by the power of the F-15.


“From start to finish it was an incredible experience,” Wood said. “I was totally impressed with the flight.”


After Wood gained first-hand experience what the F-15 could do, he and Struthers conducted an hourlong presentation in the base theater to the 48th Fighter Wing’s pilots about the recovery efforts and coordinated investigation process that followed the dual F-15 crash on Ben Macdui, the second highest mountain in Scotland at 1,295 meters high.  


Through a combination of informative slides and embedded video, pilots at the presentation heard the howling winds and witnessed extreme winter conditions the rescue team experienced. Woods explained that although the conditions were atrocious during the rescue efforts, his team continued for two reasons.


“Our priority was to reach two people who might be alive,” Wood said. “The rescue team gave a 150 percent effort.” 


Struthers then explained the joint investigative process that involved Scottish civil authorities and U.S. Air Force safety and accident investigation teams. Although the investigations results are not yet public, Struthers said the U.S. Air Force members were consummate professionals.
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“I would like to pay tribute to all the U.S. Air Force staff involved,” Struthers said. 


Following the presentation, the 48th Operations Group commander expressed thanks from the Team Liberty community for the dedication of the Scottish people and organizations that were involved in the post-crash recovery and investigations.


“Not only do we want to thank you for our brothers up there (who died in the crash),” said Col. Ben Hensley, but “(the presentation) got me thinking a lot more about survival flying in the conditions up in the north.”


What’s more, recognizing that the mountain rescue team’s funding is solely from private donations, the RAF Lakenheath Officer’s and Civilian Spouses Club president presented Wood a check for 3,000, which comes from money the club collects from fundraising efforts.


“It’s very incredible to witness firsthand (today) what your team did in Scotland,” said Fred Bell, OCSC president. “We hope our contributions will help them out a little bit.” 
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