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Glory Over the Gulf Of Mexico: Eagles engage in Combat Archer

By Master Sgt. Will Ackerman

48th Fighter Wing Public Affairs

TYNDALL AIR FORCE BASE, Fla. – A bogey aircraft appears on an F-15E Strike Eagle pilot’s radar screen. As his heartbeat speeds up and the adrenalin rush kicks in, the pilot locks his radar on to the bogey – ready to fire. After receiving the order, he presses the “pickle” button to fire the AIM-7 Sparrow air-to-air missile to knock the bogey out of the sky. 

A rumble shakes the jet as the missile disengages from its rail and shoots forward, leaving a white smoke trail. Twenty seconds later the target explodes. A F-15E Strike Eagle pilot the scores a successful hit. 

But the target the pilot downed wasn’t in the skies over enemy territory; it was in friendly skies over the Gulf of Mexico south of the Florida panhandle. What’s more, the target belonged to the Air Force. 


Aircrews from 492nd and 493rd Fighter Squadrons, RAF Lakenheath took their first live-fire air-to-air missile shots during Combat Archer at Tyndall Air Force Base, Fla., from Feb. 18 to 22.

-MORE-

COMBAT ARCHER 2-2-2

The 53rd Weapons Evaluation Group at Tyndall AFB conducts Combat Archer, which exercises and evaluates the total air-to-air weapon system capability of Air Force combat aircraft. 

For these pilots who normally fly with training weapons at home, live-firing their weapons first at Combat Archer instead of in combat provides confidence. 

“If I ever have to engage in combat and fire a missile, I’m sure this experience will let me be a little more calm,” said 1st Lt. Michael Dunyak, 492nd FS weapons system officer. “We don’t get to see the weapons come off the jet at home (in training).”

Not only does Combat Archer give aircrews the confidence from live firing weapons, but it gives Air Force weapons system managers a forum to verify system performance, capabilities and limitations. 

“The program ensures the weapons work the way the manufacturer says they will work,” said Maj. Gary Klett, 83rd Fighter Weapons Squadron F-15E program manager. “We can also uncover any problems with the jets and weapons outside of a combat arena.” 

For example, the newest F-15E Strike Eagles – the E-210, which are 1997 and 1998 models – fired live missiles for the first time during this Combat Archer, said Master Sgt. Jim Taylor, 492nd FS maintenance superintendent.

Combat Archer tests the weapons systems of every Air Force combat aircraft platform and evaluates aircrews from more than 40 different units each year who fire AIM-7, AIM-9 Sidewinder and AIM-120 AMRAAM missiles. The explosives in the missile warheads are removed and replaced with telemetry packages that track the weapons’ flight path. The telemetry provides data to program managers. 

-MORE-

COMBAT ARCHER 3-3-3

Aircrews shoot at targets that include MQM-107D “Streaker” subscale drones and unmanned modified F-4 aircraft. The drones, which are downed over the Gulf of Mexico are recovered by the 82nd Aerial Targets Squadron’s own navy, a sub-unit of the 53rd WEG at Tyndall, and reused, Klett said.  

Although the main mission was to shoot live missiles, Klett said the Eagle drivers also tested their warfighting skills against dissimilar aircraft platforms, such as F-16 Fighting Falcons from the 178th Fighter Wing, Springfield, Ohio, Air National Guard Base. 

Not only were aircrews under the watchful eyes of evaluators, but Lakenheath’s maintainers and weapons loaders also had to prove proficiency. 

“Our crews had to up their situational awareness here because they don’t normally load live missiles,” said Senior Master Sgt. Mike Martin, 493rd FS Maintenance Superintendent. “Live missiles have fins on the arms. If a live missile dropped it could be compromised.

“But these troops have risen to the occasion and did not let their guard down.”

With live missiles, a weapons loader said the stress factor increased. 

“We have to pay even more attention to detail because unlike training missiles, if we touch these weapons the wrong way, they could fire,” said Tech. Sgt. Bruce Henson, 493rd FS weapons load crew chief. 

Although weapons safety increased the need for situational awareness, a 492nd FS crew chief said working on Tyndall’s open flightline with dissimilar aircraft required maintainers to be more cautious than working inside Lakenheath’s aircraft shelters.

-MORE-

COMBAT ARCHER 4-4-4

“Here we’ve got to watch out for aircraft taxiing that we don’t see at home, such as F-16s and prop jobs,” said Senior Airman Nicholas Curry. “This is a great chance to see what we might experience at an (Aerospace Expeditionary Force) environment.” 

Similar to an AEF deployment package, about 30 people from other 48th Fighter Wing support agencies including the 48th Component Repair, Equipment Maintenance and Supply Squadrons also deployed to Tyndall AFB. The airmen who work in areas including egress, hydraulics, supply, aerospace ground equipment, fuel cell and munitions support the fighter squadrons, said Master Sgt. Rodney Hancock, 48th EMS superintendent. 

“We’re here to be ready for any unforeseen problems that might occur,” he said. 

Combat Archer also provided Liberty Wing aircrews, maintainers and support airmen the chance to prepare and deploy as a team before the AEF deployments this summer. 

“This is an easy walk at a stateside base before we run with the AEF,” said Lt. Col. Martin Schans, 493rd FS commander. “It’s not a 100-day deployment like we’ll have in the desert.” 

Schans said he knows the deployment has been a success for everyone involved, especially the first-time live-fire shooters. “You could see it in the pilots’ grins after the first time they shot the missiles.”
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