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VAW-121 BLUETAILS 


C a r r i e r  Airborne Ear ly  Warning Squadron ONE HUNDRED TWENTY ONE (VAW-121) 
t r a c e s  i t 's o r i g i n ,  a long  wi th  a l l  o t h e r  VAW squadrons,  t o  P r o j e c t  Cad i l l ac  
which was i n i t i a t e d  i n  1942 a s  a method o f  providing a i r b o r n e  r a d a r  r e l a y  
platforms.  By June 1945 t h e  first group o f  ex t ens ive ly  modified C a r r i e r  ' 
Airborne Early Warning (AEW) TBM-3W AVENGERS was conduct ing t r i a l s  onboard USS 
RANGER (CV 61) .  The war ended before  t h e  first AEW u n i t s  could s ee  ac t i on2  
however, F l e e t  Aviat ion E l e c t r o n i c s  Tra in ing  Un i t s  (FAETU1s) were e s t a b l i s h e d  on 
Both c o a s t s  and cont inued t o  t r a i n  p i l o t s ,  o p e r a t o r s ,  and maintenance personnel  
on AEW equipment. VAW-1 on t h e  West Coast and VAW-2 on tpe Eas t  Coast were 
formed t o  r ep l ace  t h e  FAETU1s i n  J u l y  1948. Barely a y e a r  l a t e r  VAW-2 was 
redes igna ted  VC-12 and r e l o c a t e d  t o  Quonset P o i n t ,  Rhode I s l and .  The TBM-3W was 
rep laced  wi th  t h e  AD-3W SKYRAIDER, o r  "Guppy Spadn,  beginning i n  1948. When t h e  
Korean War began i n  1950 VC-12 was f u l l y  o u t f i t t e d  wi th  t h e  AD-3W1s. During t h e  
course  o f  $he war VC-12 provided a d d i t i o n a l  a i d  t o  VC-11 by s e ~ d i n g  detachment3 
t o  deploy on West Coast c a r r i e r s  bound f o r  Korea. 

Following t h e  Korean War, VC-12 continued t o  ope ra t e  an improved verson 
of  t h e  "Guppy Spadf l , . t he  AD-5W, u n t i l  1960 when they were t raded  f o r  t h e  new 
WF-2 TRACER (Willy Fudd), l a t e r  redes igna ted  a s  t h e  E-1B. The squadron was 
redes igna te?  VAW-12 i n  1960 and r e loca t ed  from Quonset P o i n t ,  Rhode I s l a n d ,  t o  
NAS Norfolk,  V i rg in i a  i n  Apr i l  1962. 

I n  1966-the first E-2A f o r  t h e  East  Coast a r r i v e d  and i n  1967 t h e  C i i e f  
of  Naval Opera t ions  d i r e c t e d  t h a t  s e p a r a t e  squadrons be formed o u t  o f  VAW-12 
under t h e  cognizance of a f u n c t i o n a l  wing. On Apr i l  1 ,  1967 t h e  s imultaneous 
c r e a t i o n  of C a r r i e r  AirQorne Ear ly  Warning Wing TWELVE, RVAW-120, VAW-121, 
VAW-122, and VAW-123 occurred.  VAW-121 continued t o  ope ra t e  t he  E-1B i n  
d e t g ~ h m e n t s  on numerous c a r r i e r s  u n t i l  t h e  last  detachment was d i s e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  
1973. VAW-121 deployed exc lus ive ly  on USS FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT (CVA-42) a s  t h e  
s o l e  remaining F l e e t  E-1B squadron from 1973 through 1975. When VAW-121 gave up 
E-lB1s i n  1975, t h e  squadron made t h e  t r a n s i t i o n  from t h e  o l d e s t  AEW a 4 r c r a f t  i n  
t h e  Navyls i nven to ry ,  t o  t h e  newest,  t h e  E-2C HAWKEYE inco rpo ra t i ng  ttre ndw 
Advanced Radar Process ing  System (ARPS). 

VAW-121 deployed aboard t h e  newly commissioned USS DWIGHT D. EISEN~~OWER -
(CVN 69) i n  January 1978 and became t h e  first E-2C ARPS squadron t o  ope ra t e  from 
a c a r r i e r .  From January through J u l y  1979 VAW-121 made t h e  first E-2C ARPS 
squadron overseas  deployment where t h e  B l u e t a i l s  s e t  r eco rds  f o r  t h e  E-2C which 
e s t a b l i s h e d  VAW-121's r e p u t a t i o n  f o r  s u p e r i o r  performance throughout t h e  f l e e t .  
I n  r ecogn i t i on  of  t h i s  s u p e r i o r  performance, VAW-121 was awarded t h e  F l e e t  
B a t t l e  E f f i c i ency  llEn f o r  1979, a s  well a s  t h e  1979 Airborne Ear ly  Warning 
Excel lence Award and t h e  CNO Aviat ion Sa fe ty  From Apr i l  t o  December 1980 
t h e  B a t t l e  "EW B l u e t a i l s  aga in  deployed aboard IKE t o  t h e  Ind ian  Ocean. During 
t h e  e i g h t  and one-half month deployment, t h e  squadron s e t  new monthly, q u a r t e r l y  
and annual  f l i g h t  hour r eco rds  f o r  t h e  E-2 community and was a g a i n  recognized 
f o r  ou t s t and ing  performance wi th  t h e i r  second consecut ive  B a t t l e  E f f i c i ency  
f o r  1980 as wel l  a s  t h e  1980 AEW Excel lence Award and t h e  1980 CNO AvJation 
Safe ty  "Sn. 

Following a s i x  week turnaround VAW-121 deployed t o  Kef lav ik ,  I ce l and ,  
from February t o  May 1981 o p e r a t i n g  i n  suppor t  o f  t h e  I c e l a n d i c  Defense Force t o  
de tec t ,  t r a c k ,  and i n t e r c e p t  unknown a i r c r a f t  approaching I ce l and .  

Following t h e i r  r e t u r n  from Ice land  and workups t h a t  summer, VAW-121 and 
IKE deployed t o  t h e  North A t l a n t i c  f o r  t h e  l a r g e s t  NATO e x e r c i s e  i n  over twenty 
years .  During OCEAN VENTURE/MAGIC SWORD/OCEAN SAFARI, VAW-121 set  new community 
records  by f l y i n g  over  630 hours  i n  t h i r t y  days and keeping a i r c r a f t  
cont inuous ly  a l o f t  f o r  23 days dur ing  t h a t  per iod.  The B l u e t a i l s  r e tu rned  t o  
t he  Mediterranean Sea i n  January 1982 and garnered an unprecedented t h i r d  
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consecut ive  B a t t l e  "En and AEW Excel lence Award's, both f i r s t s  f o r  a VAW 
squadron. Returning from t h e  deployment, dur ing  which t h e  B l u e t a i l s  were 
involved i n  eve ry th ing  from j o i n t  NATO e x e r c i s e s  t o  oversee ing  t h e  evacuat ion of  
Americans from B e i r u t ,  Lebanon, t h e  B l u e t a i l s  enjoyed a s h o r t  pos t  deployment 
standdown be fo re  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  Operation Thunderbolt ,  working with t h e  U.S. 
Customs Se rv i ce  t o  stem t h e  flow of  drugs i n t o  t h e  United S t a t e s .  

The 1983 Med deployment was one of  t h e  most r i go rous  i n  t h e  squadron ' s  
h i s t o r y .  It included contingency ope ra t i ons  near  Libya and s e v e r a l  mult i -  
n a t i o n a l  e x e r c i s e s  i nc lud ing  BRIGHT STAR, DISTANT DRUM, and DISPLAY 
DETERMINATION. A t  one p o i n t ,  t h e  B l u e t a i l s  spen t  95 consecut ive  day8 a t  s e a  o f f  
of  t h e  c o a s t  o f  Lebanon when c o n f l i c t s  i n  t h a t  small  t roubled  na t ion  were a t  a 
peak. 

Following t h e  squadron 's  r e t u r n  t o  Norfolk i n  December 1983 t h e  B l u e t a i l s  
cbmmenced a turnaround cyc l e  punctuated wi th  numerous o p e r a t i o n a l  commitments 
and t r a i n i n g  exe rc i s e s .  Refresher  t r a i n i n g  commenced i n  e a r l y  May t o  prepare 
t h e  squadron f o r  an  extended Mediterranean deployment. 

VAW-121 commenced t h e  Mediterranean deployment October 10, 1984 which proved 
t o  be a ret  r n  t o  t h e  more t r a d i t i o n a l  Mediterranean ope ra t i ng  schedule.  With 
r e l a t i v e  perce  throughout  t h e  r eg ion ,  t h e  EISENHOWER B a t t l e  Group p a r t i c i p a t e d  
i n  s e v e r a l  x e r c i s e s  i nc lud ing  NATIONAL WEEK X X X I I I ,  DASIX, and o t h e r  B a t t l e  
Group exe rc  tses. Operat ing pe r iods  f o r  t h e  deployment were r e l a t i v e l y  s h o r t  

s on maximum t r a i n i n g  while  a t  sea .  Throughout t h e  per iod  VAW-121 
cont inue  a t r a d i t i o n  o f  a v i a t i o n  exce l l ence  and s a f e t y  by winning 
lden  Tailhook twice and extending its s a f e t y  record  t o  18 y e a r s ,  
n c a r r i e r  a v i a t i o n .  
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