The Test Drivers
By JO2 E. Blake Towler
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Commander Rob Niewoehner, is an
with the cockpit systems, especially
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ed landing in the two-seat “F” variant
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of the Super Hornet, on board the airGurney, an F/A-18 pilot who is the
older version of the Hornet. “When I
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ing. The third test pilot is Lieutenant
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The other JO is Lt. Tom Hole, the
Commander Dave Dunaway, whose
said. “Strike fighter software is very
weapons separation specialist. His
background in operational test and
expensive to produce, and what we
job, in his own words, is to make sure
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had working in the C/D was excelthe bombs fall off the airplane corthe program. A number of previous
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Right, CNO Adm. Jay Johnson (right) and ITT pilot Cdr. Tom
Gurney after the CNO received a familiarization flight in the
Super Hornet on 28 March. Below, Lt. Frank Morley climbs into
the cockpit of F1, the Super Hornet configured for carrier suitability testing. Bottom, Lt. Morley in F1 makes a succesful trap
aboard John C. Stennis (CVN 74) on 18 January.

weapons displays are also
the same. It’ll be very
familiar for transitioning
C/D pilots.”
The improved flying
qualities of the F/A-18E/F
were another bonus for Lt.
Morley. The Super
Hornet’s extra 100 square
feet of wing surface allows
for slower, more controlled
landings—on both a runway and the lurching deck of a carrier. “I’d like to claim to be the hero
of the [successful carrier tests],” he
said, “but quite honestly, the airplane made it pretty simple.”
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Not all test flying is done in the
air, however. NAS Patuxent River
boasts an extremely modern flight
simulator complex, which can provide a simulated flight environment

for practically every airplane in the
Navy’s current inventory and those
undergoing testing, such as the V-22
Osprey and the Super Hornet.
Unfortunately, simulator flying is
not exactly exciting. According to
Lt. Morley, pilots “almost never” get
to run simulated aerial combats or
bombing missions, and instead do
rather benign tasks, such as landing
and taking off. “You’ll end up doing
50 or so simulated landings in a row,
each one just a little bit different
from the one before,” Morley
explained. “It can be quite boring.”
On the other hand, flying the
Super Hornet itself is anything but
boring. “I’m making a contribution
to an airplane that’s going to be the
mainstay of carrier aviation for
decades to come,” Morley said. “As
someone who will hopefully be flying this bird in the fleet, testing the
Super Hornet is a really rewarding
experience. We test
pilots get a fair
amount of glory since
we’re in the cockpit,
but this program
employs roughly 450
folks from the Navy,
civil service and
industry, and all of
them are one team
working to produce
one bird. It’s magnificent to be a part of
that whole evolution.”
Then “the youngster” resurfaced
for a moment when he grinned and
said, “Besides, the job is just a heck
of a lot of fun.”
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