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VFA-106 HONES THE
HORNET'S STING

Story by Rick Llinares

uiding Naval Aviators through the transition from Tomcat to Hornet, or
G from Hornet to Super Hornet, is an important responsibility for Strike

Fighter Squadron (VFA) 106, especially since the Navy retired the F-14
while shifting more fleet responsibilities to the F/A-18 platform. Based at
NAS Oceana, Va., VFA-106 is the Hornet fleet replacement squadron and
trains pilots, naval flight officers, and maintainers in both the older F/A-
18A-D models as well as the new F/A-18E and F Super Hornets for
assignments with Hornet squadrons throughout the Atlantic Fleet.

The squadron was established at NAS Cecil Field, Fla., on 27 April 1984
flying F/A-18A Hornet. The Gladiators moved to NAS Oceana in summer 1999
and began flying F/A-18E/F Super Hornets in 2004 while continuing to fly
older Hornet models. “As fleet squadrons transition, the FRS is the bullpen for
the respective fleet squadrons,” Operations Officer LCdr. Steven Hejmanowski
said. “VFA-106 accepts, maintains, and flies these aircraft as part of our stable.

VFA-106 Hornet fly in formation near NAS Oceana, Va. The Gladiators train Naval
Aviators transitioning to the F/A-18 from other jets or older Hornet models.
Photo by Rick Llinares.
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As the fleet squadrons complete transition to the Super
Hornet, the aircraft are then sent with the squadrons back
to the fleet as they return to full operational status.”

The Gladiators train aircrews by dividing the squadron
into two sides based on aircraft model. “The command
essentially has two maintenance departments, two
operations departments, and two training departments,”
LCdr. Hejmanowski said. “The CO obviously has
oversight over the entire organization, but the respective
‘sides’ are responsible for the training of respective
students in the appropriate model/series. Because syllabi
for the C/D and E/F are very similar, however, both sides
can work together to provide training and assets to
accomplish our missions.”

Aircrew members transitioning to the Hornet must be
trained in all aspects of the F/A-18 from basic
familiarization to carrier qualifications to
combat maneuvers. VFA-106 instructors,
who were top performers in their fleet
squadrons, are selected from variants of
the F/A-18 as well as the former F-14
communities. Though the Tomcat was
retired in September 2006, instructors with
F-14 experience are still needed to train
pilots transitioning to the Hornet from former

~ Tomcat squadrons and those going back into the

| owing extended shore or staff

50 instructors, 30 pilots and 20 weapons system officers
(WSOs) on the E/F side and 30 pilots on board the C/D
side.
Each “side” conducts six to seven classes a year with
a syllabus that takes about nine months to complete.
There are roughly 200 academic events totaling 300
hours of instruction, with approximately 50 simulator
events totaling 60 hours of simulator time leading to
more than 70 flights totaling about 110 hours of flight
time. The students spend numerous hours outside of
these syllabus events preparing for flights and simulators
through self-study in the Topgun manual, NATOPS,
TACMANS, and other publications, as well as with
computer-aided instruction.
“The FRS teaches the students utilizing a ‘Part Task
Training” approach,” LCdr. Hejmanowski said.
“Each event in each phase has learning and
training objectives that are the focus of
each event. The familiarization phase
teaches aircraft systems, NATOPS,
emergency procedures, and









