Veterans Voices

Lt. Andrew 'Flash' Thompson considered himself to be a 'hotshot' pilot in Navy.

He received his wings at NAS Pensacola in 1965 and was proud to have his father pin them on his uniform. 

During his career, Lt 'Flash' Thompson served stateside and had sea duty with two of his squadrons. His last sea duty was aboard the USS Bennington off the coast of Vietnam late 1967.

His squadron thought he was the best pilot they had and loved his attitude and the jokes that he use to tell in the pilot ready rooms before a sortie. 

His Squadron Leader use to tell him, “Flash, we love your jokes, but please remember to be serious when you are in my expensive airplane will ya?”

Lt. Thompson would laugh and tell him, “Commander, i'm always serious when i'm in MY airplane. You can count on that.” He would say as he slapped his CO on the shoulder. 

One day when his carrier group was steaming of the coast of Vietnam, the orders came in that one volunteer was needed to fly a replacement jet to the Yorktown which was steaming behind the Bennington five hundred miles to the north. 

Lt. Andy Thompson thought that would be a great opportunity to visit a flight school buddy of his stationed on the Yorktown. 

So, the next morning at 0500, Lt. Thomson received his flight orders and which airplane he was to ferry to the Yorktown and headed up to the flight deck to board his F-4 Phantom he called 'Smoky' and after his checklist taxied to the starboard cat. 

He heard his Squadron Leader on his headset, “Flash, they'll have a ride for you after you drop of the plane.”

“Thank you sir, I was hoping that i'd get a ride back home.”

Flash watched as the deck apes made their signals for the all clear and readied his shot off the deck. 

After saluting the shooter, he moved back against the head rest and waited a few seconds for his jet to shoot off the round down to make it's way to the Yorktown. 

Lt Thompson felt relief as he relaxed after the aircraft left the flight deck. It was a free feeling in his body. Soon he had climbed to altitude and turned his plane north for the short flight. 

Halfway into his flight, Lt Thompson felt a shudder from the jet. Quickly scanning his instruments, he began to see warning lights come on and a set of warning sounds. 

A feeling of panic came into Lt Thompson as he realized that he had a catastrophic engine flameout on both of his J-79 engines. 

“Oh shit!” was the only sound that Andy could utter. The lieutenant knew that for both engines to flameout was nearly unheard of. 

Suddenly, Lt. Andy Thompson had to think fast. As he tried to restart his engines, at the same time he was looking at the ocean below him. Not a ship was in sight. He quickly tried to remember his survival training. 

His attempt to get a restart for both his engines, he gave up after they failed to restart after three tries. Andy just held onto the stick and readied himself for a hard water landing. 

Near silence entered his helmet as he glided his plane toward the water. A strange voice came into his head. “Be calm Lieutenant.”

He knew that his mind was racing and he felt nervous. But he held on to the stick and tried to relax. 

Realizing that his radios went out at the same time as his engines gave out, he knew that in a couple hours, each ship would know that there was a problem. The Yorktown knew that Andy had left the Bennington and was on his way. They would know very soon that Andy was either shot down or had to ditch. Either way, a search party was being readied to take off. 

The Captain of the Yorktown ordered an H-53 Stallion to be ready for a recovery mission. They had to await possible locations for a downed pilot. 

Meanwhile, Lt. Thompson was about to get a taste of salt water as his plane was about to do a water landing. 

Pulling his straps tight, Andy readied himself for a hard splashdown. 

The jet hit the water hard, skipping twice before to Andy's surprise, in an upright position on the water. The cockpit began filling with seawater. Andy pulled on the emergency handle that released the canopy so he could exit the plane. 

Dropping into the cold Pacific Ocean, Andy immediately pulled the cord on his life vest. He was outfitted with the newer inflatable life vest that had a few pockets with only the bare minimum of gear. A strobe, a small pack of 'barely edibles' as the pilots called them. And a K-Bar knife. 

“Well, hopefully i'll only have to tread water for a couple hours.” Andy thought. 

This time, he was a little on the wrong side.

After four hours past by, Andy thought, “Surely they have to know that i'm not coming!”

He began to become angry. He was hoping that the Navy didn't think that he was dead. 

After long night and the morning sun, Lt.Thompson heard that voice again that he heard before he hit the water. 

“We're with you Lieutenant, be patient.”

Then another voice, but this one sounded right in his mind.

“Lieutenant, we have been there, we will bring help.”

Andy said to himself, “Well, I didn't drink any salt water, so i'm not going crazy. My imagination, that's what it is. Calm down Flash.”

Andy will spend another full day floating in the water. 

On the second day, while the Lieutenant slept, he was awakened by the sound of a helicopter 'pop pop' rotor sound.

Looking up, he saw a Huey hovering just above his head. 

A diver was being lowered into the water next to him. 

“Boy am I glad to see you man! Thank you, thank you.” Andy shouted above the rotor noise. 

“It's okay sir, we were on our way back to the Yorktown when we spotted you in the water, we were hoping that you were alive. Hang on.”

After the hoist brought up the swimmer and the Lieutenant, Andy pulled off his drenched life vest.

Back aboard the Yorktown, Andy was debriefed in the pilots ready room. 

He told the Squadron Leader how he had a double flameout and then he told him about the voices that kept his mind safe and working. 

“I kept hearing these voices telling me that it's all going to be okay and to relax. The voice told me that they will save me.”

The Squadron Leader smiled and looked at the Lieutenant. 

“Lieutenant, we know. Everyone who has had to ditch has heard those voices. One Commander who was shot down early in the conflict even recognized one of the voices that he heard. He was shot down off of Nang Tre back in '64. He told the rescue crew that one of the voices was the voice of his own father who was shot down in 1953. Unfortunately, he was not rescued in time. But he did hear his voice.”

Lt. Thompson listened closely as the Squadron Leader told him of the voices, barely believing it until the Squadron Leader told him who they learned who the voices were. 

“Lieutenant, those are the the voices of all the pilots who were shot down or crashed in the ocean but were never rescued.”

“Those are the voices of the pilots. The Veterans Voices.”

Lt. Andy Thompson would fly again. 

