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Luke AFB in Arizona is no stranger to new fighter technology.
It was here that the USAF fielded the F-15 Eagle, it has been
pivotal in F-16 training, and now it is the bedrock of the future
for both domestic and international F-35 training.
REPORT AND PHOTOS Jake Melampy

A

T ONE TIME, Luke AFB, in
the suburbs of Phoenix,
Arizona, was home to more
than 200 F-16 Fighting
Falcons. It housed six USAF
training squadrons, as well
as one Air Force Reserve Command
unit and a pair of foreign military sales
units. The skies in and around the
base constantly reverberated to the
sound of F-16s.
But times change, and the type has
been winding down in service since
2010. Replacing the ‘Viper’ is the USAF’s
newest front-line fighter, the F-35

Lightning II, which has maintained a
growing presence since it first arrived at
Luke some four years ago.
As things stand, the F-35 has
superseded the F-16 in three resident
units: the 61st, 62nd and 63rd Fighter
Squadrons. Around 60 F-35s are
currently stationed here. In time, 144 will
be permanently assigned to Luke.
The first unit to receive the Lightning
II was the 61st FS ‘Top Dogs’, which was
reactivated in October 2013. Maj Luke
‘Cloc’ Outwater, an F-35 instructor pilot
with the 61st, explains the present
remit. ‘The 61st Fighter Squadron, and

Luke AFB as a whole, creates the future
of air power. Quite literally — we do
that every day in the 61st by taking
lieutenants that have spent as little as
18 months in the air force and putting
them into the cockpit of an F-35. These
are called B-courses and right now are
unique to Luke. Here we take them from
‘zero to hero’.’
The 33rd Fighter Wing at Eglin in
Florida can also conduct F-35 pilot
training for B-course students but isn’t
doing so currently. It will generally
train students with previous fighter
experience who are going to fly the
Lightning II operationally.

The changing
face of Luke AFB —
once a hive of F-16
activity, today it
is gradually being
eclipsed by F-35
training.

Fledgling F-35 pilots
The 61st made history on
February 8, 2017, when
the squadron’s
initial cadre
of
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Pilots here at Luke
are confident in the
jet’s future and wouldn’t
want to be in any other
airplane if our nation called
us to its defense tomorrow

seater. The students spend 300 hours in
the classroom during the academic phase
at the Academic Training Center, which
consists of 156 events totaling 308 hours.
Among the topics they are required to
learn are basic aircraft systems, emergency
procedures, local area procedures, mission
systems, weapons and weapon systems,
and tactical employment.
Each pilot must pass 10 academic tests
to ensure they possess the knowledge
required to fly the aircraft safely and
effectively and progress to the next
phase. Students are equipped with a
touch-screen laptop, F-35 control stick,
and throttle grip to practise interaction
with the F-35 cockpit and its 8 x 20in
panoramic cockpit display.
From there, says Lt Col Rhett ‘Hero’
Hierlmeier, 61st FS commander, the
trainee completes 16 sorties in the
simulator. ‘The F-35 simulator provides a
highly realistic and immersive experience
that prepares each pilot for that first
sortie. With no two-seat F-35s, the training
program relies heavily on the simulator
to ensure that each student is ready for
the unexpected emergency. Passing the
emergency procedures evaluation is the
first big hurdle and paves the way to flight.’

Lt Col Curtis Dougherty
B-course students took to the air in the
F-35 for the first time. The class consisted
of six airmen, all young pilots with no
tactical fighter experience. Capt Ian
‘Screech’ Osterreicher, another instructor
pilot with the 61st, says the lack of fighter
experience can sometimes be a good
thing. ‘It’s helpful to have a new student
with no previous background, so they’re
a fresh plate, a brand-new sponge ready
to absorb all the tactics that we’re going
to teach them because it’s the future.
Our goal is to get them through the

eight-month training course and be
combat-ready.’
Those six ab initio students arrived at
Luke in December 2016 to begin the
eight-month B-course. It starts with basic
F-35 systems knowledge and academic
classroom work before moving on to the
new F-35 simulators on base. The B-course
lasts 141 days, using a building-block
approach that fuses self-study, classroom
academics, a desktop pilot training aid,
and the full mission simulator to prepare
trainees for their first sortie in the single-

State-of-the-art facilities

Above: The Royal
Australian Air
Force is spinning
up its F-35A
training at Luke
AFB.
Left: As well as
experienced
crossover pilots,
the first ab initio
F-35 course
has now been
completed.
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During the transition from the F-16 to
the F-35, a vast new Lightning II training
building was constructed on base, with
state-of-the-art facilities to provide the
most realistic training imaginable, as
Hierlmeier describes. ‘As the training
progresses, up to four [F-35] simulators
are linked together to enable formations
to practise advanced tactics against
simulated air and surface threats.
Advanced debriefing capability permits
instructors and students to review their
performance and cement lessons learned.
Over the course of the program, the

June 2018 // www.combataircraft.net

38-43 56th FW C.indd 40

19/04/2018 15:41

students complete 46 simulator events
totaling more than 76 hours.’
During the 61st FS’ initial B-course, each
of the six students flew at least 48 F-35
sorties, totaling nearly 80 hours. The flights
progressed from the basics of operating
the type safely, including take-offs and
landings, and continued across all the
tactical mission sets. Students dropped
live and inert weapons on the nearby
Goldwater bombing range and took
advantage of tanker assets to experience
aerial refueling from a KC-135 Stratotanker
for the first time.
Following their graduation on August
5, all six students were transferred to the
34th Fighter Squadron ‘Rams’ at Hill AFB
in Utah, where they began flying the F-35
operationally.
The story is much the same at the
62nd FS ‘Spike’, which traded in its
‘Vipers’ and launched its initial Lightning
II B-course in May 2017. Further down
the expansive Luke flight line, the 63rd
FS ‘Panthers’ began flying F-35 training
sorties in October 2017, while preparing
new instructors for the upcoming
student courses.
While training on the new type ramps
up, the target is for each unit to produce
between 30 and 50 F-35 pilots each year.
With aircraft deliveries on pace, and
training expanding, it seems each new
goal is attainable. On March 29, 2017, the
10,000th Lightning II training sortie at
Luke took place, flown by a 62nd Fighter
Squadron pilot. This comes less than a
year after the 5,000th training flight was
completed in May 2016.

‘Viper’ nest
Despite the new fighter being the main
focus on base, the sound of F-16s can still
be heard. No fewer than 78 ‘Vipers’ call
Luke home, although much of the ‘Viper’
training has moved out to Holloman AFB,

Right top to
bottom: The Royal
Norwegian Air
Force is well into
F-35 training
and its first jets
arrived in-country
during November
last year.
Aircraft
maintainers also
receive training
at Luke after their
initial grounding
at Eglin AFB.
Below: The 63rd
FS is the latest
of the Luke units
to convert to the
F-35A.

New Mexico. Two USAF units remain at
Luke: the 309th ‘Wild Ducks’ and 310th
‘Top Hats’, both of which continue to
provide F-16-rated pilots to the USAF.
According to Maj David ‘Hulk’ Bennet,
the 309th’s director of operations, ‘When
the 309th begins reducing operations or
moving is still unclear. We are planning on
continuing to teach F-16 training in the
‘Wild Ducks’’ immediate future.
‘We train all levels of F-16 pilots,
from those who have never touched a
fighter to the more experienced pilot
requalifying in the jet following a nonflying assignment. Requalification, senior
officer, and instructor upgrade courses all
run concurrently in each of the squadrons.

The ‘Ducks’ average about 16-17 students
on the flight line at any given time. For the
B-course, each F-16 squadron has a class
of at least 12 new F-16 pilots running at
all times.’
Not surprisingly, the B-course is the
longest in duration of the programs
offered by the 309th. Bennet again: ‘The
duration of the formal basic course at Luke
is six months of flying, with academics
before and after flight training. Over
300 hours of academic instruction, 56
simulator sessions, and 50 sorties in the
jet make up the basic course. All our
courses and corresponding syllabi are
regularly updated to ensure the latest
tactics and systems are incorporated.
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We can also tailor the requalification
and instructor pilot upgrades based on
previous experience and student desires/
performance.’
Since the 309th was formed at Luke
in 1992, it has graduated countless F-16
pilots. While the annual number has slowly
declined over the past 10 years, the unit
still completes roughly 36 formal courses
each year.
All the units at Luke under the 56th
Fighter Wing umbrella work incredibly
closely together. Lt Col Curtis ‘Cooter’
Dougherty, the 61st’s director of
operations, says co-operation between
units is, ‘as close as I’ve seen in the air
force. Between F-35 squadrons, we are
in constant communication to optimize
student production. Between Luke fighter
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Top: The local
community in
Phoenix, one of
America’s fastestgrowing cities, is
accustomed to
fast jet action.
Above: A wealth of
F-16 experience is
retained at Luke
within the activeduty component.

platforms, we routinely co-ordinate
support and integrate flying opportunities
for student benefit. And across Arizona
we try to leverage other joint platforms
to create the most realistic training
environment we can.’
This sentiment is echoed by Bennet.
‘The 309th works very closely with the
F-35s at Luke as well as the other units
from Tucson and Yuma. We’ve been able
to execute large force employment with
local F-35As, USMC F-35Bs from Yuma,
F-15Cs from Klamath Falls, and A-10s from
Davis Monthan, just in the last six months.
These are great training opportunities for
not only our young students to integrate
with ‘fifth-gen’ assets, but also for the F-35s
to learn how we train and teach our basic
course pilots.’
The cadre of instructor pilots (IPs) is the
heart and soul of the training mission
at Luke, whether they are in an F-16 or
F-35 unit. Says Bennet, ‘The IPs in the

‘Ducks’ have experience in every major
combat operation since ‘Allied Force’
and are a mix of active-duty and reserve
fighter pilots. IPs for Luke are selected
for their past excellence in flying the
F-16 and potential to be excellent
instructors.’ On the F-35 side, Outwater
says, ‘The F-35 community represents
a very wide experience base. We have
pilots who previously have flown the
F-16, A-10, F-15E, F-15C, F-22, F/A-18,
and even the Eurofighter. This is great
because as a former F-15E pilot I have
some pre-conceived ideas about how to
employ the F-35. Bringing those ideas
into a suppression of enemy air defenses
mission, one that we didn’t do in the
F-15E, isn’t as valuable as someone with
F-16C experience, but that same pilot
would approach me about interdiction
tactics. Bottom line: we don’t have to
travel far to find a good answer for
a problem.’
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When asked if he finds that F-35 pilots
coming from one fighter platform are
more suited to the task than pilots arriving
from another type, Dougherty says, ‘Based
on the diversity of the F-35’s capability,
I’ve seen instructors from every fighter
background both excel in their duties
teaching and make huge contributions
to the future of the community. In my
opinion, adaptation to the F-35 and
becoming an excellent tactician appear
to be much more based on the individual
than on their background.’
As the F-35 program continues to
expand, more examples are arriving at
Luke. While the 61st and 62nd FS both
now have a full complement of aircraft,
the F-35’s capability carries on improving
and upgrades are received with each
production batch. As a result, the 56th FW
continues to evaluate where each aircraft
can provide the highest-quality student
training. This sometimes means a jet will
be moved from one unit to another, or
even traded with other Lightning IIs from
different bases. Furthermore, the 63rd FS
is still receiving aircraft directly from the
Fort Worth factory. Of course, over time,
the 309th and 310th FS may trade their
F-16s for F-35s, too.

Diverse community
The value of putting quality instructor
pilots into the F-35 classrooms cannot
be overstated. Outwater explains, ‘The
air force places a high emphasis on
getting younger pilots with diverse
backgrounds into the F-35 community.
The strategy is going to pay dividends
in the long run for a couple of reasons,
and one that was arguably overlooked
during the rise of the F-22. We have
pilots qualified in the F-35 ranking
from second lieutenant all the way
up to lieutenant general, unlike the
F-22 which, at a similar time in its
development, was much more ‘rankheavy’. With our more normal range
of experience we can let our senior
captains and field grade officers in
the F-35 focus on becoming great
instructors and leading our airmen
instead of doing jobs for which they are
either underqualified or overqualified.’

Hail to the Lightning
Not surprisingly — and despite the
undeniable success of the F-35 as a
whole and the training program at Luke
in particular — some critics remain,
proclaiming the Lightning II overpriced
and a failure. To the naysayers,
Dougherty simply says, ‘Across the board,
pilots here at Luke are confident in the
jet’s future and wouldn’t want to be in
any other airplane if our nation called us
to its defense tomorrow. It’s an evolution
in fighter aviation suited to the 21st
century, capable of going places our
fourth-generation fighters can’t go.’
Dougherty says the new aircraft is
like nothing else he’s flown previously.
‘You have information on ground and
air entities within 100 miles available
at the touch of a button. You can turn
your head and have almost all that
information displayed to you on the
visor in front of your eyes. You can
climb, dive, roll, pull, twist, turn and
skid whenever you want. You can slow
down to the speed of a NASCAR at
Daytona or speed up to four times that
speed. It is exhilarating, challenging, and
intimidating, all at the same time. And
boy is it fun!’

Top: New blood
— even the shiny
new F-35As are
starting to show
a bit of wear
and tear from
pounding the
ranges near Luke.
Right: Loaded
with slick Mk82s,
a Block 42 F-16C
pilot prepares
to head for the
range.
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