
By Sara W. Bock 

W
hen Major Patrick Mullen 
pulls on his G-suit and dons 
his helmet and oxygen mask 

before climbing into the cockpit of an 
F/A-18C Hornet to prepare for takeoff, 
KH�GRHV�VR�ZLWK�WKH�XWPRVW�FRQ¿�GHQFH�
that the aircraft is ready for a safe 
f light. He credits the often-unsung 
heroes of Marine aviation—aircraft 
maintainers—for allowing him to focus 
fully on the mission at hand. 

Whether there’s a routine training 
f light or a combat sortie ahead of 
him, Mullen says he’s 100 percent 
comfortable signing for an aircraft 
that the maintenance de part ment has 
declared “good to go.” 

Aircraft maintenance, primarily 
a behind-the-scenes effort, requires 
in-depth systems knowledge and 
meticulous attention to detail and is 
the linchpin of the 3rd Marine Aircraft 

Wing’s straightforward motto: “Fix, 
Fly, Fight.” 

The venerable legacy Hornet, now 
an out-of-production aircraft slated 
WR�EH�UHSODFHG�À�HHW�ZLGH�E\�WKH�¿�IWK�
generation F-35B/C Lightning II over 
the next decade, presents a number of 
maintenance challenges for the Marines 
tasked with keeping them in the air. But 
Mullen says he’s “blown away” by the 
ability of the enlisted maintainers, from 

“FIX, FLY, FIGHT”
During Time of Transition, VMFA-232 Maintainers 

Keep F/A-18 Mission Ready

Above: A power line Marine with VMFA-232 marshals an F/A-

18C Hornet onto the fl ight line during a MAG-11 training 

exercise at MCAS Miramar, Calif., Feb. 1, 2019. (Photo by Cpl 

Nadia Stark, USMC)

Left: Cpl Bryce W. Potter, left, and Cpl Charles A. Hutchinson 

Jr., fi xed-wing aircraft mechanics with VMFA-232, conduct 

crew supervisor pass-down during a shift changeover as part 

of Exercise Red Flag-Alaska at Eielson Air Force Base, Alaska, 

Oct. 9, 2018.S
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LCpl Andrew Demars, an 

airframe mechanic with 

the “Red Devils,” works 

on an F/A-18C Hornet 

during scheduled phase 

maintenance during a 

UDP at MCAS Iwakuni, 

Japan, in June 2017. When 

aircraft go through phase 

maintenance, mechanics are 

able to perform in-depth 

maintenance to enhance the 

welfare of the aircraft.
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the youngest Marines to the most senior, 
WR�WURXEOHVKRRW�DQG�¿�[�HYHQ�WKH�PRVW�
FRPSOH[�RI�LVVXHV��7KH\�DUH��KH�VD\V��
the greatest asset to Marine Fighter 
$WWDFN�6TXDGURQ��90)$�������RQH�RI�
IRXU�DFWLYH�FRPSRQHQW�)�$����VTXDGURQV�
WKDW�EHORQJ�WR�0DULQH�$LUFUDIW�*URXS�
�����UG�0DULQH�$LUFUDIW�:LQJ�
³$W�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�GD\��HYHQ�WKRXJK�
SDUWV� DQG� HYHU\WKLQJ� HOVH� FDQ� EH�
limited, the resource that is absolutely 
LUUHSODFHDEOH�DQG�LV�WKH�PRVW�YDOXDEOH�
thing is the Marines downstairs,” 
VDLG�0XOOHQ�RI� WKH�PDLQWDLQHUV��ZKR�
VSHFLDOL]H�LQ�D�ZLGH�UDQJH�RI�VXE¿�HOGV�
OLNH�DYLRQLFV�DQG�RUGQDQFH�
$V� WKH� TXDOLW\� DVVXUDQFH� RIILFHU�
IRU� 90)$������ 0XOOHQ� VSHQGV� KLV�
QRQ�À�\LQJ�KRXUV�ZRUNLQJ�KLV�JURXQG�

Left: Cpl Spencer 

Ritchie, left, and 

Cpl Tyler Guy, electrical 

systems technicians 

with VMFA-232, test 

the electrical system of 

an F/A-18 outside the 

squadron’s hangar at 

MCAS Miramar, Calif., 

Nov. 22, 2019.  
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job—standard practice for Marine 
aviators—in the San Diego-based 
squadron’s maintenance department, 
ZKLFK� RFFXSLHV� WKH� JURXQG� ÀRRU� RI�
D�VL]DEOH�KDQJDU�RQ�WKH�ÀLJKW� OLQH�DW�
Marine Corps Air Station Miramar, 
Calif. While his counterparts occupy 
various billets in other departments, 
such as operations or safety, Mullen’s 
position has provided him with a 
better understanding of the crucial 
role of maintenance to the squadron’s 
operational readiness, as well as the 
strenuous work it entails. The seasoned 
SLORW�VD\V�KH�IHHOV�PRUH�FRQ¿GHQW�WKDQ�
ever in the abilities of the approximately 
200 Marines who are responsible for 
keeping the squadron’s aging airframes 
mission capable.

Having functioning aircraft is not 
only essential to the mission of the 
F/A-18 platform of providing supporting 
arms coordination, conducting recon-
naissance and destroying surface tar-
gets and enemy aircraft, but also to 
keeping up both the skill currency of 
the pilots and the overall morale within 
the squadron itself.
7KH�ROGHVW�DFWLYH�¿JKWHU�VTXDGURQ�

in the Marine Corps, VMFA-232, 
better known as the “Red Devils,” 
transitioned from the F-4 Phantom 
to the F/A-18 Hornet in 1989, and in 
������ WKH� 5HG�'HYLOV�ZHUH� WKH� ¿UVW�
F/A-18 squadron to be land-based in 
Afghanistan in support of Operation 
Enduring Freedom. According to the 
2019 Marine Corps Aviation Plan, the 
squadron is scheduled to be the last of 

Left: An F/A-18C Hornet with VMFA-232 flies in a formation over Southern 

California, May 24, 2018. The Red Devils are proud of their distinction as the 

Corps’ oldest active fighter squadron. 

Above: GySgt Brandon 

McDowell, VMFA-232 

power line chief, 

secures a panel on an 

F/A-18C on the flight 

line at MCAS Miramar, 

Calif., Nov. 22, 2019.

Left: Maj Patrick 

Mullen, an F/A-18 

pilot and the quality 

assurance officer 

for VMFA-232, says 

that working in 

the maintenance 

department has 

given him a greater 

appreciation for the 

Marines who work 

behind the scenes to 

keep the squadron’s 

Hornets flying.
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the active component Hornet squadrons 
to transition to the F-35 beginning in 
¿�VFDO�\HDU�������

As he sat down in the squadron’s 
hangar with Leatherneck in November 
������ SRZHU� OLQH� FKLHI� *XQQHU\�
6HUJHDQW�%UDQGRQ�0F'RZHOO�SRLQWHG�
WR�D�ZRRGHQ�SODTXH�RQ�WKH�ZDOO�EHDULQJ�
WKH� LQVFULSWLRQ�³90)$������)LUVW� WR�
)LJKW��/DVW�WR�/HDYH�́
³:H� WDNH� SULGH� LQ� WKDW�´� VDLG�
0F'RZHOO� RI� WKH� VTXDGURQ¶V�PRWWR��
³,W¶V� ¿�WWLQJ� WKDW�ZH¶OO� EH� WKH� ODVW� WR�
WUDQVLWLRQ�́
$QG�ZKLOH�VRPH�PLJKW�SUHVXPH�WKDW�

EHLQJ� WDVNHG�ZLWK�PDLQWDLQLQJ�ROGHU�
DLUFUDIW� WKDW� KDYH� PHW� RU� H[FHHGHG�
WKHLU� LQWHQGHG� VHUYLFH� OLIH²ZKLFK�
LV�PHDVXUHG� LQ�À�LJKW�KRXUV²LV�SDU�
WLFXODUO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ��0F'RZHOO�VHHV�
LW�GLIIHUHQWO\�
³:KHQ�\RX�WKLQN�DERXW�LW��KRZ�ROG�
WKH\�DUH��WKDW�PHDQV�WKH\¶UH�UHOLDEOH�́ �KH�
VDLG�RI�WKH�+RUQHWV��VRPH�RI�ZKLFK�KDYH�
EHHQ�À�\LQJ�IRU����\HDUV��³%HFDXVH�LW¶V�
EHHQ�DURXQG�IRU�VR�ORQJ��WKHUH¶V�0DULQHV�
WKDW�KDYH�ZRUNHG�RQ�WKLV�DLUFUDIW�WKDW�
KDYH�VHHQ�LW�DOO��,W¶V�YHU\�UDUH�WKDW�D�QHZ�
FKDOOHQJH� DSSHDUV��<RX� FDQ� TXLFNO\�
WUDLQ�\RXU�MXQLRU�0DULQHV�LI�WKH\�KDYHQ¶W�

VHHQ�LW�\HW��DQG�EHFDXVH�>WKH�DLUFUDIW@�
DUH�ROGHU��\RX¶OO�JHW�GLIIHUHQW�FKDOOHQJHV�
PRUH�IUHTXHQWO\�́
7KH�IUHTXHQF\�LQ�ZKLFK�UHSDLUV�DUH�
QHHGHG�RQ�WKH�DLUFUDIW��DGGHG�0F'RZHOO��
JLYHV�QHZHU�PDLQWDLQHUV�D�FRQVLGHUDEOH�
DPRXQW� RI� H[SHULHQFH� RYHU� D� VKRUW�
SHULRG�RI�WLPH��,W¶V�D�PDQLIHVWDWLRQ�RI�
WKH�³WUDLQLQJ�LV�FRQWLQXRXV´�SKLORVRSK\�
WKH�'HSXW\�&RPPDQGDQW�IRU�$YLDWLRQ��
/LHXWHQDQW�*HQHUDO�6WHYHQ�5��5XGGHU��
HPSKDVL]HG�LQ�WKH�&RUSV¶�PRVW�UHFHQW�
DYLDWLRQ�SODQ�
³(YHQ�DV� D�JXQQHU\� VHUJHDQW�� ,¶P�
VWLOO� OHDUQLQJ�QHZ�WKLQJV�HYHU\�GD\�́ �
VDLG�0F'RZHOO�� ³7KH\¶UH�FRQVWDQWO\�
XSGDWLQJ� SXEOLFDWLRQV� DQG� PDNLQJ�
WKLQJV�PRUH�HI¿�FLHQW�́
'XULQJ�KLV�WLPH�DV�DQ�)�$����PDLQ�
WDLQHU��0F'RZHOO�KDV�VHHQ�QXPHURXV�
FKDQJHV�LQ�PDLQWHQDQFH�³EHVW�SUDFWLFHV´�
DQG�WKH�HOLPLQDWLRQ�RI�UHGXQGDQFLHV�LQ�
VWDQGDUG�SURFHGXUHV�
1HZ�PDLQWDLQHUV� OHDYH�WKH�VFKRRO�
KRXVH� DQG� DUULYH� DW� WKHLU� ILUVW� I OHHW�
VTXDG�URQ� ZLWK� D� EDVLF� NQRZOHGJH�
RI� ERWK� JHQHUDO� DQG� )�$����VSHFLILF�
PDLQWHQDQFH��EXW�0F'RZHOO�HPSKDVL]HV�
WKDW� WKH� ³RQ�WKH�MRE´� WUDLQLQJ� WKH\�
UHFHLYH�RQFH�WKH\�DUULYH�DW�WKH�VTXDGURQ�
LV�FUXFLDO�DQG��KH�VD\V��LW�³QHYHU�VWRSV�́
³7KHUH� DUH� YDULRXV� ELOOHWV�ZLWKLQ�

VMFA-232 maintainers conduct a prefl ight 

function check of an F/A-18C Hornet at 

MCAS Miramar, Calif., Feb. 1, 2019. 

Sgt Zachary 

Jackson, an airframe 

mechanic with 

VMFA-232, conducts 

maintenance on 

an F/A-18C Hornet 

during a UDP at 

MCAS Iwakuni, 

Japan, in June 2017. 
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the squadron and within the [military 
occupational specialty], and you’ll be 
trained for the next billet in whatever 
you’re doing,” McDowell said. 

With billets that range from equip-
ment technicians and airframe mech-
anics to avionics technicians and seat 
shop Marines, who con duct daily in-
VSHFWLRQV� DQG� UHSDLUV� RI� WKH� ¿�JKWHU�
jet’s ejection seats, the maintenance 
department presents a management 
challenge for those who occupy its 
leadership positions. 

“It can be done effectively just by 
knowing what capabilities you have in 
each shop at any given time based on 
SHUVRQQHO�DQG�TXDOL¿�FDWLRQV��DQG�WKHQ�
if you can effectively manage those and 
effectively allocate and prioritize them, 
LW�FDQ�EH�LQ¿�QLWHO\�PRUH�HIIHFWLYH�́ �VDLG�
Mullen. “The end goal is to have those 
DLUSODQHV�À�\LQJ�DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH�DQG�
as effectively as possible.”

Each day the squadron’s maintenance 
department starts with a meeting led 
by maintenance control that brings 
together leaders from all of the different 
divisions or specialties. On the agenda 
DUH�WKH�SULRULWLHV�IRU�WKDW�VSHFL¿�F�GD\��DV�
well as each division’s “plan of attack,” 
said Mullen. Each division then gets to 
work on executing those daily priorities.

“If you walk downstairs, it can 
seem kind of chaotic because you have 
Marines, they’re all doing very different 
jobs, but all driving towards that same 
goal of getting the airplanes ready,” 
Mullen said.

It’s all about balancing both short-
term and long-range plans with the 
inevitable reaction to unexpected issues 
as they arise, he added.

“With older airplanes sometimes 
your plans can kind of get dashed at 
the last minute, but in general, we 
always have a plan of attack and we’re 
always reviewing it and assessing it,” 
said Mullen.

Typically the squadron runs two 
10-hour maintenance shifts each day, 
with occasional adjustments to 24-hour 
around-the-clock maintenance if the 
unit is gearing up for a training event, 
operation or deployment.

Above: Cpl Tyler Guy, 

an electrical systems 

technician with 

VMFA-232, performs 

routine checks on an 

aircraft’s systems at 

MCAS Miramar, Calif., 

Nov. 22, 2019.

Left: Cpl Spencer Ritchie 

works to ensure that an 

F/A-18C Hornet has a fully 

functioning electrical 

system before its next 

scheduled fl ight.
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In September 2019, the Red Devils 
returned to MCAS Miramar after 
participating in a six-month unit de-
ployment program (UDP) in Japan. 
Whether deployed aboard a carrier or 
land-based, McDowell says that from 
a maintenance perspective, the work is 
no different from being at home.

“We train like we fight. It really 
doesn’t matter where we go. We 
operate the same,” said McDowell. “It 
was a successful deployment, we got 
to do various training with different 
countries, and we actually made it back 
on schedule. All of our aircraft made it 
back exactly when they were supposed 
to—no issues. [The Marines] are just 
dedicated to that type of maintenance.”

Mullen agreed, saying that other than 
adjusting to the demands and challenges 
associated with being away from home, 
the actual work the maintainers conduct 
while deployed remains the same.

“Overall from a maintenance per-
spective, we just pick up, move, and 
essentially execute the same tasks 
elsewhere that we do here,” said Mullen. 

Whether forward deployed or back 
at MCAS Miramar, safety is of the 
utmost concern, said both Mullen and 
McDowell. And while the safety of the 
SLORWV�ZKR�À\�WKH�DLUFUDIW�LV�XQGRXEWHGO\�
the overarching goal of maintenance, 
the safety of the maintainers themselves 
is equally vital.

While he wasn’t permitted to disclose 
the exact ratio of maintenance man-

KRXUV�WR�ÀLJKW�KRXUV��0XOOHQ�HPSKDVL]HG�
that a full shift of maintenance far 
exceeds the number of hours the aircraft 
DFWXDOO\�VSHQG�LQ�ÀLJKW��

“That is a huge thing that’s a concern,” 
said Mullen. “Really my primary role as 
WKH�TXDOLW\�DVVXUDQFH�RI¿FHU�LV�PDNLQJ�
sure that maintenance is done safely.”

As a precaution against injuries, 
maintainers are required to wear cranial 
helmets when near the aircraft, as well 

LCpl Jesse Schmitt, a power line mechanic with VMFA-232, signals to an F/A-18C 

Hornet pilot that he is clear to start his engines at Japan Air Self-Defense Force 

Hyakuri Air Base in July 2017.  (Photo by LCpl Mason Roy, USMC)

A maintainer with VMFA-232 fastens panels on an F/A-18C Hornet prior to a 

February 2019 training exercise at MCAS Miramar, Calif. 
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as proper hearing protection.
“At the end of a 10-hour shift, we 

can all forget those things. We always 
have Marines that are walking around 
making sure that stuff is done right,” 
said Mullen. “Similar to aviation, we 
follow procedures, we follow checklists 
… to make sure to keep you on track 
maybe when you’re tired or you’ve been 
doing things for a long time, to make 
sure that you are doing things right and 
by the book and safely.”

Within the department, Marines 
selected for the position of Collateral 
Duty Inspector (CDI) observe and 
oversee all maintenance and are 
responsible for “signing off” on the 
aircraft after the work is complete. 
Many are young Marines who have only 
been in the Corps for a few years, said 
Mullen, who is particularly impressed 
by their capacity to take on a substantial 
amount of responsibility.

As Marine aviation continues to 
move toward modernization while 

remaining ready to support the war-
¿�JKWHU� LQ�HYHU\�FOLPH�DQG�SODFH�� WKH�
2019 Aviation Plan underscores “sup-
porting the maintainer” as one of the 
Deputy Commandant for Aviation’s key 
priorities.

“Strong maintenance departments are 
able to generate materially sound, 
healthy aircraft in the right numbers to 
enable our aircrews to be successful in 
training and in combat, and set con-
ditions for ‘operations and maintenance 
bal ance,’ ” reads the Aviation Plan. 
“Main  tenance departments serve as the 
µFHQWHU�RI�JUDYLW\¶�RI�RXU�À�\LQJ�VTXDG�
rons and maintenance capacity ultimate-
ly determines our ability to provide 
sustainable readiness in support of 
RSHUDWLRQDO�UHTXLUHPHQWV�́

Mullen has seen this increased 
emphasis on maintenance support in 
action at VMFA-232.

“That has been a focal point since I 
got to this unit,” Mullen said, adding 
WKDW� WKDW� VTXDGURQ¶V� FRPPDQGLQJ�

of fi cer, Lieutenant Colonel Mark 
Bortnem, has made it very clear that 
WKH� PDLQWDLQHUV� DUH� WKH� VTXDGURQ¶V�
most important resource and should 
be prioritized as such. 

With a planned “sunset” of 2030, 
the F/A-18—considered to be the 
Corps’ primary bridging platform to 
the F-35B/C—will continue to be an 
essential part of Marine aviation for 
the next decade. 

And while the transition will mean the 
eventual end of the Hornet community 
in the Marine Corps, McDowell says 
he and the other maintainers are just 
focused on the day-to-day and doing 
their job to the best of their ability. Some 
will transition to the F-35 in the coming 
years, while others may end up working 
on other platforms. 
³:KHQ�ZH�MRLQ��ZH¶UH�¿�UVW�WROG�µQHHGV�

of the Marine Corps,’ ” McDowell said 
when asked about the future. “We’ll be 
placed wherever is best for the Marine 
Corps.”

LCpl Dustin Delgado, a fi xed-wing aircraft mechanic with 

VMFA-232, prepares to launch an F/A-18C Hornet during prefl ight 

checks at Anderson AFB, Guam, June 19, 2019. VMFA-232 increases 

operational readiness by training in new environments through the 

Aviation Training Relocation Program.
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31 March 2020

PRIZES:

SUBJECTS:

DETAILS:

1st Place: $1,000 + an engraved plaque 

2nd Place: $750 + an engraved plaque

3rd Place: $500 + an engraved plaque

Leadership- Describe an outstanding Marine Corps leader and what makes him or her so 

successful.

Current Events- Describe a recent event and the impact it had on the Marines involved.

History- Describe a little-known aspect of a battle or an individual Marine that others may 

not know about i.e. “the rest of the story.”

•Maximum 2,000 words

•Must include contact information: grade, name, unit, SNOIC/OIC, e-mail and phone number

•Submit electronically in Microsoft Word Format to leatherneck@mca-marines.org

DEADLINE:

Sponsored By Major Rick Stewart. USMC (Ret)

OPEN TO ALL ENLISTED MARINES

WRITING CONTEST
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