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TAPE 1 SIDE A 

LYN-I am interviewing, I’m in a museum right here actually, and we are having an interview 

today about a group of men who served at Cecil Field and have set up “Dreamland”.  I’m about 
the take the tour of Dreamland. 

DENNIS-Do you know what Dreamland is? 

LYN-No. 

DENNIS-Dreamland is the code name for the most off-limits place in the United States.  It’s 
called Area 51. It’s just north of Nellis in Las Vegas, Nevada and that’s where all of the 
extremely secret testing of all kinds of things over the years after World War II.  Area 51. 

LYN-I knew Area 51 but I didn’t know they called it “Dreamland”. 

DENNIS-Area 51 we call “The Box” because if you fly in “The Box” by mistake you are in big, 
big, big, big trouble. I never flew in the box by mistake but I was in a flight of guys where two 

guys flew in the box and they were met on the runway by Air Force security guys with guns.  

They were stripped of all their gear looking for cameras.  In their flight gear they were brought to 

the airport, put on a TWA plane, and sent back here with orders of not to say anything of what 

they saw.  

So, when we began this place this was kind of a dream and we were shooting the breeze and 

said, “You know, why don’t we call this place Dreamland. Wouldn’t that be great after 
Dreamland?” “Yeah, yeah, that sounds like a good idea.  Hand me a beer.”  That was it.  

LYN-OK, so we’re in Dreamland. 

DENNIS-So we in Dreamland and this is a potpourri of really our Navy lives.  All of us did 

different amounts of Navy time.  The other three did I think five years and then got out and went 

into the airlines. Myself, I was lucky enough, I stayed in for twenty-five and continued to fly the 

whole time.  

You will see people’s we call it “I love me wall”.  It’s just memorabilia of the different guys.  

Each one of us has different stuff here. 
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LYN-I’ve seen your name, Dizzy.  “Hide” would be… 

DENNIS- “Hide” is Dave Dollarhide, a retired Navy Captain.  

                           

 

 

Portion of wall display at “Dreamland” at Haller Air Port 

 

U.S. Navy Captain Retired 

 Dave Dollarhide 

 

“Hide” 
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Dizzy is me.   

 

 

LYN-Dizzy Gillespie. 

DENNIS-“Bonzo” is Pat Lee.   

             

 

U.S. Navy Captain Retired 

Dennis Gillespie 

 

“Dizzy” 

U.S. Navy pilot 

Patrick Lee 

 

“Bonzo” 
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“Apple” is Joe Canaba.   

 

                               

 

Those were our call signs. In the Navy when you went to your first squadron, at Cecil Field, you 

were given a call sign.  You didn’t show up with a call sign. Just as a quick aside, this is not 

about me, this is just about everything.  Stories are what make life great. 

I showed up on my last day flying the A-7 in the training command, the training squadron at 

Cecil, and some Navy commander showed up… 

LYN-That’s 174. 

DENNIS-VA-174. He said, “Come with me.”  “Yes, sir.” We walked down to a hangar and 

walked up and he dropped me off at the commanding officer’s office, the guy’s name was Moon 
Mouro.  He said, “Get in there.”  “Yes sir.” So, I walked in and the CO of the squadron, Moon 

Mouro, said, “What are doing here.”  I said, “Well, sir I think I’m going to be assigned here.” He 
said, “What’s your call sign?”  I said, “Well, I don’t have one.”  “Your call sign for the rest of 
your life is ‘Dizzy’”. It was after Dizzy Gillespie the trumpet player. 

LYN-Who has been here many times in Jacksonville. 

DENNIS-I met him at the Jazz Festival. 

U.S. Navy pilot 

Joe Canaba 

 

“Apple" 
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LYN-Actually, a relative of mine played with Dizzy Gillespie.  That was fun. 

DENNIS-So anyway, that’s kind of the way our lives, all of us, that’s kind of how our lives 

began at Cecil to some degree. That’s what this is.  Those are our helmets-Dave’s, Pat’s, Apple’s 
and mine.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

LYN-We will photograph those for the record. 

DENNIS-Those are some of some of the other guys who have contributed their helmets her. 

[another row of helmets hanging on the wall.] This is the ejection seat that Dave ejected.  There’s 
a picture on the wall right there. That’s all of my flight gear.  You can’t give it to anybody. 
There’s a potpourri of stuff. 

LYN-Come back and tell us how your life began, your full name, and where you were born. 

DENNIS-I was born in Wooster, Massachusetts.  My name Dennis Gillespie. 

LYN-No middle name? 

Helmets of Dave Dollarhide “Hide”, Pat Lee “Bonzo”, Joe 
Canaba “Apple”, and Dennis Gillespie “Dizzy” hanging in 

“Ready Room” of NAS Haller 
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DENNIS-Michael. I grew up in a little town in Millis, Massachusetts. I married the girl down the 

street, Barbara, who I went to high school with.  We dated since we were young. From there, of 

course the Vietnam war was winding down, well, it was winding down to some degree but the 

draft was still cooking. I played baseball in high school and one day a guy, I had never seen a 

person in a Navy uniform, ever, except on TV. The principal lived right down the street, who I 

knew. 

He said, “Come with me there’s somebody that wants to see you.” So, I walked in and here’s this 
guy and we sat and talked and he said, “How would you like to play baseball for the Naval 

Academy?” I really didn’t even know what the Naval Academy was. I said, “Well, where is 
that?” (Laugh) 

He said, “Did you ever see the Army-Navy game?”  I said, “Yes.” He goes, “Navy.” I said, “Oh, 
all right.” About a month later my father handed me a letter from a senator in Wyoming. 

LYN-So a Wyoming senator sponsored you. 

DENNIS-Senator in Wyoming sponsored me saying, “Congratulations, you have been admitted 
to the United States Naval Academy.”  

LYN-They really wanted a baseball player. 

DENNIS-Right. So that’s how I got into the Navy, part of it. Then four years at the Naval 
Academy and… 

LYN-And did you love that? 

DENNIS-The Naval Academy in those days was difficult.  The academics are always difficult 

because it is a premier academic school.  But it was all men and it was a difficult place your first 

year. As a plebe, you’re subject to the whims of the upper class.  So, life your first year was hard, 
not that hard because you get paid ten dollars every two weeks. You got a check, ten dollars 

every two weeks.  

LYN-(Laugh) Because you were active duty. 

DENNIS-You were active duty with an active duty ID card and everything was free, everything.  

When you showed up you put your clothes in a bag and sent them home because everything that 

you would, like your husband, everything was issued.  So, you were issued your life in a way. 

So, four years there. 

LYN-You were still with a girlfriend or you had married? 

DENNIS-No. 

LYN-Can you be married in the Naval Academy? 
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DENNIS-No. If you get married, and this happened in those days, well even today.  If in fact you 

get married and they find out you are immediately separated.  No, I had Barbara.  We started 

dating when she was a sophomore and I was a junior in high school.  So, we carried through the 

whole time. 

The first year you don’t get home that much. Christmas, Easter, and that’s it.  So that first year 
was difficult and as a plebe you can’t have a girlfriend.  I got to see her at the Army-Navy game 

that year.  So, I got to see her a few times that year.  But after that, it gets better.   

After that you are one of the upper classmen. That’s where you learn not to just to be a student 
but you learn the good and the bad of leadership because they are really mean, bad guys and then 

there are the good guys.  So, you begin to watch the good guys that you respected and you over 

time you wanted to be like them. You didn’t want to be like the other guys. 

So, three years there and I was very lucky through no fault of my own I did well academically 

and I got to choose, they had something called “Service Selection Night”. It was based on your 
class standing. So, I was very lucky.  Over the PA system in the hall they would say, when you 

were a senior, they would say, “Numbers one to one hundred report.”  You went down there and 
you got in a big line and the number one guy in the class he got to choose his orders from the 

nine hundred sets of orders that they had. I was… 

LYN-What number were you? 

DENNIS-I think I was a hundred, OK. 

LYN-Had you been dreaming and planning what you wanted? 

DENNIS-Well, I always wanted to be a pilot. 

LYN-What brought that on do you think? Was it from even as a child? 

DENNIS-From a child watching, believe it or not watching in those days it was after World War 

II and then Vietnam so you saw a lot of military shows and flying shows and this, that, and the 

other things.  My dad had taken me to see the Blue Angles a few times which is the reason the 

Blue Angles exist, to get people’s attention to see if they can get people to go to this life style. 

So, when I walked up to the desk I looked down and the first group to go to flight school was 

still available so I took the first group.  Then my wife and I got married on, we graduated on a 

Wednesday and got married on Saturday. 

LYN-What year was that? 

DENNIS-’73. I graduated on the 6th of June and got married on the 9th of June up in 

Massachusetts in a little Catholic church.  We had to be in Pensacola within a few days.  So, we 
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had a one-day honeymoon I think down on Cape Cod and then we packed up my car with one 

television, our clothes, and that’s it.  Like everybody. 

LYN-We did the same thing. We got married on Saturday and Sunday we were back here and he 

was at work on Monday. 

DENNIS-So that was it.  So, I showed up in Pensacola and that’s where the Navy, the real Navy 
part began.  Now, you were on orders and you were going to flight school in Pensacola and this 

was going to be your life.  So, I started in Pensacola like everybody in those days. I was fortunate 

enough to be in the group who got to select early because of your class standing again.  

Everything was your class standing.  Everything from how many push-ups you did to how many 

pull-ups you did to how fast you could run, academic courses, and then you’re flying.  

Everything was graded so everyone is competing to be the best that you can be all the time.  

I wanted jets. I wanted to fly off air craft carriers so you never know week by week how many 

slots there were going to be.  On a Friday after finishing my flight, I was all done and on that 

Friday, I remember walking up to the wall just like in some of the movies. You know, you walk 

up to the wall and the secretary comes out with a piece of paper and tacks it to the bulletin board 

and you look down and “Gillespie, J.B.” Jets, Beeville, Texas.   

That was a Friday so I went home and I said, “Barb, we gotta go.  I’ve got to be there at eight 
o’clock on Monday morning.” So, we checked out of our little apartment in Pensacola and got in 

the car and drove to Beeville.  Like everybody, everybody was poor.  Even as an ensign you 

didn’t get paid a lot.  Because everybody was poor. Misery… 

LYN-I always wondered.  So, everybody was poor in the military. 

DENNIS-This was before Ragan.  

LYN-Do you remember what you made a pay day. Was it twice a month? 

DENNIS-Twice a month. I can only hazard a guess but I remember very clearly that after we got 

married and kind of got settled in Pensacola and then on, on Fridays we would rumble through 

the couch and look for change.  We would rumble through the car looking for quarters to buy a 

six-pack of beer in Beeville, Texas was a dollar. So, on Friday we would go either to the club or 

something and get some cheap meal which was fine.  Nobody complained. We had no children at 

the time nor did anybody else. So, it was a night for either Boone’s Farm wine or a six-pack of 

beer. That was your week-end.  

LYN-We would go to a place over on San Juan, Artie’s. It was a spaghetti-pizza place.  They 

had a military special and you could get a whole bowl of spaghetti and you took the bowl home.  

It was like the treat of the pay day. 
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DENNIS-Kind of like the O-club. It was buffet, all you can eat kind of thing. Nobody 

complained because everybody was the same. Everybody was there and everybody was only 

going to be there until you finished so you knew, like at Pensacola, like at the Naval Academy, 

everything was graded, everything. So, you needed to be prepared.  You needed to do the best 

you could of course and listen and learn and then when you finished, when you finished through 

the training command the same selection process occurs.  They look at that week’s, the people 

that just finished carrier qualing in the A-4 and according to your grades for that, fundamentally 

it’s almost a year, about a year I guess. You get to pick what kind of airplane and what coast. I 

was lucky again and I got to pick the A-7 at Cecil Field.  

LYN-Had you heard of Cecil Field before? 

DENNIS-Never. 

LYN-You just knew the A-7’s were there and they were going on a carrier. 

DENNIS-Instead of A-7’s west because west was Lemoore and West Pac, you really didn’t care 
about that part of it. Well, our family was in New England.  Now, we have a baby.  Our son 

Derrick was born in Beeville and so now life becomes more complicated. Even if I wanted to go 

to the west coast, Barbara would not have wanted to go to the west coast.  You know, she wanted 

to see her mother.  Even from here it was so much closer. 

LYN-So tell me about when you got your wings, Dave told me they just unceremoniously just 

called him in. 

DENNIS-It was a different era. They had what was called a “Winging Ceremony”.  When you 
finished carrier qualing… 

LYN-What carrier? 

DENNIS-I carrier quailed on Lexington. I carrier quailed many times on Lexington in the A-7 

and the A-4, many times. But at the end of that week when you were done they would have a 

ceremony at the club every other week maybe and the commanding officer of your training 

squadron would, they would have like a table, and there weren’t many, a table of the wings and 
he would call you up and if you had a wife and or girlfriend or family member, mother or sister, 

he would hand the wings to Barbara and Barbara pinned the wings on my whites.  So, she gave 

me the wings. 

LYN-Do you have a picture of that? 

DENNIS-I think somewhere. But I don’t have my wings any more. So anyway, I’m a wings guy 
and I’m headed to Cecil. 

LYN-So you knew it was in Florida… 
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DENNIS-I had never been to Jacksonville, only Pensacola.  

LYN-As far as it can be in Florida from the east to west coast of Florida. 

DENNIS-We found a rent-a-house for a hundred bucks a month on Sauterne Drive directly 

opposite the old Blanding Drive-In. We could watch the movie from our front yard. 

LYN-But you couldn’t hear it. 

DENNIS-It was a little rat trap but it was just the three of us and that’s where I went through the 

RAG, VA-174, and that’s where I went to VA-105, my first squadron.  Very shortly after getting 

to VA-105 they were scheduled to deploy on the Saratoga out of Mayport.   

 

So, you began your training as a young guy and you’re just a sponge at that point.  You’re here 
and you don’t know what’s going on because it’s a whole different ball game because now 
you’re a fleet pilot and you’re expected from day one to be able to go anywhere and do whatever 

has to be done.  You begin knowing nothing and by the time you finish VA-174 you know the 

airplane and you know all the weapons and then when you get to your squadron that’s when you 
begin learning from the people who have done it before. 

So, in college you learn how to learn, in the training command you learn how to fly, and then in 

at Cecil Field that’s where you begin the process of learning how to lead and then learning how 
to do your job.  Whatever that job would be. Of course, you’re dropping bombs and shooting 
guns and the inevitable baggage that goes along with that.  But you’re young and you don’t think 
about that because all you’ve ever done was drop bombs down here at the targets and you shot 

guns at the targets. 

LYN-You’re at Camp Blanding. 

DENNIS-Down at, it’s called Pine Castle Range.  There are numerous targets around.  When you 

go to deploy shore-based with your squadron you will go to Key West, Florida to do your air-to-

air work against fighters. You go out to Yuma, Arizona to do your air-to-ground training.  You 

fly low-levels around here.  The A-7 used to fly the low-levels around here for training at two 
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hundred feet and at three hundred-sixty or four hundred and twenty knots.  You had to know 

where you were.   

The challenge was to know where you were to get to a target because the whole time you’re 
training you’re training for the mission that you will be called upon.  That particular training 
would be to take off from the carrier, on the east coast it would have been in the Mediterranean 

and fly at two hundred feet at probably four hundred and twenty or four hundred and eighty 

knots with a special weapon just in case World War III occurred because if you remember back 

then the Cold War was going on. So, everything you did at Cecil Field was to get you to the 

point where you could take off from the carrier, land on the carrier day, night, all weather, 

execute your mission whether you were by yourself or whether you were in a group of forty 

airplanes flying formation, day or night.  

So, it’s an extraordinary training process. Nobody knows what they’re doing at first. You would 

learn sequentially as you go along.  Everybody, as we do here, every time you fly you brief, you 

fly, you debrief.  Every single flight, everybody makes mistakes because you are in an airplane 

and you’re by yourself. So, Cecil Field and Lemoore, California which was the other A-7, A-4, 

F-18 bases, those pilots when you got to your airplane you were the only guy there.  So, when 

you got airborne you were the only guy there. When you were over the target you were the only 

guy there.  When you are flying formation, you are the only guy there. 

The culmination of all of that was coming back aboard the carrier up there in the middle of the 

night, dark with clouds, not all the time but lightening crack, all of that stuff you better, you 

better have your you-know-what together because if you don’t you end up in the water. 

LYN-Which is automatic loss. 

DENNIS-Yes. So, we were very proud as Cecil Field guys, we were talking a little bit about 

Cecil Field, you were very proud to be a single-piloted aircraft strike pilot, or attack pilot we 

used to call it. Again, everything you did, every flight you took whether it be from Cecil Field or 

the ship was debriefed in detail.  There was never any yelling unless you did something really 

stupid. 

LYN-I wondered about that when I talked to Dave yesterday.  He admitted mistakes and things 

that happened and I wondered about the response.  So, there wasn’t the yelling… 

DENNIS-Always.  If you’re with good people just like at the Naval Academy if you’re with 
good people who are leaders they are leading you to be better.  The debriefs are very detailed.  

They begin at the beginning of the flight, taxi, take-off, join, formation, weapons delivery, join, 

return to the carrier, your landing on the carrier.  That’s all debriefed in detail.  

A peace-time mission, the brief might be two hours long, an hour and half to two hours long, 

your flight whatever it was if you get flight re-fueling it could be two hours, four hours, eight 
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hours. Then the debrief would take typically about an hour.  You went over in meticulous detail 

everything that occurred and everybody in the flight would say, “Well, I did this and I did it 
wrong and this is what occurred. This is why it occurred and I won’t do it again.” But you ended 
up doing it anyway. (Laugh) 

LYN-So where was Vietnam by 1973? 

DENNIS-Vietnam was in the wind-down phase and when I was a midshipman I was a 

midshipman from 1969 until 1973 which was really the height of the Vietnam War and then the 

very rapid draw-down once they signed the peace accord.  

LYN-Do you remember when that was? 

DENNIS-It was’73 because the prisoners were released based on the peace accord. That’s the 
only way they got out of there.  In my squadron I was lucky enough, we had a Lt. Commander 

who was a Vietnam prisoner of war for six years, Bradley Spense, was shot down in 1966.  He 

was re-patriated in 1973. 

Our sister squadron, because there’s two A-7 squadrons on a carrier, they had a prisoner, Herb 

Williams, who was there quite a while and then he rotated out and another prisoner went in there.  

We were lucky enough to as young guys, because we were young inexperienced, and stupid, you 

had to learn how to survive but we saw people who had done these things that you never 

imagined when you went to the Naval Academy that you would be doing this because it just 

didn’t sink in.  You were young and you had a wife and if you didn’t have a wife you were 
looking for a wife or looking for love and all of a sudden you are there. 

Then it became real very quickly but it was extraordinarily exciting.  It was a huge challenge.  I 

would say, and I think Dave would agree, anybody on that wall would say, “If you survive the 
flight that was a success” because you did a lot of stuff and you did a lot of dangerous stuff and 
you had to learn how to do that and you had to learn how to survive.  

You had to be very disciplined at what you did because when you’re flying these machines it’s 

like a fat guy on a Harley. You go as fast as you can and all of a sudden you hit something.  

These machines are extraordinarily powerful.  You just can’t imagine what’s it like to be in an F-

18 for instance and light the after-burners and your whole body is thrown back.  The power of 

these airplanes, even the A-4 and the A-7 is extraordinary. You were trained at Cecil Field, I 

mentioned the low-levels that we did right around here.  All over the state of Florida and 

Georgia. You were training for nuclear delivery.  

At Cecil Field you were trained in the weapon. You were trained in how it worked You were 

trained in the loading and unloading. You were trained in the delivery, and then you were trained 

in the escape maneuver from a nuclear detonation.  That’s was done at Cecil Field for everybody 

because we were nuclear capable pilots. 
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LYN-Would you explain to me what “master jet base” meant. 

DENNIS-Master Jet Base, there were four in the Navy. That was where the fleet squadrons were 

based. Cecil Field was the A-7’s then the F-18’s and the S-3’s.  At Oceana it was the F-14’s and 
the A-6’s and the E-2’s. At Lemoore, Lemoore was a mirror image of Cecil, and Miramar was a 

fighter town.  That was the mirror image of Oceana.  That’s where all the carrier pilots were 

based, at those four bases.  

LYN-By the time ’73 came and you went on a Med Cruise.  What was going on the west coast? 

What were those carriers doing? 

DENNIS-I was an East Coaster but we would cross the Atlantic and you are always conducting 

exercises. I think a lot of folks don’t realize the ship, the ship is always working twenty-four 

hours a day, seven days a week, Christmas, it doesn’t matter. Pier-side, at anchor, it doesn’t 
matter. But when you’re underway you’re underway with a mission so the ship is always going 
somewhere specific.   

In the Atlantic and in the Mediterranean, it was typically working with NATO in those days. 

Everything involving NATO involved the Soviet Union so you were always focused on 

operating in the North Atlantic which is enormously dangerous.  It’s cold, the weather is 
horrible, the waves, the pitching deck and that kind of stuff.  The level of training, you have to 

really pay attention. It’s not like carrier qualing on the Lexington out in the Gulf. 

You are involved with the Brits, and the French, and the Italians and the Germans and you go 

into all of the ports and you fly with these people.  You’d fly against these people. You would 
eventually when we got to work with Egypt you flew major exercises and went into Egypt and 

you got to see the Russian airplanes.  You got to fly against the Russian airplanes and that was 

all part of training also. So, the training never stops.  Every day the ship was moving and every 

day there’s a flight schedule because the carrier is there is launch and recover airplanes.   

They have to train the flight deck people.  They have to train the ordinance people.  They have to 

train the fuelers, the pilots, all of the coordination people, the radar people.  You have all that 

stuff. When you see this on TV some people say, “Well it’s like a ballet.”  Well, the flight deck 
is like a ballet but the ship is really like a finely-tuned watch because everybody has his job, 

today his or her, everybody’s got his job and everybody’s job on an aircraft carrier has one focus, 
to put a bomb on a target.  

The fighters are there to protect the attack airplane. The E-2’s are there to direct the fighters. The 

anti-submarine airplanes and helicopters are there to protect the carrier.  The ships around the 

carrier are there to protect the carrier. You are always with a submarine and the submarine is 

looking for other submarines.  
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That entire battle group of six or eight ships and a hundred airplanes, it’s all focused on bombs 

on the ground.  That’s interesting for people who think you know they’ve got the destroyers and 
cruisers and the submarines and the supply ship. 

LYN-I didn’t know there was always a submarine.  That’s the first time I have realized that. 

DENNIS-The submarines are extraordinary. They are a clandestine force and when I say “They 
are always there, you don’t know that they are there.”  In my later life when I became an air wing 

commander, on the Lincoln and the Kitty Hawk, you’re working with the submariners, you’re 
working with the SEALS, you’re working with the UN, you’re working with NATO, you’re 
working with the Japanese and you’re working with the Pakistanis, and the Indians, and the 

Australians and the Kuwaitis.  

 

         

                                                                                                    

                                                                           

 

 

USS ABRAHAM LINCOLN 

CVN-72 

 

 

 

USS KITTY HAWK 

CV-63 
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It’s a big pile but the carrier battle group is this kind of moving Cecil Field in a way because the 

focus is protecting the force and getting the strike aircraft to where they can get to.  That may 

involve tanking, in-flight refueling from your own airplane, or the Air Force people. They have 

to be at a certain point because when we would leave the ship on a mission that required tanking 

you may meet the Air Force tankers a long way from the ship.  If they’re not there you gotta 
come back and you can’t get to the target because you don’t have enough fuel. 

In-flight refuel, top-off, and then go to your target and then come back to the tanker just to have 

enough fuel to get back to the air craft carrier. 

LYN-So you said they were sister squadrons.  

DENNIS-In VA-105 my first cruise it was VA-37.  

LYN-So between the two how many planes? 

DENNIS-In those days we had each squadron had I think had twelve A-7’s and you had 
seventeen pilots. Then when you transitioned to the F-18 you had I think, I think we had ten 

airplanes and seventeen pilots. So, when my squadron, when I was the commander of VFA-83 

during Desert Storm we had, I think we had ten airplanes and I had a hundred and ninety people 

in the squadron.  

 

 

Then in the air wing with all the squadrons when I was an air wing commander I had twenty-five 

hundred people and ninety airplanes because then you own the airplanes.  The captain of the ship 

owns the ship so you’re flying from his air field. The admiral on-board the carrier he owns the 

battle group. So, he is the one that is complying with the orders from the Department of the Navy 

on where the carrier goes, where all these ships follow, and so you have an admiral and then 

you’ve got in my case the air wing commander, and the captain of the ship. 
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I had commanding officers of the squadrons that were commanders.  That was the standard 

organization which it is today I’m sure.  

LYN-How many people do you think were on the Saratoga? 

DENNIS-There were probably in those days, everything was man-power intensive in those days.  

Automation and computers didn’t really exist.  I’m gonna guess between forty-five hundred and 

five thousand people.  I think that’s probably pretty close. On the bigger carriers later on you had 

five thousand people on those boats.  Now, with the automation the numbers of people required 

to drive these ships, be it the steerers and the people down in engineering and all the 

weaponeering, and all that stuff, they are trying to reduce the number of folks with the increased 

use of technology. The carrier is no exception.  They are using less folks to do the same job 

because they learn and people invent tools and now it takes one person instead of two. 

LYN-Do you remember your ports on that first cruise? 

DENNIS-Oh, yeah. In those days in the Mediterranean you would in-chop, and your husband 

would have done it too, you would in-chop at Rota, Spain and you would turn over to the out-

going carrier.  We would go to their ready rooms and they would brief us on the situation and the 

targets.  In those days the missions that were the NATO deep missions that kind of stuff, 

maintenance issues, scheduling issues, supply issues, all of that stuff. 

Then you would literally, this was all pre-planned with Sixth Fleet in those days which was 

based in Giada, Italy, they would have a peace-time schedule for you to maneuver around the 

Mediterranean and operate with the NATO forces of the Western Mediterranean and then you’re 
operating from the Eastern Mediterranean with the Greeks and the Turks and the Israelis.   

In those days you didn’t mess with the Egyptians and the Libyans because they were the Soviet 

Block, and the Syrians, those were the Soviet Bloc countries. So, everything was training, 

training, training, training in the ports.  

When you left Rota typically you would go to Palma, Minorca, the islands off of Spain, 

Barcelona, Benidorm, Spain and then you would swing up to France to the Riviera which is 

great, Monaco, Nice, Cannes, Marseilles, and then you would go into Naples all the time which 

was nice in those days. Then down to the boot of Italy into split Yugoslavia and Dubrovnik and 

then down into Athens.   

As you made your way around the Med and then into Haifa, Israel and then back into the center 

of the Mediterranean to operate and then you would move to the Western Med and you might do 

some of those ports again, Morocco. We went to Morocco, we went into Tunis.   That was 

generally about it. 

LYN-No Malta? 
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DENNIS-I never got to Malta. Then you, now you in the end in those days of a six-month cruise 

you would be the out-going carrier and the in-coming guys would meet you in Rota and then you 

would go home and about a year later you would be back, back in the Med and the cycle was 

about every year you ended up going back for six months. 

Then there were some issues with the carriers and some of the reliability because they were run 

into the grown so carriers would fundamentally stay longer so your six-month cruises turned into 

seven which turned into nine which turned into, I did one ten. Interestingly enough my second 

cruise on the Saratoga, we just got out of Mayport, we were supposed to go for six months.  We 

know what the ports are going to be. The captain of the ship came on and said, “There’s a 
message from the commanding officer. “Well, folks it’s a beautiful day, light puffy clouds, just 
wanted to let you know that we have been extended a month.” So, before you even got out of 

sight of Mayport you were on a seven-month cruise. 

LYN-I remember the Kennedy on a thirteen-month cruise. 

DENNIS-I was on the Kennedy for a ten-month cruise. 

LYN-That was ’69.  They went out for carrier quals, thought they were doing a Med and ended 

up on a West Pac and didn’t come home for thirteen months. 

DENNIS-So, when carriers would have casualties, engineering particularly, because they were 

working the carriers all the time.  You could cycle squadrons but the carriers were running all the 

time.  The Forrestal and Saratoga, like the other ones they were really getting run into the 

ground.  They were deferring maintenance, didn’t have parts.  Again, this is before Ragan. 

When Ragan became president, everything changed because the focus became supporting all of 

the military and you noticed an absolute change when you got your first pay check, number one. 

After his inauguration then we noticed that we got more fuel to fly, we got parts.  The carriers 

were being serviced and repaired on a routine schedule and it’s all about money. It’s all about 
money. So, your life kind of changed, believe it or not, the day he came in. 

LYN-So we have given the credit to Ragan. What was that about in Ragan?  Were there people 

guiding him? What was that guiding force politically? 

DENNIS-Of course I’m just a pilot on a carrier but the situation around the world particularly in 
the Mediterranean with Ghadaffy in those days and with Syria in those days.  If you remember 

the blowing up of the airliners in the Mediterranean and the high jacking of the air liners, and the 

bombing in Germany that killed all the Americans, etc., that’s not where terrorism began but 
that’s where terrorism with America began.   

We just happened to be in this place where everything that was going on in the Middle East at 

the time which has not changed, began to impact us going on liberty.  We could no longer go on 
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liberty, at first, they sent us on liberty in uniforms then very quickly somebody said, “Let’s not 
highlight the Americans. Nobody goes ashore in uniform.” 

So, the world was changing. The Soviet Union was still incredibly strong. I remember flying, 

with Pat actually, in the Eastern Mediterranean. We had battle groups and the Russians, the 

Soviets in those days, they came out with their first air craft carrier. That was big deal because 

they had never had one. 

LYN-Do you know the name? 

DENNIS-The “Kiev” I think was the first one.  They had the big cruisers and they weren’t battle 
ships but they had a Navy that was incredibly well-equipped, modern, and well-trained.  We saw 

those ships in the Mediterranean. 

Our battle group in the Eastern Med it gets kinds of small but the further east you go over by 

Israel and Lebanon and Jordan and Syria and you would see, when you take off part of your 

mission was to keep track of these guys.  You fly by some of these ships and I’m telling you, you 
saw pictures but the first time you went past a kara cruiser, that is one big, giant ship. I remember 

absolutely, positively, watching the missile, they were called triple-injector launches, the 

missiles would be tracking you as you flew by because they are doing something we do. If a 

Russian airplane went by the carrier, the carrier would be – 

The Soviets were at their peak. All of the trouble with the Israelis and the Syrians and the 

Libyans and the Egyptians was going on.  When Ragan came in, plus what had occurred in Iran 

with the take-over of the embassy under Jimmy Carter’s time. It wasn’t his fault but then these 
people are over there and when Ragan came in in a way, this is just me, when Ragan said he was 

going to do something he did it. Although this is not a political advertisement, this guy in here 

now, when he says he’s going to do something he’s going to do it. [Referring to President 
Donald Trump] 

So, the people on the other end, when Ragan told the Iranians before he was president, “You let 
those people go or we’re going to get them.” 

LYN-They were released like five minutes after he became president. And I will tell you, we 

would have been there. My husband and I would have been there had he not turned down an 

offer from PRD Electronics to be in Iran during that time. I’m so glad that we went to seminary 
rather than Iran but it would have been at that time. I’m very thankful God spared us for 
whatever would have happened. 

DENNIS-So Ragan was a situational guy and he was the right guy at the right time and he saw 

for his people, he saw the threat that was involved not only in the Mediterranean but the 

possibility of threat here and he got Congress to fund at that point a very, very underfunded 
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military. If in fact you are going to police the world which they did, it required trained people 

with equipment and funding and that had diminished. So, Ragan actually turned the clock. 

LYN-So a Navy president, wasn’t Carter in the Navy? 

DENNIS-Carter was a submariner.  He was a nuclear submariner. 

LYN-He had not been effective in that area. 

DENNIS-His priorities were different. 

LYN-So here is an actor coming to be president. 

DENNIS-Well, he was the governor of California.  Remember the governors own the National 

Guard.  As part of being a governor, I would say, you’re kind of a mini-president a way because 

you own the Guard until the president takes the Guard.  

LYN-So he did come with good experience. 

DENNIS-He came with executive experience and he was just a tough guy and, as Gorbachev 

found out, Ragan, he did what he said he was gonna do and if he told you he was coming he was 

coming. That’s why the people got out of Iran and that’s why Israel to some degree is still Israel 
today. 

LYN-We’ll put on tape because was a long time ago.  There was an attack in Iran and Americans 
were held hostage… 

DENNIS-Four hundred and some odd days.  They took over the embassy is what they did.  It 

was just a mob but the mob was directed by government because they had overthrown the Shah 

of Iran. 

LYN-Who we sanctioned. 

DENNIS-Who we supported because he kept things pseudo-peaceful so in a way if you lived 

there, which I have, dictators are bums but they are like mafia heads. They keep the peace and 

they keep their people in line which to some degree keeps the peace but they are still bums.  

When they decide to do something to another country, in this case it was Israel, if you talk about 

Iran it was the Israelis.  The Israelis, Americans don’t have a sense of Israel’s plight.  They are 
surrounded by enemies and they have been since 1948.  

So, Ragan, Israel, the Soviets, and funding began, ships were fixed, airplanes were fixed, parts 

were available and all of a sudden you got better.  Under Ragan, it feels like I’m a Ragan 

campaign guy, I’m not I lived through that so I can say, when we finished eight years of Ragan 

and then Bush, Bush One the Elder, we were the best trained, the best equipped force, not only 
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from a Navy stand-point but because we began working with the Army and the Marines and the 

Air Force and the Coast Guard. 

LYN-And there were Marines on the ship with you. 

DENNIS-The only Marines on the ships in those days were the Marines that guarded the nuclear 

weapons. That was Marine Det. Later we got Marine EA-6B’s and A-6’s that were deployed 
instead of a Navy A-6 squadron. A little later on when I was air wing commander I had two 

Navy F-18 squadrons and a Marine F-18 squadron. So, the Marines would join the air wing just 

like any other squadron and they became, they were Marines but they were part of the Navy air 

wing.  It was transparent once you got by the uniforms. 

LYN-After that first cruise you were hooked.  You knew you wanted this for a career long term? 

How was your wife feeling, I always want to ask that question. “How is your wife feeling about 
this place?” 

DENNIS-We were blessed because the wives group, the seventeen pilots we had a maintenance 

officer and an intel officer and there was I think we had a supply officer also so we had a total of 

twenty officers.  It was kind of like the enlisted wives club, there was an officer’s wives club. 
We were very fortunate because a lot of young wives with a lot of young babies and we had the 

wives that had been around for a while and then you had the more senior wives so to speak. That 

enabled Barbara and we lived right down the street from Pat. Everybody was very close whether 

you were here or whether the ship and you were gone.  The squadron wives were the squadron 

wives and they enabled themselves to get through. 

Well you remember, mail took two weeks.  

LYN-No cell phones, no computers. 

DENNIS-I remember we went into Naples the first time I got to phone call home you had to 

go… 

LYN-Which was a little pricy. 

DENNIS-It was very pricy but you went to the Exchange in Naples. I don’t mean the Navy 
Exchange. You went to the phone exchange and you put your money down and you got in line.  I 

remember Pat and I had to wait hours for your one shot.  They would call you, “Go to booth 
seven” so to speak, and they would dial the number and if there was no answer or if it was busy 

you went to the back of the line.  

LYN-I remember, when you are saying this I am taking this back into time to like 1971 in my 

mother’s house and I am getting that call. Now we did one of the HAM radio calls which is very 
awkward but it was better than nothing. 
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DENNIS-We didn’t have that. I had it on later cruises but things were just different.  I didn’t find 
out that my daughter was born until two weeks after she was born.  This was a later cruise, I 

think it was the Saratoga second cruise. We were in what’s called “World-wide Minimize”.  
World-wide minimize was they shut down all unnecessary, unofficial traffic because of a 

situation that had occurred somewhere.   

I kind of knew when she was going to give birth.  I knew the nine-month period but I remember 

distinctly it was at night, I was in an A-7 up on catapult two and the air boss who owns the flight 

deck said, “402 taxi, clear the cat.”  I didn’t know what he was talking about and I said, “Boss, 
I’m up” meaning the airplane was good and I was ready to do.  He said, “402 taxi clear, you’re 
done.” “Yes, sir.”  

Taxied, got out, and went down to the ready room and in the ready room was the captain of the 

ship who you never saw in those days. He was always up on the bridge. The captain of the ship 

and the ship’s chaplain, and the commanding officer of our squadron VA-105. 

LYN-It could have meant something really serious had happened. 

DENNIS-I had no idea why they were there because you didn’t see these people. You saw your 

commanding officer.  All of a sudden, the skipper says, “Dizzy, come up to the front of the ready 
room.”  I walked up and here was Captain Dunn and the ship’s chaplain and I’m thinking, “Uh 

oh, somebody’s dead.” The captain said, he was Captain Dunn and later Admiral Dunn, was a 
great guy.  He said, “I understand Ensign that your wife gave birth and you, do you know you 
know that yet.” I said, “Sir, I don’t know but I think it was maybe ten days ago or two weeks but 
I don’t know.” He said, “How could this happen? We’re going to find out.” 

The chaplain said, “I’m gonna get back to you.”  So, they didn’t want me flying that night.  
Someone had gotten the information. I had no idea what occurred. I’m nothing special, this 
happened to other people I’m sure. But somebody figured out “This guy should not be flying 
because he’s thinking about other things.”   

You deal with, even here, we deal with those human factors we call it. So, they pulled me off the 

cat to get the bottom of what’s going on and then within a couple of hours the captain called me 
up to the bridge.  I went up there and he handed me a telegram that said, “Your wife had a 

healthy baby girl named Kristen. The mother and daughter are doing well. Out.”  That was from 
the USO. 

LYN-So she was born a NAS JAX. 

DENNIS-No, she went home that cruise to Massachusetts so Kristen was born up in Newton, 

Massachusetts outside of Boston.  So, she stayed with her parents for that because she had 

Derrick when she was pregnant. As soon as I got back we moved back down here and that was 

that. 
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LYN-So two cruises down so now what’s going on. 

DENNIS-At the end of the second cruise I was one of the guys they called a landing signal 

officer.  I flew the A-7 and did all of that but I also was one of the guys, they were probably 

twenty on the ship, that was responsible on your day to go, every time an airplane landed you 

had to be on the back of the ship with a radio and we call it a “pickle”. You’re controlling the 
airplanes to enable them to land safely, particularly at night, but you are there all the time. So, 

once every four days I did that.   

When my time was up in VA-105 I went and I became the air wing signal officer, landing signal 

officer in Kingsville, Texas.  I was the guy who was responsible for now training students in the 

T-2 and the A-4 in Kingsville so that they could get training to go to carrier and then go to their 

squadron once they finished. 

LYN-What is a T-2? 

DENNIS-A T-2 in those days was the basic jet. Then when you finished the basic jet training, 

which was probably half a year, you went right into the A-4 which was a fleet airplane at the 

time and then you trained in that, weapons delivery, low-altitude deliveries, low-level stuff, air-

combat maneuvering, dog fighting.  Then you went out to the carrier and you carrier qualed and 

when you were done carrier qualing that’s when you get your wings and that’s when you go to 
whatever squadron you’re assigned to. 

LYN-They didn’t have a carrier in Texas? 

DENNIS-The carrier in those days was based in Pensacola. 

LYN-So it was the Lexington. 

DENNIS-Lady Lex and we all carrier qualed on the Lex many times. So, I did that for a year and 

a half and then I was asked if I would go back to sea duty. 

LYN-You were asked if you would go back? 

DENNIS-Well, because I was supposed to be on shore duty for two years. 

LYN-So what was your rotation? 

DENNIS-It would have been three years of sea duty, two years of shore duty, and three years, 

two years but because this was going to be shorter I was just past the year mark I think, and 

because the airlines started hiring.  

A lot of guys got out and that left, they had to fill these spots because the end game of this whole 

thing is the air craft carrier’s pilots. So, they had a difficult time retaining pilots.  That’s when 
Ragan issued the bonus, the pilots, kind of like the bonus you are familiar with, to keep people.  
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Because they didn’t have enough people I rotated back to the John F. Kennedy as the air wing 

landing signal officer and I flew the A-7 with VA-46 and VA-72 and I also trained in the F-14. 

LYN-The Kennedy was based where? 

DENNIS-Based out of Norfolk. As far as flying on a carrier there were all about the same.  You 

don’t get a sense of how big they are until you walk on the flight deck.  They are all pretty big 
and the bigger ones are bigger but so I was on the Kennedy.  That was the long cruise, the ten-

month cruise. When we were in the vicinity of Libya during the Ghadaffy, saber-rattling, the line 

of death.  Remember the line of death? 

LYN-I don’t. 

DENNIS-At the Gulf of Sidra.  He closed, Libya’s coastline looks a saddle.  He warned, he was 
a Soviet satellite country, and he warned NATO that any ships that went into his sea space, 

which was international waters.  Anything more that twelves miles is international waters. The 

warning was if a ship or airplane is here then he was going to sink it or shoot it down.  

So, Ragan said fundamentally, “Not so fast. We’re gonna go where we want to go.” So, 

Kennedy, we went down into the Gulf of Sidra and we operated in that area which was he called 

it, Ghadaffy called it the “Line of Death”. If you went south of this line you would be shot down. 

LYN-What year? 

DENNIS-This would have been ’81 or ’82, something like that.  On that deployment, we had 

been there quite some time, and we saw a lot of Libyan airplanes that would come out to the 

ship.  These were the MIG’s, a type of Russian fighters. There were a lot of airplanes flying 

around out there.  The opportunity to make a mistake was great because you don’t want to shoot 
anybody down because it’s still peace time.  

Then on one beautiful day like today, if I remember correctly, there were a couple of F-14’s up 

on a CAP Station, Combat Air Patrol, and Ghadaffy fired a long-range surface to air missile at 

them.  The Intel told the fighters “bug out” because they knew what had occurred.  Nobody was 

hurt. I remember landing and being called, because I was a member of the air wing commander’s 
staff, into what is called the “War Room”.  That’s where the admiral that I talked about, that’s 
where he and his staff operate. 

LYN-You were in the air when that was fired? 

DENNIS-But I wasn’t in that vicinity.  We were cruising around and identifying all of the 
Libyan ships and submarines. That was our job.  The fighters were up there to protect us from 

the Libyan fighters.   

LYN-So, you’re going in the War Room. 
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DENNIS-To my amazement, because I’m still Lt. Commander 

TAPE 1 SIDE B 

DENNIS-Admiral Jeremiah was the battle group commander, a one-star admiral. When I walked 

in they were discussing, the discussion was what is called “Rules of Engagement”. Rules of 
Engagement was very important because you don’t want to start a war, you don’t want to shoot 
your own guy by mistake, and everybody has to know what to do to avoid that situation and not 

get yourself in trouble.  

When I happened to come in there was a discussion on Rules of Engagement and the guy on the 

other end of what they called the Red Phone was Casper Weinberger who was the Secretary of 

Defense. He is talking to the admiral about rules of engagement and what are we going to do 

with these Libyan airplanes?  There were probably a dozen people in there.  The air wing 

commander had called me in and I’m sitting with him and there was confusion.  So, Weinberger, 

I’ll never forget, Weinberger says, “Admiral, wait one, I’m gonna put the boss on.” Then on the 
phone is Ragan.  Ragan says to Jeremiah something along the lines of “Admiral, I’m gonna make 
it real easy for you.  If it flies, it dies. Any questions?” “No sir.”  “We’re done here.” Click. 

 

                                               

 

 

              

So now the battle group commander knows that if any Libyan, and you had to know who they 

were, you don’t just shoot down anybody. You had to identify these people.  But if any Libyan 

airplane got airborne from the country of Libya it was to be shot down.  

Then the next day the shooting started.  A couple of ships, we sank some Libyan ships. Very 

quickly, of course the state department then tells Ghadaffy, “Don’t get airborne because you’re 

Former Secretary of Defense and President Ronald Regan 
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gonna get shot down.” So that morning a C-130 took off from somewhere in Libya going to 

Tripoli or visa versa, and the F-14’s were vectored to shoot them down. Fortunately for them, the 

C-130 turned around and landed.  So, it got airborne and landed and that was it. 

LYN-But you knew you were right at what could have been World War III? 

DENNIS-Not really.  At that time Ghadaffy was kind of his own rogue guy.  The Soviets 

although they were supplying him with all of his stuff, tanks and guns and bullets and ships and 

submarines and airplanes. He was kind of a lone gunman down there and he was in a no-win 

situation because all of NATO could not stand this sea space being closed because the traffic in 

the Mediterranean, the ship traffic, is enormous.  The air traffic is enormous. He just decided he 

was going to shut down this huge piece of the Mediterranean Sea by this country.  So that was 

one incident that was interesting. 

 

            

 

For a few days, and that’s what made the cruise longer because we stayed and we were there a 
long time. Then I think Coral Sea and America came over. We operated as a three-carrier, we 

had three carriers there which they never have. There were a lot of airplanes cruising around the 

sky and then we were sent home and very quickly after we left the plan of attack was in place in 

case something occurred in Libya.  
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We went home and then that plan of attack was carried out by Coral Sea and America and the 

Air Force people out of England came down and bombed the major cities in Libya. I think they 

ended up killing Ghadaffy’s daughter in a strike. They destroyed some air fields and stuff.  I 
think it was a one-day deal to show Ghadaffy you’re not going to mess with us because we’re 
here and we’re coming.  From that day forward Gaddafi was no longer was the same. We no 

longer had any problems with him.  

That’s the legacy of Ragan.  As sad as it is kill somebody or to be in the position to do that, it 
stopped him from being kind of the rogue mafia head on the northern coast of Africa.  

LYN-There were no other countries coming to his aid at that time? 

DENNIS- At that point, no. Even the Russians backed off because, it’s pretty far from the Soviet 
Union and Ghadaffy was just out of control. So, from my perspective as a young guy you could 

see that he was on his own. Then from that day until the day he was killed a few years ago he 

was a different character, not that he was any better.  He was not the threat to NATO that he was. 

So that ended that right there.  

LYN-And you were there. 

DENNIS-Well, I was there. I was always there but I think the next cruise was when, we were on 

Saratoga again, so I had finished with Kennedy and because of the pilot shortage I was supposed 

to go to Pax River, well I was headed to Pax River, Maryland but my orders were changed to go 

back to a squadron. So, sea duty to sea duty. It was purely a numbers game.  They needed A-7 

pilots so I was sent to VA-81 on Saratoga. 
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LYN-So 83 was the sister squadron. 

DENNIS-Yes, we operated and there were different incidents.  If you remember the Achille 

Lauro that was hijacked. We were there for that. We were there when the older man Klinghoffer 

was pushed over the side.  We were there for a couple of hijackings and things like that. That 

was kind of, it was not routine but that was what was going on in the Mediterranean at the time.  

Be that as it may, just before we showed up the Kennedy and Independence I think launched the 

air strikes into Syria, into what we would say today would be a terrorist training camp. Well, 

they launched an air strike into Syria and we ended up losing a A-6 and an A-7. 

LYN-Over Syria? 

DENNIS-Over Syria. We recovered the A-7 guy out in the water.  The pilot of the A-6 was 

killed and we had a prisoner of war in Syria. We weren’t there yet.  We were on our way for a 
regular old cruise.  

Well, it took a while to get this guy this out and once they got him out of there, Jesse Jackson 

actually went over and got him out. There was a lot of diplomatic activity and the Syrian, it was 

Syrian, that’s the geography of where they were. But Hezbollah, Hamas, the mafia people over 

there. They had this guy and through back channels they ended up, Jesse Jackson went over and 

got him out of there.  Because of that event I was sent to Germany to be involved in a prisoner of 

war exercise.  This was called SERE, Survival-Evasion-Resistance-Escape.   

This is the training for pilots that if in fact you get shot down you had a bit of knowledge of what 

is going to happen to you. So, you, we all went through a three-day or four-day course.  It was 

either up in Maine or over in California.  You were provided a little bit of academic training but 

then you were sent out and you had to survive.  You had to evade the people trying to capture 

you.  Once you were captured you had to resist. Then you would try to escape.  So, they were 

trying to teach you if you got bagged how you would think through surviving. 

LYN-That was happening in Germany? 

DENNIS-That was happening in Germany. There were twenty of us from NATO.  

LYN-So not just Americans. 

DENNIS-Correct. There were Germans, British, Belgic, French, Italians, a couple of Air Force 

guys, one Marine, and one SEAL. So, it was a multi-national thing. When we showed up in the 

briefing room out came an Air Force Colonel in his blues and he had a Congressional Medal of 

Honor around his neck. He was the guy who was administrating the course. So, he gave his little 

speech, introduction and then he began to introduce the four instructors. The Navy Congressional 

Medal of Honor winner, an Air Force Congressional Medal of Honor winner, an Army 
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Congressional Medal of Honor winner, and a Marine Congressional Medal of Honor winner.  

Those were the instructors.  They were all POW’s in Vietnam.   

LYN-Do you remember their names? 

DENNIS-I don’t. So, on the first morning we were all, we had no idea number one kind of what 

this was all about but whenever you were issued orders you had a start date and an end date. 

These orders were what they called open-ended orders. So, when you got to Stuttgart, Germany 

you didn’t get out of there until they let you out, until you were done. You didn’t know when 
you were coming back. My wife didn’t know where I was. If I bore you make sure you stop me. 

Anyway, I’m a rambler but one of my faults is I can’t forget anything, that’s my problem.  

LYN-You went in as twenty but you were isolated from each other? 

DENNIS-No, we went in and then for a couple of days the trainers, the four I talked about, each 

one of them gave you academic classroom training so to speak on survival, evasion of the 

enemy, resistance once you got caught, and then how you would escape and all of the 

considerations. So that was probably three days maybe in Stuttgart, Germany and then there were 

twenty of us and this was in December.  We were paired and we were paired for safety so you 

weren’t alone. So, I was paired with an Italian Army captain para-commando saboteur.  He was 

my guy. 

LYN-Who spoke English? 

DENNIS-He went to Notre Dame and every other word was the “f” word.  His father was a 
general for Mussolini. His mother lived in Rome. I went to see her and visit her. So, you finish 

your academic training and it was extraordinary. The wealth of knowledge that you got in three 

days from these people.  It was not just learning about torture, you know, you learn how to 

prepare yourself for a combat mission because once your airplane takes a hit and the red lights 

go off, “Fire, fire” and you’ve got to get out the clock is running.  Now you better have your act 

together all the way down in that parachute when you hit the ground, when you get ready to stop, 

when you start running, whether to get your gun out or not, what are you going to do with your 

radio, where you’re gonna go, how you’re gonna get water, how are you gonna survive, and then 
once they capture you which is if you are in somebody’s country it’s very hard not to be 
captured.  

Once they capture you, you need to be able to at least try to understand what they’re gonna do to 
you.  If you understand what they’re gonna do to you and what they want then you can at least 
have a game plan on how you can survive.   

So that was the synthesis of that. So Furious, his call sign was “Furious”. I gave it to him.  His 

name was Furio Farouchi and I called him “Furious”. We were dumped off. So, there’s twenty 
guys in ten pairs. On the third or fourth day we were bagged with a thing over our heads and in 
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pairs we were driven to a place that we had no idea where we were. We were dropped off, 

myself and Furious we were dropped off on a road in the woods and our mission was to try to 

link up with the underground. 

The Underground in Germany was the real underground in case the Soviets invaded Western 

Europe. So, this was a training exercise for us.  This was a training exercise for the underground.  

This was a training exercise for the fifteen hundred Marines that were looking for us.  Ultimately 

it was a training exercise for the prisoner of war captors, the people in the camp that in this sense 

these were Russians. All of them were intelligence people. So, it was training for them in 

interrogation procedures and how to get you to talk. So, it was a big, big deal. 

LYN-Everyone stayed in their role one hundred percent of the time. 

DENNIS-Correct.  Before you left there were two rules.  One of them was you never hit your 

captor because once you hit a guard they are gonna kill you. Rule number one because these 

guys were ---so to speak.  You never hit your captor and the code word to stop the exercise for 

you if you were injured; the phrase was “Stop the exercise.”  If you said, “Stop the exercise” you 
were done no matter why you said it you were done.  

We were out and then we traveled around.  We had no idea where we are but we told, we had a 

map, and we were told how to use the map correctly.  Where we needed to meet the underground 

was several miles and we couldn’t be caught because the Marines were looking for us.  That was 
their training. So, we can only travel at night.  We had to hide under leaves and it was cold.  It 

was December.  You couldn’t start a fire because it was the Black Forrest, that’s a rule.  To make 

a long story short, we were looking for the underground.  It’s almost like an old movie.  The way 
we found the underground was to look for a person that committed a random repetitious act. 

So, we got to a parking lot which was the pick-up point so to speak and we are seeing people 

come and go in this little parking lot.  In Germany people would pull off beside the road and pee, 

men and women and children, it didn’t matter. That’s what was really important.  It wasn’t like a 
rest stop. This was outside. 

So, we’re watching for a couple of days and we’re hungry and we’re tired and we were trying to 
figure out “How are we going to figure this out?” So, we started etching into one of the trees the 

number plates of the cars.  After a couple of days, we noticed a guy would pull in, get out with a 

newspaper under his arm, he would light a cigarette, throw the cigarette away, open the paper, 

close the paper, and get back into his car and leave.  

So, we had had it at that point and I said, “Furious, I’m going up, I’m gonna ask him. It’s gotta 
be this guy.” So, I got up from under the leaves, in my flight suit, cold, fear, stunk and I walked 

up to this guy and I just said, “Are you the guy we’re looking for?” (Laugh) Just like that. He 
looked at me, honest to god, and he pointed and he screamed “Run, run, run”. He started 
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running.  I looked and was screaming to Furious, “Furious come on” and the guy is saying “Run, 
run.”   

We ran as fast as we could run into these very thick woods. We ended up after maybe five days, 

exhausted and all of a sudden, we come over a hill and there’s these guys and they knocked us 
down.  They bagged us, they chained us, and they threw us in the back of a truck.  They didn’t 
know who we were.  We really didn’t know who they were but now we are now in the hands 
ultimately of the underground. 

LYN-So the man with the newspaper is where? 

DENNIS-He is with us.  He is part of the underground.  He is part of the training exercise.  

LYN-He is captured? 

DENNIS-No, it’s just us. So, he brings us to the truck.  They put a thing over our head.  They 

chain us and into the truck and then drive, drive, drive.  We never see him again.  

Then we ended up being dumped into a sheep stall at a farm, chained and bagged. We wait and 

wait and wait and they took our finger prints.  We had, you had to have your ID card with you.  

They took our ID card. Now, their mission is to authenticate who you are because if you are a 

Russian spy you would break the underground and then they would start killing the underground 

guys. 

The long and short of it was, they took our finger prints, they took our picture, and then they took 

our ID cards.  No words. We were sitting with all these sheep when an old guy came down the 

stairs and he unlocked the stall we were in and he waved us upstairs and no words were spoken.  

He, his older wife, they had a table with food on it and they told us to sit down.  Neither of us 

spoke German and they didn’t speak English which was odd but they were older. 

We had whatever they had to eat and I remember on her mantle were her husband, who was 

killed in World War II, and her two brothers, that were killed in World War II. After we had a 

very brief time up there, they never should have taken us up there because you’re not supposed 
to see them because once you are captured they want to know who helped you.  That was the 

mission of this whole thing.   

The information that they wanted, they really didn’t care that you were Dennis Gillespie 
02940179 United States Navy and date of birth. They wanted to know who you traveled with and 

who you saw. That was what they wanted from you. 

To make a long story short, we spent a couple of days there and then, so people came back and 

they gave us our ID cards back because now they had authenticated us back through NATO in 

Belgium, back to for me the Department of the Navy, back to the Saratoga which was in the 

Mediterranean because you had a special card that had questions that if you were ever captured it 
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was called PIF card, P-I-F, I don’t know what that means, personal identification something. It 

was just like when you fill out something on line now.  They say, “Answer these questions, what 
was your first dog?” They had authenticated us all the way back to Saratoga. So, on Saratoga 

someone had to say, they had to go into the safe, get Dennis Gillespie’s PIF card and go over the 
questions because when they came back to the sheep stall they asked me the questions.  

LYN-So you knew. 

DENNIS-Well, I knew what the questions were because you have to have that, they were simple. 

Then they knew who I was.  They gave me my card back.  They gave Furious his card back and 

then they threw us in the back of the truck. 

LYN-But you knew were in what was supposed to be safe hands. 

DENNIS-At this point we know that we are in the hands of the underground. 

LYN-You knew it was the underground. 

DENNIS-Yes, they told us, “We’re gonna get you out of here.” That’s what you want to hear. 
You don’t want to go into a prisoner of war situation.  Long story short, they dumped us at a 

dairy farm.  We spend four days, I think, on a dairy farm with real underground Germans. 

Late afternoon on like the fourth day I was out, I had just delivered a calf out in the pasture, and 

the guy who spoke broken English, we hear some helicopters coming and he looked up and 

Furious and I were standing right there and he went, “Shell, shell” and he pointed to the woods.  

So, we start running and now we are running and in the middle of the night out of nowhere 

comes this person dressed in black and the person says, “Come with me.”  It’s a woman and we 
can’t see her face.  She leads us to a hut and when she opens the door of the hut there is the other 

eighteen guys. So, this series of things occurred to each of the ten groups. 

LYN-You were the last two to be reunited. 

DENNIS-We were the last two to show up.  She says, “Have a drink? We’re going to get you out 
of here tonight.” Great. It didn’t work out that way.  

She led us down the path in the middle of the night and it was a chain length fence here and it’s 
dark and we’re thinking.  It was very quiet and she got us all together and said, “As soon as you 
go over those railroad tracks you’ll be free.”  

We get over the railroad tracks and out of nowhere helicopters, special forces Marines firing 

their guns with blanks, screaming, yelling, spot lights.  Now it is every man for himself. Over the 

course of the next hour they ended up catching everybody. They are supposed to. Remember this 

is a training.   
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Whoever planned this, it was ingenious number one, but the pieces are all funneling us to the 

prison camp for prison training. Then I tried to hide in the sewer pipe and I thought they weren’t 
gonna find me but all of a sudden, I had a guy’s boot on my neck with a gun right here and then 

you’re bagged, chained, and now, it’s interesting, and I’ll say this because it’s interesting 
because it’s appropriate. You end up in a prison in a facility. You’re stripped, you’re chained, 
and you’re bagged. The big German Shepherds come out and now they are going to intimidate 

you. They are gonna break you down, no food, no water, no sleep. They want two things, who 

you traveled with.  Of all the guys there because if they can determine who you traveled with 

they can split you up and then they can get the truth because then they have two guys. 

So, we went through that and to make a long story short, the guy who was the senior ranking 

officer was a German F-15 pilot and it was as realistic as it could possibly be.  You learn that 

once you lose your freedom, even in that training situation after a couple of days, once you lose 

your freedom you really are in jail because you can’t leave. The beatings are not torture.  Now 
it’s scripted.  Whenever you’re gonna be beaten there is a doctor there but you don’t know it.  
What they are trying to do is not hurt you.  They are trying to intimidate you.   

This is part of the Cecil Field story because everybody eventually is prepared for this end which 

is why we are working this POW/MIA Museum over there.  But be it as it may, that goes on and 

then he, the German was taken out because he believes that he has been captured by the 

Russians. He is taken to a hospital and his wife is brought to the hospital and she is with the head 

guy, the initial Air Force guy, the Congressional Medal of Honor, and they are trying to convince 

him that you are not captured because it was that realistic. He had some sort of a break down and 

everything worked out for him because we never saw him again. Now I became the senior 

ranking officer. 

LYN-Oh, congratulations. 

DENNIS-Again, you go through days of that and you go through the psychology of what the 

enemy is going to do to you and what the enemy wants.  There are women involved who try to 

get you to let your guard down. It’s called the “soft sale”.  Instead of the beatings with the big 

guys these are women who you know will give you a cigarette and maybe a little cup of coffee.   

On my second visit with Natasha she knew everything about me, everything about my family, 

where my wife lived, where my children lived, where I went to college, where I grew up.  Their 

mission was to find out everything they could about me so they could use that to break you.  So 

that was an interesting exercise. After a couple of weeks, we finally got out of there.  I think it 

was about two weeks. 

LYN-Had you had conversations with former POW’s? 

DENNIS-Yes, most of them that I have ever dealt with, and I haven’t dealt with many, they 
don’t advertise their experience.  When we would be out on liberty with one of them every once 
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in a while, somebody would ask a question.  They kind of go through some of their experiences 

more or less as a mentor or trainer. Not really story telling but “Yeah, I remember the day I was 
caught, couldn’t f---ing believe it you know.” 

LYN-Were there many who chose just to leave the service. I don’t know if you know that 
statistic. 

DENNIS-I don’t know. At Cecil of course, we got the A-4, A-7 guys that came back to Cecil 

Field.  McCain was there and the guys that were in our squadron.   

LYN-So we’re talking about John McCain who is now a congressman. 

DENNIS-Senator from Arizona. 

LYN-Has been a senator for many years.  He was a four-year POW I believe. 

DENNIS-I don’t know how many years but he paid his dues and he is one, when I say paid his 
dues, he was one that they were gonna let go because of his injuries but he refused to leave until 

they all left.  That’s part of the training.  You don’t eat unless everybody eats.  You don’t get a 
blanket unless everybody gets a blanket. You don’t go home until everybody goes home. That’s 
part of this. 

LYN-Well, the interestingly enough I was in Virginia Beach when Jeremiah Denton was a POW.  

We prayed for Jeremiah Denton and remembered his release. There has been a movie recently 

about that period.  What you are saying is what was portrayed in the movie about opportunity to 

be released and not being released. 

DENNIS-You don’t know, nobody is a hero.  When you’re involved in this stuff, because I was 

later on in Desert Storm and this, that, and the other with Speicher, Scott Speicher. You’re just 
trying to do what you’re supposed to do.  All of your training at Cecil Field, all of your training 
on the ship you have to turn your family off, you have to turn your troubles off because once you 

get in that airplane you have one mission and it is to do it and get back.  Then if you don’t get 
back your second mission is to survive and eventually get back.  That’s an interesting thing that 
you have to learn.  Nobody thinks they are gonna get shot down. I used to say, “If I knew I was 

gonna shot down I wouldn’t go.”  

Believe me, once you’re there and you see, the bad guys want to kill you just like you’re gonna 
kill them.  Most of them are really not bad guys, they’re just guys that Suddam Hussein 

[President of Iraq from 1979 until 2003] for instance said, “You can join the army or I’m gonna 
kill you.”  So, it’s very foreign to think that even the enemy, most of those people are just 
farmers, lawyers, doctors, pharmacists, salesmen and they were sent out to the desert to do their 

thing. In our case it was “Desert Storm”. 
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Anyway, I was on the Saratoga and then I went from the A-7’s to command an F-18 squadron on 

Saratoga and Desert Storm occurred.  We actually were going to deploy on the 2nd of August and 

that morning I kissed my kids good-by at high school and I was going to go away for six months.  

                           

LYN-Now, where were they? 

DENNIS-  Derrick was going to Middleburg High and Christi was at Lakeside. I remember I 

said, “OK, I’ll see you in six months” which is a horrible thing.  It happened, in my life, it 

happened nine or ten times.  It happened to everybody.  It didn’t matter what you did on the ship, 
you left. 

Then my wife and I sat down, she was going to drop me at Cecil Field and I was having a cup of 

coffee and we turned on the television and “what is this business about Iraq invading Kuwait?”  
“What, oh that won’t affect us.” It was a nine-month cruise and we ended up flying in Desert 

Storm and doing everything that had to be done. 

LYN-What’s the time frame now? 

DENNIS-I think this is 1991, January 15th or 16th.  We kind of knew what was, the people in the 

leadership role knew what was going to happen and when.  On the night of the 15th, I think it 

was, at midnight is when that was the ultimatum by Bush.  It said, “Get out of Kuwait or we’re 
coming.” Just like Ragan, “Get out of Kuwait or we’re coming.” So, we came and that was it. I 

think that was ’91 or ’92 [1991] I can’t remember which one. Time goes by.  

 

F-18 

President 

George Walker Bush 
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So, I got back and went to the Naval War College. 

LYN-Well, let’s go through Desert Storm first. That had to be the most intense service. 

DENNIS-Oh, it was very intense. But we had the benefit in Desert Shield because we were the 

first carrier over there. That day we flew on and the Saratoga turned east at max speed which you 

never saw in an air craft carrier. These are not nuclear carriers, they are burning a lot of fuel.  

They are humping.   

We went across the Atlantic in record time and then across the Mediterranean and we were just 

zipping by because you can see this on charts. Then we go through the Suez Canal and then into 

the Red Sea.  Once we were in the Red Sea we were fully loaded and fully ready to do anything.  

As a matter of fact, we were west of Spain when, I was the commanding officer of the squadron. 

The air wing commander said, “I want you to be the strike leader. We are considering launching 
a strike.”  Because there were no airplanes there yet. There were no airplanes in Saudi Arabia.  

There were no airplanes in Oman. There were no air craft carriers there yet. 

So, the Navy was going to be the first group of people there with weapons. So, they were going 

to launch us.  They wanted me to plan a strike to take four F-18’s from west of Gibraltar, fly 

across the Mediterranean, in-flight refuel, stop in Italy, cross into Turkey, and then in-flight 

refuel across Turkey, dive down low-level so that the Iraqis couldn’t see you coming through the 

mountains. Then our target was in Northern Iraq and we were to bomb this target and then turn 

around and go all the way back out into the Atlantic Ocean. 

LYN-Did you know what the target was? 

DENNIS-Oh, yeah.  You always know what the target is because you have to know its fuel time 

and then weapons.  You have to select the correct weapon for the correct target.  So, we have to 

know the target.  There are people that know this stuff and there are people who know who built 

these things, what they are made of. That’s given to you and you have to figure out how you get 
there and how you get back. 

As it turns out we didn’t go. We were ready to go but we didn’t go.  We ended up in the Red Sea. 

We trained from August all the way until the 15th of January. So, we had the opportunity and this 

is post-Ragan and now it’s Bush One.  This was the best the armed forces had ever been in my 
experience.  The training was incredible.  We had brand new airplanes.  We had ships that 

operated correctly.  The battle group were ships, modern ships.  We had the two submarines with 

us. So, we were very, very good at what we did back then and very well trained and very well 

disciplined.  Because of the training that we did. 

So, we were ready to go and then I remember, they let us out in the Red Sea for Christmas. They 

weren’t going to but someone convinced somebody that the Saratoga had been there since 

August and maybe these guys needed to see port. 
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But be it as it may, my wife came over to Israel with the captain’s wife, I think four or five wives 
because we were going to be there for Christmas.  

The first day I picked her up and we had dinner, got to the hotel.  I hadn’t seen her for a long 
time just about, we turned the lights off and at that exact time I closed the shades of the hotel 

which looked out on Haifa Harbor and the entire sky lite up. I had no idea what it was but the 

whole sky outside lights up and you can hear jets flying.  I’m thinking, “What the heck is this?” I 
remember, I pulled the shades open and because it was night you really couldn’t see the airplanes 
but you could hear them and they were dropping flares. The whole harbor was lit up by flares 

there’s Saratoga sitting at anchor maybe a couple of miles. I’m thinking, “What? Did the war 

start and we’re here? What’s going on?”   

 

 

The phone rang and it was the captain of the ship and he said, “We’ve gotta go. Get your stuff, 
ten minutes down stairs.  We’ve got to go.”  So, our plans for Christmas we thought went away 

but I remember looking at my wife and saying, “Here’s all the money I have and here’s the credit 
card and I’ll see you when I see you, I don’t know.”  As it turns out that’s the night that the ferry 
boat sank behind the Saratoga with a hundred and fifty sailors on it. 

LYN-I can’t remember that. 

DENNIS-It was the 23rd of December and an Israeli ferry boat bringing back and forth from the 

carrier to the pier after liberty. 

USS SARATOGA 
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20 Confirmed Dead in Ferry Accident 
By YOUSSEF M. IBRAHIM 
Published: December 24, 1990 

•  

HAIFA, Israel, Dec. 23— Under a dark sky and a steady cold drizzle, helicopters circled 
the Haifa bay this afternoon looking for the missing after a ferry carrying American sailors 
capsized and sank on Saturday. 
Israeli navy divers recovered the body of one sailor today, bringing to 20 the number of 
Americans who drowned in the sinking of the ferry, which was taking them back to the 
aircraft carrier Saratoga after Christmas shore leave. 
The carrier had arrived at Haifa on Friday for a rest and recreation stop after more than four 
months of duty in the Red Sea as part of United States operations in the Persian Gulf region. 
Memorial Service Aboard Ship 
Gathering black clouds and high waves added to the gloomy mood of the more than 4,500 
sailors aboard the ship, who held a memorial service this afternoon to honor their dead 
shipmates. 
The memorial service began aboard the Saratoga at 2 P.M. in Hangar No. 1, a large 
rectangular hall decorated with 20 American flags -- one for each of the men confirmed as 
dead -- and 20 Navy caps placed in the middle of the room. 1,200 From Crew Attend 
More than 1,200 of the carrier's crew members stood along the walls surrounding seated 
American and Israeli dignitaries and officers who came to pay their respect. 
 
The Atlantic Fleet today released the names of the 20 sailors known to have drowned in a 
ferry accident at the Israeli port of Haifa on Friday. 
One sailor was listed as still missing in the accident, Anthony J. Fleming, 25, of Buffalo, N.Y. 
Here are the names of the dead released by fleet headquarters in Norfolk, Va.: 
BELLIVEAU, Michael L., 24 years old, Lakewood, Colo. 
BROWN, Christopher B., 19, Leslie, Ga. 
BROWN, Darrell K., 19, Memphis, Tenn. 
CARRINGTON, Monray C., 22, North Braddock, Pa. 
CLARK, Larry M., 21, Decatur, Ga. 
DELGADO, Delwin, 26, Jacksonville, Fla. 
FONTAINE, Gilbert, 22, Spring Valley, N.Y. 
HUYGHUE, Wilton L., 20, St. Thomas, Virgin Islands. 
JACKSON, Timothy J., 20, Anniston, Ala. 
JONES, Alexander, 19, St. Louis, Mo. 
KEMP, Nathaniel, 18, Greenwood, Fla. 
McCREIGHT, Brent A., 23, Eminence, Ky. 
NEEL, Randy L., 19, Albuquerque, N.M. 
PLUMMER, Marvin J., 27, Ponte Vedra Beach, Fla. 
SCHIEDLER, Matthew J., 20, Hubbard, Ore. 
SEAY, Timothy B., 22, Thomaston, Ga. 
SETTIMI, Jeffrey A., 25, Fort Wayne, Ind. 
STEWART, Roderick T., 20, Shreveport, La. 
SHUKERS, Jeffrey W., 28, Union, Iowa 
WILKINSON, Philip L., 35, Savannah, Ga. 
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LYN-So it was an accident. 

DENNIS-It was, it turned out, yes it was an accident but the Israeli IDEA, it’s called the Israeli 

Defense Force, they lit up the harbor to try to find the survivors.  We had many guys drown. I 

had a guy in my squadron who was killed, a young guy Airman Neel. [Randy L. Neel, age 19]  

So, we had to go back to the ship and we think we’re done.  The wives were ashore, we’re out of 
here back to the Red Sea through the Suez Canal again.  We had the memorial service.  The 

Chief of Naval Operations came and had a large service with all the caskets on the hangar bay.   

My wife was flown out with the captain’s wife, not because I was special but because the wives 

were there and the captain wanted his wife to come out.  She came out, her first helicopter ride 

and sat with me for the memorial service.  Then they were gonna go back.  We were leaving, 

they were sending us back. She was getting ready to get on the helicopter when the captain called 

me and said, “Go get your stuff, we’re staying.” The president made the decision that the 
Saratoga was gonna stay for Christmas. 

We got on an airplane actually and took a cat shot off, my wife got a cat shot. We went into, they 

dropped us off, we went in and had one day, Christmas eve now, so Christmas eve night we went 

to the hotel restaurant and I had my Santa Claus hat on, and we had dinner with my executive 

officer, Bob Scott, who turned out to be the XO of the Blue Angles, excuse me the CO of the 

Blue Angles. That’s where I got that. (point to Blue Angle picture) 

But we were having dinner and we were the only four people there.  Of course, in Israel they 

don’t necessarily celebrate Christmas like we do. We are the only four people in this big 
restaurant up in the top.  The waiters came out and they just kept bringing food.  We never got to 

order and the food is coming and the wine is coming. 

LYN-Now are you in uniform? 

DENNIS-No. 

LYN-They still are not wearing the uniforms. [on shore leave] 

DENNIS-No, no, no. We’re scratching our heads but eating and drinking and having fun and the 
liquor cart came out.  The dessert cart came out and then finally an older woman came out and it 

turns out she was the manager of the hotel.  I remember her distinctly as we are sitting here.  She 

said, “I want to wish you a Merry Christmas and God bless you for what you’re gonna do.”  So, 

she paid for dinner and that was it. 
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Then the next day, the day after Christmas, the wives had to leave and we were back into the Red 

Sea getting ready to…if in fact we had to go we knew when we were going to go.  Speicher was 
part of our group.  He was in our sister squadron VFA-81.  I was VFA-83.  

We all, the planning was extraordinary because there are hundreds and hundreds of airplanes and 

ships involved in this thing, in any operation really but this was pretty big. The Air Force and the 

Marines and all the NATO forces and all this other stuff and we had to fly all the way across 

Saudi Arabia to get into Iraq. So, it was a long way to go. 

I remember having supper with my guys and the guys that were flying that night.  Speicher was 

one of them. He had supper, he launched, and you never see him again.  

 

                                                         

                                                        

 

So, at midnight, I think the strike was at midnight and then the airplanes recovered at three 

o’clock, four o’clock in the morning, something like that.  All of us, I had to go the next day.  
The first day strike that we were actually going to drop bombs. We had everybody but Speicher. 

We were waiting to figure out where Speicher was and there’s no Speicher. 

Cecil Field Pilot Scott 

Speicher 

First pilot lost in Desert 

Storm 
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So, there was no Speicher but the ship never stops, the air wing never stops.  We brief and then 

the next day we launch and the first bombing mission in Iraq was that day.  I had seventy-two 

airplanes on the Kennedy, the Saratoga, and the Air Force on my strike going in for the multiple 

target that day.  We still didn’t know where Speicher went.  He never came back for years of 

course. 

LYN-Tell me how many years they really didn’t know what happened to Scott Speicher. 

DENNIS-I think it was years because I can say you know this was a while back.  While the 

combat operations are running we lost Speicher that day.  We lost an F-14 the next day. We lost 

an A-6 the next day. 

LYN-You recovered the pilots. 

DENNIS-We recovered the F-14. One of them ended up being a prisoner.  The other guy was 

rescued and the A-6’s one of the guys was a prisoner. I think the pilot was killed.  In three days 
we lost three airplanes and five guys. So, the reality was there. 

For that first couple of weeks it was extraordinarily intense because of the number of Iraqi 

forces.  Iraqi was a very, very powerful nation supported by the Soviets, very powerful. NATO 

was involved.  Some of the Arab countries were part of the coalition.  We ended up with six air 

craft carriers over there, three in the Red Sea and three in the Persian Gulf. So, this was twenty-

four hours a day.  Every minute there were airplanes and bombs and missiles coming up all over 

the country.  For weeks and weeks and of course we lost a lot of guys. 

LYN-Speicher was the first down. 

DENNIS-He was the first of many killed. You know you lose, you don’t lose track of Speicher 

but because you have a job to do Speicher is gone, whether they will find him or not or whether 

he will be a POW because there were POW’s marched in front of the cameras.  We’ll see 
Speicher if he’s alive. And we never did. You just keep on going.  We looked for Speicher.  
When it was over, when the cease-fire was done Saratoga was the last ship to leave.  We were 

the first ship there and the last ones out because now we’re looking for Speicher. 

LYN-Was he the only unknown at that point? 

DENNIS-Yes. He turned out to be the only unknown until if, and I believe, they found parts of 

his remains by DNA.  I believe they do have him back here now.  How they got him and some of 

the decisions that were made you can second guess everything but he was either killed instantly, 

he died on the way down in his parachute, he died on the desert floor, he was killed by the dogs 

out in the desert if he was incapacitated, or he was captured.  If he was captured, everybody else 

was released.  Why would they have kept him? I don’t know.  There are all these stories kicking 
around. 
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LYN-Then there was a time when suddenly we saw his plane on TV. 

DENNIS-All of a sudden, let me tell you, we looked for that airplane, F-14’s with the cameras 

looked for that airplane, the satellites were looking for that airplane, and we knew where he got 

hit.  We knew exactly where the explosion took place at 40,000 feet which at that altitude you’re 
doing five hundred or six hundred miles an hour.  They knew where he got hit.  

LYN-They knew where to look. 

DENNIS-They knew where to look but the desert is an unforgiving place.  Overnight things can 

disappear.  

LYN-Just like the ocean. 

DENNIS-Just like the ocean.  So, his airplane disappeared. They looked for that airplane for 

years. 

LYN-So it is plausible that it just reappeared with the shifting sand. 

DENNIS-I don’t know but I would say it is very likely that we couldn’t find him, couldn’t find 
his airplane, and all of a sudden years later, like everything a couple of guys with a hawk hunting 

in the desert find a piece of his airplane.  Purely by the luck of God it’s got a serial number on a 
piece that they bring back to the US Embassy.  They track it back and go, “This is a piece from 
this F-18.  This is Speicher’s airplane. Where’s Speicher?”  Then the effort. 

LYN-It took a long time.  

DENNIS-It took forever and a day and then you shift to whatever happened to Speicher 

happened to Speicher but now he had a wife and children.  Now you have the other side of this 

Navy story, the Navy wife.  

The carrier, the flying, the days away, all this other stuff now you have the family side and the 

impact of…it’s no different than, of course with technology today, the wives for the first time 

saw the war on television.  So, they could see what was going on and all the bullets going up.  

Let me tell you, there’s a lot of stuff. So, psychologically they’re all just hoping because 

Speicher is gone.  

“I hope I don’t get a phone call.” But they wouldn’t get a phone call.  A car would show up with 
a chaplain and a guy in a blue suit and that’s what happened.  I was that guy a couple of times.  

When you have to go, it was Christmas eve when I had to go, Steve Brandenburg, an A-7 pilot. 

This was on the 23rd of December the Saratoga was coming in and we were finishing training.  I 

landed and the leader landed, Ken Colstat, and then Steve Brandenburg disappeared.  A beautiful 

night, a big huge moon.  We were going to go into port the next day and have Christmas and all 

of sudden he’s gone.  We can’t find him. 
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They looked for him and looked him but it’s the middle of the night…the air wing commander 

and I was the guy assigned to do this.  I had to fly an A-7 into Cecil Field and meet the chaplain.  

My wife met me with my blues.  We went to the house and his wife answered the door.  She 

didn’t know.  She was putting his presents under the Christmas tree with a brand-new baby.  I 

mean baby, baby and another child.  I had to bring her into the bedroom and explain to her that 

Steve was not coming back. We don’t know where he is.  Then they called off the search. 

So, the family side of, because that is peace time. This is right out here. I’m thinking about 

Christmas and presents you know and New Year’s and this and that and other and all of a sudden 
you had supper with them, you flew that night, and he is dead.  The next day you are collecting 

his stuff and putting it in a box. That’s what they train you to do. 

LYN-So he would be declared what? 

DENNIS-If you are missing, Missing Assumed Dead, just like Speicher.  Speicher was initially 

missing and after a very short period of time, with Speicher I don’t know why, he was missing 

assumed dead instead of missing assumed POW.  I think that’s what happened, missing assumed 
dead.  Then your pay changes. 

LYN-That what I was going to ask.  How does that affect the families who are left behind 

financially? 

DENNIS-Well, financially he continues to get a pay check until he is declared dead.  Missing 

assumed dead, she was still receiving his pay.  Then once he was declared deceased he gets, 

remember SGLI, remember the insurance policy.  SGLI in those days was two hundred thousand 

dollars. But then his pay stops.  But then she would get VA benefits and his Social Security 

benefits. I had to, when you go and visit these wives like I did, you have to then walk them 

through the process plus the funeral, memorial service, Arlington, and then you are her point of 

contact is called CACO, Casualty Assistance Control Officer for the rest of her life.  If she ever 

has a question she calls you.   

As it turns out, years later, the space shuttle that exploded out here after launch, Challenger, 

when they were recovering for a long time they were dragging the ocean down south of Daytona 

for parts of the shuttle.  They found his airplane. Then I get a phone call at Cecil Field from the 

Commodore of all the squadrons and I  had to go see him because I was his CACO. He told me 

and he said, “Should we tell her because she had remarried and had another child.”  We chit-
chatted.  The obvious answer was “Of course”.  So, I had to go tell her that we had found his, we 

never found him but we found his airplane in pieces with the space shuttle stuff. 

LYN-This is very interesting, I am going to interject something here because I have a great 

interest of the Jean Ribault saga.  Do you know who Jean Ribault was? 

DENNIS-No. 
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LYN-Well, Jean Ribault, and you’re Catholic and I’m Protestant but Jean Ribault was the first 

Protestant of America. He appeared on our soil on 1562 and it was right here. 

DENNIS-St. Augustine, right? 

LYN-No. In Jacksonville.  He named the river the River May.  Are you making that connection? 

The base is called… 

DENNIS-Mayport. 

LYN-The port of the River May. 

DENNIS-Wow, I had no idea. 

LYN-So there were no other Europeans on our soil, maybe some shipwrecked Spanish because 

you know the fleets came up the coast and there were shipwrecks.  They came seeking religious 

freedom because there was none in the world. 

DENNIS-Correct. 

LYN-They landed here and two years later three more ship loads came.  The first men, women, 

and children to seek religious freedom in our nation.  But the Spanish didn’t want them here so 
they sailed twenty-eight ships across the ocean and they attacked.  Right there off the coast, 

Ribault and his party thwart off the Spanish with two ships there at the entrance and men lining 

the shores. So, are you getting this picture?  This is the first navy and the first army. So, this man 

was a great hero in our history, much misunderstood. 

But the Spanish came in south and settled at the Village of Seloy.  You just mentioned it, they 

named it ‘St. Augustin”. But before there was St. Augustin there was La Caroline.  It was a 
colony of about a thousand men, women, and children.  The first Thanksgiving of America is 

recorded there.  The first birth of a child within America. This is fifty-seven years before the 

Pilgrims came. 

So, he went out [Ribault] to defend the colony.  He was about to attack at St. Augustin and a 

storm blows him off course.  They’re shipwrecked, five ships between Ormond and Canaveral.  
They are still looking for those remains.   

So, it’s amazing they’re looking for the shuttle remains and found the Cecil pilot remains and 

who knows what else. They have, I met a man who has indeed found some of the remains that 

were personal things from some of those people, four hundred and fifty-one years later.  I just 

think it is a neat story to add for the beginning of our navy, I would call it the beginning of our 

Navy.  It defended this land. 

DENNIS-In a way it was America because of Americus Vespuci, remember? 
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LYN-Thank you. Most people don’t even know. Columbus never came here. (Laugh) 

DENNIS-He didn’t’ show up. 

LYN-But Ribault did and about a thousand Frenchmen who came, leaving their nation to live on 

this land. That’s the connection with Mayport and the base only in the forties became the base. 
Where the base is, Ribault had landed and placed a marker claiming it for France and his God. 

So, we are talking about the same area.  

So, you went again, how long between when he died and when he was found? 

DENNIS-It was years.  They thought they may have found a piece of cloth with his blood on it 

but that was determined not.  They thought that maybe he had been in a cell with some prisoners.  

That probably, likely it was not correct. It just took a long time.   [referring back to Scott 

Speicher] 

Really through luck when those two guys were hawk hunting in the dessert and they found that 

airplane and then they made the decision to go and inform the Americans.  They didn’t have to 
they could have just said, “Sell it for scrap.” There were a lot of airplanes out there in the dirt. 

So, the fact that they ended up finding his airplane and then trying to get him was really a 

miracle. The airplane no so much as him. 

LYN-Did they say the found the body in the desert or they never said where his remains came 

from? 

DENNIS-I can’t remember. I tend to think that is probably likely that it was in the vicinity that 

the airplane, where the airplane hits and where the parachute, there’s a parachute right there.  

That’s what a parachute looks like that we would be under if you ever ejected in one of those.  

But the parachutes floats depending on the wind. 

If he had bagged at forty thousand feet, the winds up there could be fifty miles an hour or it 

could be a hundred and fifty miles an hour.  So, by the time you hit the ground you could 

actually be quite a distance from the airplane. 

LYN-The pilot who went down as you were coming back down, the 23rd of December, how long 

between when he went down and when they found him. 

DENNIS-Years. 

LYN-She had remarried.  

DENNIS-She would call me periodically, not often.  She never harangued me although she 

always knew she could be in touch no matter where I was on my orders.  She knew how to get a 

hold of me.  She would call me periodically and tell me that she had a dream that her husband 

was not dead. 
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TAPE 2 SIDE A 

LYN-She had a dream that he wasn’t dead. 

DENNIS-That he was coming home.  That she would see him again and that he was alive and 

that he was on a special mission.  It had something to do with Cuba.  I can’t remember what she 
thought that somehow, he was down there somewhere because we didn’t know. We never found 

anything.   

Typically, when an airplane hits the water you find a helmet because helmets float.  You find an 

oxygen bottle because that’s where you get your oxygen. It’s a green ball like a basketball. That 

floats.  The pieces of the airplane will float but we didn’t find anything with him.  We just didn’t 
know.  You never knew what happened.  Did he have a heart attack? If he didn’t have a heart 
attack did he have a stroke? Did he pass out?  Did the airplane explode, which has happened? 

LYN-Could they tell if the plane had exploded or do you know? 

DENNIS-I don’t remember and it was years later and they only found pieces.  At that point 
they’re not going to put to together like an airliner. They’re just going to say, “We found it and 

here it is.” But she would call me and I would, there’s nothing you can say except “He’s not 
coming back?” 

LYN-Did you have another service after that? 

DENNIS-No. I called her father.  I called him first and said, “Would you like to tell her or would 
you like me to tell her?”  He said, “I will be there and you call her because now she’s married.” 

LYN-So you just called her. 

DENNIS-I called her and her dad was a nice guy.  He was, I think he was a Baptist minister from 

Tennessee.  He prepped her.  He said, “You’re gonna get a phone call and it’s about Steve and 
Steve is not coming back.”  It was a fairly quick phone call. But I’ll never forget walking in and 
seeing a Christmas tree with her with a baby. My wife Barbara was right there with me and she 

had fully expected her husband to be there that day at Mayport and he was dead.  That’s kind of 
the realities. 

LYN-Well, that’s the reality I looked at that made me a very bad Navy wife.  I just looked at that 
reality.  My husband was in a different position obviously, he was there involuntarily originally 

and then we decided to walk that path but I wanted my husband home. 

DENNIS-Believe me, your husband wanted to be home. (Laugh) It’s a long time to be away. 

LYN-The ship is not a great place to live, is it? 



49 

 

DENNIS-It becomes, everything is like “Ground Hog Day”, like the movie except for the fact 

that you can fly and it’s a gift that you get off the ship. Because once you get off the ship you’re 

in your own airplane by yourself, you may be with other airplanes, but you’re doing something 

that takes time and it passes the time.  When there are these situations around the world you fly a 

lot so you’re pretty busy.  The whole ship is busy but when you get off the ship and you’re pretty 
busy and when you get back you’re tired and then you get ready to go again. 

LYN-So you came home and next in your career. 

DENNIS-Let’s see, Desert Storm is over and then I go to, I went to the War College at Newport, 

Rhode Island which was fantastic. 

LYN-Tell us about War College. 

DENNIS-The War College, for the first time since my college days you actually got a chance to 

not think about bombs and bullets and air craft carrier landings, etc.  The focus of the War 

College is to teach you history, the history of warfare, a little bit about the history of humanity 

from the Greeks on why conflict arises, how you handle conflict, the diplomacy of conflict, and 

then the very last thing you ever want to do is go to war because war is very expensive.  The War 

College teaches you all of the things that you never thought about. 

LYN-So I assume you deal with the Civil War. 

DENNIS-Yes, it’s called case studies. You look at for instance the Greeks, the Athenians, and 

the Spartans.  Then you look at the Romans and then you look at the wars within Europe, they 

call it the “Wars of German Unification”.  Then you look at the American Revolution, the French 
Revolution, the Civil War, World War I, World War II, Vietnam and Korea are the same, you do 

that at the same time, and then the Middle East, focusing on Desert Storm.  

You try to figure out, for instance one of the questions is “Could Saddam have won?” So, you 

challenge the people in the course with all you talked about.  How could he have actually 

succeeded?  Then you have people that argue “Had he done this maybe the Desert Storm War 

would never have occurred and you still have Kuwait.”  

So, it’s, in my life there are two experiences, forget the airplane part, there are two experiences 

that are the greatest learning experiences.  One was my time in Germany when I experienced that 

and took it all in then I had to come back and train people in what I did in two weeks or almost 

three weeks.  You know you talk to people about the psychology of the instant your airplane is 

blown apart, like Speicher’s, your whole life is changed. Your life will never be the same.  

Whether you live or die depends on you and how you understand how to live and get out of there 

in one piece. That and then the War College. 

The War College allows me to understand, as best I can, everything that happens domestically in 

this country and all of the political problems and all the stuff and then internationally and the 
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terrorism part and immigrants.  That has never changed. Humanity does the same thing over and 

over. It just happens in different places and it happens in different times. I used to tell my wife 

back in the ‘80’s, “Eventually we will be just like Israel.  We will come under attack because this 

is just the way history has been since the Middle Ages, the clash of cultures” 

LYN-We are just beginning as Americans to see that possibility in general and want to protect 

ourselves. 

DENNIS-And how do you protect yourself and still be a free society? You can close your society 

and you can protect yourself very easily by not letting people in or putting people in jail or not 

having trials but this nation, the benefit of living here is, it’s hard to be free.  It’s hard. It’s hard 
and it cost you and it costs you in money, it costs you in lives and even in peace time. 

I can’t even imagine what it costs the tax payers with the intelligence and the Homeland Security 
and border patrol and TSA at the air ports.  That’s an enormous cost because we find ourselves 

under attack and we’re not under attack by a country.  Used to be, you go to war and you fight 

the guys in the other uniform.  That’s not now.   

This is the hardest, this is probably except for World War II and the Civil War this is probably 

the toughest challenge this nation faces.  The divisions I consider, I don’t judge, I observe.  
There are people who don’t understand history and humanity and then there are people who want 
everything to be “right”.  They think that everything will be all right, everything will fix itself.  
That never occurs.  When you don’t think through those things then you have the divisions.  I tell 
my wife all the time, ‘The Germans never, ever would have thought that a guy like Hitler would 

take over and destroy their country.”  Germany was a proud democratic republic and it can 

happen anywhere. That’s just a thought. It can happen anywhere. So, freedom is not free and it 

costs and it costs Steve Brandenberg and it cost Speicher and it cost the POW’s that we talked 
about over on that monument. 

LYN-Fred Wright. I interviewed Primm Wright.  He went down in ’72.  His remains came home 
eighteen years later. 

DENNIS-Oh yeah.  A friend of mine he was involved, Ken Carlstead, was killed on Christmas 

day in a car wreck.  He was my roommate flying A-7’s out at Cecil when he got involved after 
he retired in the recovery of remains in Vietnam.  He was a part of the team that would go in 

cooperation with the Vietnamese and try to recover and identify the remains of people.  They 

were fighting, like with any war, there are a lot of people that are under ground and you don’t 
know where they are. These weapons, you can’t even imagine, you can’t what these weapons can 
do.  It’s extraordinary. When you kill somebody you never forget.  

LYN-Was it a goal to go the War College? 
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DENNIS-It was in a way but I was more gratified, I was more gratified when I left because like 

anything you really don’t understand where you’re going, you really didn’t understand what they 
were going to teach you and how you were going to go through that business.  But it was 

extraordinary. There are more War Colleges. There’s an Army War College and the Air Force 

War College and the Marines.  Newport happens to have the one that’s been around the longest 
and they just do an extraordinary job of taking warriors and turning them into “thinkers”. 
Because once you’re done in an airplane you’re still a fairly valuable product because you end up 
in Washington eventually. 

I never had to do that but, because of the pilot shortage my whole life, I was always spared but 

you know that you know you’re a “warrior”.  You understand from the Navy standpoint 
airplanes, ships, submarines and believe me you get to understand everything.  You get to know 

everything about everything.  That’s your job. The intelligence community and the CIA, the 
BIA, the FBI you have to know that stuff. You have to know that stuff when you’re in charge of 
these things.  

But then you move from that to the thinker part and how do we avoid all this, you know? How 

do we avoid making mistakes in combat?  How do we avoid doing things that turn out bad? You 

try to think through those.  

It makes you smart in a way and not as angry when you see, mistakes happen all the time as we 

talked about in airplanes. They also happen all the time in Washington, they’re human beings. 
They make mistakes.  Sometimes bad things happen and you have to learn from your mistakes. 

That was the value of the War College for me.  Subsequently there’s nothing more interesting 

about that but I went from there to be an air wing commander on the West Coast on the Abraham 

Lincoln, a nuclear carrier. 

Now you’re utilizing not only your warrior side as a pilot, now you’re utilizing your thinking 

side in making decisions on what to strike and what not to strike, how you handle different 

situations.  An interesting example is, do you remember “Black Hawk Down”?  Remember that 
movie?  Well that really happened.  

We were headed home on Lincoln.  We had just left the Persian Gulf, it’s called the Straights of 

Hurmuz, to go to Australia.  My wife was going to meet me in Australia after a seven or eight-

month cruise. All of a sudden, we’re not flying that day, and all of a sudden you could feel the 
ship shaking.  I looked up at the television and it’s got the ship’s course at sea and instead of 

heading to the East at about ten knots we’re heading to the West at about forty. The phone rings, 
Admiral, “Yes, we’re headed to Mogadishu” to support the American forces that are there 

because we just had this fiasco with the helicopters that got shot down and all these guys got 

killed. Nobody knew anything about it.  We didn’t have charts.  We were “Where are we going? 

Somalia, you’ve got to be kidding me.  I want to go see my wife.” 

LYN-In Australia. 
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DENNIS-In Australia. Then you start thinking and figuring out the war side and we’re trying to 
figure out, “What do we do, what can we do?” Washington wanted to know, “What can you 
people do?”  Well, we’re like a thousand miles away. We’re a long, fifteen hundred miles. The 

rest of the battle group had already left and so Abraham Lincoln was alone and the long and 

short of it was we were going to send, a couple of us got together and said, “Well, we can at least 
show our people on the ground that we’re coming.”  We were going to launch two F-14’s and 
it’s a long way to go and in-flight refuel and then try to make them visible.  

The F-14 at that time was an older airplane and not that reliable.  I ended up taking two F-18’s.  
We refueled and the game plan was to descend, over-fly the city, Mogadishu, at a thousand feet 

as fast as those airplanes could go which was probably approaching seven hundred knots with 

full after-burner, making a lot of noise and pumping out flares so that the population could see 

the airplanes.  Then we over-flew the American compound and then turned around and came 

back and broke the sound barrier a couple of times.  I’m sure we broke some windows. Then 

back to the ship. 

Two days later we were parked right off the coast of Mogadishu and we were there for another 

month. Then they released Durant shortly after that helicopter death where the movie was made. 

So, you go from one thing to another.  Then we never got to Australia We went home. 

So, my air wing command was interesting. I happened to have the first women. 

LYN-You did.  Oh, how interesting. How did you receive the news that was going to happen? 

DENNIS-At first, it’s interesting because of the way it happened. We were getting ready to 
deploy on Lincoln.  I was going to take commander of the air wing very shortly and we had, a 

couple of us had to go for briefing about the deployment.  Then a couple of guys from the 

Department of the Navy came to this briefing and said, “Abraham Lincoln is going to be 

configured for the first cruise with women. So, the ship will have women of all varieties and then 

the air wing.”  Because Clinton signed the order to do this. “The air wing will have “x” women, 

and the goal was ten percent.  

LYN-Ten percent? 

DENNIS-The ultimate goal was ten percent.  Fundamentally that meant on a five-thousand-

person ship, five hundred women.  Well, the ship got two hundred and fifty or so of different 

ratings and different expertise, officers, chief petty officers, and young enlisted women, etc.  

Then the air wing got the same variety of technicians etc. that would be in the squadron, and then 

we got pilots.  

The goal was, the goal was to be as gender-neutral as you could be which was difficult only 

because it had never been done. From my perspective, the people in charge were trying to rush 

things a little bit too quickly, particularly with the pilots. This group of women pilots, they were 
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very few in the Navy and all of them flew logistics planes and some helicopters but none of them 

ever in their wildest imaginations thought that they would deploy, like your husband or like me. 

Some of them were married, some of them had kids, some of them had boyfriends, etc. 

They were thrust psychologically, when this happened it was, “We have this many woman, 

Lincoln, air wing.” There was a problem with motivation and training and some of them just 

didn’t want to be there. That’s very different from my previous life when you were assigned to a 
squadron you were gonna go. You didn’t necessarily want to go on cruise but you knew that your 

job was to go on cruise. So, these officers and enlisted folks, all of them, they never in their 

wildest dreams thought that they would end up on a ship on the other side of the planet for nine 

months. 

That created a certain amount of problems for them.  We got through it. There were some issues 

that boys and girls will deal with. But by and large we lost that one F-14 pilot.   

 

             

 

DENNIS-She, I flew with her many times, Kara Holtgreen, F-14 pilot and she crashed right 

behind the carrier.  I was going to “hot seat” into her airplane.  We were carrier qualing right off 

the coast of California.  She was the first one down and airplane in the water, crash.  She died, 

the back-seater ejected and it created an enormous, how would I say this the right way? Had it 

been a man, it would have been a normal accident but it wasn’t because this was the first woman 
to die in a carrier airplane crash.  

That created a lot of thinking and training.  “Let’s look at their records a little closer.”  All of a 
sudden, we figure out that they should have taken more time.  They should have recruited, there 

a lot of women out there.  We have women now.  There are a lot of women out there that want to 

do this and would be comfortable doing it and would fit right in and it would be a seamless issue. 

They tried to rush it and it cost her her life.  It truly did and then it disrupted a lot of other lives.  

They finally got it right but I was in command of that group.  That was interesting and that was a 

challenge to go through that. 

U.S. Navy Pilot 

Kara Holtgreen 

Aboard USS Abraham Lincoln 

1st woman pilot to die in a carrier 

airplane crash 
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LYN-It’s staggering for us to even think about. Being married to someone who has lived on a 

carrier, it is just staggering to think how that would was going to be implemented and perceived 

by others. And who would want to go? But, as you said, “They didn’t choose to go.” 

DENNIS-That first group. Orders are orders as you remember.  Orders are orders for a reason. 

“Order”. These people received their orders and it was… 

LYN-Nobody had gone there before them. 

DENNIS- It was not their dreams for most of them. We had some people, if you can believe it, 

we had a couple of women officers that refused to go. That creates an issue because now you 

have a social problem and it’s a morale problem.  It’s not really a boy-girl, man-women issue, 

now you have officers, not chiefs, not E-1’s through E-6’s, and those are the youngest.  You’ve 
got officers that are saying, “I’m not going.” Then the Navy didn’t deal with them correctly. 

LYN-What happened? 

DENNIS-They were released from their commitment. So, you had an issue where we tried, we 

tried to treat people the same and had that been a male he would have been court marshalled. 

LYN-That’s what I wondered. 

DENNIS-So, they didn’t handle it well and it caused for, this is after “Tail Hook”, which has 
nothing to do with this other thing. 

LYN-I didn’t know if that was going to come up. 

DENNIS-It was after that so they’re completely separate but now at “Tail Hook”, I went once, 

after Desert Storm as a matter of fact. “Tail Hook” is typically in the fall, September I think, so 
the wars ends in April I think it is.  You have an enormous number of male pilots that flew in 

Desert Storm.  They’re going to go to “Tail Hook”.  

LYN-When do you think Tail Hook started?  

DENNIS-It was probably post-Vietnam. I think it was post-Vietnam so may late ‘60’s, ‘70’s. It 
began as a West Coast only deal because they would go to Vegas so people would drive.  It was 

easy for the West Coast guys to go and gamble and take a week-end.  So, it was kind of, what 

would be the same? Not the Shriners, it was people going on a week-end to Vegas to blow off 

some steam. 

LYN-It was Spring Break. (Laugh)  

DENNIS-There you go. That’s really kind of what it was.  There were golf tournaments. There 

were racket-ball tournaments.  There were tennis tournaments. Then there were these briefings 
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from the different contractors, the new F-18’s.  They had an awards banquet for the year for the 
best squadron, best fighter squadron, best this, best that. 

LYN-Who do you think organized “Tail Hook”? 

DENNIS-The West Coast started, they probably, it was probably a few squadrons that said, 

“Let’s go to Vegas for the week-end.”  Maybe the next year they got a few more squadrons to go 
and then the next year they got people from Lemoore and Miramar to go.  All of a sudden 

somebody says, “Let’s start the ‘Tail Hook Association’ and let’s make it an annual thing.”  
Then all of a sudden, the Department of the Navy supported it.   

It was initially under, I’m going to use the word “Professional Symposium” atmosphere where 
there was drinking.  (Laugh) God help us there was drinking.  It kind of evolved from kind a 

“Good Time Charlie” time. Then the Navy supported it and to the point, from here, from Cecil 

Field they would take C-9’s would come in from JAX and fly, the pilots would sign up, you had 

to pay. The government didn’t pay but they would transport you in that. Because it was all men, 

there were no women, except for in the bars and in the casinos and you would see them.  People 

wanted to enjoy that it was their business. 

But there were no women there as part of it.  Then this year they had the first group of gals, 

women officers had decided to go. It didn’t turn out well for anybody.  That was a huge disaster.   

You’ve got the political part of it and the television part of it.  The end of that was, any officer 

that went to Vegas for that Tail Hook Convention was never promoted, was never promoted to 

command, and for the younger officers that were reserve officers, they were never allowed to 

what is called ‘augment’ into the regular Navy. They were forced out of the Navy.”  

So, there were probably less than a hand-full because I knew a lot of them, there were probably 

less than a hand-full of guys and gals who had too much to drink and then things got out of hand, 

and then there was finger-pointing.  However, that occurred there were thousands of officers 

whose careers ended, was over, done, and that was the sad part of “Tail Hook”.   

What occurred to the people was their business. That’s why you have lawyers to deal with that 
stuff.  There were a lot of extremely talented, smart people of all ranks that paid the price.  Their 

careers were over.  

LYN-I didn’t realize that. 

DENNIS-Oh yeah, it was disaster.  It was a disaster for the Navy because it was a Navy-thing 

and these were Navy pilots and the airlines were hiring.  So now we had another huge exodus of 

this war experience through Desert Storm.  So, you had the Ragan era, the Bush era, of all of this 

training and all of this expertise and all of this leadership potential to take senior positions in the 

Department of the Navy and we lost a huge number of pilots who were forced out.  Now you get 

new people and you just, we lost an awful lot and it took a long time to recover. 
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LYN-Do you know the year? 

DENNIS-Well, it was ’92, I’ll say ’92.  It was the year that Desert Storm ended in April so it 

would be September of that year. I think it’s ’92. I don’t think it was ’91, I think it was’92 

LYN-You had gone through the first women on ships, you had gone through “Tail Hook”. You 

had really lived this history of the Navy during a long period of time. 

DENNIS-When, I am nothing special, I just happened to be there.  Every day was a challenge.  

Peace time was a challenge, war-time was a challenge, and then the aftermath of war time then 

you have to start thinking of the things that you did as part of your job.  Your job unfortunately 

was to destroy things and kill people.  That was your job. 

LYN-And to protect me. 

DENNIS-In so doing, your job was to do that and you do that and when it’s all over you think, 
like you said, I happen to be a Roman Catholic but I’m a Roman Catholic because my parents 

were, that’s the way it works.  But you go and you sit and you say, “How many hundreds of 
people did I actually kill during this particular time?” That was a very short war when you think 

of some of these other people who, the people on the ground who had to see the guy.   

From the air it’s a different perspective.  The first strike that I talked about, Desert Storm, the 

first day strike, I just happened to be, because I was there not because I’m any good, but I’m 
right out front and the two Russian MIG’s came at us and so I had to detach, and it’s all part of 
planning and training, for ordinances that are on that side and Bouncer, his call sign. I said 

“Bouncer, detach target two, twelve o’clock, forty miles.“ So, we’re all watching these guys. 
They are the ones that we deal with because I have all these other guys. We’re going to the 
target. But we’re all traveling at about six hundred miles an hour so nobody, we’re all going in 
kind of a big pack.  

We’re watching these two MIG-17’s I think, and the first missile came off the rail and impacted 
the first airplane maybe a half mile in front of me, blew it up.  Then two seconds later the next 

one blew up.  I mean, they were right there. But as soon as they blow up they stop because 

they’re traveling at five hundred miles an hour, you’re going this way at five hundred miles an 

hour. All of a sudden you go right by them because the explosion is there and they’re dead and 
you just keep going. Speicher was already missing so you’re headed to where you’re going. 

LYN-So, as we became better informed, as the media showed us more of the aftermath, how did 

that affect you emotionally?  You were still, you knew your calling?  

DENNIS-You mean the aftermath of the career or the aftermath of Desert Storm?   

LYN-Of Desert Storm. 
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DENNIS-Well, the real impact was when it was done, when it was all over and then you, 

because now we flew, in peace-time environment kind of and you had to be careful but you got 

to see the destruction which was enormous. Your day-to-day routine was specific targets.  We 

took a lot of airplanes with a lot of bombs and day and night, we’re talking about oil fields and 

big giant oil tanks and missile storage facilities and airplanes on the ground and the guys that are 

on the ground.   

Your target is not necessarily the people but the collateral issue of these things going on is 

enormous. If I dropped a two-thousand-pound bomb right here, right here, every one of these 

buildings would be damaged for about a half of a mile.  The power of a single weapon, you can 

feel it in the airplane at forty thousand feet when it goes off.  I mean you’re dropping hundreds of 
them in a group. You really don’t, because you don’t have time to think, but when it was over 
and then you start flying and looking for Speicher and his airplane, because we were looking, 

you get to see that every bridge is destroyed, every oil facility is destroyed. Every, the highways 

to air fields were, the docks, the ships, the airplanes, the power plants, the water treatment plants 

it’s all gone, all of it.  

An entire nation the size of, it’s a little smaller than Texas but not much, it’s an incredible thing 

to see and the oil wells of Kuwait are burning so you’re flying back to the ship through the 

smoke. When it’s all over, I remember we came in here… 

LYN-And we’re not at war. This is peace time. 

DENNIS-This is peace time.  So now you’re seeing the results of what you’ve done, what the 

coalition did. You were just a part of it, just a small tiny part, but you’re getting to see, “My God, 
how are these people gonna live?” You know, this country ends up as it should have, we end up 
rebuilding the nation for a dictator.  

So, you have these mixed ideas and mixed signals of, you know, all that we spent there and we 

really didn’t change anything.  A lot of people tried. A lot of people really tried hard and lot of 
people gave their lives, Speicher. In humanities history, this is the biggest challenge that I can 

see is the culture and issue of what was the ancient Arab world and was the ancient European 

world and they never have been ever to get over this thinking that, “religion is something that we 

have to kill somebody for”.  It’s just odd to me. 

LYN-It is very odd. 

DENNIS-It won’t change. 

LYN-We had it right here on our soil which most people don’t realize.  Understand that here a 
group of people who were facing that, settled on our land in Jacksonville, Florida and died here.  

What was it over?  It was religion. 
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DENNIS-And if you study it, because I ended up having to live there in Sadia Arabia, for a while 

and when you, I’ve been in Israel many times, but when you’re there and you are immersed in 
the culture, the people and the culture in the military, it’s extraordinary the open hatred that they 

have for you. I’m not Israeli. We think that they hate the Jews or the Israeli however that mixture 

is but they have an enormous baggage from childhood of hating the West, whoever the West is 

because if you’re not us they’re not us. 

LYN-We’re the infidels. 

DENNIS-We happen to be the infidels and it’s something that I can’t conceive seeing the planet 
as it is. I’m pontificating now but I hope that it changes.  Maybe it will over time but this is a 

hard one because they are taught to hate which is very interesting. 

Wars come and go for different reasons, water, money, oil, land but when a war is because of 

hate, that’s a completely different idea. The simplistic view, you hear it all the time, it’s like the 
old Vietnam days.  Let’s just bomb them.  The idea that, it’s very sad to say, some people say 

“Let’s just kill them all.” You can’t do that.  People think “Well, we can do that.”  Well, killing 

is easy, it’s living that’s hard because we have the capacity to do it.  We’ve had it since World 
War II.  We had it during World War II. Living in peace is extremely hard and that’s where the 
War College part of it teaches you these thoughts where you can begin to think of how can we do 

this and avoid the conflict.  The conflict just keeps coming. 

LYN-After your career on the carrier with the women in California we’re up to ’93.  Where are 
you? 

DENNIS-I was the air wing commander of Air Wing 11 on Abraham Lincoln, for a few cruises 

with and Kitty Hawk.  All to the Pacific and all to the Persian Gulf and all flying over Iraq and 

that entire area for years.  I was there for a total of five years. Actually, I was fortunate, I like to 

fly so when you’re the boss you can fly because I owned all the airplanes, in a way.  (Laugh)  

So, I flew nearly every day and when you get older, like anything, you’ve got to be more careful 
and you have more on your mine.  You’re not this young Ensign who is just trying to stay alive.  
Now you’re this older guy whose flying is almost like driving a car, but because you’re getting a 
little older and your physical parts know that, you have to be really careful that you don’t get 
yourself in trouble. So, I flew and enjoyed that.  There were a lot of different challenges. 

LYN-So your family was living at Miramar? 

DENNIS-San Diego, wife and daughter.  My son was in college and I was deployed most of the 

time out there just because of the world situation. You come home and within thirty days you’re 
back training and in forty-eight hours you’re back on your guard.  That was the hardest part of 
my life was the five years in California. And the hardest part of my wife’s life because she’s no 
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longer close to her family in New England. She’s in California with a daughter alone.  That was 

the hardest part.   

When I finished that tour my wife’s mother was diagnosed with stage 4 cancer. 

TAPE STOPS BRIEFLY 

LYN-We’re talking about marriages.  I went to the premier showing of “Camp Blanding”.  Do 
you know that documentary is out? That was March 7th.  It was on Channel 7 on the 23rd. But it 

happened to have been the ninety-ninth birthday of my father who was at Camp Blanding.  He is 

long gone but I took a photo with me, I had just pulled it out, one in his uniform.  There was a 

woman and a man there, Mr. and Mrs. Bell, seventy-fourth anniversary. It was their anniversary 

on my father’s birthday so I took a photo with the picture.  He served at Camp Blanding but I 
always think of what you went through.  How could you even expect to be celebrating 

anniversaries over forty years.  Every day, there’s a mind-set, a mind-set to put that aside. 

DENNIS-Oh, you have to turn the switch off.  You just do it, particularly when you’re on the 

ship.  When you’re shore-based you’re going home at night. On the ship there’s that time during 

the day where you can write a letter and think about home and think about your children and all 

these years that you didn’t see them. Of course, you can never get it back, that part of it. 

As soon as the business comes at hand, “|What time is it now?”  If you have a three thirty brief, 

at three thirty you are no longer married, you no longer have kids, you are in the brief and you’re 
gonna go fly day or night and you’re gonna do whatever you have to do.  You cannot think of 

anything about that until you’re back on the ground, back in the ready room or in your room.  
Then you can say, “Gosh, cheated death again, you know, hope they’re all right.”  Then you 
write a letter or read a letter or look at a picture. 

LYN-I’ll tell you that I was a newly-married person during that cruise. We had been married just 

six months when he left.  My husband came home a different person just after that seven months.  

I don’t know what exactly changed but I’m sure your wife saw a different person. 

DENNIS-I’m sure. We were young and you’re young and you’re bullet-proof.  Nothing can 

happen to me bad. 

LYN-Did you feel bullet-proof? 

DENNIS-Part of you has to feel bullet-proof because if you ever get in one of these airplanes and 

you’re going to taxi up to the catapult with one engine and one pilot and it’s two o’clock in the 
morning and it’s raining and you’re going somewhere that you’ve never been and you only have 
enough gas to get back to that one spot because you can’t go anywhere.   

You have to believe that you’re not going to die, that you’re bullet-proof otherwise this would 

not be your line of work.  That has nothing to do with heroism or even courage. That just has to 
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do with you learn to be disciplined and to focus because if you don’t focus you’re gonna be in 
the water.  Because a lot of guys during my time at Cecil Field, I don’t know how many times I 
went to the chapel to a funeral or memorial service, or how many times we had memorial service 

on the ship for somebody that woke up, got their coffee, wrote a letter, and then was dead that 

night.  

It doesn’t happen all the time but when it happens once you have to look at that, learn from it, try 
to figure out what happened, but you’ve still got to get in that airplane and you’ve got to turn the 
key and go.  You have to be able to, the word is “compartmentalize”, you have to turn everything 
off except this.  You’ve got to remember every single night that I came aboard the ship, every 

single night, day time is a little different.  Day time is a little bit more fun once you get a little bit 

more experience.  It’s terrifying but it’s a good terrifying.  It’s like riding a wild horse in a way. 
But this is day time, you can feel, it’s different when it’s black and I can remember every single 

night when you begin they say, you’re twenty miles and everybody comes down the same way, 
one minute apart. I would just say, “God, don’t let me hit the water.”  

DENNIS-I was going to stay in the Navy in a non-flying capacity now because once you get to 

that stage of your life and your career you don’t fly after that job. That’s the last flying job there 
is in the Navy.  

LYN-What makes that determination? 

DENNIS-There are no more flying billets available so you’ve reached the most senior flying job 

that there is.  I was a Navy captain flying F-18’s over Iraq every day.  When that job ended and I 
was going to be transferred I was either going to have go to Washington for some staff job or go 

overseas and anyway, I was given the opportunity, probably because I had been at sea an awful 

lot and my wife’s mother was terminally ill that I asked, “Are there any openings at the War 
College? 

It’s called a detailer, he said, “As a matter of fact there is. Do you want to go to Newport and be 
on the faculty at War College?”  I said, “Yes, when can I go.” They said, “When you have your 
change of command which was two weeks away, you go to Newport.”  So, I did that and that 

was, I’m going to say that was the third most valuable piece of my Navy life was now I was a 

part of the faculty teaching senior officers. I don’t want to use the word “teaching”, being 
involved with senior officers thinking like I had to think when I was a commander, of all the 

things that we talked about.   

So now, I got to see it from that side of it. I dealt with incredibly smart people, international 

students, FBI, CIA, Customs and Border Patrol, and a couple of congressmen. You get to be 

involved with people who are trying to solve problems.  I did that for two years and then I just 

was faced with I was going to have to go back to the Middle East by myself and leave my wife at 

home on a two year, what’s called two-year unaccompanied.  At that point, I’m not a selfish 
person at all, I had the best jobs, I flew the best airplanes.   
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When I was the air wing commander I flew all the airplanes and the helicopters.  I had had a very 

full Navy life so I said, my thought was I was just going to retire and stay at the War College as a 

civilian professor.  I would still be there today except for the day I retired I got a call from 

American Airlines and it was a guy looking for pilots and I was a forty-six-year-old Navy 

captain guy and all of a sudden, I had a completely different life that I had never planned on.   

I was an American Air Lines pilot for fifteen years. So, I flew internationally all over Canada 

and the United States and Central America and South America.  That was kind of an extension of 

what you learned in the Navy. It still applied.  The airplanes were just bigger and slower and you 

had to deal with passengers.  (Laugh) So that was good. 

LYN-And your wife was happy with that situation. 

DENNIS-It was still a little separation but nowhere near like the Navy because I flew out of 

Miami so I would have to hop on an airplane and go there.  I’d be gone typically two nights or 
three nights a week. But compared to what I would have endured, it was a blessing plus the 

money was unbelievable. I had never made that much money. 

LYN-And free flights for family. 

DENNIS-Free flights.  So American Air Lines was just a blessing and I did that for fifteen years 

and then as I finish with my life review, it’s funny how God works. To fly past sixty, a 

commercial pilot you have to have what’s called a “check ride”.  So, I was on my “Fly Past Sixty 
check ride”, I was gonna go two more years to sixty-two. You have to retire at sixty-five.   

I’m on my flight with this older guy who is giving me this “check ride” and we’re going to 
Boston and we had a nice, I never knew him before, and we talk and talk and talk this Navy stuff 

and all these women, Iraq, and all this stuff because you’re just going across country and it takes 
forever.  We’re about an hour out of Boston and he said, “Dizzy, you need to retire.”  It was a 
Friday and I said, “What?” “You need to retire today.” I go, “What are you talking about?”  

Well, there were grumblings that American Air Lines was going to declare bankruptcy.  This 

was about four or five years ago.  Nothing was certain you know. Nobody thought it was going 

to happen. We talked about it and in his position out of Dallas, because that’s where American 

Air Lines is based, he was really good to me because he said, he explained what was going to 

happen which was not official.  He said, “You need to retire today because when they declare 
bankruptcy your retirement is gone.”   

So, I had not planned on retiring.  My wife didn’t know I was going to retire.  I get off the 

airplane and walked down to OPS which is about as big as this. There’s a little secretary named 
Becky.  I say, “Becky, how does somebody retire?”  She said, “Well, you just fill out this sheet 
and I’ll fax it to Dallas and they will fax it back that they received it.  That’s all.” I said, 
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“Really?” It took two minutes. I looked at her and I said, “What do I do now?”  She said, “I don’t 
know, you’re retired.” (Laugh) 

So, because I retired that day at midnight, American declared bankruptcy the next week.  I would 

have lost fifteen years’ worth of retirement with American Air Lines which was lot and I would 
have lost my medical with American which would be a lifetime, and my wife. So, all of a 

sudden,  I’m here and we have this little spot. 

LYN-So now, let’s get to the spot. We are out six miles from the town… 

DENNIS-South of Green Cove Springs.  We’re fourteen miles from Palatka which is where we 
get our gas for the airplanes.  

LYN-And how did you find this spot? 

DENNIS-I’m gonna tell you. The four of us, right there [pictures hanging on wall], we played 

golf all the time.  We were playing golf, I think it was Fleming Island, and we were all airline 

guys.  They were all Delta and Northwest, I was an American Air Lines guy.  I remember we 

were on the tee box and we were kind of waiting to go and somebody looked up and saw this 

little airplane. Somebody said, “Wouldn’t it be great to have a little airplane.?” Then the next 
guy said, “Wouldn’t it be great to have a hangar to keep it in?” The next guy said, “Wouldn’t it 
be great to find a runway and have an airplane and a hangar?”     

                                            

The photos of the four pilots 

of “NAS” Haller” 

posted on the wall of the 

Ready Room 
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So, Pat and myself, we just for fun we got on our motor cycles with our wives.  We drove all the 

way down past Waldo looking for land to build an airport.  We were gonna buy the acreage to 

have the strip and we were going to start our own little airport.  

On our way back up 17, right at the end of the road there used to be a sign that said, “Haller Air” 
and the rest of it was rusted out. I said, “Woe, turn around, let’s go back in there.” So, we turned 

around and came back in and the guy who lives right there he was cutting the runway, like a 

lawn on a golf course.  He stopped us because he didn’t know who we were.  “Who are you 
guys?  Why are you guys here?”  We kind of explained to him and he was a very nice guy. He 

said, “The only lot left is this one.”  It was his brother-in-law’s. He had moved to Washington 
state and he said, “I’ll call my brother-in-law and see if he wants to sell.”   

Well, Pat Lee, Bonzo, that night he called Allen’s brother-in-law in Washington, without even 

talking to us. He says, “We bought it.” So, we now, we bought it as four couples, the wives are 
on the deeds also so we have four.  We bought the lot and then over the course of, it probably 

took a year to figure out what we were gonna do here and then sequentially what type of hangar 

and how big, and this and that and the other thing.  Then Joe, Delta Air Line, just retired last 

week. He got transferred, he had to move. His wife’s mother passed away and he said, “Well, I’ll 
still be in as number four if we build kind of an apartment thing so when I visit you guys I’ll 
have a place to sleep.”  So, we modified … 

LYN-And I’m looking at bunk beds in the back. 

DENNIS-So we modified, we were just gonna be to here.  We modified it. We were in the early 

stages. We hadn’t built anything yet, and so we said, “Let’s have a ready room.  Let’s have a 
bunk room.” 

”  

 

 

Hangar of Dreamland 
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LYN-We’re in the Ready Room. 

DENNIS-This is the ready room. Since we came here, we’re just regular guys. We’re just regular 
people who happen to be able to fly to work for most of our lives.  It was very interesting that 

over the course of now thirteen years, very early on there were a lot of older folks here who 

really treated us very special because we were really the only military pilots that were here.  So, 

it was, and still is a joy. We really were welcomed into this little community down here. 

LYN-So it’s a community of hangars and houses and a strip. How many lots were there out here? 

DENNIS-Originally out here there were about forty total and now, because a group lawyers 

bought all the property around us and that created a problem with, they were going to build high-

density housing out here.  It would have been a problem flying over, taking off and landing.  A 

group out here got together and bought a hundred acres on that side, the east side.  This was 

declared “conversation wetlands”. 

LYN-How did that happen? 

TAPE 2 SIDE B (ADVANCE A SHORT DISTANCE) 

DENNIS-The lawyers didn’t do their due diligence and when they bought they bought, they 

didn’t buy the air park, they bought the land around the air park. They, really I don’t think they 
researched the whole thing and we ended up because of the zoning changes we ended up going 

to the County Seat in Clay County and worked through the County Commissioners and we 

worked a deal with them and then the engineers got involved and told them, “You can’t build 
there.  Right on the other side of this ditch is all wetlands.” Because of that they went bankrupt 

and when they went bankrupt they said that they would sell that piece, it was a hundred and ten 

acres I think, so now the air park has actually expanded out on that side of the road.  I think, it 

will probably end up being twenty other properties over there.  Four or five of them have already 

been built.  There are hangars over there and there are a few homes over there. 

LYN-Now who is Haller?  Why is it named that? 

DENNIS-Haller was the man, George Haller, I’m gonna say in the ‘70’s is probably pretty close, 

he acquired this property and with a couple of other people decided that they wanted to build an 

air field.  So, they organized from a very few folks and there was nothing out here but trees and 

swamp. They constructed the runway and I’m not quite sure why they call it “Haller” after him 
except for the fact that he was the first guy. He is still alive.  He moved.  He’s up in the north 
somewhere in Michigan of Wisconsin or something. Over the course of time, to pay for the 

runway, they sectioned off and sold the lots to all these people. 
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The guy who owned this lot had had this lot for many, many years and he didn’t even live here. 
So, we were fortunate enough to get this lot. Actually, that lot there was under contract.  

(Conversation turned to where the Gillespie’s had built their home) When the kids were little we 

had horses out there because there was nothing there because there was nothing there.  

LYN-Now, there is nothing there.   

DENNIS-We are about a half mile east of Whitey’s off of 220 in the woods. A man who used to 

be the County Commissioner here, John Keen was his name, he owned fifty acres that was his 

ranch.  He had horses and steers and cows and this, that, and the other thing. When his two sons 

got a little older he made the decision to partition part of his land to build their homes.  As a part 

of that he partitioned off a few other lots that he sold.  We bought in there. 

LYN-How did you get back to this area?  What brought you back? 

DENNIS-Well, we kept that house.  When I finished and retired at the War College we loved it 

there.  There was still nothing there. That was before Eagle Harbor, Fleming Island.  We had our 

home that we had rented out and so we made the decision for taxes and because it’s Florida and 
because we were familiar with a lot of people here, the guys.  We said, “Well, let’s just…”  I had 
just gotten hired by American Air Lines so we had a home and I was going to fly out of Miami 

and figure that out so that worked.  

Then believe it or not, our children, our daughter wanted to stay in New England.  My son lives 

up in New York, we were gonna move.  We were just going to sell and move to be closer.  So, 

we had coordinated with a realtor and we had looked at properties just north of Boston which is 

where we’re from and we were on the way to the airport to come home on 9-11 when the airports 

shut down.   

Our daughter was just dropping us off and they said, “Shut down” and nobody knew what 
happened.  We went back to my daughter’s place and the disaster occurred and that changed 

everybody’s life of course.  It changed our lives because we were actually gonna be American 

Air Lines based out of Boston and we were gonna live right up there with our children and 

grandchildren. But that caused all the airlines to contract for a certain amount of time.  That 

ended that.  We already picked out a house and this, that, and the other thing. So, it’s just odd 
how things work out. 

LYN-I’m going to ask you, because you saw so much of the change of our nation, you were part 

of the military actions that were changing, how you saw 9-11. 

DENNIS-9-11 was like December 7th. [surprise bombing of American Naval base in Pearl 

Harbor, Hawaii] Nobody saw it coming but everybody should have known it was coming.  They 

just didn’t know where or when or how. Pearl Harbor occurred and it changed history. It changed 

this nation forever because we were just an agricultural nation with two oceans on each side.  All 
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of a sudden, this nation is the supplier of everything to win World War II.  The Russians would 

have lost.  The British would have lost.  All of Europe was gone.  So, this country because of 

Pearl Harbor’s attack, we got involved. We never would have been involved really.  

Translate that now to 9-11. 9-11 everybody knew it was coming.  Everybody knew that terrorism 

in Israel was coming but nobody really thought that it would be that big or that destructive.  

Maybe a car bomb somewhere or a bomb at a restaurant.  Things that happen in Israel used to 

happen on a daily basis.  

Then in Europe it happened frequently. All of a sudden 9-11 changed everything here.  Not only 

did it change the military side of the house where now our focus used to be on the Soviet Union.  

The Soviet Union is gone.  Now our focus is on that part of the world and how you deal with 

really a problem that has no answer.  The word for it is “conundrum”.  It’s a problem that has no 
answer because no matter what you do you can’t succeed. But you’ve got to keep trying.  So, 

it’s, this is an enormous economic burden.  It’s an enormous tax burden. If we could only 

imagine how much has been spent in the last, well since 1948 when we supported Israel. 

Many, many, many trillions of dollars.  You can only imagine if that money were not spent on 

defense.  But if that money were spent on, and I’m being philosophical, but if that money were 

spent on schools and hospitals and cancer treatment and space travel because the future is there.  

You learn so much.  It changed everything and now we’re burdened with an enemy. I have no, I 

don’t hate anybody, but there is an enemy that hates me. That’s a problem and it’s gonna cost 
this country an enormous amount of money and lives in the future.  I hope it gets better.  I don’t 
how it gets better but I hope it does get better.  Maybe over time it will get better.  Because I 

lived there, you have to live there to see the hate.  It’s un-describable. 

LYN-Let’s go back to that. How did get there?  How did that happen? 

DENNIS-You mean back when I had to live there? After Desert Storm, the United Nations 

divided Iraq into three pieces. The northern part and the southern part were called the “No Fly 
Zones”.  In order to protect the Iraqi people in the north and the south from Suddam Hussein the 
United Nations set up areas where he could not fly his airplanes or helicopters. So, he couldn’t 
attack the Kurdish people in the north and the Shia Muslims in the south.  

I was, because of my aviation life, I was ordered before I began my air wing command on the 

West Coast, I was ordered to go to Riyadh, Saudi Arabia and be operations guy for an Air Force 

general to set up and operate this piece of Iraq and twenty-four hours a day we were watching 

Suddam and his forces and also linking with the northern part.  Those forces were coming out of 

Turkey. We had British, French, and American and Saudi airplanes flying up there twenty-four 

hours a day every day.  Twenty-four hours we had divisions of armed airplanes to keep Suddam 

from attacking his own people. 

LYN-What strength do you think he really had during that time? 
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DENNIS-Do you mean personally or as a nation.? 

LYN-His, did you think he was well-powered, was a strong influence or was he weaker than we 

thought? 

DENNIS-He was stronger than we thought because he ruled through absolute fear which in this 

country we have no concept of it. In Iraq and Saudi Arabia to a lesser degree, but in Iraq if you, 

Iraq was like Nazi Germany.  Iraq was actually molded after Nazi Germany.  The Ba’ath party 

which Suddam was a part of, grew out of World War II and the Arab nations trying to get the 

British out of the Middle East So, they supported the Germans. 

But be it as it may, Suddam’s power was absolute in Iraq.  Absolute in Iraq. Suddam, because of 

money, oil.  Fifty years ago, there was nothing but desert there and you know people ran around 

with knives and pistols. With money now, the capability of developing these horrendous 

weapons is available for anybody that has money.  You can sell those weapons and Suddam’s 
singular goal in life was to destroy Israel. That’s kind of the mantra there is the destruction of 

Israel is their overwhelming mission. 

LYN-Because of religion? 

DENNIS-They use religion as a façade. Believe it or not, because I had to live there I studied a 

tiny bit.  I’m not a very smart person but from Judaism came Christianity.  From Christianity and 

Judaism, Mohammad developed or started the religion of Islam which could have been like the 

Christian faith. It could have like the Baptist or the Methodists or the Congregationalists or the 

Catholics.  

He came up with his religion, it happened to be called “Islam” and Islam means they have words 
for it.  You’re not a Muslim unless you’re a total Muslim.  What I mean by that is that you know 
how people go to church on Christmas and Easter? A Muslim is a Muslim first.  Everything else 

is secondary. So, religion is the absolute part of your lives and the dictators use religion, the bad 

guys.   

They use religion as the reason the people are poor.  People are poor, I shouldn’t be a political 
person but I’m just talking because I lived there. All of their problems are because of the Jews.  

That’s an interesting concept because the Jews are a religion, they’re not a people.  The Jews just 
happen to be Jewish like you are whatever you are and I happen to be Catholic.  The Jews were 

born from Jewish families so they’re Jewish. The Muslims see the Jews as their enemy and from 
the Jews the Christians are their enemy. 

LYN-So it came because of… 

DENNIS-It came out of the teachings of Mohammad and it was bastardized from the Judeo-

Christian Bible.  Everything that is in the Koran, everything that’s in the Bible is part of their 
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religion but they take it a little further to say, “Our religion is the only religion and you people 

must come to us.”   

Over the centuries from Mohammad, who was just a guy, a lot like Moses in a way, just a guy in 

the desert.  From that over time you become an infidel. Their teachings are that you will be 

converted, enslaved, or killed. Because of that the tension between the cultures has existed since 

the Crusades and the mixtures of people has always had violence and tension.   

Today, because of the air travel and because of immigration and we are really kind of a one-

world alliance here, people are everywhere and you’re intermingled everywhere.  We used to be 
separated but today because of that intermingling there’s this underlying tension that some 
people believe that it’s their religious duty to convert, enslave, or kill in that order.  If you can’t 
convert you enslave.  If you can’t enslave you kill. 

That’s an astounding concept of life that these people truly believe.  They truly believe it and 
they believe it from the earliest ages.  If you can imagine a kindergarten kid, this is what they are 

taught.  They’re not taught, you know the Koran is really like the Bible. It’s love and thou shalt 
not kill and thou shalt not steal but if you’re not one of us, convert, enslave, or kill. So that’s 
what I got out of my time there is a realization of the problem that everybody faces. 

LYN-So we have a growing Muslim population, enormous; even in this City of Jacksonville in 

sections of our town have become Muslim.  How do you see our future with that thought? 

DENNIS-It’s funny how, you know you’re human, I’m not very smart, you’re a human first and 
then you are whatever you were taught. The environment, if it’s positive and friendly and 
compassionate, everybody can learn to live together.  You know husbands and wives fight.  

Brothers fight.  Brothers and sisters fight. There’s fighting everywhere.  Well, fighting is one 
thing, killing is another. So, disagreeing is part of humanity.  That’s part of life. 

LYN-So you think we will be in disagreement. You don’t think we will have a literal cultural-

religious clash? 

DENNIS-I hope not and I hope not number one, I think over time generationally the younger 

people if they’re not indoctrinate to hate, and it’s difficult to do in this country, it’s doable but 
it’s difficult If they’re not indoctrinated into that they will be Americans who happen to be born 

from Muslims parents and they will go to college and hopefully get jobs and have children with 

non-Muslims just like, I remember when I grew up, it was probably the same for you.  

I grew up in New England.  If you were Catholic you married Catholic.  That was not that long 

ago.  That’s not the way it is now. You can marry anyone you want in the Catholic church. So, 

I’m hopeful, it takes a lot of work, it takes a lot of thinking, it takes a lot of talking but figuring 

out how to disagree without hurting each other.   
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My best friend in life is Patrick Lee, the upper right-hand corner that we were talking about.  He 

is a staunch Democrat.  I happen to be a staunch conservative.  We lived our whole lives 

fundamentally as brothers in a way.  We disagree completely on a lot of things but we have 

never had, ever, cross words, ever, about anything.  I don’t know why that is because it would be 
so easy to cross the line and all of a sudden, your friendship is over. That’s the same.  It’s easy to 
be angry. It’s hard to not be angry. That’s what these people, all of us, have to do. 

From an American Airline standpoint, I can tell you during the time I was there, if in fact you 

saw people in a certain garb, you automatically because of your industry, you were on alert.  

LYN-I believe there are those people who do believe that there is an intentional infiltration of 

that culture for a take-over of our nation. You don’t in any way see that? 

DENNIS-Now, because of the way we live now and because of world travel and because of the 

openness of world travel, particularly in Europe, but now we have followed suit, and that’s 
different from the refugee issue.  We’ve had refugees forever and we’ve had an immigrant 

forever, that’s one thing.  But the concept that a group of people with a certain, I don’t like the 
word “ideology”, but ideology, that a group of people would have a long-term goal of purely by 

population being able to change the fabric of a different culture, that would take many, many, 

many generations and what’s interesting, hopefully this would never happen, but all you’ve got 
to do is go down to Harlem or somewhere in the Bronx and you don’t want to mess with the New 
Yorkers and you don’t mess with the people that live in Middleburg and you don’t want to mess 
with the people that live up on the Northside. 

It would be difficult, that doesn’t mean that in a very long time you would come to a point where 
the population demographic is such that all of a sudden you would have the state of Maryland be 

run by a Muslim governor and have two Muslim senators and fifty Muslim congressmen.  Well, 

all of a sudden you have a voting block issue. I don’t see that happening in many, many lifetimes 
but it is something that one could think about and say, “Unrestricted immigration brings a lot of 
different people here.”   

Remember, it’s very important to remember if in fact you are a true Muslim, and I mean a 

violent Muslim, and I think that’s one percent, but if you are you’ve got all the immigration from 
Japan and South Korea and China and Hong Kong and Australia and New Zealand and Indonesia 

and India and Pakistan and Egypt and all of Europe.  The numbers of culturally different people 

are also there. So, when you have a group, it would be like many, many years ago my wife’s 
ancestors were Italian.  Well, there is an Italian section in New York.  There’s an Italian section 
in Boston.  There’s an Italian section in Baltimore.  Then there’s the Irish section etc., etc.  We 

don’t think a whole lot of that.  They still maintain their customs but they are Americans.  The 
problem is, maintaining your customs but not wanting to be an American would be a problem. 

LYN-I think that’s what I’m really asking.  I would believe that the Koran does encourage that, 

that their faith inhabits the earth. 
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DENNIS-It’s, understanding, you know what’s interesting is I know this is way off topic but 
when I try to think about this, the guys that wrote the Bible were human beings.  The guys that 

wrote the Jewish part, the Torah or the Talmud, they were human beings. The guys that wrote the 

Koran over centuries since the sixth century AD, Mohammad, they’re human beings.  They’re 
the ones that slowly but surely took the out-growth of Judaism and Christianity and twisted it to 

a different thought process.  

Without going into what I’ve learned at the War College, a lot of the hatred goes back to the 
occupation by the British of fundamentally the modern world where Europe, the Roman Empire, 

and then the British Empire.  They occupied all of that land and they, they were the law and 

order.  If you get out of line you would answer to the British.   

Well, at the end of World War II that ended and now they became independent and then they 

became independently wealthy because of oil. Now they just don’t trust the West.  It’s gonna 
take a long time and it’s gonna take a lot of youngsters who say, “My mother and father are 
Muslims but I don’t go to mosque.” 

LYN-You think that will happen? 

DENNIS-I think that there’s probably a significant possibility that that will happen here.  Europe 
might be different purely because of the volume and the proximity.  It’s much, much easier to get 

up through Europe which has open borders, completely open borders, than it is to come across 

the Atlantic Ocean and now you’re here and you don’t have any money and you have nothing so 
you matriculate to the Muslim place because they are the people who speak Arabic. That’s why 
they’re there because that’s where they’re comfortable. That’s natural. 

LYN-I just see in our culture, we have bent so far backwards to not offend one group of people 

and that is the Muslims.  I grew up in a small Southern town where everybody was Protestant.  I 

think we had later in life maybe as a teenager a Catholic church come to town.  I knew two 

Jewish people. So, for me leaving that area was eye-opening but I can see here in Jacksonville, 

this enormous, I’m seeing a nation, enormous effort to not offend Muslims.  I never thought 
about offending a Catholic person or a Jewish person or a Japanese person, but the Muslim 

culture, I don’t know what we’re about in that. 

DENNIS-It’s a, 

LYN-Have you seen that? 

DENNIS-I haven’t where I live but I see when I try to observe the news.  When I watch the 
news, I believe one percent is right.  I don’t know what is really true. But, if I try to think about 
the human side of it, sometimes I think politicians, the bad part of being a politician surfaces 

when you don’t treat everybody the same.  
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It’s like we talked about women in the Navy. God bless them.  The ones I flew with that were 

good were good.  They wore the same green flight suit and put on the same crap but trying to 

find fault with the good ones and the ones, there’s two different things there.   

The leadership of the Muslim community, one would think, would be pro-active in its folks 

saying, “We want to be part of the community.”  The community wants to say to everybody, 
“We want everybody to be part of the community.  We don’t want to be Christian, we don’t want 
to be Jewish, we don’t want to be Muslim, we want to be Americans and the way you follow 
your religion is your business.”  But when you see people pandering, that’s when I think people 
begin to resent it a little bit.  It’s natural particularly because of the violence.  If the violence 

weren’t here I don’t think people would really care a whole lot. 

Because of the isolated violence and sometimes horrendous violence, they, when I say they not 

they but the bad ones, bring it on themselves. They are the ones that cause people like you and I 

or anybody else, we’re just regular people. It causes you to say, “Why do these people hate us so 
much and I hope my wife isn’t killed by one of these guys or gals. Why do they come here?” It’s 
a hard problem.   

If the politicians strove to treat everybody the same, I’m getting off track but remember about a 
year ago it was “One life matters”?  Then all of a sudden, I think it was a sheriff that said, “All 
life matters”.  Well, the sheriff was right, all lives means everybody. Everybody matters.  It 

doesn’t matter who you are. That’s what’s called “Justice and fairness and freedom”.  When you 
begin to single out people and say, “You’re special”.  That’s when other people say, “Well, why 
are they special?” 

LYN-You are right. 

DENNIS-Why are they special? Why aren’t I special? Or how did they get to be special? So, we 
just, every day is a challenge here in this country because it’s, we are very different.  All over 
Europe people used to be French, Italian, Swiss, Spanish, Portuguese. Well today because of the 

EU that has somewhat changed.  They used to have their own identity as a national, 

Ancestry.com, well I’m French or I’m German or I’m English. That has somewhat gone away in 
Europe to some degree.   

Here because everybody that’s here is an immigrant when you go back.  The people that you are 
talking about, the Mayport, they were immigrants. Even the American Indian, they came from 

somewhere. Whether you’re an Eskimo or whether you’re a Native American or whether you 
were Chinese, Japanese, or anybody.  Everybody came here so this country is in a way very 

unique and we used to say in high school, “We were a melting pot.”  Everybody was proud to be 
a melting pot.  

You saw it particularly in World War II where when you watched these people marching across 

Europe or at Normandy, I went to Normandy a few years ago, you had every person from every 
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ethnicity on the planet Earth in Army uniform on the 6th of June, 1944 and they were side-by-

side and they were fighting for the guy on each side.  They didn’t care what color they were or 
whether they were Jewish or Catholic or Christian or atheist.  We are all the same. 

LYN-Ironically our French Huguenots were from Normandy. 

DENNIS-There you go. Have you ever been? 

LYN-No. I want to go the Dieppe and Havre de Grace. 

DENNIS-Normandy is an extraordinary experience just to see what these guys.  We have a guy 

here, his name is Ken Belaisle, he never knew his father.  His father, at Normandy, when the 

ramp went down instantaneously, his mother was pregnant with him.  His father was killed 

instantly.  He never knew his father. But to know when that ramp comes down “I’ve got about a 
one percent chance of living, of having supper.”  That’s an incredible thought. They knew they 
were going to die.  The ones that survived were surprised, “I’m here, I can’t believe I’m here.”  

LYN-I’m going to briefly talk about the proposed project for Cecil Field.  I understand that you 
are now the spokesman for that effort.  Is that true? 

DENNIS-That’s what I understand. 

LYN-Mr. Dizzy Gillespie. 

DENNIS-That part, when I was a young officer, when I got to Cecil Field the chapel was built in 

the very early seventies.  I remember when the chapel was new. 

LYN-The A-framed building. It’s a large chapel. 

DENNIS-It’s a large chapel because Cecil Field was a Master Jet Base. There were a lot of 

people there and there was a lot of base housing so we had a lot of people that lived very close to 

Cecil.  Cecil was in the middle nowhere. 

LYN-It is still nowhere. 

DENNIS-Which is a problem for this project. Shortly after, it was actually ’72 or ’73 when we 
had a lot of POW’s here, A-4 guys, A-7 guys. Then there was this move to begin this very small 

park when it was a military base and you didn’t have to deal with Washington or Jacksonville. 

The commander of the base said, “Yes, let’s put some markers and this will be where we 
remember these people.” Well, that’s kind of how it started, particularly with the POW wives 
and Mrs. Hoff was one example of that, a piece of that. 

When I was a young guy I remember going to weddings there and going to funerals there and 

going to memorial services there and then probably Memorial Day and Veteran’s Day I think 
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were the two when the base would sponsor a time for people to go over there.  It was kind of a 

ceremony. 

I mean you had a lot of people there and none of us knew any of these people but we knew what 

it was about. That was really the extent of that because you were always busy. When you went 

by it you could see the chapel.  Well, because of the transition of Cecil closing etc., this kid, 

Mike Cassata, if I were looking for a guy in my squadron he would be “it” because he is smart, 
he’s tenacious, and he has a goal and he works well with people. 

LYN-He has no fear. 

DENNIS-He has no fear because the only fear is failing and if it fails he’s done everything he 
can do.  I tell him that all the time because Cecil is out of the way out there now. But anyway, I 

got called to meet with him. I didn’t know him, about he had been out there and it was in 

disarray and it really didn’t look good. His father was based there and this and that and the other 
thing. One thing led to another and as his brain began to whir he began the vision of not just 

cleaning up what was there but how to make it a permanent memorial to those people and their 

families, and then how can we remember Cecil Field in general which is a huge task because of 

where it is.   

From his brain and from his vision this proposal has gained momentum and he’s the prime 
motivator.  He’s like the George Washington of this project because I’ve seen it and I’ve seen 
him at work and I’ve worked with him.  I’m not the Doubting Thomas but I see the realities of 
the hurdles, some hurdles, that are possibly in his way.  It all revolves around money and then 

location.  

In the business world it’s “Location, location, location”.  Well, Cecil Field is “Out of the way, 
out of the way, out of the way.” So, he has kept this thing going. At the very least I think there 

will be a permanent memorial park and I think the chapel will be part of this permanent effort. 

Whether it gets bigger, like he is proposing, is a different issue because now you’re talking big 
money and that kind of stuff. But how much time do you have?  Do you have thirty more 

minutes? 

LYN-Yes. 

DENNIS-When we finish, what I did, I’ll be brief. Did you know about the lady who was going 

to make the statue of Speicher?  Did you know about that?  Very early on, part of the people who 

were involved in this were “The Friends of Speicher” and Mike Cassata who happened to be 

friends of the friends of the friends etc.  Well, one of these people knew a sculptor, a woman 

sculptor, and she was going to sculpt a life-size figure of Speicher. That has since gone away but 

like yourself she was asking me some questions, “How big is the parachute and what would you 
like?” 
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So, what I did was I said, “Well, why don’t you come out here and I’ll show you a parachute and 
once she got here I knew, I wanted to show her an ejection seat. I wanted to show here a crashed 

airplane and we chit-chatted, mostly about Speicher but chit-chat and then I said, “OK, put your 
stuff down.”  

I made her put on my flight gear.  Over her clothes she put on the anti- G-suit which she put on 

first and then she put on the torso harness which connects to the parachute seat. Then she put on 

the survival vest, then she put on a helmet.  Then I said, “This is what you would be in when 
your airplane explodes. 

Now you’re Scott Speicher and now you’re on your way down and you’re over enemy territory 

where everybody wants to kill you. So, the realization of what the POW/MIA thing is, and then 

the Scott Speicher piece of trying to have people at the very least remember the people who were 

just ordinary guys, they were just regular guys like myself, they were regular guys.   

Dave Dollarhide, a regular guy.  You were highly trained to do something and you accepted the 

great opportunity to fly these airplanes which were like rocket ships. But you also accepted the 

possibility that you may get bagged and you may not come home and you may never see your 

wife and you may see your kids and you might have your name on a plaque at Cecil Field that 

nobody sees.  

As a spokesman, I’m not quite sure what my job will be but it’s to, depending on the audience, 
talk about what I think it would be like to be in that parachute and what it’s like to fly, like that 
airplane right there. [pointing to photo of A-7]. That’s the carrier Saratoga and that’s what it 
looks like when you go and land.   

Particularly youngsters who really don’t care because we are at peace and they have other things 
to do. Whether the project, I think it will succeed to some degree. It really depends on the city. 

But whether it can be an educational memorial of sort will be a challenge. 

LYN-Educational memorial is what you are envisioning. 

DENNIS-Correct, because remembering the people who went before you.  Like when I was an 

ensign if I didn’t have good people before me who had already done I never would have learned 
how to do that and how to survive and then ultimately how to lead and how to be the person who 

teaches the other guy a lesson of survival and or life you know and how you deal with people 

and how you death and how you deal with separation and that kind of thing.  It represents our 

past, particularly Dave and mine.  You know it represents your past.  You don’t want to dwell on 
the past but those people died and I’m sitting here talking to you. 

LYN-So how many memorials are now at Cecil?  I’m thinking sixteen. 

DENNIS-I think it’s sixteen, individual. They did the trees behind the plaques that have the 

individual names.  But that’s, those are the people that were identified as being a part of this 
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POW/MIA package. Well, there are other guys that died. Well, they’re not POW’s and they’re 

not missing any more.  They’re dead. There are hundreds and hundreds of these people whose 
names are not there.  One of the issues would be to try to, over time, historically, let’s figure out 
at Cecil, we had F-8’s there.  We had A-4’s there then we had A-7’s there then we had Hornets 

there, we had S-3’s there.  How many of these people were killed training to do this or were 
killed in combat? Like Speicher for one.  Speicher, we don’t think was ever a prisoner. But there 
are hundreds and hundreds. 

LYN-People died on the ship every day. 

DENNIS-Forrestal, Dave, we told you about that but what we want to do is do the investigation 

and get the names of the people who died on the Forrestal because the Forrestal was a Mayport-

based carrier. We were Saratoga-based, my squadron, but Forrestal and Saratoga were part of our 

lives out here.  We had a lot of people who died out here so, remembering those people and the 

story. 

LYN-People died even beyond the fire.  During my husband’s time people died on that ship 
serving the military who… 

DENNIS-Absolutely.  Steve Lambert, he was an A-7 guy at Cecil Field and died out here and 

was never seen again two days before Christmas.  His name, he doesn’t appear because it’s not 
that nobody cares but time goes by and it would be fitting, in a way, if it can be done, it would be 

fitting to try to remember and piece together through the history of Cecil Field.  Where are the 

guys from way back when? Can we figure out some of these people and the mishaps that have 

occurred? 

LYN-And we’re even going beyond Vietnam.  Cecil served… 

DENNIS-The late forties is when it opened so you had the fifties.  I’m not even sure what type of 

airplanes but the history of Cecil is over there somewhere.  It’s probably in the storage bin at the 
chapel.  Have you been in the chapel? 

LYN-I have.  Actually, the storage bins belong to the company that is maintaining.  They are not 

the records of Cecil. I believe they are at NAS. 

DENNIS-That’s one of the questions I asked my first trip over there was “Where is all of the 

stuff?” We’ll figure it out.  If in fact this is approved then the next step is to figure out “How do 
we want to present this?”  What do we want to do that’s not already there without willy-nilly 

thinking of “Let’s do this, let’s do this, let’s do this.”  

LYN-So you think the next step is just for the city to give the designation, the five-year lease 

agreement, and restoration of the chapel? 
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DENNIS-Right now the existing park is in perpetuity by the City of Jacksonville. So, that little 

tiny piece of real estate that goes back to the amphitheater, that is designated within the City of 

Jacksonville. They will as part of the transfer, they will take care of it 

Anything other than that is growth and the idea is to expand and at the very least use the chapel 

area as a forum for memorial services, weddings, funerals, etc. as can be accomplished. Beyond 

that is where can certain other memorials be identified and constructed etc, etc. to make this not 

just a Vietnam-Desert Storm, because we had another guy, B.J. Dwyer, Speicher wasn’t the only 

guy who died from Cecil Field. There was Dwyer who was lost in the Persian Gulf.  We were in 

the Red Sea.  

 

                  

 

 

 

Then how do you network to invite school trips.  How do you do that to then begin to get people 

out there? Because I went out there five or six times and I was the only person there all the time. 

It’s not like we’re in downtown New York.  It’s not like we’re in the center of Jacksonville down 

by The Landing. 

LYN-It’s a long way out there. 

DENNIS-It’s a long way out there and that’s one of the challenges and then that creates the 
financial issue of “How do you support this in a long-term deal?”  If the City of Jacksonville, 
because they own it anyway and they have to maintain it anyway, if the City of Jacksonville 

U.S. Navy Pilot Lt. Robert J. Dwyer 

Lost in action during Desert Storm 
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says, “For a buck a year we’ll turn it over to you and we’ll see how you do.  We’ll pick up the 
tab for maintaining the building because we’ve got to do it anyway.” 

LYN-You know they do it for many facilities. 

DENNIS-Sure they do.  

LYN-The Historical Society [leases old St. Andrews Church and Merrill House], the Ritz 

Theater… 

DENNIS-But it’s still gonna be a challenge because this kid Cassata is working for free.  This is 
his job and we’ve talked about that part of it. I’m not quite sure how long he, because he is the 

driver, there’s a lot of little tiny-bit players here, and I’m retired and I have a place, I have a 
place, we’re probably here fifty-fifty, we live here but we have a place up in New Port, Rhode 

Island by the War College.  We’re beginning the process of establishing the structure for this to 
be a permanent structure of people which can be added to and expanded where required.  

But Mike Cassata is working for free and he’s got a wife and two kids because I met his kids.  

This is a huge deal for him.  This is a huge deal and he’s getting nothing out of it and I don’t see 
him ever getting anything out of it monetarily. I mean he can be the head of the Board of 

Directors but guess what, it’s an unpaid board of which many boards are in life.  

So, I’m hopeful that at the very least the standing part and some of the associated renaming and 

rededications and some of that stuff and expansion.  Then the chapel would be that, that would 

be a good place to begin the process. 

If we get an airplane there and if we get the right marketing people there. This lady Melissa who 

I met twice, there are some pretty smart people working with him.  They are a lot smarter than I 

am.  It can work but it’s still going to be a challenge because you have to pay people, you’ve got 
to pay them to do a lot of things so it’s gonna be a challenge. 

LYN-So the four of you are all in support of this I would assume.  How did he find you? 

DENNIS-Dave and I go to, it’s called the Association of Naval Aviation.  That’s a national, 
that’s the Tail Hook Association, a bunch of guys get together.  We meet once a month and it’s a 
bunch of old guys generally who were pilots through the Vietnam time and the Desert Storm.  

We had a couple of Korean War guys. We had a couple of World War II guys.  The head of that 

was a guy named Ben Willingham, a great guy.  Mike somehow was looking for support from 

that group and Ben called me and said, “Dizzy, would you talk to this guy.  I’m not quite sure 
what he’s talking about.” 

LYN-What he really wants. 

DENNIS-So, I called him, he called me and we met out at Cecil, right at the chapel area there 

and that began a beautiful relationship.  That’s how I was approached. A lot of people will raise 
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their hand and say, “Yea” but then very few people will actually do anything.  So, getting people 

to do something is always a challenge.   

You know there are some good people now that they are working with the expand the structure 

and I think they will succeed at least in the near-term if the city gives them even part of what 

they are asking for.  If the city gives them all of what they are asking for, it’s just real estate. 

LYN-I don’t think the city has any problem giving it to them.  I have met with some councilmen. 

DENNIS-We’re gonna find out in a few weeks and it begins at the beginning like any journey.  

You begin with the things you can do right away and then you start working sequentially on 

what we can do and how do we do it and how do we fund it and who’s gonna do it and how do 
we break this down?  

It’s like a squadron.  There’s one guy at the top and then there are a bunch of other guys and then 
there’s more guys and then there’s more guys.  Everybody’s got his job and the leadership will 
determine how successful it is. 

LYN-Well, what we are doing today is recording, and I will be doing continually, the stories of 

men who served from Cecil Field.  They will be preserved. The City of Jacksonville will be 

preserving that in their archives, The Historical Society, the State of Florida Historical Society.  I 

believe if nothing else, we have recorded today some amazing stories. 

DENNIS-Just one of millions. You know there’s a lot of people out there. 

LYN-You have some really good stories and we appreciate your service. 

DENNIS-Thank you very much. 
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