The last two hours were agonizing with no relief (tube) in sight

My Flight Across the Pacific With No Place To Go
Br Ron Standerfer
Four days passed, and I was still stuck in Sacramento. Every night, a thick, soupy layer of fog rolled in from the San Francisco Bay area reducing the visibility to near zero; and every morning, the mission was cancelled. At the rate things were going, my combat tour in Vietnam would be over before I got back to Phu Cat with the bird I was ferrying.
On the morning of the fifth day I sat on the side of the bed, still dressed from the evening’s activities. It was two a.m., and the fog was there again. I would not be flying today, that’s for sure. It was all for the best because I was in no condition to fly. Last night, I and my two wing men had really tied one on. We started with happy hour at the club, then had dinner downtown, and ended up at some strip club in Sacramento around midnight. At this point I was totally beat. Without further ado I collapsed on top of the covers, still wearing my sport shirt and socks, and fell fast asleep.
The sound of the telephone cut through the air like a knife. I awoke shocked, confused and disoriented. What the hell? The clock on the night stand read 4:30 a.m. It was the command post calling. The mission was a go, 0900 launch. To the untrained eye, I looked bright and chipper when I arrived at the mess hall for breakfast, but it was all an act. I was a pro, and had been through this many times. The trick was to take a long, hot shower, shave carefully, chew copious amount of breath mints, and most importantly, wear sunglasses at all times, whether indoors or out. After a large breakfast of steak and eggs, toast, orange juice, and plenty of coffee, I was ready to go. As ready as I would ever be, that is.

The KC-135 tanker rolled down the runway at precisely 0900, three F-100s following close behind. After make a sweeping turn to allow us to join up, it turned west, entered the clouds, and set course for Hawaii. The flight was still in the soup when we leveled off at 35,000 feet. I was on the tanker’s right wing; the others were in echelon beside me. The clouds were thin enough for me to see the tanker, as long as I didn’t drift too far out of formation. But there was no horizon, and that is always unsettling. It was like being suspended in a bowl of milk. 
After four hours, boredom and fatigue set in. My butt was numb, my joints were sore and my legs were almost asleep. But there was little I could do about it, other than squirm and shift restlessly. There was no autopilot in the bird, so I was obliged to keep my hands on or near the stick and throttle at all times. At the same time, poor visibility and the lack of horizon forced me to keep my eyes fixed on the tanker. 
The navigator announced that we had past the point of no return. Turning back was no longer an option. I was hungry. It had been a long time since breakfast so; I decided to try the box lunch I had been given. Keeping my eyes fixed on the tanker; I took my hand off the throttle, fished the box lunch out from under the canopy rail in a quick motion, and set it on my lap. In a likewise fashion, I rummaged through its contents, moving my hand to and from the throttle as I did. The aircraft bobbled a little, but stayed in formation.

It promised to be a good meal; two sandwiches, a banana, and some cookies. There were also two half-pint cartons of milk, and a small carton of orange juice. Satisfied, I unsnapped my oxygen mask and began to eat, taking quick, bird-like bites while flying the aircraft. I also drank the milk and orange juice. Just as I finished, the tanker navigator announced that we would be refueling in five minutes. Replenished, I tidied up the cockpit and snapped my oxygen mask back in place. Two and a half hours to go. They were almost there. It was a piece of cake.

Drinking the milk and orange juice was a mistake. I found that out an hour later. The need to urinate came on slowly, a gentle reminder which I tried to ignore. Go away, I thought. This is not the time, and it’s certainly not the place. But the need didn’t go away. Soon, my bladder began to swell and burn with a grinding insistence. I gritted my teeth and tried to think of other things. It didn’t help. I realized that I was about to urinate in my flying suit. Something had to be done. 
There was a relief tube system of sorts in the F-100, a thermos-sized bottle with a funnel and a spring-loaded handle to open it. It was strapped in a holder mounted just behind the ejection seat. It would be a bitch to get to, much less use, especially while flying formation on the tanker with two guys on my wing. But there was no other option. I was not about to land in Hawaii with a cockpit full of urine. It was a matter of pride.

“Racer Flight, Lead is going to cross over to the tanker’s left wing. I…ah…have a small problem to take care of.” My voice was calm and professional. If the other members of the flight knew what was going on, they didn’t say so. I crossed over to the left wing of the tanker, and settled into formation. The pain in my bladder had subsided somewhat, probably in anticipation of relief. Moving carefully, I took my hand off the throttle, reached across my body, and fumbled for the relief bottle behind me. I couldn’t find it. Meanwhile, the aircraft banked sharply to the left and the tanker began to disappear in the clouds. Retrieving my hand, I got back in formation just in time. I tried again, moving more slowly this time. No luck. Then, I held the stick steady with my left hand, and bent my right arm behind him to look for it. The aircraft banked to the right this time, and almost hit the tanker. I was able to stop it at the last second. Where in the hell was it?

On a hunch, I pointed the mirror over my windscreen down, and toward the place where the bottle was supposed to be. I saw the problem immediately. The mounting bracket was there, but not the bottle. Shit! Those dumb asses at the depot forgot to put it back in after the overhaul. Now what? I was beside myself now. In a few minutes, I would urinate all over my flying suit and the cockpit too, and I was determined not to do that. I had to think fast. Then I had an inspiration. The empty milk and juice cartons would do nicely; there were three of them, holding a half pint each. I wasted no time getting started. Moving slowly and methodically, I selected the first carton, held it steady with my knees, and unzipped my flying suit. I felt foolish, sitting at 35,000 in a jet fighter with my appendage hanging out, but it didn’t matter. This had to work.

I felt an immediate sense of relief when I started urinating. But the relief quickly turned to pain when the carton filled up and I had to stop. Clearly, my bladder didn’t like being interrupted while it was doing its business. I quickly filled the other two cartons with the same results. I realized that I hadn’t even begun to empty my bladder. But there were no more containers to fill. The pain had subsided to a nagging, irritation, but the need to urinate had not gone away. I looked at the clock on the instrument panel. One hour to go. I would manage somehow. Calmly, I announced that I was returning to the flight lead position on the right side of the tanker. My wingmen moved wide to give him room, and I crossed over.

By the time I approached Honolulu International Airport, I was so distracted by the pain that I could hardly land the aircraft. But somehow I did. All I had to do now was taxi to the other side of the field where Hickam Air Force Base was located, shut down the aircraft, and urinate. I didn’t know where yet, but I would figure that out when I got there. I was taxiing much too fast. The ground controller said something, but I paid no attention. Off to my right, I saw a taxiway that appeared to go to Hickam. I turned into it blindly, anxious to get the aircraft parked. I was almost there.

“Racer Lead, that’s the wrong taxiway,” the ground controller said sharply. “That’s for small aircraft. Turn around if you can.” The taxiway was narrow, about the size of a two-lane country road. It would be a tight fit, but I didn’t hesitate. Pressing hard on the rudder and pushing up the power, I wheeled the aircraft around and returned to the main taxiway. As I did, I looked in the rearview mirror and saw that the main passenger terminal at the airport had disappeared in a cloud of grass and debris from my jet blast. I didn’t give it a second thought.

I shut down the engine as the aircraft coasted into the parking space. As the crew chief looked on with surprise, I shrugged off my parachute and bounded down the aircraft the minute the ladder was put in place.

“Welcome to Hickam sir, I….”  I rushed by him without a word

Base Operations was about a hundred yards away. Too far! I would never make it. Straight ahead, was a small hangar that was much closer. I made a dash for it. The inside was dimly lit, but to my relief, I spotted the latrine right away. I stood before a urinal, unzipped my flying suit with shaking hands, and let fly. The feeling of relief was enormous and instantaneous. The steady gush went on for at least two minutes, maybe more. Twice it stopped, but each time I felt the urge to void another tablespoon or two before I zipped up. I had no idea the bladder could hold that much water. When it was over, I gathered up as much dignity as I could muster, and walked resolutely back to the aircraft.
“Had to go bad, huh?” the crew chief said.

“You got it.”

It has been over forty years since I left Vietnam and much of what I saw and did there has faded from my memory.  But I will always remember those agonizing two hours I spent high above the Pacific Ocean, all strapped in and no place to go!
