 Aviation LDO Command

By CDR Bob Fiegl


When I entered the Navy in 1969, the only officers eligible to command Naval aviation units were Navy pilots.  The next time you have the opportunity to view a “Former Commanding Officers” picture board for an older ship, an NAS or a squadron (with aircraft having more than one seat, obviously), you’ll see the CO’s all wore pilot’s wings.  That’s how it was until we neared the mid-seventies when NFO’s became eligible to command.  


Fast forward to early 1996.  While in Pensacola on a Detailer’s trip, Capts. Danny Proctor, Norm Ho and I went to dinner one evening with Capt’s. Bert Coffman and Bruce Hawk – then CO and XO of NAMTRAGRU.  Both were former LDO’s (and LDO/CWO detailers) that became AMDO’s (IE, 1520s).  It was on this evening that Bert and Bruce revealed their intent to convert some NAMTD OIC billets to LDO Commanding Officer billets.  It sounded like pie in the sky, to me.  It was unimaginable that Naval Aviation’s leadership would allow LDO’s to hold command – of anything.  Well, with their persistence and the support of Capt’s. Ron Jaeh and Steve Gibson and a couple of others, that idea actually became reality in June 2000.   As a result of this change, Naval aviation’s senior leadership mandated that future LDO CO’s be screened and selected by the annual O-5 Aviation Command Screen Board – the same selection board that selects squadron CO’s.  This truly legitimized this big step for our community.  (Note:  Command opportunities previously existed for a 6360 CDR and a 6470 LCDR but these were filled administratively by the detailer – not screened by the Aviation Command Screen Board).

Naval aviation LDO’s now have an opportunity to be screened/selected to serve in seven command billets – six NAMTRAU’s and Naval Aviation Mobile Weapons Unit ONE in Guam. This is a tremendous opportunity for every one of us that has chosen to make the Navy a career.  I’ve heard many unrestricted line officers say, “there’s nothing like being in command”.  Now I know what they mean. I’m in my fifth month of command.  I’m extremely fortunate to be in the first group of aviation LDO’s to be selected by the screen board process.  Five other LDO commanders are on the same list and are either in or about to assume command of their units.  It’s impossible to overstate the tremendous feelings of excitement, humility and gratitude I experienced while standing on the stage, while saluting my boss and saying “I have assumed command, sir”.  It was the single most thrilling moment of my 32-year career.  The day I made Chief and the day I was commissioned were great but they pale in comparison.  Being a CAGMO, Handler, Gun Boss or any similar job, although prestigious and important, cannot compare.


There certainly are a number of perks that go with being a CO.  The parking spots are better, having a secretary, XO and CMC who handle countless details, and so on are tremendous.  But that’s not what makes this position so special. I believe it’s important to realize the senior leaders in Naval aviation have selected YOU to be singularly responsible for leading a command in the United States Navy.  That’s an awesome point to ponder.  It’s unlike any job you may have held previously.  Having officers, chiefs, sailors and Marines looking to you, as “the Skipper” is very special.  Being the one who possesses the authority to advance people or discipline them under the UCMJ is yours alone.  You set the course for the entire command.  I know of no other job in our business that gives an officer the ability to have such a major influence on the lives of so many people.


I get the feeling that some LDOs don’t believe there’s anything rewarding or worth pursuing at “the top” anymore.  Some may shy away from a challenging (career enhancing?) job when the detailer offers it to them for that reason.   In my opinion, nothing could be farther from the truth!  Besides the professional gratification and the sense of satisfaction one gets from serving as a commanding officer, I invite you to look at the results of the recent captain selection boards.  Capt. Blakely, and Capt. (sel) Duke, Crisler and Lamont have all held CO or OIC positions.  These are now our top leadership positions for Commanders.  Successfully serving as a CO is evidently becoming as important for LDOs to be selected for promotion as it has historically been for our URL counterparts.   If you’re looking for a career goal, I urge you to strategically plan your career.  There is no single path that will take you there.  Discuss options with your detailer.  Get out of your comfort zone. Advance your education and work hard.  Begin posturing yourself early in your career to be competitive for command screening and have a lot of fun along the way.  It’s worth it!

CDR Bob Fiegl is CO of NAMTRAU Whidbey Island.  He is an aircraft maintenance officer (desig. 6330).  Commissioned in 1980, a chronological list of his duty assignments follows:  HSL-34 AMO/MMCO, USS John F. Kennedy AIMD/IM-2, Commander, Helicopter Sea Control Wing One MMCO, Fighter Squadron Thirty One MMCO, Commander, Helicopter Sea Control Wing One MO, CVW-3 CAGMO,  BUPERS LDO/CWO Detailer, Patrol Squadron Thirty FRS MO, NavAirSysCom Fleet Support Center – Analysis Division.  He has earned a BS in Professional Aeronautics and a MA in Human Resources Development.
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