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By Kaitlin Wicker
NTWL/USNTPS Public Relations Specialist

In a fitting farewell, the United States Naval 

Test Pilot School (USNTPS) bid fair winds and 

following seas to its Chief Academic Instructor, 

John O’Connor. Known to most as Johnny O, 

O’Connor has been part of the naval aviation 

flight test community for 35 years, spending the 

last 20 as an instructor and curriculum manag-

er at USNTPS.

“Surrounded by the finest in all respects I 

enjoyed a unique wealth of comradery, intel-

ligence, experience, and passion for over 20 

years,” said O’Connor. “My staff had the prestige 

of a major league baseball club, and I felt like the 

luckiest manager in the show.”

Over the decades, O’Connor trained, men-

tored, and influenced countless flight test pro-

fessionals leaving a legacy of excellence that 

reaches from the fleet to space. Focused on 

developing critical thinkers who identify and 

clearly communicate aircraft deficiencies and 

solutions, O’Connor and the USNTPS staff take 

highly skilled aviators and teach them to be 

flight test professionals.

“I admire every student that took on the chal-

lenges imposed by the school,” said O’Connor. 

“Each of them taught me something, they made 

me a better teacher and thinker.”

O’Connor watched, with what he admits 

may be too much pride, as his students have 

gone on from USNTPS to meet test challenges 

in the Navy’s test squadrons, command fleets 

and squadrons, run program offices, and go to 

space. Through decades of experience, knowl-

edge, and success O’Connor gained the trust 

and confidence of the school’s commanding 

officers, and in return provided the Navy with a 

great asset: flight test professionals.

“Every Skipper gave me the trust and latitude 

of a Cold War fleet lieutenant,” said O’Connor. 

“I felt like the most powerful force in the Navy.”

By Donna Cipolloni
NAS Patuxent River Public Affairs

The words “exercise, exercise, exercise,” heard 

by the NAS Patuxent River Air Traffic Control 

Tower, kicked off a training event Sept. 28 that 

involved multiple N3 (Director, Operations) de-

partments onboard the installation.

The scripted message that followed set the 

simulation scenario: “Tower, this is CS. We are 

the P-8 on takeoff runway 32. We just hit a flock 

of birds and lost both engines. We are going to 

put it in the water off the departure end of 32. 

We have 3+00 fuel and six souls onboard.”

“The tower then knows they have a ‘bird’ 

going down and they’ll pick up a crash phone 

which rings multiple entities across Pax River, 

putting everyone on alert and getting everyone 

turning up to respond,” said Matt Nalley, Pax 

River’s installation training officer. “The biggest 

portion of this particular training event was 

the N3 Division, which included fire and emer-

gency services, security, Air Operations — and 

because the aircraft was in the water — Port 

Operations.”

With the responsibility of safeguarding Navy 

personnel, contractors, families, veterans, re-

tirees, equipment and assets onboard the air 

station, training scenarios help Pax River’s first 

responders retain a high level of readiness.

“The [NAS commanding officer] was looking 

to run a drill that would test the capabilities of 

multiple departments and agencies and [this 

scenario] was based on an actual incident that 

happened at NAS Jacksonville last year when 

an aircraft slid off the runway into the river, 

which is an event that could very likely hap-

pen here,” Nalley explained. “Once the action is 

started, we sit back and observe how the lead-

ers and individuals who work in these differ-

ent departments meld together to achieve the 

same outcome, which in this instance, was the 

preservation of life.”

Using a combination of role players and man-

nequins, first responders on scene encoun-

tered victims with injuries as varied as minor 

concussion, dislocated shoulder and broken 

arm, as well as a more severe broken back, and 

one walking wounded with a major concussion 

and no idea where she was.

Naval aviation bids farewell to Johnny O

Johnny O gears up for his final flight 

checking his Survival Egress Air bottle 

before heading to the flight line.
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After more than two decades training flight test professionals in the skies above 

NAS Patuxent River, Johnny O brings the OH-58C through a celebratory water 

arch to make his final landing in front of the USNTPS hangar.

Training scenario simulates aircraft event, oil spill, life preservation

U.S, NAVY PHOTO BY AMBER MAURER

NAS Patuxent River Search and Rescue personnel train in rescuing a flight crew 

member from the river as part of an emergency response exercise Sept. 30. 

The drill simulated an aircraft forced to set down in the water after striking a 

flock of birds on takeoff and losing both engines. The training exercise involved 

multiple departments onboard the installation.
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