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By Rob Perry

Editor and Staff Writer, Naval Aviation News

A promise made several years ago to the Blue 

Angels came closer to fruition this summer as the 

first F/A-18E Super Hornet designated to replace 

the Navy Flight Demonstration Squadron’s (NFDS) 

F/A-18 Legacy Hornets arrived for upgrades and 

testing at Naval Air Station Patuxent River.

Dubbed the “Super Blue,” the F/A-18E is the first 

of 18 Super Hornets scheduled to be delivered by 

the end of 2020 in time for the 2021 Blue Angels air 

show season, slated to begin in April.

The 2020 air shows were cancelled in accordance 

with Navy and CDC guidelines brought on by the 

COVID-19 global pandemic.

Since 2015, the Navy has been analyzing how to 

upgrade the Blue Angels to the Super Hornet while 

balancing fleet readiness. An in-depth study of 

aircraft systems and flight characteristics was con-

ducted beginning in December 2017. At the same 

time, to ensure a safe transition from the Hornet to 

the Super Hornet, the Blue Angels developed a new 

demonstration routine tailored to the F/A-18E/F 

as well as undertook a comprehensive risk and air-

frame fatigue reduction effort.

The Super Hornet replacement of the Legacy 

Hornet is expected to improve safety margins, re-

duce aircraft fatigue and require less maintenance. 

In many other ways, the Super Hornet offers im-

proved performance — it has more thrust available, 

especially at low altitudes, enabling tighter turns and 

faster acceleration for some maneuvers, and offers 

better vertical and looping performance.

Out of Storage, Into the Skies
In order to prepare the Super Hornet to perform 

maneuvers and stunts that have made the Blue 

Angels famous, it first had to undergo alterations 

and testing, some of which were performed by 

engineers and pilots with Air Test and Evaluation 

Squadron (VX) 23 at NAS Patuxent River.

The Super Blue started its journey at Cecil Field, 

Florida, where it was taken out of preservation and 

modified, which included installation of an artificial 

feel spring for the control stick, a stopwatch, smoke 

and fuel pump switches and fuel pressure warning 

lights in the cockpit; an inverted fuel pump system; 

and the removal of the aircraft’s standard M61 can-

non, replaced by the smoke system used to create 

trails during airshow demonstrations. Additionally, 

a software load unique to Blue Angels aircraft was 

installed.

The aircraft arrived at Patuxent River in May and 

upgrades to the fuel system and flight testing were 

completed in early August.

“After a few weeks of maintenance repairs and 

instrumentation of the aircraft, we began test-

ing at the end of June,” said Lt. Sean “Daywalker”  

Cawley, flight test officer with VX-23. “The aircraft 

we were testing hadn’t flown in nine years, so it had 

some maintenance quirks that our awesome main-

tenance department solved, and they got the jet in 

great working order. During testing, the aircraft han-

dled just like any other Super Hornet would. The 

only differences apparent to the pilot are the Blue 

Angels’ cockpit modifications.”

The inverted fuel pumps are necessary modifica-

tions to the stunt aircraft, allowing the jet to remain 

overturned for a prolonged period. VX-23 head 

Super Blue: Tricked and flipped out
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An Air Test and Evaluation Squadron (VX) 23 pilot tests the modified fuel system 

in an F/A-18E Super Hornet during a signature Blue Angels’ move — an inverted 

negative-G flight.

Compiled by Donna Cipolloni

NAS Patuxent River Public Affairs

Here are some milestones, highlights and other interesting hap-

penings from across NAS Patuxent River that appeared in the pages 

of Tester throughout the year 2020:

JANUARY
• Air Test and Evaluation Squadron (UX) 24, Naval Test Wing 

Atlantic’s newest squadron, was awarded the Chief of Naval Op-

erations Safety award for its success in fostering a culture of safety 

throughout the squadron as part of its day-to-day operations.

• Marine Corps Lt. Col. Rory Feely assumed command of U.S. Na-

val Test Pilot School, Jan. 9.

• The Department of the Navy launched the first Sustainment 

Program Baseline pilot for the E-2D Advanced Hawkeye focused 

on improving the sustainment of weapon systems such as the E-2D.

• The Navy awarded a contract to Augusta Westland Philadelphia 

Corporation (Leonardo) Jan. 13 for $176.5 million for the produc-

tion of 32 TH-73A helicopters in support of the Advance Helicopter 

Training System program.

• Both Pax River primary runways were repaired and reopened 

for business Jan. 6, meeting Naval Facilities Engineering Com-

mand’s schedule completion date.

• The Navy’s first MQ-4C Triton unmanned aircraft systems arrived 

in Guam Jan. 26 for their initial deployment in the Pacific theater.

FEBRUARY
• Pax River’s Trapnell Airfield was the first to receive the Navy’s 

newest instrument landing system. The new system utilizes radio 

beam signals interpreted by an aircraft’s computer systems which 

then relay the information to pilots, enabling them to make neces-

sary corrections as they approach the runway.

• Capt. Sam Messer took over leadership of Strike Planning and 

Execution Systems (PMA-281) Jan. 30.

• The first Navy CMV-22B Osprey aircraft arrived at Pax River Feb. 

2 after completing its ferry flight from Bell’s Amarillo Assembly Cen-

ter in Texas. It was the first of two assigned to Air Test and Evaluation 

Squadron (HX) 21, the squadron leading the developmental test ef-

forts for the program.

• The Air Combat Electronics program office partnered with De-

fense Acquisition University to create a cybersecurity training range 

that provides hands-on introductory level cyber hacking experienc-

es against a “real world” target.

• A “Dietician-Approved Fueling Station” was set up inside the 

Commissary to offer Sailors and shoppers healthier ready-to-eat 

food options.

MARCH
• The Specialized and Proven Aircraft program office (PMA-226) 

completed a FalconUp modification on several Navy F-16A aircraft, 

extending their fatigue lives by over 500 hours and providing the 

configuration baseline to incorporate the funded Falcon Star pro-

gram, which adds an additional 3,750 hours to the service life of the 

aircraft.

• Naval Health Clinic Patuxent River joined forces with Navy Med-

ical Readiness Training Command to focus on the Defense Health 

Agency’s goal of sustaining the readiness of medical personnel to 

support operational requirements of the Services.

• The nostalgic Flight Deck Lounge re-opened its doors to all 
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The first Navy CMV-22B Osprey lands at NAS Patux-

ent River Feb. 2, after completing a ferry flight from 

Bell’s Amarillo Assembly Center in Amarillo, Texas. 

(Feb. 13, 2020 issue.)
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First F/A-18E modified, 
tested, ready for Blue Angels
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