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By Cathy Heimer, Jet Observer

With two Navy and Marine Corps 
Achievement Medals, two media awards, 
NAS Oceana Blue Jacket of the Year 
and of the quarter, two advancements, 
first place in the Military Photographers 
Workshop and acceptance into the 
Navy’s photojournalism program at 
Syracuse University, it appears the career 
of Mass Communication Specialist (MC) 
2nd Class Antonio P. turretto rAmos 
has taken off since reporting to the NAS 
Oceana Public Affairs Office Sept. 17, 
2011.

Turretto Ramos arrived at Oceana as a 
seaman, right out of MC “A” School. He 
expected orders to a ship, like his friends 
were getting. “I asked for sea duty in 
the Pacific and I got exactly the exact 
opposite. I was pretty disappointed when 
I first got here,” he laughed.

His arrival at Oceana was “a baptism by 
fire,” with the annual air show the same 
week he arrived. One of three MCs in 
the office at the time, he found himself 
quite comfortable with a camera and 
selecting, captioning and releasing his 
own photos from the hundreds taken 
over the show’s three days.

But by late February 2012, Turretto 
Ramos found himself as the lone MC in 
the office with a lot of responsibilities. 
Normally found at work early and 
staying later, on Good Friday, April 6, 
2012 he decided to leave at noon to 
enjoy Easter weekend with his family. 
He also planned to work on his portfolio 
and application for the annual Defense 
Information School photographer’s 
workshop, which was due in a week.

Within an hour of being home, he got a 
phone call from Oceana’s Public Affairs 
Officer Kelley Stirling, who was on 
vacation in Colorado at that time, telling 
him to return to the office because “a 
plane just crashed.” An F/A-18 Hornet 
from VFA-106 had taken off from NAS 
Oceana and within minutes, crashed into 
the Mayfair Mews apartment complex in 
Virginia Beach.

Within two hours of the mishap, Turretto 
Ramos was accompanying a PAO from 
the Navy Mid-Atlantic Region to Mayfair 
Mews. His first reaction at the scene 
was that “there had to be someone dead 
in there!” But the shock quickly passed 
when it became apparent he was the 
only Navy photographer at the site.

“I was thinking of documenting what’s 
happening … I just started shooting 
everything that I could,” he explained 
about his coverage. He estimates he 
shot nearly 3,000 images, filling up 16 
gigs and almost three memory cards in 
just that first night, which stretched past 
midnight.

Turretto Ramos returned to the office 
to sort and caption his photos and 
then headed back to the scene with his 
selections for Naval Air Force Atlantic’s 
PAO to approve for release. One of his 
most widely circulated photos was an 
overhead shot of the scene, taken after 
Oceana’s Fire Chief, Ken Snyder put him 
seven stories up in the air in a the fire’s 
truck’s ladder basket.

Turretto Ramos also documented the 
Navy’s recovery effort in the days 
following the mishap. “They (the photos) 
helped show the message that the 
Navy was going to do everything they 
could to help those people. I never 
really understood that until way after. 
I just thought I was doing my job,” he 
explained.

What impressed him the most during 
the recovery effort was the work of the 
Navy lawyers. “They had a line going, all 
the way down the hall and out the door 
but they stayed cool and collected and 
kept taking people’s claims. They were 
so nice to those people,” most of whom 
were totally devastated, Turretto Ramos 
recalled, still somewhat surprised that 
nobody had died in the crash.

So consumed with covering the mishap, 
Turretto Ramos had nearly given up 
on finishing his application for the 
annual Military Photography Workshop, 
which selects 30 of the top military 
photographers from all branches of 
service. But with a little push from the 
Jet Observer staff, he decided to finish 
up the application, adding photos from 
the mishap.

Two weeks later, he was notified of 
his selection for the workshop as part 
of the multimedia team, where he 
and his partner went on to earn a first 
place trophy and free software for their 
multimedia presentation.

That coverage of the aircraft mishap led 
to more honors. He earned his first Navy 
and Marine Corps Achievement Medal 
(NAM) for his coverage of the mishap. 
Last July, Turretto Ramos was selected as 
Blue Jacket of the Quarter, which led to 
the Blue Jacket of the Year, earning him a 
second NAM in less than a year and the 
F/A-18 ride.

Those photos, as well as an additional 
story that he wrote afterwards, resulted 
in his selection for the Navy’s Advanced 
Visual Journalism Training Program at 
the S.I. Newhouse School of Public 
Communications at Syracuse University. 
The program offers eight of the Navy’s 
best MCs the opportunity to hone their 
photojournalism or motion media skills 
and provides 33 college credits and an 
additional NEC.

At nearly the same time, he was selected 
for the Syracuse program, Turretto Ramos 
also received top honors in the Navy’s 
2012 Russell Egnor Media Awards. 
He earned third place for news/photo 
category with a homecoming photo and 
honorable mention in the writing/series 
category with his CPO 365 series, as 
well as being part of the Jet Observer 
team that earned second place for the 
newspaper.

He’s still in awe — and just a little 
nervous — over his selection to the nine-
month prestigious program in upstate 
New York, where classes begin July 
20. He credits Military Newspapers of 
Virginia photographer Harry Gerwien, 
a graduate of the Syracuse program, 
for helping him with his application 
and portfolio that ultimately got him 
accepted. “Harry really pushed me,” he 
said about Gerwien, who is also a retired 
Navy photographer and shoots photos for 
the Jet Observer.

The awards and honors are a far cry 
from his life just a few years ago on 
California’s central coast in Grover 
Beach. Tired of working “as a jack of all 
trades,” while trying to go to school at 
two community colleges and delivering 
pizzas at night, he listened when a Navy 
recruiter contacted him. Looking for “a 
little bit of adventure,” he decided to 
enlist.

He first enlisted in the Delayed Entry 
Program in 2009, planning to work in 
a rating with computers and advanced 
electronics but an injury changed those 
plans, losing his contract. He reapplied 
in July 2010 and was offered the MC 
rating.

In between enlisting for the second 
time and heading off to boot camp in 
December 2010, Turretto Ramos and 
wife Elizabeth became parents of a son, 
Alexander. He admits that he and his 
family, which will expand in September 
to include another son, have made 
sacrifices during his time in the Navy so 
far. Working toward his bachelor’s degree 
online through Ashford University, he 
frequently does his college coursework 
in the evening or on weekends. Because 
of the intense workload of the Syracuse 
program, the family made the decision 
for Elizabeth and Alexander to return 
to California during the time he’s at 
Syracuse.

“I think I’ve been floating on a cloud for 
about a year now. All I did was come 
into work and do my best,” he said about 
his accomplishments.

Following his time at Syracuse, Turretto 
Ramos hopes to return to the West 
Coast, either to Combat Camera or on a 
ship out of San Diego.

Reflecting back on his 21 months at 
Oceana, he said, “This has been one 
heck of a ride. I wouldn’t trade it for 
anything.”
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he smell of combusting JP-5 jet fuel and the loud hum of twin F404-
GE-402 enhanced performance turbofan engines waft in the air in 
Virginia Beach, as machines relied upon for both sword and shield 
taxi down the runway at NAS Oceana.

A 40,000 pound U.S. Navy F/A-18 D Hornet, assigned to Strike Fighter 
Squadron (VFA) 106, traveling 175 miles per hour, becomes airborne 
April 6, 2012. All within seconds, the student pilot demonstrates his 
extensive aviator training is second nature. He determines he is indeed 
airborne and proceeds to lift the landing gear, adjust flaps and go into 
full afterburner, accelerating to 287 miles per hour. Not a soul knows 
that in a matter of minutes, this $29 million machine will become the 
subject of what will become known as a “Good Friday Miracle.” 

Ken Snyder, Navy Region Mid-Atlantic & Emergency Services district 
fire chief, was returning from his lunch hour around 12 p.m. when 
his radio cracks, revealing a chilling initial report from emergency 
dispatch requiring him to respond to a military aircraft that has 
crashed into the ocean. Immediately, Snyder turns his truck around 
and heads to the Virginia Beach oceanfront toward the emergency, 
but in route dispatch reports that the aircraft has actually crashed into 
an apartment complex. A shot of adrenaline and hundreds of critical 
complex decisions immediately race through Snyder’s mind, as the 
red lights and siren of his emergency response vehicle flash and whine 
as he travels against traffic to the scene. 

According to Snyder, when responding to emergencies, he often sizes 
up the situation to better prepare himself mentally for the enormous 
undertaking. During that thought process, Snyder says he begins to 
assess the many factors of life safety, property conservation, getting 
there safely, access to the scene, logistics, securing the scene and 
managing resources, so as never to leave any installation in his charge 
vulnerable. On April 6, Snyder had to take into account the specific 
hazards and challenges unique to this emergency and combine them 
to determine what action he would take. 

“As confident as you are that everything is trained, you can’t help but 
think, what did I forget and what am I missing? I kept doing that and 
I couldn’t think of anything, and that made me even more nervous,” 
said Snyder. “When I arrived on scene, the Beach [Virginia Beach Fire 
Department] was already there and actively involved in fighting the 
fire. Half the complex was well involved in fire.”

Snyder’s role in the response as the Navy liaison to the Virginia 
Beach Fire Department was to provide Navy resources to include 
ambulances, personnel and “crash trucks” equipped with fire-fighting 
foam to help subdue the flames, fed by more than 12,000 pounds of 
jet fuel, that devastated the structure. 

According to Lt. Kristopher McAbee, instructor pilot at VFA-106, 
an aviator only has three to four seconds to assess and react to a 
mechanical failure similar to the series of mechanical malfunctions 
that brought this F/A-18D to the ground. 

“We have a litany of memorized emergency procedures for tons of 
different things that we can spit out at any time,” said McAbee. “A 
few things that should run through any pilot’s head during this type 
of emergency is if they can save the aircraft, where am I, am I over a 
populated area, what’s my air speed, and do I have enough thrust to 
keep the plane in the air?”

McAbee said that a pilot must think fast but no fast hands are allowed 
in the cockpit because that’s how mistakes happen. McAbee also 
noted that in this case the pilot had only had an approximate two or 
three second window to make those split second interpretations and 
adjustments to minimize collateral damage and “punch out” or eject. 

Lt. Barry Gentry, Navy Region Mid-Atlantic firefighter, emergency 
medical technician and member of a search and rescue team, searched 
for remaining pockets of fire and residents of the apartment complex 
who were still unaccounted for after the larger fire was extinguished,. 

“Seeing the jets take off during the day, the power they display, what 
they can do and then seeing them at night with the flames coming 
out the back, they’re awesome to say the least,” said Gentry. “When 
I got there, to see that aircraft the way it was. what stuck with me the 
most was the emptiness of seeing the aircraft there, what was left, the 
two engines, and how helpless it was. This awesome aircraft that’s 
so powerful, then looking at it at its weakest moment gave me this 
feeling of emptiness.” 

Snyder and Gentry both attribute training recently conducted before 
the crash that focused on meshing local and federal emergency 
responders to create one unified effort in disaster situations for the 
successful response. Only the month before, NAS Oceana had 
finished training about 400 Virginia Beach firefighters on airport 
familiarization, traffic patterns of aircraft, aircraft rescue and firefighter 
communications, aircraft familiarization and specific hazards when 
dealing with civilian and military aircraft. 

Capt. Bob Geis, commanding officer of NAS Oceana, had been in 
command for only three and half weeks before the crash, but had been 
the executive officer for 18 months prior, and one of the executive 
officer’s functions is to make sure personnel are trained and prepared 
for eventualities. 

“We spent a significant amount of time training and preparing for 
eventualities. This was one of those things you train for and hope 
never happens, but it happened,” said Geis. 

Although not present at NAS Oceana when the mishap initially 
occurred, proper planning and insight led to a great emergency 
response, said Geis. “I had the unique perspective to witness what 
a fantastic job the team did without me pulling the levers, the team 
that we spent so much time building, a team we allowed to train 
above and beyond what the straight requirements were, a team we 
encouraged to go out in town and reach out to our civilian counter 
parts. There was an immense sense of pride,” said Geis. 

Both air crew safely ejected from the aircraft and were treated at a 
local hospital and all residents of the destroyed apartment complex 
were eventually accounted for.

However, Snyder said he can’t explain why there weren’t any casualties 
in the incident. He found himself in Geis’ office with firefighting gear 
still donned, covered in soot and ash after being relieved for the 
evening. 

“When I was relieved at 8 p.m., we were still looking for five people,” 
reflected Snyder. “I was the only one who had been at the scene at 
that time. Everybody just got real quiet and Capt. Geis leaned over his 
desk and said ‘Well Ken? How was it?’ and I said, ‘Well sir, all I can 
tell you is I’ve been to the Playdough fun factory of death and I cannot 
explain why we haven’t been putting people in body bags all day.’”

“I was just so frightened that there was fatalities on the ground, and 
then to find out later that there was none! It just amazed me that 
everybody in that apartment complex, at that moment in time, was 
out doing something. That was a real shock to me,” said Gentry. 

In the days and weeks to follow, headlines could be read across the 
country of a “Good Friday Miracle” in that there was no loss of life 
in the devastating accident. Snyder said that the relationship built by 
training side-by-side in the months prior to the accident is what really 
made the difference in the overall response to the incident.

In the year since the mishap, the pilots have continued to fly and 
trained to fight, the fire departments have continued to work together 
and develop skills to combat aircraft fires, but Snyder hopes a crash 
like the one on April 6, 2012 will never happen again.
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ilitary families competed head to head in the “Iron Chef – CYP Style,” 
April 20 at the NAS Oceana baseball fields to celebrate Month of the 
Military Child and promote family togetherness.

Month of the Military Child is observed annually in April to promote 
awareness of the sacrifices military families endure for the sake of 
national security, according to Cathy Mead, Child & Youth Programs 
(CYP) director at NAS Oceana.

“Those kids serve just like the parents do. They have to endure the 
separations, they have to endure the moving, they have to endure 
some discrimination sometimes, because they’re the new kid on the 
block all the time. So it’s [observing Month of the Military Child] just 
to bring that up and let’em know that they are really, really special 
kids,” said Mead.

Brand new donated grills from Home Depot, and key ingredients 
paid for by NAS Oceana CYP were provided for the six families to 
compete with. The families could also draw from a community table 
of items to create their dishes.

According to Mead, the Iron Chef event is designed to give families 
an opportunity to be together and work as a team to reach a common 
goal, but also noted that each family’s key ingredients for the competing 
dishes included cilantro, red onion, chicken, corn on the cob, one can 
of baked beans and basic spices. An assortment of community items 
such as eggs, ketchup, mustard, mayo and celery were also included 
in the competition’s “share table.” A secret ingredient competitors had 
to incorporate in their final product was presented half way through 
the competition. This year’s secret ingredient was zucchini.

The families competed in two Iron Chef categories: the “Big Dipper,” 
was for the best dip/appetizer, and the overall winning category was 
“Family Style Champ.”

The Big Dipper category was determined by popular vote, by both 
judges and spectators. Those attending were given a ticket to put 
into a ballet box that represents each family’s dip/appetizer dish. The 
overall winner or Family Style Champ is decided by majority vote by 
a panel of judges.

Each family is also assigned a Navy culinary specialist (CS) volunteer 
to assist with cooking techniques, safety, sanitation, and creative 
contributions. Competition was fierce among the CSes, and their 
assigned families, to bring home the big win.

“I think our presentation is awesome and our food is great! I don’t 
think any other family has anything on this one. We think we’re 
going to take the win for the Big Dipper and having the best dish,” 
said CS1(SW) Renita Monroe, leading petty officer at NAS Oceana’s 
Hornet’s Nest Galley, about the dish and dip her family presented for 
the judges.

“I think we have a fairly good chance, but I’ve seen some good 
competition out here also,” said Master-at-Arms 1st Class (SW) Alvin 
Jenkins of Headquarters, Supreme Allied Command Transformation 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization. “But really, it’s in the bag! In all 
seriousness though, it’s all about our kids, getting them involved and 
having as much fun, as a family, as possible.”

Every family tackled the challenge differently, but the overall winning 
strategy of the day was teamwork and having fun.

“[What made it a good time was]that we got to be with the family and 
we got to cook together and be a team,” said Karyinna Mozingo, 13, 
who was accompanied by her family, father Chief Aviation Electronics 
Technician (AW) Shane Monzingo, mother Deanna, and twin sisters 
Alayna and Grace, 9.

The Mozingo family said their strategy was teamwork, communication 
and focusing on having good timing to plate everything at the same 
time. However, all winning strategies aside, there could only be one 
official winner for each category.

The winner in the Big Dipper category was the family of deployed 
Army Capt. Isaac White. The winning dip/appetizer created by White’s 
wife, Tressy Bourne-White, their four children, extended family and 
CSSN Timothy Ansley of Strike Fighter Squadron (VFA) 211, was a 
bread pudding base with slices of fresh strawberries and pineapple 
accompanied by a single vanilla wafer.

The Jenkins family won the Family Style category with a dish that was 
a play on a classic shepherd’s pie recipe. Jenkins was accompanied by 
his wife Daphne, stepdaughter Kaniya Coleman, 9, daughter Kayla, 
3, and CSSN Alex Rodriguez of the Hornet’s Nest Galley.

“The quality of every single person’s contributions to this was 
fantastic,” said Capt. Bob Geis, commanding officer of NAS Oceana. 
“Every single dish was fantastic, and you could tell that there was a 
lot of thought that went into each part of presentation, each part of 
preparation, and it as just awesome.”
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he Save a Life Tour stopped at the Center for Naval Aviation Technical 
Training Unit (CNATTU) April 10 – 12 to deliver high-impact alcohol 
awareness training to Sailors and Marines at NAS Oceana.

The tour travels the continental United States stopping at high schools, 
colleges and military installations and also travels worldwide, 
including military installations overseas, promoting a message of 
individual responsibility. The program includes a hard-hitting short 
film, speaker presentation and the opportunity to drive Save a Life’s 
Tour’s drunk driving simulator.

According to Chief Gas Turbine System Technician-Mechanical (SW) 
Kenneth Dunnings, Drug and Alcohol Program Advisor (DAPA) at 
Training Support Center (TSC), the tour stopped at CNATTU because 
of the volume of young Sailors and Marines in a student status assigned 
there and because of the prime location.

“We figured that because we have the hangars available, we could 
serve the whole community by getting everyone together and touching 
everyone at one time,” said Dunnings. “It’s not only just for the 
students, it’s the staff members, it’s for the base, it’s for the civilians. 
This program helps and touches the spectrum across the board.”

Christopher Rich, Save a Life Tour manager, shared his personal 
experiences during the speaker presentations, as well as the stories of 
others who have connected with him over the years.

Rich lost his best friend’s sister to an alcohol-related accident, but 
retells the story as if she was his own sister. Rich said the two families 
were very close and the impact of the loss was felt as if he’d lost his 
own sister.

“I tell my story because people really seem to connect with my 
experience,” said Rich. “After the presentation, people, complete 
strangers, share their stories and their loss with me and I try to do 
them justice by repeating those stories to others, so their loss is not in 
vain.”

Rich, reflecting on the stories he’s heard, said he’s noticed a recurring 
theme regarding the deaths of service members in alcohol-related 
accidents. According to Rich, service members come home from 
deployments and seem to be more prone to making bad decisions.

“You waited a year to come home and now all of a sudden, you do 
something stupid, not because you’re a bad person, because you just 
made a bad choice…When you come home, you just want to have a 
good time, which is fine, you can have a good time, you just have to 
be responsible,” said Rich.

After the video and presentation, those attending had the opportunity 
to drive the drunk driving simulator. The simulator emulates a three-
dimensional environment interpreted from behind the wheel of a 
vehicle. The driver’s steering, acceleration and brake have an ever-
increasing delayed reaction to simulate the effects of alcohol.

“The simulator was a lot harder than I thought it was going to be. It 
was hard to predict; at first I thought I would be able to predict it, 
being sober and all. It was definitely an experience!” said Logistics 
Specialist 3rd Class (AW) Tyler Smail of Strike Fighter Squadron (VFA) 
34.

One of Rich’s main messages is that alcohol is not a solution and to 
seek help when dealing with issues. “Talk to someone, talk to anyone! 
It doesn’t have to be a counselor, just a best friend, someone that 
cares about you. Mom, dad, someone,” said Rich.

Rich also reminded service members that when they leave an 
installation, they represent the armed services and they should be 
mindful and act accordingly.

“Every time you leave this base in your ‘camies’ (camouflage), you 
represent yourself as someone in the military. No matter what branch 
you’re from, if you go out and get into an accident, you’ve spoiled 
your reputation and the reputation of serviceman and woman.”

Save a Life Tour not only addresses prevention in a cause and effect 
way, the program also focuses on the long-term consequences and 
aftermath of alcohol-related accidents. During the presentation, Rich 
touched on victim injuries, survivor’s guilt, loss of life and the how 
responsibility can be transferred across a whole family for the lack of 
good judgment in one family member.

“I’ve heard many stories from family members of drunk drivers that 
were involved in alcohol-related deaths, and the family member can’t 
go anywhere without being associated with that person,” said Rich. 
“A lot of times they end up relocating and starting over somewhere 
else.”

To those who chose to drink and drive, Rich says this, “You made a 
bad choice and alcohol influenced your bad choice, but that doesn’t 
make you any less responsible.”
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CARVINGwaves
the 20th AnnuAl DoD WorlDWiDe militAry PhotogrAPhy WorkshoP (WmPW) was hosted by the 

Defense Information School, Fort George G. Meade, MD, 03 to 09 June 2012. 

The purpose of this workshop is to improve professional knowledge, proficiency and qualifications 

of DoD photographers and photojournalists. Workshop faculty members will provide technical 

instruction to increase the effectiveness, ability, and visual communication skills of attendees to 

provide the highest quality imagery to the department of defense.

Selection for attendance will be competitive and limited to 25 photographers/photojournalists. To 

ensure maximum benefit, those attending the workshop are required to have a strong background 

and working knowledge in still photography.

Eligibility: personnel from all services, holding a photographer / photojournalist specialty code, 

and DoD employed civilian photographers may apply. Attendees will be selected based on their 

portfolio and command recommendation.

DoD Worldwide Military Photography Workshop
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BRUCE “SNAKE” GABRIELSON

Video by Sgt. Alvin Parson and 
MC3 Antonio Turretto Ramos
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