Skinny Dragons Mark 40 Years of Safe Flying
LTJG Dustin Wilmoth

In December Patrol Squadron FOUR (VP-4) surpassed 40 years and over 254,000 Class-A
mishap free flight hours. VP-4, based out of Marine Corps Air Station Kaneohe Bay, Hawaii,
operates the P-3C Orion, a multi-mission maritime patrol and reconnaissance aircraft. The
squadron is currently deployed throughout the European and African theaters in support of the

5™ and 6 Fleets’ areas of responsibility.

Patrol Squadron FOUR has a long and distinguished history dating back to pre-World
War Il. The squadron was established in 1928 and based at Pearl Harbor, Hawaii. In September
of 1948, after several re-designations and homeport changes, VP-4 was re-established at NAS
Whidbey Island, Washington. The squadron flew the P-2V Neptune from 1948 until 1966, first

from Whidbey Island, then from Japan, and finally from Hawaii in 1964.

Returning to its original homeport of Barber's Point, Hawaii, VP-4 made numerous
deployments to Southeast Asia in support of military action in Vietnam. It was during one of
these deployments in 1965 when the squadron logo was changed to a Hawaiian-inspired "Black
Griffin." The logo caused some confusion on the part of waitresses in the local Officer's Club,
who remarked that it more closely resembled a "Skinny Dragon" and the new nickname was
quickly adopted. In 1966, the Skinny Dragons transitioned from the P-2V Neptune to the P-3A
Orion, the original in the type-model-series of the squadron’s current airframe. In 1972, VP-4
was awarded the Meritorious Unit Commendation for its efforts during the Vietnam Conflict in

support of Operation Market Time and Yankee Station where it supported efforts to stop the



flow of troops and supplies from North Vietnam to South Vietnam and the defense of our

aircraft carriers launching strikes from Point Yankee.

During the height of the Cold War, VP-4 fought on the front lines, defending our nation
against the Soviet ballistic missile submarine threat and our carrier battle groups from Soviet
attack submarines. This era in VP-4’s history is marked by a number of “firsts” including
becoming the first squadron at Naval Air Station Barbers Point, Hawaii to transition to the P-3C,
the first Barbers Point squadron to deploy to Diego Garcia (1980), and the first Hawaii squadron
to deploy the P-3C to Adak, Alaska (1981). During this time, the squadron’s concern for the

safety and welfare of its sailors was marked by surpassing 100,000 mishap-free flight hours.

Deploying to Diego Garcia in November 1990, the "Skinny Dragons" expeditiously
established a detachment to Masirah, Oman to enforce the United Nations Embargo against
Iraq during Operation Desert Shield. By early January 1991, the squadron had completed 179
missions and had challenged 3,669 merchant vessels. The embargo gave way to Battle Force
Protection as war was declared on 17 January 1991. Flying 279 combat missions and 2,779
flight hours in the Arabian Gulf in support of Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm, the
"Skinny Dragons" provided detection, tracking, and targeting, which resulted in the demise of

the Iragi Navy.

After the tragedy of September 11, 2001, the "Skinny Dragons" were once again sent
into action. In the months following the tragedy, the "Skinny Dragons" found themselves in the
skies above Afghanistan flying armed reconnaissance missions and Leadership Interdiction

Operations in the Global War on Terrorism. Over Afghanistan, VP-4 aircraft provided



commanders a bird's eye view of the terrain where special operations forces were operating to

dislodge Taliban and Al-Qaeda fighters from their mountainous hideouts.

In November 2010 the “Skinny Dragons” were deployed to Bahrain and Japan,
supporting U.S. objectives in both the 5th and 7th Fleet areas of responsibility. Following the
catastrophic earthquake and the ensuing tsunami in Japan on March 11, 2011, VP-4 forward-
deployed to Misawa AB, located in northern Japan, in fewer than 24 hours and was the first U.S.
aviation unit on-station for Operation Tomodachi. From Misawa, the “Skinny Dragons”

provided 254 hours of critical humanitarian and disaster relief support for the Japanese people.

Now in their 40th year of mishap-free flying with over 254,000 flight hours, the Skinny
Dragons of Patrol Squadron FOUR proudly look forward to many more years as a leader in

maritime patrol aviation.



