A Rookie at NATS
Tyler Helland

NATS was awesome. As a rookie getting ready for my first NATS, I didn’t really know what to expect. I knew that we would battle by day, fix and talk boats by night, and I from what I had heard, hang out with a really cool group of guys. All of these things ended up being true but let’s start at the beginning.
NATS for me started late on Sunday afternoon. I was one of the last ones to show up to the pond to test speed, skin, and weight. When I finally got to the pond Bob asked why I was so late so I told him “I got stupid drunk last night,” which he got a big kick out of. He got an even bigger kick out of the whole story of my bachelor party the night before which was highlighted by my brother tirelessly pursuing the neighbor girl while the ‘spoken for’ rest of us were living vicariously through him, egging him on all the while. Even though it was way too late, more like way to early, when I finally went to bed, I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stop thinking about NATS. 
Up here in Minnesota, we battle at least once a month all summer, so I kept lying to myself, thinking that I wouldn’t be entirely green as a battler. I started battling last August after the 2007 NATS and had been to a few battles, but the local battles typically involve no more than 10 to 15 ships if we are lucky. On Monday morning as everyone started showing up with their ships, I began to realize how many boats and how much chaos was going to be on the water, but it wasn’t until the few seconds before battle was called that I really felt overwhelmed. The first battle was a blur. I tried to remember the planning, I tried to remember who my wingman was, I tried to remember our assignment, I tried to remember ship identification but in retrospect, I honestly couldn’t tell you a single thing that happened to me the entire first battle of NATS on Monday morning. I don’t think I ever let myself get into big trouble and didn’t take too much damage but I probably didn’t get very good shots on anyone either. 
Campaign was a different story. I hope I will never again feel like such a novice. The first time out, I finally got lined up for a shot but when I pulled the trigger a few times, the first one went off but for the next few nothing happened. I forgot to turn the air on and didn’t know if I was allowed to pull it out and turn it on or not, so I called five very early. After I pulled the Minneapolis off and turned the air on, I went back out and had a fairly good sortie. As I came off my five I was about to pull my boat out of the Axis port but thankfully someone was there to catch my potential mistake just as I was reaching for my boat. Remembering the wisdom of Admiral Bob, I wanted to get back on the water as soon as possible and get as many sorties possible in campaign. This time out, I forgot to unpin my guns. Again, not knowing the exact rules in this situation I called five and got off the water. At local battles we just grab our boat and correct the forgetfulness but this was NATS and I didn’t know if that was allowed or not. As I was about to put the Minneapolis out again, I realized that my rudder wasn’t working. It turns out that the hardware that was keeping my water tight rudder box true to its name had become over tightened and fried my rudder servo. At this point I was a little frustrated and just about ready to swear off campaign for good but as I watched the remainder of the hour play out, I forgot about my troubles and remembered how awesome this hobby is. 
A little while later as I was working on my rudder and other minor boat repairs I realized that a lot of the awesomeness is because of the people. Of course I didn’t have a spare low profile servo. Luckily Tim Beckett did and generously gave it to me saying, don’t worry about it, just get your boat ready for tomorrow (and he was the Admiral of the enemy fleet). This wouldn’t be the last time at NATS that I received similar help. Later Kevin Bray, Bob, Ty, and countless others were quick to do the same. In my short time in this hobby, I have realized that selfless acts of giving spare parts, helping with repairs, and sharing boat building and battling wisdom is the standard rather than the exception in this hobby. It really is true that people come for the boats but stay for the friends. 

By Tuesday morning I was ready to go for a full day of battling. The first sortie of the day went very well. I didn’t take much damage and I was starting to get more comfortable on the water. Later in the second sortie, as I was jockeying for position with Kevin K, we ended up bumping bow to bow at about a 45 degree angle. I was sure that we had both hit the front 2 inches of hard area of our boats and thought nothing of it but Kevin wanted to check out his ship for ram damage so I did too. I was fine but Kevin claimed ram damage so I had to wait out the 5 minute penalty. Unfortunately when I went back out I was one of the only Allied ships left on the water. Right before my penalty was up I asked Bob if I should just call 5 and get out of there. Before he said it I knew his answer. “Go shoot someone.” I should have been smarter but since I am in training to be Axis next year, I decided to go out with glory. Besides our boats are built to sink and a potential cruiser sink wouldn’t mean that much to the point total. I sank with 9 seconds left on my five in the middle of a Japanese and German capitol ship sandwich. Luckily I was able to learn something in the process. I more juice in my cruiser. After a longer sortie on a bigger pond and after successfully running away for the first 2 minutes of my 5, my 5 amp hour batteries just couldn’t take any more. There was a distinct moment when I noticed that I was no longer pulling away and as the 24 second battleships were closing on me I realized that I was toast. At least I can twist the story a little and say that it took the big hitters of the Axis fleet to sink me. It took two Bismarcks, a Nagato or two, a Kongo, and a few others (Though I’d give most of the credit to Tim Becket’s haymaker) to put me down…what a tough little cruiser.
As the week went on, I had more and more fun. Wednesday was a blast. The cruiser battle was crazy. With 20 cruisers all zipping around for some reason in a very confined area, it felt like we were all battling outside of the normal confines of cruiser tactics. There was also a pick up fleet battle. The highlight of this for me was being ram sunk twice in a single battle. At the very end of the first sortie my throttle servo fried and put the Minneapolis out of commission. I asked a few people on both sides if I could take out Bob’s spare cruiser, the Bike, and no one objected. Early on in the second sortie, some of the battleships were after Tom Palmer’s WeVee and I thought I’d help cut him off and get in front of him. He didn’t hit me hard but he just kept pushing me until I went down, which I am told is technically a ram sink that I should have called right away to make him back off. Since it was an unseaworthy sink with no damage and no ram hole I asked if I could put it back out after I retrieved it and again, since it was a pick up battle, no one objected. A little while later I found myself doing a similar thing, trying to get out in front of Ty’s Warspite and I got flat out T-boned which again was totally my fault. As the Bike was sinking from the ram, I couldn’t stop laughing knowing that I had been ram sunk twice in one sortie. If it were my boat and not the loaner it may have been a different story but I had seen the Bike take a lot more abuse than that. After the pick-up battle I got out my destroyer, the Mogador, for a one on one against Peter’s Gearing. Both of us did a lot of trash talking and everyone watching was cheering us on like it was the main event, which was hilarious considering it was one stern gun vs. one stern gun. A little while into the first battle Peter’s drive gear became jammed. He couldn’t move and called 2, which was just enough time for me to get a good line on him and empty my gun. Because of his list I got a few belows in and won by a score of 13-4-13 to 0-0-0. I was fairly happy with hitting 60% but then again it was a stationary target for most of the battle so I wanted a fair fight to see what two functional destroyers could do, so we patched and went back out. This time both of our boats could drive but, I was at speed and Peter wasn’t, so I could just chase him and drive in front of him. Also, Peter was having trouble with his gun firing when he wanted it to. I think he was over tweaked. This battle I was still able to get plenty of good shots off and avoided taking any. We lost the score sheet but I remember being fairly happy with my boat’s performance. After the battle there was plenty of trash talk already for next year’s highly anticipated destroyer battle. We think it would be fun to have an annual class 1 battle every year on Wednesday at NATS, so get your destroyers ready. Later that day, I made some quick repairs to my radio box to get my Minneapolis ready to go for the night battle. Night battle was ridiculous. The fleets were Lars and Andy in the Lion and I-boat along with four cruisers for the Allies against 12 Axis boats. According to Andy Dahl it was a “target rich environment.” I heard a lot of shooting even after Lars went down but I don’t know who they were shooting at…probably each other. The cruisers were hanging out on the edge and after we dumped our magazines we hid in a shadow away from the action. I would be willing to bet that with the exception of Lars, who went down valiantly, the Axis put more holes in their own boats than the Allies did. Overall, night battle was a lot of fun and kind of gives you an appreciation of how chaotic the real night battles must have been before the later stages of WWII when RADAR was more developed. 
As the week wore on, I eventually got a little more comfortable on the water. I started to take more chances and get in close to the battleships. I started making my main focus giving damage instead of avoiding it. I started to feel like I could start to contribute to boat conversations instead of just receiving information. And though I thought it wasn’t possible, I started having even more fun. I hope that I will never be able to control the butterflies that I get right before battle is called. I don’t think I will ever be able to get a good night’s sleep the night before or after a battle. I know I will always get that little giddy feeling when I am lining up a shot on someone and can tell that it is going to be a good one. This hobby is awesome!
