Night

Feighc

by Lt. Frank Rhodes

ur squadron wasjust starting COMP-
TUEX during my nugget workup
cycle. We' dfinished TSTA aweek
earlier. After somegreat liberty in Canada, aday
of flying, and moreliberty in San Diego, | was
refreshed and ready for two more weeks of
cyclicops.

Four days|ater, | was scheduled for my first
night trap since thetransit to San Diego. After an
uneventful OCA mission asDash 2, my flight lead
and | returned to marshal and split up for the
standard SOCAL penetration into a1,000-foot-
overcast, night, Caselll approach.

Thefirst part of the CV-1 went without a
hitch. | wasfeeling alittle behind the jet, becausel
had not flown much recently. Thisfact should have

caused the hair on the back of my neck to stand
up, but it didn’t. | leveled off at angels 1.2. My
radar altimeter was set to 450 feet, and | had
needles (ACLS) selected inthe HUD (only the
needles). | had found that the combination of
bullseye and needles cluttered the HUD too much.
When | heard the controller say, “Four Zero Four,
ACLSlock-on, cal your needles’ and | actually
had needlesin my HUD, | breathed asigh of
relief. Unfortunately, | didn’t bother to cross-check
the TACAN and didn’t hear the controller call my
lock onrange asfour miles. | wasat seven miles.

| entered the marine layer between 1,500 and
1,000 feet. | focused on my needles and flew one
of my best ACL S approaches. Nearing 500 feet, |
scanned outside to where | expected the ship



should be. The sight picture was completely
foreignto me. | saw two sets of lights. Thefirst
was apair of red lights at about one mile, where
| thought the ship should be. Thelatter wasin a
configuration | couldn’t quite make out, two
milesfarther away. Neither of theselights
looked anything likethe carrier. It didn’t occur
to meto cross-check the TACAN. The radar
altimeter went off at 450 feet, and the controller
told meto call theball. | answered back with a
confused, “Clara.”

Meanwhile, back in CATCC, asupervisor
noticed two controllers had ssmultaneoudy told two
different aircraft to call the ball. The supervisor
heard “Two Zero Three, Hornet, ball” and * Four
Zero Four, clara” 1t took the supervisor acouple

secondsto realize that 404 was actually at oneand
ahalf miles, but when hedid, he broadcast, “ Four
Zero Four, fly bullseye.”

Onthe platform, the controlling L SO noticed
aHornet flying extremely right of centerline,
seemingly shooting the approach to the plane
guard. Not knowing what channel the pilot was
monitoring, he quickly switched between thetwo
frequenciestransmitting an emphatic, “Atamile,
you'relow—climb!”

| waslooking at asight picture that wasjust
plain bad. | went to military power asecond before
the controlling L SO and supervisor in CATCC
madetheir calls. | selected IL S as soon asmy
velocity vector was above the horizon. It wasthe
scariest fly-up, fly-left | could haveimagined.
CAG Paddles, who had taken over by thistime, did
anincrediblejob talking me back to glidedopeand
centerline. | settled down enough to trap onthe 4-
wire. With alot of questionsand shaking knees, |
taxied out of thelanding area.

| figurel had shallowed out my rate of descent
at theball cal, till had negative VS|, and bottomed
out around 350 feet.

What had happened? Another Hornet had
boltered and was hooked in at four miles. The
controller had locked the Hornet in the hook by
mistake. Becausethe controller had 404’ s address
dialedin, 404 received 203’ sdata-link information.
In other words, 404 and 203 received solid needles
all theway to 203'sball call.

Thisisone of those situations people aways
say can happen but seldom does. | broke some of
thebasic rules of flying anight Caselll approach
to the ship, because | had become unquestioningly
confident in the SPN 46 carrier-landing system. |
now fly every approach asif it was self-con-
tained, and | keeptheLSupin HUD at |east
until pushover.

Inthewords of every FRSLSO to every
replacement pilot, “ Back yourself up and fly your
numbers. Remember, everyoneat the shipistrying
tokill you.” Alwaysback yourself up and cross-
check your systems, especialy whenyou are
feeling behind thejet. You will never know the
information you arerelying onisincorrect unless
you have something to reference. =&

Lt. Rhodes flies with VFA-147.



