heflight-school instructors alwayswarned

usto beware of hopsthat seem benign.

What wasto be the most routine hop of
theweekend turned out to leave usall quakingin
our boots.

Four aircraft wereto launch astwo sections
and fly an administrative leg from MCAS Beaufort
to NA S Pensacola. Thefollowing day, wewereto
work in thewarning areas off Pensacoladoing 2 v
2 intercepts. When wewent wheels-in-the-well,
we thought we had considered every “what if”

ario.

riday afternoon, rain was soaking the

, and the non-scheduled pilots

ub. Thepilots scheduled for local
aiting to get cancelled, so they could
b. Theaircrewson the cross-country
owever, weretrying to find away to get to
more appealing locations. Theweather from Texas
to Chicago and points east was overcast. A moving
weather system madeit difficult to accurately
forecast the sky conditionsfor any period of time.
After two hours of watching the forecast screen,
talking to the weather forecaster, and calling
various aternate airfiel ds, the destination weather
improved enough to make our launch legal.

Having found awindow of opportunity at
NAS Pensacola, and having NAS New Orleansas
alegal aternate, welaunched our two sections.
My aircraft was Dash 2 of the second section. My
lead wasworking up for Top Gunand WTI. He
and hisWSO had both experienced aWestPac
cruise. In my backseat wasthe X O of our squad-
ron. | wasthe new guy, having been in the squad-
ron for two months. It was my first road show, and
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| waslooking to get my first taste of air-to-air in
themythical fleet.

Being fat on gas, we expedited our leg down
to Pensacola. Thelead section, led by amajor, was
30 minutes ahead of us. His WSO was a member
of our squadron, who had over ayear in thefleet
and one WestPac under hisbelt. Dash 2 of that
section was aclassmate of mineinthe FRS. His
WSO, amajor, was also heading for Top Gunand
WTI.

The games began upon their arrival at
Pensacola. Thelead section found the weather
rapidly changing. Dash 2 went missed approach
after the GCA controller brought him down too far
right of course. As he went missed approach, he

could see

the approach

lightsthroughthe

fog passing under hisleft

wingtip. Hislead landed safely, and

Dash 2 brought it around for another try. Inthe
timeit took him to go around the box pattern, the
weather had gone to minimums. On his second
attempt, again the controller brought him down too
far right for asafe approach. Checking hisfuel
state, he diverted to New Orleans.

After shutdown, thelead’sWSO called back
to the squadron and advised that, if we hadn’t
departed yet, we should stay in Beaufort. Sincewe
were on different discrete tactical frequencies, we



had not maintained any communication between
the two sections. As he spoketo the operations
duty officer, the sound of our enginesannounced
our arrival overhead Pensacola. Theweather still
was being reported at minimums. Lead sent me
downfirgt, trying to get me on deck.

Asl camein on my approach, the GCA
controller brought me down too far right. Going
missed approach, | never saw the approach lights
for therunway. | cleaned up the aircraft and went
back into the GCA box pattern. Lead washaving a
similar experience. As| turned baseleg, | heard

The sun was setting in the west, casting
orange and red shadows across the top of the
cloud deck. Theideaof shooting an approach to
minimums, at night, wasn’t on my top-101ist of
thingsto do. | was determined to makethis
approach count and land before the sun went
down. “Land this beast, go have afew beers, play
acouplegamesof Crud, and hopefor better
wesather tomorrow,” | thought.

lead go missed approach and turn downwind.
Checking our fuel state, we decided wewould give
it one more shot and then head for New Orleans.
Our weather report said conditions there were 800
and two.

Turning onto final, thefinal approach control-
ler announced that the weather was now below
minimums. | rogered the call but having com-
menced the approach, wedecided to giveit atry.
Coming down the chute again, the controller again
brought me down dightly right of course. Though
hewas calling me on course at my decision height,
| could not seethe approach lights.
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However, as| went missed approach, | caught
aglimpseof therabbit lightsgoing under my left
wing. “Thereitis,” | said.

“| seeit,” said the XO.

However, | had bought my missed approach,
and we now were committed to New Orleans.

L ead followed my path over the ground but
did not attempt the approach. He had coordinated
both aircrafts clearancesto New Orleansand
followed me aswe climbed out and headed west.
We got as high aswe could, asfast aswe could,
pulled up FPAS (Flight Performance Advisory
System), and started working the
numbers. Thewindsaoftwere | felt
faster than predicted—we had
nearly 80 knotsin theface.
Hawking the numbers now, both
crewswere onabingo profileinto
New Orleans. FPAS showed us
landing with 2,000 pounds of ges.
Since the weather was reported as 800 and two,
we were not worried about having to deal with
Pensacola sconditions.

Aswe headed toward New Orleans, any
warm and fuzzy we had disappeared. ATIS had
not been updated to report that the weather had
dropped bel ow minimumsthere. We were advised
of this condition as center switched usto ap-
proach. All other airfieldswithin range were below
minimums. It waslike aninstrument smulator in
flight schoal. | felt asif some“Mr. Zeller” was
out there on the consol e, changing the scenario and
laughing at meas| swested it out. Theonly differ-
encewasthat | couldn’t put thisscenario onfreeze.

The X O designated the airport with the radar
and put thediamond on the centerline of theap-
proach end of the duty runway. Wetold New
Orleansthat wewere minimum fuel and needed
priority handling toland at NAS New Orleans.
Approach responded, “We are below minimumsand
recommend that you proceed to your dternate.”

“You areour dternate,” wereplied. With that,
thesituation to al involved became crystal clear.
Asinmy simulator experience, therewereno
other optionsavailable. Thelinesof the box had
been drawn, and we were stuck init.

Rollingout onfinal, | dirtied up and did my
landing checkstwice. | hawked theinstrumentsas
if I wasflying the ultimate check-ride. The on-and-
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as
was out there on the console,
changing the scenario and
laughing at me as | sweated it out.

on callscorresponded with the designation onthe
end of the runway. At decision height, therewas
nothing but black soup. However, after aone-
second delay, | began to seethedim glow of the
rabbit lights, just under my left LEX. My rate of
descent was 650 feet per minute, the diamond was
three degreesdown, my velocity vector wasonit,
and | wason speed. Thelightsgrew brighter. |
saw aline of green, and the runway lights burned
through thefog, just asthe wheel s hit the runway.
Exiting therunway, | breathed for thefirst
timein five minutes, safed the seat, and began to

If some “Mr. Zeller”

taxi tothetransient line. Aswetaxied back toward
the approach end of therunway, | saw thelanding
light of lead’sjet, skimming flatly acrossthe
approach-end lights. Hiswheel stouched the deck,
and | breathed again.

Dash 2 of thefirst section waswaiting for us
at thetransient line. We collectively agreed that
training did not need to start prior to noon the next
day. Bourbon Street had six needy customers. I
you' reever intown, check out our zapper at the
House of Blues.

Thefirst lesson learned wasthat the fore-
caster could bewrong and still keep hisjob. If the
weather does not devel op asforecasted, the
forecasters can scratch their heads and reach for
another cup of coffee. However, astheaircrew,
you can find yourself corneredinto avery small
box. Second, do not belulled into afal se sense of
security, smply becauseyouareDash2ina
“benign” administrative hop. Who looks after you
better than you? Nobody. Third, back up the GCA
controller with your air-to-ground radar. Much like
backing up CV-approach needleswith bulls-eye,
theTACAN, and the BRC courseline, thedia
mond can help you get the jet on deck safely.
Fourth, if mother natureisthrowing afit, it might
be better to keep thejetsat home. Finally, no
matter what time of year you visit Bourbon Street,
itisalwaysagood time. =

Capt. Mulligan flies with VMFA(AW)-332.
IMr. Bert Zeller is asimulator instructor at NAS Meridian, Miss.



