A Show For the Fly-In

By Lt. Glenn Davis, EA-6B
You never know when you will have to crack open the PCL and run a checklist.  Inevitably, it is when you least feel like it.  The day started out great, flying off from a five month WESTPAC and heading back to wonderful Whidbey Island.  The launch from the carrier went as planned and our division of Prowlers proceeded to Lemoore for gas before heading north for home.  The entire flight had been very uneventful and quite relaxing.  Everyone was excited to finally be heading home to see their families.  

The weather at Whidbey was nice so we came in for a diamond flyover, followed by the standard three-second division break.  I was in the dash two position and followed lead in order, taking a quick look down to see all of the families eagerly awaiting in the hangar as we flew overhead.  “250, Gear and flaps” I said as we decelerated to on speed and configured for landing.  “Only another minute or two of flying and a short taxi home,” or so I thought.  As we slowed through 200 knots, the flaps and slats came out as advertised and the main gear were indicating down and locked.  The nose gear, however, showed the dreaded barber pole.  I slowed to on speed thinking that it might lock down as I decelerated, as is sometimes the case in the Prowler.  

As the indexers clicked amber, no luck.  I quickly informed the crew and initiated a wave off, heading back up to pattern altitude.  Hearing the news over the tower freq, dash-3 also waved off in order to give us a visual inspection.  One and four landed safely and were heading to the line as my now section started working the issue.  Dash 3 said that the nose wheel was down, but did not look to be in the overextended and locked position.  I “porpoised” the jet a couple times to try and lock out the gear without success.  I later found out that it was quite a show to the spectators on the ground.  

Turning downwind we continued to work the checklist, which said to either activate the blow down system or cycle the gear.  Our wingman landed, being light on fuel, and we soon realized that this would be our last lap around the pattern due to our own fuel state.  Not wanting to risk getting the gear stuck in the up position, and feeling this configuration was better than no nose wheel at all, we elected to use the blow down system.  I rotated the gear handle and pulled as hard as I could to activate the blow down system.  Much to our dismay, nothing changed.  Realizing we were out of time and options, we informed tower that we would be taking a short field arrestment and expected the worst.  Approaching the 180, I ran through the landing checklist one last time and briefed the crew on my intentions to hold off the nose as long as possible and then secure the engines once we were in the gear if the nose collapsed.  

We would safe up the ejection seats and egress quickly on the runway once the jet stopped.  As we rolled into the groove, I was not so much scared as I was curious as to what was going to happen in the next few seconds.  I landed close to the gear, and as the main mounts hit down, I saw out of the corner of my eye, the nose wheel click down and locked.  The hook caught and we slowed to a stop on all three mounts.  The crash crew quickly pinned the jet and shut us down.  

Thankfully, there was no damage to the jet or our crew and everything turned out fine.  However, an important lesson for all of us that day was a flight, or even cruise, is never over until you are chocked, shut down, and walking away from the jet.  Our crew did very well talking through the problem, assessing our fuel state and options, and using our wingman to the fullest extent possible.  In the end we were forced to land with an unsafe indication, but only after expending all our options.  As a final note, while we were a bit disappointed we didn’t get to taxi in with the rest of the squadron, we did get a pretty cool fire truck ride back to the hangar. 

Lt. Davis flies with VAQ-139.
