It’s a Beautiful Day for a BAM

By LCdr. Craig  Remaly, EA-6B
It was a beautiful January day in the Pacific Northwest. The air was clear and cool – a perfect day for a BAM. We manned up and headed east to the Okanogan MOA to bend our Prowler around the sky.

At the end of a barrel role the pilot had ECMO 1 talk him through a nose low UA. Just as the nose was coming up through about 25 degrees nose down, there was a loud bang and the whole airframe shuddered. This is one of the few times in my life I have experienced time compression, and each time I am amazed at how the mind works overtime during that period. I know it was only a few seconds from the time of the initial noise to the time we were wings level, nose on the horizon, but during that time many thoughts passed through my head. 

I immediately thought that this was a replay of a VAQ-129 mishap from a couple of months prior. That aircrew had suffered a catastrophic 4 1/2 bearing failure in one engine that sent debris through the second engine. They ejected with only minor injuries. 

My second thought was that I didn’t want to eject, but wondered what it would be like to experience the rocket seat ride. And that since it was January, I was going to be cold. 

It’s funny how your mind works times like these. I next thought of what a strange mix we had in the crew and how the mishap report would read. We had about 6,000 total hours, but only about a third of that was in the Prowler. Our pilot was a SH-60 transition with 2,000 total hours, but only around 500 in the Prowler. ECMO 1 was a nugget with around 400 total hours and 200 EA-6B. ECMO 3 was a prior EP-3 aircrewman with 2,500 hours – 500 in the Prowler. And I had about 1500 hours, most that in the ES-3. It was also my first flight as a Prowler mission commander.

I then came to the realization that the aircraft was still flying and discovered I had a death grip on the ejection handle. As I gingerly removed my hands from the ejection handle, our pilot kept us heading west towards Whidbey Island.

After declaring an emergency, going through the checklists, we settled down for the 15-minute transit home. The engine was still wind milling and providing full hydraulics. We elected not to attempt an airstart. It was about half-way home when things took a slight turn for the worst. The wind milling engine seized. Without the engine turning, we lost one of the hydraulic pumps in each system. According to Prowler NATOPS, we were now land ASAP. Sitting in the back, I slewed my cursor over Moses Lake, our primary divert for land ASAP emergencies on the east side of the Cascades. Moses Lake was at our 7 o’clock for 70 miles. A quick look at the TACAN showed NAS Whidbey on our nose for 70 miles. A glance straight down revealed intimidating terrain of the Cascades that would test our survival skills. For the second time in about ten minutes, I thought “I don’t want to have to eject.”

The remaining engine performed well and our pilot flew a perfect pass for the field arrestment. After the taxing back to the line and shutting down, we found a large streak of oil down the left side of the plane. We had suffered a 4 1/2 bearing failure that caused the engine to shut down and eventually seize. During about a four-month period, the prowler community experienced approximately six 4 1/2 bearing failures, two of which lead to loss of the aircraft.

We did a few things correctly that beautiful January day. First, we were in the western part of the area on a westerly heading. After checking the engine instruments and determining what troubles we were facing, our pilot kept us heading west towards Whidbey while informing the rest of the crew. ECMO 1 couldn’t raise Seattle Center right away due to radio congestion, so he put the squawk to emergency to get Seattle’s attention. ECMO 3 and I followed along the checklists in back and kept overall SA. We utilized good CRM and came up with a plan – including a field arrestment brief. When the engine seized, we went through the hydraulic failure checklist and re-evaluated our plan.
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