VFA-195          FA-18

Lost Brakes

By Lt. Brett Dresden 


After dulling the sharpest of pencils and completing numerous unit level events, Air Wing FIVE was well into the Strike Fighter Advanced Readiness Program (SFARP) at Andersen Air Force Base, Guam. During the second week of three in Guam, I was scheduled for a “good deal” 2v1 against the XO and another JO on a “clear-and-a-million” Friday afternoon. 

Preflight and start were normal. Pulling into the arm/de-arm area, the jet stopped a bit more suddenly than usual. I took mental note and followed the XO to the hold short. Twenty seconds later we were cleared for takeoff--this is where my “good deal” hop ended.

After running the jet up and wiping out the flight controls, I heard a loud “thump” as the brakes rapidly fell to the floor. After ensuring wingtip clearance with my flight lead, while simultaneously retarding the throttles to idle, I noticed the jet had accelerated to 10-15 knots, no thanks to Andersen’s down-sloping runway. I then selected emergency brakes, taking note that my emergency brake accumulator read 2,500 psi, meaning roughly five to six brake applications were left on the system. I followed by telling tower that I had lost my brakes and needed a tow but would keep the jet turning (in order to keep the emergency brake accumulator charged) until chocked.

Finally coming to a complete stop, I double-checked the brake pressure gauge when a momentary HYD2A caution appeared on my left display. The brakes again fell to the floor and the emergency brake accumulator now read 0 psi. As I began to accelerate to about 10 knots, I instinctively put the hook handle down, in the hopes that it would grab something, putting a halt to my compounding problems. 

As I continued rolling, I picked up a slight drift toward the short field arresting battery on the right side of the runway. I also lost both modes of nose wheel steering, making directional control impossible. Due to the jet’s slow speed and the gentle terrain, I made the decision to stay with the jet.

Meanwhile, as fast as the HYD2A caution appeared, I looked in my rear-view mirrors and saw a trail of hydraulic fluid scattered on the runway behind me.

I had executed the abort boldface and emergency brake procedure. In a last-ditch attempt to stop the jet, I turned off the anti-skid and re-applied the brakes, to no avail. I quickly told the XO what I had done and asked if he had any ideas. Before he could finish saying no, I shutdown the motors and drifted off the runway. The aircraft stopped 170 feet abeam and roughly 1700 feet down the runway.

After the ordeal was over, I discovered that the brake assembly had disintegrated as I left the line; remember the sudden stop?  I found that I had left several brake parts in the arm/de-arm area resulting in a hydraulic leak in the right brake line. As I departed the arm/de-arm area, two ordies found the parts and contacted the Flight Line Coordinator. He immediately sent a maintainer over to another turning aircraft to ask the pilot to radio me to stop. Despite their quick-thinking efforts, my emergency was already in progress.

Fortunately, no one was hurt and the jet was flying again shortly thereafter. If I could do it all over again, I would have asked the maintainers to double-check my brakes after they were “grabbing” in the arm/de-arm area. I failed to do what we are all taught early in our flying careers:  If it just doesn’t feel right, it probably isn’t right. Stop and correct the problem.

NATOPS knowledge is a must in all aviation communities and cannot play second fiddle to the volumes of tactical doctrine we study on a daily basis. Recurring immediate action exams and systems lectures reinforce the procedures written in blood. While not as exciting as scoring that guns kill or destroying the target, the knowledge attained from the NATOPS manual is worth every minute spent in crunch time.

Lt. Dresden  flies with VFA-195.
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-----Original Message-----
From: Dresden, Brett LT, (VFA-195) [mailto:Brett.Dresden@cvw5.navy.mil]
Sent: Monday, May 22, 2006 0:58
To: NRFK_SAFE_Approach
Subject: VFA-195 LOST BRAKES
Sir/Ma'm, 
Here's an article written by me/approved by the CO. Please let me know if you need anything else from me. Thanks. 

LT Brett Dresden 
VFA-195 
FPO AP 96601-6237 
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Very respectfully, 
LT Dresden 

