VFA-86    FA-18

Smells Funny In Here

By Lt. Brian Heater
 Flying a routine night AIC mission from the boat is usually not a big deal for a cruise-experienced JO. However, adding a KC-135 to the mix always tends to make things a little more interesting. Plugging into the iron maiden basket of metal and rubber love was a piece of cake. The tanker went into a turn and the boom started to move a little more than usual so I decided to slowly back out and let things settle down a bit. Just at the point of disconnect the basket seemed to grab my probe for a second then it let go. As soon as I plugged again I went IFR in the cockpit as fuel sprayed all over my canopy. “Great,” I said to myself as I thought for sure that I had just joined the long, but distinguished list of victims who had sacrificed their fuel probes to the Iron Maiden. The plug was actually pretty smooth and I was relieved that when the gas cleared my probe was still intact. The maiden works in mysterious ways and believe me if she wants your probe she will get it. It just was not my time. Not knowing if it were a problem with my jet or the KC-135, I decided to back out and let the next Hornet tank. Until now I was thinking there was a problem with the basket since it seemed to be still spraying a little gas even after I backed out. The next aircraft tanked uneventfully so I decided to try again. The same thing happened, gas everywhere and IFR in the cockpit. At that point I was far enough below ladder that I couldn’t do the mission even at max endurance so I went to the penalty box in high holding above mom for my hour and a half of max endurance pain. Cue the circus music.

Climbing out from the tanker my eyes started burning really badly, to the point where I could not keep them open long enough to even fly the jet. I hit the auto throttles and managed to find the altitude hold and leveled off.  “Holy cow” I thought as my eyes were killing me. I started to feel a little disorientated. Not sure about the origin of the fumes, I took my mask off to confirm that is was in fact outside and not from my mask. Yep, the cockpit smelled like the inside of a gas can. I threw my mask back on and completed the emergency oxygen procedure. However, I still felt disorientated and was having a difficult time flying despite total concentration. I made a deal with myself at this point that if were to start losing consciousness that I would punch out. “Man I don’t want to do that,” I thought. I called the tower, since at that particular time it made the most sense even though it was night, and contacted the Boss. The Boss, after chastising me for calling him at night, pushed me to button 18 and contacted my rep down in the ready room. After getting safely below 10,000 feet I got the boldface for smoke/fumes in the cockpit complete. I don’t know if it was the initial disorientation with the fumes or what but it took the rep telling me to do the boldface for the fumes. As soon as I placed the switch to Ram/Dump the fumes started to slowly subside. There was still a residual smell left over but I felt better. Since the recovery was taking a while due to other emergencies I was able to recover with a short hook from CATCC and a little love from Paddles.

Looking back the situation was handled reasonably well. I had a problem which was covered by NATOPS. The NATOPS procedure for emergency oxygen was done correctly and worked as advertised. However, it took the rep in CATCC to think of the smoke/fumes emergency. Here on deck it seems intuitive, but when you can’t see and start to feel funny up there it can be a little bit trickier. CRM worked well for me on that night though. Being a single seat guy makes it easy to forget those principles but in this case the coordination between me and my squadron mate in CATCC may have saved the day. Earlier initiation of the boldface for the fumes would have been ideal, but I adhered to the good ole adage aviate, navigate, and communicate and it worked awesome. 

It turns out that backing out of the basket too slowly can twist the tip of the probe and crack it. When I put the probe back in fuel leaked into the gun bay and managed to find its way into the cockpit. We speculate that some of the gas that went down the intake found its way into the bleed air system and even possibly into the OBOGS. Either way, having fumes in the cockpit of an F-18 is not fun but is manageable. We know that fumes in the cockpit is a boldface item but it doesn’t always get the attention of an engine fire or departure. I would say if ever there is a case for having fast hands in the cockpit it is for smoke or fumes in your jet. Bottom line is that on this night NATOPS saved a canopy, a jet, and maybe even a pilot. 

Lt. Heater flies with VFA-86.
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