VFA-83        FA-18

Signs of Hypoxia

By Lt. Huber  

Hypoxia is a major issue for Hornet pilots. There have been many cases where pilots have been exposed to a degraded oxygen flow before any cautions were displayed. A pilot must rely on self-diagnosis. What if the pilot has a history of not recognizing his symptoms?  I, unfortunately, am a person that had to be told to put his mask on in the altitude chamber, because I was still waiting to recognize the signs of hypoxia long after the other pilots had put on their masks. As Murphy’s Law dictates I am a likely candidate to experience hypoxia in the aircraft. 

My experience with hypoxia started as a good deal 2 v 2 and like every other good deal the weather was beautiful and I was excited to go flying. The OBOGS system passed the BIT on deck and I left the flow secured until I was ready to put on my mask. I put my mask on about 10 minutes before takeoff and did not notice any problem with the system. On the join up I was having trouble accomplishing normal cockpit tasks. I chalked this up to being a little rusty, but my troubles continued into the G-warm. With G on the jet I was having a very hard time concentrating and was completely absorbed with flying form and I was unable to do any other cockpit tasks. About this time the OBOGS DEGD caution came on. I did not see the caution right away, but I heard the oral warning. I remember thinking, “There goes my good deal.”  

By this point I was already very hypoxic. All I was able to say over the radio was, “OBOGS degrade.”

My lead responded, “Say again.”  

I could not remember my own call sign. I had to force my eyes down to my kneeboard card and read it directly from the card. The procedures for an OBOGS DEGD caution floated in my mind. I repeated the steps to myself four times before I actually started to move my hand. My peripheral vision was darkening as I reached for the Emergency Oxygen Green ring on the outside of my left thigh. It was not there. I put the aircraft in a shallow descent from 18k. I was uncomfortable initiating a rapid descent because I thought I might pass out. My flight lead recited the steps of the emergency procedure. I gave up looking for the green ring on the outside of my seat and began looking for the ring on the inside of my left thigh. Older hornets have the green ring on the inside of the pilots left thigh, but newer ones had the green ring on the outside. I had flown both types going through the FRS. I could feel the onset of panic as I groped for the green ring. It was not on the inside of my thigh either. 
I was totally confused and beginning to get angry. I gave up the search for the ring on the inside of my thigh and looked again on the outside. Digging under the seat I found that the ring had been wedged under my seat cushion. I gave the ring a tug and secured the OBOGS oxygen flow knob. All flow stopped. I was getting no air to the mask whatsoever. For the first time since my troubles started I looked down at the cabin altitude, it read 8K. I ripped off my mask. Once the mask was off, I started to feel better. I regained ability to think through the situation. Reaching again for the ring I gave it another pull. I had not pulled it far enough to actually open the valve. This time it worked. Cold air blasted my face from my hanging mask. I rapidly put my mask back on and increased my descent. I joined up on my lead and came back for an uneventful landing. 
Hypoxia can be deadly. The symptoms I experienced in the jet that day were the same as I felt in the chamber. In the chamber I thought I was fine right up to the point where the corpsman told me, “I think you need to put your mask on, sir.”  I now believe that I was getting an inadequate amount of oxygen from the first point I put my mask on. It was 20 minutes from take off to the time the caution came on. By the time the caution light finally illuminated, I was already very hypoxic. Not finding the green handle on the first grab was very disorienting and cost me very valuable time. Now every time I get in a jet I touch the emergency oxygen green ring to make sure I know right where it is and nothing is blocking my access to it. I now know how I will feel in the minutes up to becoming incapacitated in the jet. It is not a feeling I ever want to repeat. If the OBOGS light had not come on, I think this story would have ended much worse. I am now spring loaded to notice my symptoms of hypoxia. This is a lesson I will never forget. 
Lt. Huber flies with VFA-83.
*******************************

From: Vickers, Geoffrey K LCDR VFA 83 PILOTS 
Sent: Monday, September 04, 2006 15:39
To: NRFK_SAFE_Approach
Subject: Approach article submission from LT huber VFA-83
Sir or Ma'am,
   I have attached an article that one of our pilots wrote for Approach concerning a hypoxic episode he had. Please let me know if you need an amplifying information or if you have any questions.
 

Very Respectfully,
LCDR Vickers
VFA-83 Safety Officer
