VFA-27       FA-18

Quite a Night for the New Guy

By Lt. Tom Jillson

My day started off just like any other since arriving in Japan four weeks earlier. I had a simulator beginning at noon, followed by a SSC flight on CAG’s wing later that night. It was a standard SSC brief, involving two coordinated sections searching for surface contacts along a chain of islands south of Tokyo. I was a little nervous initially, since I was new, and flying on CAG’s wing without NVGs. My nervousness quickly settled down as I began to focus on the mission at hand. 

There was a late lineup change that resulted in CAG and me swapping jets with the other section. My new jet was aircraft 215. The same jet that I lost brakes in just a week prior on another night flight. I quickly dismissed the thought and signed for the jet, which had already flown earlier that day without any problems, and proceeded to the PR shop to don my flight gear. 

The PRs had all of my gear ready to go for my flight, to include a pair of night-vision goggles (NVGs). Knowing that I hadn’t completed my squadron’s NVG syllabus, I reluctantly had to hand them back. The other guys in the PR shop light-heartedly gave me a hard time for having to go out into the night “blind.”  Lucky for me, it was a clear evening, with only a scattered cloud layer at two thousand feet.

After a normal pre-flight, with no discrepancies noted, I climbed the ladder and strapped in, just as the sun was going down. 

The startup, taxi and takeoff were normal. We headed to the working area, about 100 miles south of the airfield. It was a little hazy at our cruising altitude, which made it challenging to maintain sight of each other, so CAG contacted the E-2 to request a higher altitude. 

We received clearance to climb to 17,500 feet MSL for the transit. As we were passing through 17,000 feet, I heard a loud bang, which felt like it was under the right side of the jet. About the same time, I received a Master Caution light accompanied by an “Engine Right, Engine Right.” aural caution. Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of a R STALL caution that quickly disappeared from the Digital Data Indicator, or DDI. I pulled the right throttle back, and checked the engine page as I was discussing the indications with CAG. All of the parameters on the right motor were normal. 

As I began to think everything was okay, I heard “Engine Left, Engine Left” in my headset. I immediately looked down to see an L ENG caution on my DDI. “What now?” I thought. I retarded the left throttle to idle, brought up my engine page and saw a big red >>THRUST<< staring back at me. I informed my flight lead about the new development and we both agreed it was time to RTB. 

We started a shallow descending left turn down to 8000 feet and put Atsugi  on the nose. After about 135 degrees of turn, I realized that I was starting to flush out in front of my lead, so I pulled the right throttle to idle to fix my acuteness. At that time, I got yet another Master Caution, alerting my attention to an L FLAMEOUT. At this point, I thought, “What else could go wrong?”  I watched the RPM decay, as I struggled to keep my lead in sight.

I came back inside and looked at my Engine Fuel Display, EFD, and saw the RPM stable around 50%. It didn’t match up with the right engine, but it hadn’t spooled down to zero RPM either. The L FLAMEOUT caution remained. I leveled off at 8000 feet, and CAG gave me the lead for the RTB. He called back to base to have them review NATOPS and to back us up on all of the procedures. I advanced the left throttle to see if the engine would respond, but the RPM didn’t increase. I told my flight lead that I still had 50% RPM and the engine wasn’t responding. He then told me to go ahead and secure the left motor, which I did. Immediately I lost all power in the cockpit as the left engine spooled down and the generator kicked offline. My first thought was, is my other generator on? After what seemed like an eternity, the displays all came back to life as the right generator picked up the load. The left engine spooled down to 0%, 300°C, and 104% on the nozzle. I had never seen a nozzle that far open before, but then again, I’ve never had to shut down an engine in-flight before either.

Up until this point, I hadn’t been overly concerned. I had one working engine and a wingman with over 3000 Hornet hours. But with a 50-mile transit, at 250 kts, it was going to take a while. I had one engine, which had given me a stall indication earlier. Not more than two minutes later, my other engine had flamed out. A variety of scenarios began running through my head. If my right engine decided to fail me, where was I going to end up?  I was fifty miles from base, at night, and over water that looked really cold.

We covered all of the specifics of a single engine landing, and contingencies for the approach. Lucky for me, the right engine was still operating, so I could lower the gear normally and wouldn’t have to take a trap, which is a concern for an airwing operating at a single runway airfield. I dumped down to 5,500 lbs to lower my landing speed, and continued on for a PAR to runway 19. I was ready for the turn to final to get this interesting night over with.

I continued on with the approach at 150 kts, slightly faster than on-speed to help with controllability. As I got closer to the field, I started to slow to on-speed. As I approached my on-speed airspeed of 131 kts, I heard “Flight Controls, Flight Controls.”  Uh-oh, was all I thought. I checked the FCS page, and saw a 4-channel AOA failure. Sure enough, I had no information in the HUD regarding AOA. I thought, No problem, I’ll just look at the indexer. But to my surprise, that wasn’t giving me any information either. So, I mashed the FCS reset button, which cleared the fault, returning all of my AOA values. However, moments later, the four-channel AOA failure returned.

After two more iterations of FCS cautions and failed resets, I realized that the jet didn’t want to provide me with any AOA information for my approach. So I resorted to fly the rest of the approach fast, eventually slowing to 131 kts just prior touchdown. 

After my uneventful, single-engine, no AOA approach and landing, I cleared the duty, and taxied back to my line where a group of maintainers eagerly awaited my return.

As it turns out, the night’s events were the due to unrelated emergencies. The left engine flameout was the result of a failed Variable Exhaust Nozzle (VEN) pump. When the pump failed, it drove the VEN to a full open position. The outcome was a loss of backpressure to the engine, and when the throttle was moved to idle, it caused the engine to flameout. The flameout logic then tried to restart the engine, but was unable because of the failed VEN. The only way to deal with it, at the time, was to shut it down to prevent any further damage to the engine. 

As for the 4-channel AOA failure, delamination of the heating element in one of the AOA probes is the suspected source of the problem. The damaged probe stuck at one AOA value, while the undamaged probe continued to move freely. Once a large enough split developed, the FCS declared the AOA input invalid and generated the four-channel failure. 

Bottom-line, during flights that experience multiple emergencies, aircrew coordination between cockpits is paramount. Effective and concise communication helped identify, implement, and execute a plan to expeditiously land this aircraft in a safe manner. 

Scenarios like these are precisely why we practice ACT in naval aviation.

Lt. Jillson flies with VFA-27.

*************************
-----Original Message-----
From: Thrasher, Matthew J LCDR (VFA 27) [mailto:Matthew.Thrasher@cvw5.navy.mil]
Sent: Monday, July 24, 2006 4:11
To: NRFK_SAFE_Approach
Subject: Approach article entitled - "Quite a Night for the New Guy" VFA-27 Royal Maces
To whom it may concern, 

Attached is an article authored by LT Tom Jillson, VFA-27 Royal Maces. 
The compounding emergencies during this flight will amaze you, but the crew coordination 
is the shining piece here. 

If you have any questions don't hesitate to write. 

V/r 

LCDR Matt Thrasher 
Safety Officer 
VFA-27 Royal Maces 
matthew.thrasher@cvw5.navy.mil 
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