VFA-102       FA-18

That Little Voice

By LCdr. Jim Muse and Ltjg. Christian Simonsen 

You know that little voice inside your head that sometimes whispers, “Maybe this isn’t such a great idea?”  I wish we had listened to it when we found ourselves 30 degrees nose low in complete IMC less than a minute after takeoff. The lines on the HUD were changing so fast that they weren’t helping, and all I could get out of my mouth was “level your wings!” over the ICS. 

From a peak altitude of 12,000 feet, we scooped out at 5,500 feet AGL less than 30 seconds later, and I was finally able to let go of the ejection handle. We were of course blind on our lead, so we picked up our own squawk from departure and met our playmate out in the area, but we knew how close we’d come to really having a bad day.

Let me back up about five minutes. As a flight of two Super Hornets sitting in the hold short on a lousy day, we had briefed a good deal 1v1 BFM flight, but the prospects were dim for completion. As we were taxiing, Ground called “99 on deck, the field is now IMC.”  The ceilings were coming down almost by the minute, and by the time we got to the hold short we couldn’t see our own hangar on the far end of the field. We knew the visibility was less than 8,000 feet. 

Our lead called Metro from the hold short for the current weather conditions to ensure we satisfied takeoff minimums. They reported 1500 feet broken and two-and-a-half miles visibility. Certainly legal for our briefed radar trail departure, but we weren’t sure which window Metro was looking through (probably the one for the snack machine).

We discussed getting a separate takeoff clearance, but we knew that would take a while. A C-9 called for takeoff as we were debating our options, and it disappeared into the mist just seconds after rotation. That should have been the biggest hint, but we were still being stubborn. 

We had a viable divert, and as Mission Commander it was my call. I chickened- out on the tough call and decided we’d try to hack it.

On the 10-second flight lead separation takeoff, our lead went airborne and into the clouds well before reaching the end of the runway, and we were still just getting our gear up when we found ourselves completely enveloped in white. The trusty radar quickly found it’s mark, we called “12 tied on” at a little over a mile in trail, and we were happy.

Departure radioed to our lead, “passing 3,000 feet, cleared right turn on course,” which was 180 degrees to the south. Lead called “turning right,” and we watched his velocity vector on our radar start to change as his track file marched toward the right side of our scope. 

This is where the fun really began. Vertigo, in case you’ve never had it, is NOT fun.

We were still climbing as the track file approached 45 degrees off our nose, and we still hadn’t started our turn. I pimped my fearless nose gunner, “Don’t gimbal him,” hoping he would get the instrument turn going.

Believing he was already turning right, my pilot pulled harder while still wings level. We skyrocketed well above the 9,000-foot clearance altitude, and both of us were dumbfounded when we saw 11,000 feet rapidly turn into 12,000 feet. In this extremely busy area with two major bases less than twenty miles apart, we both knew being off altitude could be fatal. 

Here we both compounded the first error. I don’t even remember what I said, something on the order of “Gotta get down.”  My pilot finally began to realize that he wasn’t exactly sure which way was up, and as I looked at my scrambled HUD repeater, I realized that I didn’t either. I felt a hard pull and the altimeter started going down – through 11, then 10, 9 and 8,000 feet in rapid succession, and getting quicker.

Now we were even worse off than before.

The whiteout made the box of the cockpit feel like a simulator, but this was very real and very not fun. I’m not even sure how many things ripped through my brain in that instant – I had visions of an F-14 crashing in Tennessee, and my hand went to the handle even though we were somewhere over the suburbs of a major city and we had no idea what was below us.

“Level your wings,” I called out forcefully, not even sure where "level" was myself. Just as I found the standby gyro with its easily-visible black "earth" on the bottom, I saw the nose coming up to the horizon, and we finally leveled-off at 5,500 feet AGL, still in IMC.

“Okay, that really scared me,” my pilot called out. I grunted a stunned agreement.

Our lead, long since off our radar, had been trying to narrate his movements and altitude for de-confliction and had no idea what we’d been going through – whatever he had said, we couldn’t hear anyway. We told Departure we needed our own squawk, and it took almost twenty miles before they found us on their scope and were able to start positively vectoring us. We broke out of the whiteout at 13,000 feet, and it was beautiful above.

The mission was short lived anyway, as our lead had a system failure and had to RTB. We were actually thankful we didn’t have to fly formation on our way back home through the weather.

The debrief was a long and introspective one. We were legal for our takeoff, but we agreed that just because we could, didn’t mean we should. It was obvious to us that Metro wasn’t keeping up with the rapidly changing ceilings and visibility, and knowing that, we should have been a little more conservative. We were in no real hurry...just victims of the false sense of urgency we had placed on ourselves. This lack of patience could have killed us.

Neither the pilot nor I realized at the time that we had vertigo – we were trying to fly our instruments in a whiteout, but instead let the seat of the pants feeling get the better of us. I always have three attitude references on takeoff, and I may be a caveman, but the standby gyro with the black and gray on it was the most helpful. It just took me a lot longer to find and interpret its useful information while my head was spinning. Since this flight I now compare the agreement of all my instruments when in or near unfavorable weather.

We overreacted at 12,000 feet. Taking a moment to analyze our situation could have saved us from making a spring-loaded and potentially fatal decision. In our haste, we overcorrected and we very nearly ended our own lives. Next time I’m going to listen to that little voice!

LCdr. Muse and Ltjg. Simonsen fly with VFA-102.
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-----Original Message-----
From: Marrs, Chris LCDR, (VFA-102) [mailto:Chris.Marrs@cvw5.navy.mil]
Sent: Thursday, May 18, 2006 23:46
To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B
Subject: Approach Article Submission
Mr. Stewart, 
Attached is an article written by LCDR James Muse and LTJG Christian Simonsen from VFA-102. Thank you for your consideration in including it in your Approach safety magazine.
Very Respectfully, 
LCDR Chris “Cheers” Marrs 
VFA-102 Safety Officer 
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