VFA-192       FA-18
Are You Truly NORDO With Both Of Your Radios INOP?

By LCdr. Edmund L Zukowski

I was scheduled for a night proficiency hop on the third night of Air Wing CQ, having completed CQ the night before. After launch checks were complete on came the external lights to signal ready for launch. As the holdback released and the cat-shot began all aircraft displays flashed full bright and then went out. At the end of the cat-shot the displays came back on. The aircraft flew away normally and I keyed the mic to check in with departure. 306 airborne…nothing…306 airborne…nothing.

After repeated attempts to contact departure, tower, approach and strike with no joy, I continued my climb and proceeded overhead to troubleshoot. Each frequency selected could receive at varying volume levels from normal to barely audible. I could hear my own voice on the ICS and the oxygen mask, cords and connections were properly connected. Switching UHF antennas did not work and COMM 1 and COMM 2 bit go. So I squawked 7600 and broke out the PRC-149 survival radio to attempt communications on GUARD and SAR UHF channels.

Still no joy, I began executing a divert to NAF Atsugi and I noticed another aircraft beginning to join on me. It was a Hornet from my squadron coming to drag me home. After an external lights lead change, my impression was that we were heading to NAF Atsugi. My wingman called in the blind that we would be shooting a half-flap approach. I communicated, via the PRC-149 that I was able to complete a normal full-flap landing. He heard my call and answered.

As we made a descending left-hand turn it appeared to that we were heading towards the warning area departure point. As we broke out from the low cloud layer and leveled off at angels 1.2 my wingman asked “are you ready to recover?”  Huh?  After switching back the TACAN to father and noticing that we are 12 NM on final I realize that I’m 6,000 pounds over max trap. I called my lead, on the PRC-149, and let him know that I needed time to adjust gross weight. So we began a left-hand turn for re-adjustment. As we rolled out on final we initially dirtied up with half flaps selected per our squadron SOP. With my PRC-149 earpiece in, to hear my wingman, I secured the unit in my CMU-33 survival vest for the arrestment. On final approach, my only ability to communicate was through external light flashes. 

CAG paddles broke out the Aircraft Recovery Bulletins (ARBs) to see if the ship had enough wind-over-deck to recover a half-flap Hornet. Upon hearing my wingman’s call that I would be full-flaps eliminated the increased WOD requirement. At 3 miles we tipped over on the approach and around 2.5 miles I picked up ICLS. It married up with what CATCC was calling to my lead. At this point, with a visual on the boat, I flashed the taxi light to signal I wanted to continue the approach myself. My wingman took high cover and I select full flaps for the final portion of the approach. The LSO gave cut lights around a mile out and I trapped uneventfully.

Per the pre-flight brief, it was mentioned that paddles would not take NORDO aircraft during CQ. This affected my mindset while all of this was happening. My intentions were to troubleshoot, and if no luck, then proceed to home field. The call from my wingman, asking if I was ready to recover, took me by surprise. The other thing that went through my mind was gross weight adjustment. Once initial landing checks were complete I realized that I needed to be 33,000 pounds for a half-flap approach. Upon good ICLS and visual on the boat I selected full flaps, which alleviated the need to be at 33,000 pounds.

As long as you have done a good pre-flight on your PRC, and thought about using it airborne, it is a viable communication tool. You have to use the earpiece (due to noise in the cockpit) and should be below 10,000 ft cabin pressure (due to your mask having to hang to talk). Technique for boat use is to secure it in your flight gear prior to making an arrested landing to avoid possible missile hazard in the cockpit. The earpiece cord should be long enough to remain in your ear with the PRC secured in your flight gear. If using the PRC, another suggestion is to have paddles communicate on either guard or SAR UHF to be able to provide power and line-up calls. With the new communication suite paddles can communicate on two frequencies at once. Cut lights should always be used for “roger ball” and power calls just in case the NORDO aircraft does not receive the transmissions and to keep things standardized.

The use of the PRC gave me the ability to let my wingman know answers to all of the questions that normally plague a flight lead with a NORDO wingman. It is not the easiest way to communicate but it sure beats light flashes, mic clicks and looming questions.

LCdr. Zukowski flies with VFA-192.
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