That Old Salt

By LCdr. Mike Harris, C-20G
One of my more vivid memories from primary flight training was hearing that Old Salt in the back tell me to assume that everyone is trying to kill me.  He was imparting the lesson to never allow a controller to paint me into a box and the importance of global SA, of course, but in this case one of those presumed assassins actually lent a helping hand.
The squadron had been on a deployment order for the last few years primarily flying Deputy CENTCOM.  Flying the C-20G, the Navy’s edition of a Gulfstream IV, we were the ideal platform for this type of mission.  The planes had been holding up admirably despite the long flight hours and frequent wind-blown sand baths over the past 3 years.  The squadron had great pride in being on target on time every time with Deputy CENTCOM in the back.  This mission was becoming old hat for us.
Leaving Keesler AFB after a fuel stop en route to MacDill AFB, we got a call from Houston Center.  Keesler tower had called Center to relay that their ground crew, probably mesmerized by our slick ride taking off, was taken aback when it appeared our left main gear didn’t stay up.  We glanced at our gear indicator, the standard civilian three green lights, and didn’t see any of them or the red light in the gear handle illuminated indicating the gear was up and locked.  On top of that, the plane seemed to be flying fine and wind noise didn’t seem that bad.  By then we were pretty well on our way and Keesler’s info was getting time-late, so with the absence of obvious secondary’s we pressed.
Passing 10,000 feet, our Flight Management System directs the plane to speed up to 300 knots for the climb to altitude.  Just as the plane began to accelerate, it picked up a slight shudder accompanied with a flickering red light in the handle.  We slowed back down to gear transition speed and cycled the gear, but still had normal gear indications.  A check of the hydraulic systems showed something a little odd, however.  The combined hydraulic fluid level on the hydraulics page normally shows a false low fluid level when the wheels are all up and locked.  When the gear is lowered, the combined level indicates full.  In this case, the combined level was showing full, insinuating that the gear were not all up and locked.  With heightened suspicion levels, we kept the plane below gear limits but decided to press on to MacDill since Gulfstream support was readily available there.
After finally limping all the way to Tampa, a fly-by of the tower confirmed our suspicions – the left gear was not up.  We lowered the gear handle and everything seemed to be working 4.0.  MacDill Tower confirmed that everything looked down and locked following another fly-by.  The landing and the rest of the story went uneventfully.

A post-flight investigation quickly discovered the culprit for the whole episode – the left main up-lock was broken.  Back at Keesler when the gear was raised, the up-lock suffered a fatigue failure when the left main gear hit it.  With nothing holding the gear up, it gently settled back into the wind, bleeding off residual hydraulic gear-up pressure on the way.  However, without hydraulic or emergency nitrogen gear-down pressure, the gear did not make it to the full down and locked position, which is the requirement for the green gear indicator light to illuminate.  In the meantime, all the inboard gear doors closed which extinguished the red light in the gear handle.  As the plane sped up passing 10,000 feet, the airflow into the wheel well caused the inboard door to vibrate which in turn caused the red light in the handle to flicker.
The U.S. Navy owns the highest time Gulfstream IVs in the world, averaging 15,000 flight hours where the nearest competitor only has 7,000, and we therefore have the ominous honor of being the test-bed for Gulfstream Corp. to determine component high time levels.  Not surprisingly, this was the first up-lock fatigue failure on record so it took some hemming and hawing over the next couple days before a new one was installed and we were back on our way.

Other than a blemish on our otherwise perfect record of support for Deputy CENTCOM, this little adventure ended without incident.  Special thanks to the crew back in Keesler who watched us go, noticed something didn’t seem right with the left gear, had the initiative to inform Tower who in turn relayed the message to us through Center.  Without that warning, we wouldn’t have been on our toes when the plane accelerated passing 10,000 feet.  At a minimum they kept us from over-speeding and damaging the landing gear.
LCdr.s Harris flies with VR-51.

