Can Anyone Find 502?

By Lt. Josette Curtis, EA-6B
It was a Thursday night, about halfway through a four-month “surge” deployment to the Western Pacific.  Our crew was scheduled for a 1+30 cycle unit-level-training mission northeast of Guam.  The crew consisted of a nugget pilot, one LCdr.-type Prowler tactics instructor in ECMO 1, a senior Lt. NATOPS instructor in ECMO 2, and ECMO 3.  Altogether, there were approximately 2,500 hours of Prowler experience airborne that evening.  Three of the crewmembers had flown earlier in the day.  This necessitated a somewhat rushed brief for the night event; however, all emergencies and contingencies were discussed in accordance with both squadron and NATOPS standards.

Following the sunset launch, we proceeded to the assigned operating area and began our practice missions.  After two of these scenarios, we took a break and began flying around the coasts of Saipan and Tinian islands, giving ourselves an “area fam” using NVDs.  Approximately 45 minutes into the flight and while setting up for a third scenario, a very audible hiss was noted in both cockpits.  ECMO 2 and I immediately noticed the cabin pressure shoot up to our operating altitude of 21,000 feet MSL.

We quickly donned our oxygen masks, and ECMO 2 piped up over the ICS, “Hey guys, mask up—we lost cabin pressure.”  
Good call.  Expecting a response in the affirmative from the front seat, we became alarmed when we did not hear anything.  I tried a second time to ask the front-seaters if they had put their masks on—still no answer.  While this was going on, the aircraft had settled into a 5 to 10 degree nose-down attitude, combined with a slight left angle-of-bank.  With no communications with the front seat, we were unsure as to whether our pilot had noticed the depressurization and was taking us below 10,000 feet MSL (in accordance with NATOPS procedures)—or if he had become hypoxic and slumped over the stick!

In the meantime, we continued trying to raise the front seat on both ICS and UHF.  After 2 to 3 minutes with no response from them, we came to the (correct) conclusion that their radios and ICS were no longer functioning.  While I continued trying to raise them over ICS using the different modes of the ICS box, ECMO2 called strike (on the carrier) to inform them of our issues.  We soon heard the voice of our skipper, giving us his plan of action for bringing us aboard the ship.  By now, our only method of communicating with the front seat was by passing notes through the small tunnel (a.k.a. the “ECMO hole”) between the pilot and ECMO 3 seats.  I told them we were in communication with the ship, that the skipper wanted us to return to the carrier, and that ATC was in the process of vectoring an airwing Hornet to act as comm relay and to lead us through the approach.  A few minutes of loud shouting conveyed to the front seaters that they should reach back through the ECMO hole and retrieve the note I had for them.

They soon passed a note back, cluing us in to the source of our problems.  The pilot and ECMO 1 had diagnosed the problem as a DC Essential Feeder Circuit No. 1 failure—a popped circuit breaker.  Unfortunately, this circuit breaker is located in one of the external shoulder panels, and is inaccessible in-flight.  The systems lost with this popped circuit breaker include ACLS, front-seat ICS, IFF, TACAN, the CDNU (primary navigation control system), UHF No. 2, normal landing gear, canopy seal, stores jettison, hook lift, and left weight-on-wheels switch.  So what did this mean to us?  The front seat had no means of navigation except the wet compass, no attitude reference except the “peanut gyro,” and no IFF with which to squawk emergency and allow our aircraft to be found by the airborne E-2C.

Needless to say, in this dire state, there was no way we were going to try and recover aboard Mom.  About the only thing we had going for us was we were fat on gas—we had over 11,000 pounds remaining (about 2+00 flying max conserve #’s) when the problem began, and were only 80 miles from our primary divert, Andersen AFB, located on the northeast end of Guam.  Our pilot had already pointed our aircraft southwest to get us closer.

We conveyed all of this information to our skipper.  Immediately, King (the E-2C) began looking for us on their radar, identifying the closest aircraft that could provide assistance.  We were asked by various agencies to state our position—I guess nobody else could believe that all of our navaids were dead either!  The “area fam” we had conducted earlier in the flight came in handy at that point, since the only information we could provide regarding our location was, “Well, we passed south of Saipan about five minutes ago…”

Our skipper told us we should look for a Hornet trying to rendezvous on us, so in between shouting information and passing notes to the front cockpit, ECMO 2 and I kept our eyes open.  Finally, we saw a jet approaching our right wing; he took a loose cruise position.  Shortly thereafter, another jet, Bullet 112 called, asking for our location.  ECMO 2 asked if he was the aircraft on our right wing—imagine our alarm when he stated that he was still 14 miles away!  Upon closer examination, we noticed that the paint scheme of our wingman was unfamiliar, and realized it was a jet from the CVW-5 squadrons that were on det to Guam.  They identified themselves to the E-2 as Diamondback 11.  With this knowledge, we raised them on guard and directed them to a discrete frequency.

They told us their game plan—they were low on gas already, so they would lead us into Guam, land first, and then we would take an arrested landing behind them.  We informed them of our need to use our emergency landing gear blow-down system, and that we’d have to slow to 150 knots to do so.  As we approached Guam, they transmitted, “Tell your pilot to blow his gear down now.”  
Knowing I would not be able to pass the note forward in time, we began shouting, “Blow the gear!  Blow the gear!”  
Our pilot attempted to lower his flaps and slaps so he would not stall during the deceleration; however, what nobody realized until this very moment was that in all the confusion, he did not de-isolate our hydraulic systems, so our flaps and slats did not move when he lowered the handle.  This newest development forced our pilot to take his attention away from our lead and turn it towards getting configured for a safe landing.  In doing so, we turned away from the field, to avoid getting too rushed.  At this point, our lead declared a fuel emergency and turned toward the airfield.  By now, we were in visual range of the field and felt we could bring ourselves to a safe landing.

After the landing configuration was set, our pilot flew one lap over the runway to familiarize himself.  We kept a running commentary with tower from the backseat, providing them with as much information as we had so they would know what to expect once we were on the ground.  The final approach and landing were uneventful and we made a successful field arrestment.

The lessons learned from this situation are numerous.  For starters, we often breeze through our degraded navigation/NORDO emergency procedures in briefs—primarily because most of us think there is no way all of our navaids and radios (we have three) could die at once.  After this situation, however, that will change—at least for the four of us.  Secondly, it became very important for the back seaters to know that our pilot had positive control of the aircraft during our descent following the cabin pressure loss.  Perhaps part of future NORDO briefs will include a few wing rocks, so that those not in comm with their pilot will know he’s still got control of the war chariot.  The most important lesson learned was, when all else fails, go back to basics:  aviate, navigate (and attempt to!) communicate.  A wet compass, peanut gyro, and paper chart got us pretty darn close to our divert field.  Passing notes back and forth, while not the most expeditious means of communication, went a long way towards increasing everyone’s SA and getting important points across.

Finally, the crew would like to express their appreciation to Diamondback 11 and the members of VFA-102 and VFA-27, who went out of their way to assist us during our two day “vacation” in Guam.  Climbing out of our jet and having friendly faces standing by to help us provided a good ending to what had unexpectedly become a very bad evening.

Lt. Curtis flies with VAQ-131.

