 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1New-guy Shakedown

By Lt. Nathaniel J. Robbins, EA-6B
It was a beautiful “severe clear” day in the Pacific Northwest: uncommon for the winter months. As the new pilot in a squadron just returning from cruise, I was scheduled for a “new-guy shakedown” flight. We were to go as a flight of two to the working area, do some basic section work and RTB for section approaches. Overall, it should have been a benign flight for me, with the exception of being crewed with some of the more senior aircrew in the squadron. Being fresh out of the FRS, I knew my NATOPS and felt quite comfortable in the jet. As the new guy though, I knew that I would be watched closely until I earned my salt.

After an uneventful section takeoff, we proceeded to the MOA. As we passed 10,000 feet, we noticed that the cabin pressure altitude was indicating near ambient pressure rather than stabilizing at 8,000 feet, as required. Although not a serious malfunction, this would be annoying nonetheless. ECMO 1 completed the appropriate checklist, but the jet still indicated a lag of about 3,000 feet behind ambient pressure. We decided to audible to a lower working altitude to keep the cabin altitude to less than 10,000 feet. With a land as soon as practicable situation well under control, we pressed with the hop. After doing standard break up and rendezvous maneuvers, we took the tactical wing position and followed lead through some mild maneuvering and a nice recce run down the Olympic coast. This was shaping up to be a pretty fun flight after all.

Then, during a break-up and rendezvous maneuver, I got a master caution light and immediately called “knock it off.”  I looked down at the annunciator panel to find the HYD SYS light illuminated, indicating failure of one of the two hydraulic systems. I then crosschecked the hydraulic gages to confirm what I feared; both flight system pumps were showing zero pressure. While not yet catastrophic, the failure meant that our flight controls had no backup hydraulic system and we had lost the ability to lower the gear and flaps/slats normally. I had only blown down the gear and electrically lowered the flaps/slats in the simulator and was not looking forward to trying it out for real. ECMO 1 broke out the NATOPS pocket checklist while our lead joined on us for the trip back home.

After we began to run through the landing with hydraulic system failure checklist, I noticed one of the two dead gages spring back to life. The left flight hydraulic pump had regained full working pressure. We could now configure normally while at least one of the pumps was operational. Immediately recognizing this scenario from countless simulators in the FRS, I suggested to ECMO 1 that we discontinue the checklist and attempt to get the jet configured right away. After some quick fuel calculations from the backseat ECMOs, the crew agreed to this plan of action and I informed our lead, now flying on my wing, of our intentions. As we slowed below 250 knots, and upon ECMO 1 passing the signal to dash two, I lowered the gear handle and selected flaps 30. With my eyes glued to the integrated position indicator (IPI) and the hydraulic gages, I watched as the gear came down: “one, two, three down and locked, slats moving on my side, flaps moving, stab shifting . . . shifted.”  Just as I began to pat myself on the back for some good headwork, it happened again. The left flight pump failed again during the dirty-up, leaving the flaps barberpoled. With the slats out and horizontal stabilizer shifted, we were flying safely, but not yet in a known landing configuration. This is one of those “gotchas” that has bitten many an FRS student during a NATOPS check. Landing in an unknown configuration is simply a “no-no.”  Not to worry, for we still had other means for getting the flaps down.

We had already begun the hydraulic system failure checklist, so ECMO 1 only had to pick up where we had stopped. Slowing below 180 knots and checking the flap lever down, I selected the emergency flaps switch to down. Almost immediately, the flaps indicated full down and I breathed a sigh of relief. Now we were configured to land and had only to cover the 75 miles or so back home for a field arrested landing. We decided to declare an emergency for priority handling, while continuing the checklist to completion. ECMOs 2 and 3, being “Johnny on the spot,” checked ATIS at the field, confirmed that we had completed the appropriate checklists, and calculated the dirty bingo numbers to our primary divert, all while keeping an eye on the cabin pressurization issue. 

As we headed back at a blistering (read painful) 200 knots to conserve fuel, we continued to talk about the upcoming approach and landing, while closely watching the remaining hydraulic pumps. ECMO 1 checked the winds at home field and coordinated with approach and tower for us to take our trap on the off duty runway so as not to foul the active runway. Fat on gas, with CAVU weather and light winds at home field, I felt the situation was well under control. Our SDO was listening to the situation unfold over base radio and was standing by to assist as necessary. He had the presence of mind to ask if we would need an LSO on station for the field trap. The jet was fully under control, and with the good weather, there was no reason to suspect any difficulties with the approach. I let the SDO know that we would not need paddles’ help on this one. The others agreed to this decision and already I felt more a part of the crew rather than an FRS student being evaluated.

When we had the field in sight, had coordinated our landing with tower, and had completed all checklists, ECMO 1 cleared dash two to detach and RTB. About 10 NM out, we cancelled IFR and set up for the VFR straight-in to runway 13. I picked up the ball at one mile, flew the pass to touchdown and waited. As the jet engaged the wire and we slowed to a stop, I let out a deep breath. “Nice job, new guy. I wasn’t nervous at all,” said ECMO 2. Although never in any immediate danger, I felt as though I had just completed a particularly stressful check ride. I was also one trap closer to becoming a field centurion in the mighty Prowler.
There are a couple of important lessons I learned in my experience that day. First, flying a multiplace aircraft like the Prowler has distinct advantages. The crew in the backseat, while essential to the mission, can also be invaluable in relieving a lot of the front seat workload during an emergency. I learned that, as fully NATOPS qualified aircrew, ECMOs 2 and 3 are there to add to the knowledge and decision making ability of the crew. Another CRM issue, assertiveness, also came into play during the flight. As a very junior pilot flying with more experienced and senior ECMOs, I had to overcome the idea that my opinion was less valid or my knowledge any weaker than the others. Since I alone was in a position to notice the one pump returning to normal, it was up to me to interrupt ECMO 1 while he read the checklist and make the decision to configure the jet while still in the MOA. While we still had alternate means to get the gear and flaps down, it was better to not depend on the emergency systems if we did not have to do so. 

It is nice to fly in a multiplace aircraft where there is always someone backing you up or talking to you when you are bored, but being complacent with a senior crew or too timid to speak up when it matters can mean trouble for more than just one person. As aircraft commander, my decisions and actions directly affect the rest of the crew, and ultimately, their safety is my responsibility. Although we learn this stuff from day one in the form of CRM training, sometimes it takes an event in the jet to drive the point home. 

Lt. Robbins flies with VAQ-132.
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