Not Just Another Cross-Country

By LCdr. Bruce Webb, EA-6B
It was a beautiful day for a three plane cross-country. Launching from NAS Whidbey Island, Wash. en-route to NAS Oceana, Va., our flight of three EA-6Bs joined-up quickly and headed east to meet the Omega tanker over Eastern Washington. The climb to 25,000 feet and join-up with the tanker went uneventfully. After topping off all three aircraft, we settled into a loose cruise for the anticipated five-hour cross-country. This was our first three-plane cross-country since returning from cruise. We needed to be in NAS Oceana the next day to start CQ as part of the USS Harry S. Truman (CVN 75) strike-group-at-sea-sustainment phase one. 

Passing Indianapolis, we began our third and final round of tanking. Just then, my pilot said, “Look at the flight-side hydraulics.” Glancing over, ECMO 1 confirmed that the flight hydraulic-pressure gauge was indicating zero fluid in the system. After confirming the autopilot switch was off, we pulled out the PCL and ran the hydraulic-system-failure checklist, noting a hydraulic-system failure is a land-as-soon-as-practicable emergency. Next, we requested our wingman perform a visual inspection. 
After crossing under us, he immediately stated, “You’ve got a large amount of hydraulic fluid down the port side of the fuselage.” I responded with a disappointed “Roger.” 
At this point, we were 550 miles from our destination of NAS Oceana, with a confirmed failure of our flight-side hydraulics. The EA-6B prowler is designed with a redundant hydraulic system so that even though the flight side had apparently lost most or all of its fluid the combined system provided us with the ability to safely fly the aircraft and alternate methods to configure the aircraft for landing.  

At this point, we decided to top off the aircraft with fuel from the tanker, so we would have plenty of options for either continuing to Oceana or diverting. After refueling, we detached from the tanker and started to discuss our options. 
“Land as soon as practicable,” in the NATOPS means, “Extended flight is not recommended. The landing site and duration of flight is at the discretion of the pilot in command.”  
We contacted the high-altitude, en route, flight-advisory service as flight watch, as they are known, to get weather conditions at Oceana and several potential diverts along our route of flight. With Oceana calling IMC conditions, and convective activity in the area we were no longer comfortable with continuing. The chart indicated that Wright Patterson AFB was the closest divert with arresting gear and VMC conditions, we decided to divert.  

Splitting up the flight, our two wingmen continued to Oceana, and we started our descent. In order to slow to 180 knots and lower the flaps and slats via the emergency method, my pilot attempted to extend the speedbrakes, only to discover they were inoperative. This was a cause of some concern since the speedbrakes are part of the combined system and should have been operative with a flight-hydraulic failure. Once at 180 knots, we lowered the flaps and slats and continued to slow to 150 knots to blow down the gear. With the jet configured, we completed the landing-with-hydraulic-system-failure checklist, and began a visual straight-in for runway 23R. Touching down short of the arresting gear, we made a rolling engagement and stopped uneventfully. After shutting down the engines, we observed steam hissing from the combined hydraulic reservoir. I thought this was very unusual because the failure was in the flight hydraulic system. 

The next day our rescue detachment arrived from Whidbey Island and began to look at the aircraft, they quickly determined a combined hydraulic line had cracked around the check valve and had bled all fluid from the system. The cockpit hydraulic indicator was reverse wired within the gauge itself. Thus, a combined failure was displayed in the cockpit as a flight-hydraulic-system failure. 

What did I learn from this flight? First, because this was a land-as-soon-as-practicable emergency, there was a desire to continue on to our ultimate destination. We had made the coast-to-coast cross-country several times over the last year and a half during work ups, and then to and from cruise, and had never had to divert. After checking weather conditions and looking at military diverts with arresting gear, we made the correct decision to divert into the nearest suitable military divert, rather than press on another 550 miles to NAS Oceana. Second, as aircrew, we rely on cockpit instruments to provide us with accurate data. In this case, the cockpit hydraulic pressure gauge was reverse wired. During the descent, we thought we had a flight-hydraulic-system failure, but experienced conditions indicating a combined failure. This caused an additional sense of urgency to get the aircraft safely on deck, because we were no longer completely sure about the state of our hydraulic system. Finally, good crew coordination, division of tasks, backing up each other, and checklist discipline enabled us to expeditiously and safely land the aircraft. 

The day after we diverted into Wright Patterson AFB we boarded a C-9, which took us to NAS Oceana. From there, we flew onto the USS Harry S. Truman (CVN 75) and completed a very successful at sea-sustainment period.

LCdr. Webb flies with VAQ-130.

