Coming Home From Cruise in a Bread Truck
By Cdr. Craig Clapperton, EA-6B
It was the morning of the fly off from the squadron’s recent combat deployment in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom and everything was going perfectly. All four of the squadron’s EA-6B Prowlers were up and ready for the cross country flight home. We had a good fly off brief with all the proper motherhood about get-home-itis, our tankers were all lined up and the weather across the entire country looked ideal. The man-up and start up went without a hitch, and we were on the cat, ready for launch. My section got off the cats first with the two aircraft only seconds apart to facilitate a quick join up. It was going to be a great day!  

The first sign of a problem came when we raised the landing gear. The gear came up and locked just fine, but the AOA indexers (one of the secondary indications of up and locked in the Prowler) did not go out. However, the three other secondary indications that we could see from the cockpit and the IPI (the primary indication) were good. We quickly asked our wingman to give us a once over and ensure our gear were up and locked. They did and the gear were in fact up. However, our lower anti-smash (another secondary indication) was out. So, two of the five secondary indications were bad, but the IPI and the three other secondary indications said the gear was up and the visual check confirmed our gear were up and locked. We discussed the situation in the airplane and with our wingman, consulted the PCL, and decided to press. Our conclusion was that the issue was likely a minor electrical problem.
The flight across the country went as planned. The division joined up over the east coast and headed west. The weather was great and both our Omega and AMC tankers were on time. After we left the final tanker, we set our fuel flow to arrive home on time and with plenty of fuel for the fly over at NAS Whidbey Island. The fly over and division break were perfect, but as we dirtied up on down wind, things got interesting again. As the airplane slowed below 200 knots, the nose gear indication was still barberpoled – it should have been down and locked by this point. As we approached the abeam, we radioed our wingman and told them we had barberpoled landing gear and were going to Smith Island (the standard Whidbey penalty box for troubleshooting) to work it out and that we needed a visual inspection. At this point, we were not sure if this was related to our suspected electrical problem from launch or if there was a more serious landing gear issue. 
Once at Smith Island, we broke out the PCL and began the longest EP in the Prowler community – Gear Handle Down, Landing Gear Indicates Unsafe. Because of the length of the checklist and complexity of the process, it is the one EP you can be almost assured of getting for your annual NATOPS check if you are in the simulator. By the time our wingman caught up to us again and had rejoined, we were about half way through the EP. Our wingman told us that the nose gear looked down, but something didn’t look quite right. Despite being an experienced crew, they could not put their finger on exactly what looked wrong. Needless to say, we did not give a warm and fuzzy in the cockpit. However, we were only half way through the checklist, and in the simulator, the gear always came down when you activated the emergency blow down system; so we were still optimistic. We finished all but the last step of the checklist which consists of checking various circuit breakers, recycling the gear, and yawing and G-loading the airplane. None of this worked, so it was time to try the tried and true emergency blow down system. We followed the procedure, rotated and pulled the handle and … nothing happened. The checklist says you can try multiple times, but try as we might, the nose gear would not indicate down and locked. Our wingman said that nothing seemed to change and that the gear still looked down, but not quite right. We detached them to land and got ready for yet another long, but less familiar checklist – the Landing Gear Emergency Guide. 
We found the notes for landing with nose gear unsafe and carefully read the 11 notes that applied. Meanwhile, we called the FRS and asked them to get an LSO on station and notified the tower about our situation and that we would need an arrested landing. Because we needed to dump fuel down to only two to three thousand pounds remaining, we had time to review all our procedures, re-read the notes and discuss the problem as a crew to make sure we weren’t missing anything. After all the steps and notes were reviewed and double checked, we discussed exactly how we would egress the aircraft and told the tower to tell Crash and Salvage to let us visually check the gear before they sent someone near the jet to pin it. Although we suspected that this was all related to the electrical problem we had at the beginning of the flight and that the gear was in fact down and would hold, we didn’t want Crash and Salvage to go into the nosewheel well to try to pin the gear until we were sure it was safe.
As we made our final approach for landing, all four of us were a little concerned. The aging Prowler had had its share of main and nose gear problems in the prior year, and we did not want to be added to the list. Additionally, we did not want our homecoming to end in a mishap with our Prowler sliding nose down along the runway and then be shuttled off for mishap interviews and whiz quizzes before re-uniting with our families. Not quite the heroic return we had all envisioned. We were all hoping that this was just an indication problem. 
We touched down, felt the hook engage the wire and waited with anticipation as the nose gear came down. Fortunately, it held and it was a fairly normal field arrestment. We egressed from the plane, and I went to check the nose gear. It was definitely down and locked, but I soon realized what didn’t look right to our wingman. The red tapes that the Prowler has on its landing gear to indicate down and locked were not there. Our Corrosion Control shop had done some work on the landing gear in preparation for the post deployment MCI in the days prior to the fly off, and the tapes had been removed to repaint the gear. Unfortunately, none of us noticed the tape missing during our pre-flight. The landing gear looked perfect, like a hand-painted model, but the tapes were not there, so it was difficult for our wingman to determine if it was down and locked. 
After a brief celebration on the runway and a lot of relief that our nose gear did not collapse, we got a ride back to the hangar, and our families, in a blue bread truck. Not quite the plan any of us had in mind and certainly not the coolest way to return home from war, but at least we were home and the jet was safe. Post flight maintenance revealed that a wiring bundle had broken during our launch and caused the false indications in the cockpit. 
In the end, this scenario worked our fairly well for us, but as always there are goods and bads to the process. First the goods. 
The Prowler community has done a great job preparing its crews for landing gear emergencies. Our FRS and NATOPS Instructors recognized that this is a long and complicated checklist for our jet, and accordingly, stressed training and familiarity in our annual programs. 
Additionally, our squadron safety department and the community as a whole have done a great job briefing recent landing problems in the Prowler, further highlighting the importance of understanding how the system works. 
Because of this training and preparation, we were able to accurately diagnose the problem as an electrical issue and make safe decisions regarding the aircraft. 
Because it was a fly off, we had a very senior and experienced crew in both jets in the section. The crew coordination and CRM inside and outside the jet with all controlling agencies, our wingman and LSO was good and helped us to execute the steps in a timely and efficient manner.

We briefed the need to have enough fuel back at home base to allow for contingencies. This gave us ample time to work the problem and get all the pieces in place.

The others:

We all missed the fact that the down and locked tapes were missing on the pre-flight. Had we noticed this, it probably would have helped our wingman be more definitive about our down and locked indication, and probably have reduced our stress as we made our final approach.
There is room for debate about whether we should have continued across the country. However, we felt very confident that the gear were in fact up and locked. Additionally, we knew that the ship would not want to recover an aircraft with landing problems. So the choices were either Oceana or Whidbey. Since we had a visual inspection confirming the gear were up, we pressed for home base. I would like to think that get home-itis did not factor into the decision, but that can always be debated. 

Finally, we came home from cruise in the back end of a blue bread truck. While not the worst way to come home, it certainly wasn’t a good!

Cdr. Clapperton flies with VAQ-141.

