NORDO and Lost at Sea

By Lt. Glenn Davis, EA-6B
I had heard many times throughout flight school to preflight the survival radio in your gear because you never know when you might need it. I had even heard to keep in mind that it can be used as a backup in case you go NORDO in the airplane. I thought to myself, “There is no way things could be that bad to make me break out a handheld radio to talk while flying, especially in a plane with three radios.” I was wrong.

The day started out like any other good deal day flight at the boat. Our EA-6B ICAP III jet was in good working condition, and the weather was nice with a broken layer around 4,000 feet. We launched off for a surface search flight just north of Indonesia. After investigating a couple contacts in our sector, we were vectored south of the ship for a new search area. During the transit, I lost ICS communications and noticed the TACAN needle disappear. I started to troubleshoot the issue and shout to my ECMO 1 sitting next to me. He let me know he also could not talk on ICS and had no radio communications either. We broke out the checklist and soon realized the DC Essential Feeder Number 1 circuit breaker had popped. Unfortunately, this CB is located in the wing shoulder panel and we would be unable to access it in flight to reset. At this point, the two back seat aircrew were shouting to us and passing notes through a small hole between the front and back cockpit. They said they were able to talk to each other, but unable to transmit on any of the three radios in the aircraft. We were now NORDO. “Not a big problem” I thought as we looked down in the cockpit to squawk 7600. Unfortunately, the IFF was affected by the same breaker and no longer usable. I then thought, “Okay, we’ll just fly back to the ship and recover Case I, rocking our wings in the break!” The only problem now was finding the ship with no radios and no TACAN  to point us in the right direction. My ECMO 1 was now working the radar, but with the low patchy cloud buildups, we were unable to break out the carrier. We had luckily dropped a point on the GPS, which was still working, on the location the ship had been at launch and I pointed the jet in that direction. Unfortunately, that was an hour earlier and, as we later found out, the ship had been steaming on course the whole time and was about 25 miles north. While we headed back to where we thought the ship might be, I looked over to the right seat, and was surprised at what I saw. ECMO 1 had thought to break out his CSEL radio, usually reserved for search and rescue, to try to communicate to anyone around. After a long 5 to 10 minutes broadcasting on guard, he finally established communications with the E-2. The Hawkeye established radar contact and gave ECMO 1 a vector to the ship, which he then yelled to me so I could point the jet in the right direction. Of course, the carrier ended up being under a cloud, but we finally got eyes on at about 6 miles. Completely relieved we had finally found a suitable place to land the aircraft, we completed the rest of the checklist, including blowing the gear down, and recovered without further incident. 

Fortunately, the smart thinking of ECMO 1 in this situation saved us from a much worse fate. The briefed divert for our event would have sent us to a field in Indonesia, which upon further review may have become quite an international incident had we landed there. The only other alternative if we could not find the ship was to eject as the last of our fuel ran out. Both of these options were not good ones. In the end, a stressful 30 minutes in the aircraft brought forth many lessons learned. 

First, always remain calm despite the situation. While all of us in the crew realized that ejection might be the only option if we did not find the carrier in time, we did not let that hinder our handling of the emergency. Everyone worked the problem and ultimately found the solution. 

Second, never forget about all the equipment you have available. There are plenty of things we carry to the aircraft everyday that in the right situation can be the difference between a good outcome and a bad one. In this instance, ECMO 1 realized he had a perfectly good radio on his vest, which helped us get back to the ship. 

Third, don’t forget those extremis standard procedures. While we had practiced lost plane drills during workups, we did not execute the standard triangle flight pattern, which eventually would have been seen by radar operators on the ship and help would have been sent our way. It is very easy to fall into the complacency of “That will never happen to me!”  I never thought that with three radios in the aircraft I would ever be NORDO. 

Due to new boxes and re-wiring in the latest version of the Prowler (ICAP III) this was not the case. Good crew coordination and calm problem-solving in the face of much worse outcomes turned a bad situation into an uneventful recovery on the ship.

Lt. Davis flies with VAQ-139.

