The White Rhino EP

By Lt. A.H. Geis, EA-6B
NFL-April-SFARP: Standard- Questions?  It was one of the first events in our two-week long stay at the Mecca of Naval Aviation. We were scheduled to be the wing jet for a day section SACT flight in the Dixie Valley, and I had a brand-new NFO in the right seat. Thankfully, it was only late spring and the midday temperatures were topping out in the mid to low nineties—pretty mild on the Fallon Scale.

After completing an uneventful brief in the spartan hangar one, we manned up our aircraft. We were very excited to find out the duty runway was 13R, as this is the shortest taxi from our line and we'd be spending the least amount of time on deck- and consequently only sweat through a portion of our flight suits, vice all the way.

With clearance to take off, I took the dash-2 position on the runway and we executed a ten second-section take-off. On takeoff, I was able to raise the landing gear handle normally. However, when I went to clean up the flaps and slats the slats remained in the barberpoled condition. This is not an uncommon occurrence in the mighty Grumman Prowler and with a slight nose down movement- or 'bunt'- the condition should correct itself. However, not all barberpoled slats are created equal, and this didn't work. I tried two more times with no success before finally I was able to get a good indication by essentially unloading the jet on the fourth attempt. I then quickly threw the isolation switch to the 'Flight' position, which secures hydraulic power to the combined secondary system (to include flaps and slats, among other items) and completed the rest of the takeoff checks. 

Finally, I had a clean aircraft but my join-up with lead was well on the way to being hosed up. I quickly put a move on the jet towards lead and kept the throttles parked in the corner. I was padlocked on lead, and determined to join on him as quickly as possible -- I couldn't rendezvous like a FNG with a FNG ECMO in the jet!  No, I was going to salvage this rendezvous alright.

As soon as the nose was pointed at lead we settled in for the rundown....which wasn't coming as quickly as I know it should. Especially considering lead is supposed to be doing 300KIAS and we were accelerating through 400 KIAS. So, thinking that I must be having some visual illusions as we got closer, I pulled the throttles back to idle.

DDDDDDROP!  Throttles back up, hold the plane upright. “No problem, just lead’s jetwash,” I say. I've seen jetwash a million times before -- no sweat.

Now, with the throttles at midrange and a bag of knots, we kept closing on lead. Finally, having stepped out to the side to better gauge my closure, I decide its time to pull the throttles to idle and show the FNG how the smooth join looks- might as well salvage something of this butchered join up!  Throttles to idle.....DDDDDDROP!

“That's not me,” I say as we begin banging through the UNCOMMANDED FLIGHT CONTROL INPUT EP. However, since they were still going about 350 KIAS, I decided slowing down would be a good idea while we troubleshot this EP. Throttles to idle....DDDDDROP!  This time I was able to see the flaperon popups in the full up position on the port wing!

So, after tightening my lapbelts for the third time in flight, we went through the FLAPERON POPUP IN FLIGHT EP, which corrected the condition. As we set up east of the field to troubleshoot and talk with approach, we couldn't quite wrap our heads around why the flaperon popups would come up in-flight with, as I mentioned before, the Isolation valve in “Flight”. They're lift-killers, designed to pop up with weight on wheels and the throttle retarded, as on landing rollout. This valve should prevent them from working airborne, right?  Besides, I've never heard of anyone ever having this EP before.

While troubleshooting this problem, we noticed the canopy handle stop was in the 'up' position, which suggested a possible weight-off wheels failure as well. Great, what else is going to go wrong?

Then sometime, between digging through the PCL and verbalizing various pieces of NATOPS, we remembered a part of our FCF procedures which says that residual pressure in the system the Isolation valve controls is sufficient to sometimes move the slats. It seemed quite obvious to us from our demonstration earlier this was not only true for the slats, but also the Flaperon Popups as well.

After digging through the PCL and troubleshooting the problem for a short while we had the jet under control. We were able to get fully configured and we had an uneventful recovery.

Glad to be on deck, we went in to debrief a skeptical maintenance department. I had enough hours by this point to know maintenance would be very leery of us having a flaperon popup in flight. In their defense, no one else has ever had this EP. I knew I was in for a fight though, when not only the MO was in Maintenance Control, but also the XO and the CO. They all began the grilling process to try to ferret out the truth from us. I was sure of what we had experienced and we stuck to our guns.

After several hours of maintenance inspections, the root cause was finally discovered: a loose screw on the weight-on-wheels (WOW) mounting bracket. This allowed both the WOW bracket and switch to move with the vibration and loading of the aircraft.

After our lead landed, the aircrew debrief was equally as exhausting. As we reconstructed the flight there were several parts of the evolution that could have lead to catastrophe if the sequence of events was allowed to progress.

First, lead had left his power up on his climb, causing him to be faster than the briefed join-up speed. This was very fortuitous as it caused me to accelerate and have, I thought, a large amount of closure. Subsequently, I went to idle on the throttles causing the malfunction to manifest itself. If lead had been at the appropriate join-up speed, there is a good chance I would have not retarded the throttles to idle on the join up. If I didn't go to idle on the join-up, then there was a slim chance I would've went to idle during the flight -- a highly dynamic SACT where we'd need all the power we could get. Continuing this line of thinking, the first time I would have went to idle would have been in the break. If this had happened, there is a chance the aircraft would have entered an unrecoverable situation.

This flight ended fairly uneventfully, but had the Swiss cheese been stacked against us that day, we could've very easily prematurely added a Prowler to the aircraft graveyard outside NSAWC. NFL- April- SFARP: NEVER STANDARD.

Lt.Geis flies with VAQ-139.
