It’s Raining Hyd Fluid Over Baghdad

By Lt. John Goodenough, EA-6B
As a nugget pilot for VAQ-140 on my first cruise I was enjoying the thrill of finally flying combat missions in Iraq. My focus was on the mission and combat, leaving little room for the mundane. That however, would change one night while flying a mission over Baghdad. 
I had been flying missions on a daily basis out of an airfield in Iraq and our jets had been performing at peak proficiency. One jet was being turned around to make all of our assigned missions. The jet was being worked hard and had a few leaks of hydraulic fluid and oil that were within limits. The night prior, our hydraulic pumps had cavitated on landing roll out. The maintenance department had swapped the pumps and warned us that it was getting cold and we needed to go easy on the hydraulic system on engine start. Every pilot has “their system,” you know, the one that seems to cause emergencies again and again. Mine happens to be the hydraulic system. So when I arrived the next night I asked multiple questions about what went wrong. I was assured that they had changed both pumps and the hydraulic fluid I would see on the jet was caused by a static drip that was well within limits. That sounded good to me and I went out to preflight the jet. 

Preflight was standard, however I still called the plane captain over to confirm that the hydraulic fluid drip was good to go. Everyone agreed it was ok and we took off on our mission as planned. After we hit the tanker for the first time that night we proceeded back to our assigned area over Baghdad. I was enjoying the use of auto-pilot, which in our jet is simply an altitude hold, when the jet pitched violently left, increasing our angle of bank from fifteen degrees to eighty degrees. I quickly cut the auto-pilot and righted the aircraft noticing that we had lost our flight hydraulic system. I called it out to the crew and also told them that our combined hydraulic system was holding steady. As long as we had one system we were good to go. 
ECMO 1 was the squadron maintenance officer and took charge immediately, radioing our controller letting them know we were returning to base with an emergency. Our backseat chipped in with the emergency procedure page in our PCL and we all went through the procedures step by step. Our flight hyd system was fluctuating between full and zero and we decided to descend down to attempt to get the gear and flaps down while we still had some pressure. This decision was not taken lightly as we were in a combat zone and going lower would increase our risk of being shot at. After descending, we attempted to get the gear down. The gear doors opened and went halfway down before the hyds failed again. At this point I began to think about the possibility of having three gear partially down and locked and that situation did not appeal to me. After about five minutes of transiting back to our home airfield the hydraulic system came back online and we got full gear and flaps down indications. 
The next hurdle came when talking about taking a trap. The short field gear for the duty runway was NOTAMed out of service but the long field gear was available. We had partial hydraulic indications but we could not trust our brakes and according to NATOPS we needed to take a trap. After coordinating with tower through approach we decided to make an approach in the opposite direction with a quartering tailwind so we could take the trap and get the aircraft on deck safely. After extending slightly we turned and made a normal approach. On short final our backseat asked what the plan was if we missed the gear, I responded that we will keep it on deck since we had our emergency brakes and over 12000’ of runway available to stop. We ended up catching the gear and getting a tow back to our line. 
It turns our stabilizer pack had failed and was leaking hydraulic fluid. While we made it back on deck safely I learned many valuable lessons in the process. Emergencies are dangerous whenever you encounter them, but the situation becomes more intense when flying over hostile territory. We fully discussed the decision to descend, but it may have been better to make it over the airfield and descend there rather than fly over known hot areas at low altitude while slow and dirty. And in the rush to get home we could have briefed the non-standard approach to the off-duty runway better. This includes extending more for a strait-in and talking about what we would do if we missed a wire prior to short final. Finally, if we had lost the rest of our system we should have had an ejection plan. A few days later an F-16 went down and from that point on we discussed our plan at each point of the mission. Combat missions require a lot of focus and energy, however you never know when an emergency will pop up and require even more out of you. 

Reviewing emergency procedures and having a plan in case something goes wrong should be as routine as mission planning. 
Lt. Goodenough flies with VAQ-140.

