Where Beer Does Flow and Men Chunder

By LCdr. Jay A. Matzko, EA-6B 

It was not a dark and stormy night (merely dark), one night off the coast of Australia, eight miles on final from the oldest active ship in the Navy,  USS Kitty Hawk (CV-63), when we started seeing indications in the cockpit that told us we were having minor problems. An hour later when we landed we were just coming to grips with how big the cumulative effect of those problems actually was.

We had been at sea for about two months, and everyone was excited to pull in to Sydney, Australia. Finishing up Exercise Talisman Saber was a priority for the flag staff however, so we had a few more fly days left. We launched on a routine mission for the exercise and made it back to marshal with plenty of time to spare. After commencing the approach, we put the gear and flaps down at 8 miles. The IPI indicated normally, three down and locked, flaps at 20 degrees. The only problem we had at that time was the AOA indexers did not come on in the cockpit, meaning we had to rely on the AOA gauge. An annoyance for sure, but we told Paddles and continued the approach. At about six miles, just after reaching on-speed, the off flag in the AOA gauge came on (the AOA needle froze at 17 units, which is the Prowler on-speed), the hook light came on (indicating that the hook was not fully up or down) and the IPI barber-poled. We discontinued the approach and climbed to 2,000 feet to troubleshoot. We discovered that the AOA Heater circuit breaker was popped. After reading the pocket checklist, we discovered that the pitot heater, hook status and wheels warning circuits all run through the AOA heater CB. That seemed to explain the barber poled IPI and hook light, but none of the other indications matched.

As we were climbing to 2,000 feet, we also discovered that the longitudinal trim was no longer working. On the advice of the CATCC rep we pushed the circuit breaker in. It stayed in for about four seconds before it popped again, and the only thing we regained for that brief amount of time was the IPI indication. At that time we were confident that the gear was down, and pretty sure the hook was down (since we put the hook down in marshal without an associated hook light) so we were vectored for approach. Our game plan was to calculate our on-speed as normal, have ECMO 1 call the ball and back me up on VSI, have ECMO 2 call out if the airspeed deviated more than 4 knots either side of on-speed and have ECMO 3 back me up on the internal CCA. On the first approach Paddles informed us that our approach lights were also not working, and it was difficult for them to tell if we were on-speed. Paddles tried to give us AOA calls on the ball on the first pass, but we ended up too fast, and hook skipped into the bolter pattern. All the while we were getting lighter, and the jet was becoming more and more out of trim (remember the longitudinal trim was not working). The AOA gauge that was stuck at 17 units was a major distraction; since no matter what airspeed I was at all indications indicated that we were on-speed. Two scary approaches later Paddles came up with the idea of ECMO 1 holding his flashlight up in the front windscreen to give them a reference for the AOA. We tried that twice before we had to go to the tanker and get some gas. We cleaned up the gear and received about 3,000 lbs before trying again. The jet was trimmed for 17 units, so the entire time on the tanker I was pushing forward in order to stay in the basket. That was one of the reasons we tanked flaps down, so that the force required would be less. 

After we tanked, in order to make sure the landing gear was down we pushed the circuit breaker in. Although NATOPS warns against resetting circuit breakers multiple times in the Prowler, this was one of those times where sound judgment prevailed. The IPI momentarily indicated that all gear were down and locked before the circuit breaker popped again. As they vectored the tanker for recovery we were truly feeling alone and increasingly afraid (although the prospect of diverting to Australia was sounding better and better at this point). The deck prepared to launch another recovery tanker for us when we finally flew it on speed enough to catch the OK one wire.

The lessons learned by the four of us were several. First a lesson re-learned. NATOPS does not and cannot have every piece of information you need to diagnose a problem with your aircraft. Even the CATCC rep was not much help, since the NATOPS flight manual did not have any more information than the PCL. In this case we had a lot of seemingly minor failures at different times that added up to a difficult problem for us to solve.

Crew coordination in this case was essential. The way the Prowler cockpit is set up, it was very difficult to develop an on-the-fly scan pattern for this situation. Dividing the duties that the pilot normally executes up amongst the crew was an effective, and in this case essential priority. More than once ECMO 2 informed me that I was more than 4 knots off speed, since it was very comfortable for me to let the jet stay at the trimmed airspeed (which was too fast), particularly when I was looking at an on speed condition on the AOA gauge. ECMO 1’s contribution was also outstanding. He unlocked his harness, leaned all the way forward with his flashlight to give the LSOs an AOA reference (after the flight the CVW-5 LSO said that it helped them to see deviations in AOA during our approaches). While he was leaning forward, his scan pattern was also disrupted, but he was able to continue giving VSI calls as well as completing his radio calls. ECMO 3 kept us honest on checklists (specifically pre- and post-tanker checklists and landing checks), made sure we all knew what the bingo numbers were to our divert, and kept me honest on the approaches until we were on the ball. It was a great learning experience for all of us in the jet, one that we hope not to experience again.
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