VFA-83     FA-18

I have the lead…?  

By Lt. Andrew Bellina 

After a long month in Fallon, the Rampagers were headed home. On a clear June Friday my CO and I set out for a cross country to NAS Oceana. As a fresh out of the FRS Nugget, I had only 3 months with the squadron and was still trying to establish a routine. 

The first leg was uneventful. Nothing really happened until thirty minutes outside of Springfield, IL when my CO started noticing some INS drift in his system. We kept an eye on it with me backing him up with headings. By the time we landed at the field his INS had entirely dumped and he was forced to land in standby mode. The weather was VFR at the field and the landing was uneventful. 

After checking the weather and noticing a storm system on our planned route, we started looking at the best way through. After a month in Fallon we were ready to get home. The CO decided that the INS drift may have been from a bad alignment on deck and felt comfortable that should it dump again I could pass information or I could take the lead back to Oceana. Apparently the weather was preventing all flights except for major carriers from launching on the east coast. Our chance to get all day hours had ended. We were now going to have to land at night in less than optimum weather.

The takeoff and first half of the flight went well and followed the weather we expected. The ominous clouds continued to get bigger on the horizon. A quick call to Wright Patterson Metro informed us that the cells were numerous but there was plenty of room between them for us to pick our way through. The Skipper’s INS seemed to be working fine as we entered the first clouds. As we picked our way around storm cells, we heard the first good news of the night. NAS Oceana was nine thousand broken. 

I thought “Sweet, this is gong to be a nice uneventful last leg.” 

We broke out of the clouds about 20 minutes from Oceana at ten thousand feet. I could see the lights on the Chesapeake and eased back for a nice landing on lead’s wing. Shortly thereafter, the CO said he was switching to standby. His INS had completely failed. We started wallowing around a little. The CO suddenly passed me the lead. I took it. The junior man in the squadron now had to lead his skipper to what amounted to a foreign field.

“My standby gyro had rolled off,” said the CO, “I didn’t have a good horizon reference, lead us in to the straight in.”

We had an uneventful landing splitting the dual 5 left and right. 

I learned a few things on this last leg. The first and foremost being crew coordination is important, even in a single seat cockpit. Given the situation, the CO was already out of the clouds, but since the horizon was indiscernible I needed to take the lead quickly. Having two jets paid huge dividends. If one were to have problems, the other person can be there to back the hurt bird up.

It is also important to be ready for any contingency. I did not expect to take the lead and was thinking about being on deck already. Then all of a sudden, I was the man in the hot seat. Coming from the Lemoore FRS, I had flown very little around Oceana. I needed to be on my game for both the skipper and myself that night.

Finally I learned that sometimes “go fever” can cause problems. I never thought it would happen to me (I know that is what everyone says), but we wanted to get home and took what was maybe an unsafe jet into the weather. 

Since no one was hurt, and no property damaged, we learned much about crew coordination and how to be more careful when we get caught up in the desire to go home.

Lt.Bellina flies with VFA-83.
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From: Vickers, Geoffrey LCDR VFA83 SAFETY O [mailto:geoffrey.vickers@cvw7.navy.mil] 
Sent: Sunday, October 22, 2006 14:29
To: NRFK_SAFE_Approach
Subject: VFA-83 Approach article submission
Sir or Ma'am, 
        I have attached an article you may like to publish in Approach. Please let me know if you need any more information or if you'd like us to make some changes.
Very Respectfully, 
LCDR Vickers 

