My Brain Failed

By Andrew Lauderdale, A-4
In 1985 I was an A-4 flight instructor at NAS Beeville, Texas, and on the flight schedule for a 2-plane night formation flight with a student solo.  My student that night was Mike “Stubby” Cleary (who at last report was running a VFA squadron).

The weather was dry, with a solid cloud deck in the south Texas night sky at about 2,000 feet.  Below the deck all was black except for the few scattered lights of a farm house or roadstop.  Above the cloud deck the night sky was brilliant with stars.

Stubby and I joined up at 12,000 feet for a series of break up and rendezvous.  I’d flown with him before, I knew he was rock solid and as expected it was a relaxing flight.  Every rendesvous was controlled and smooth.  Fifty minutes into our 1.2 it was time to start down.  The syllabus called for a section approach, with a “kiss off” by the lead at a 1/2 mile, or runway contact.  

Stubby joined on my wing at 10,000 feet or so and we started down.  The thick deck started at about 4,000 feet.  The Skyhawk was (is) an easy, nimble plane to fly in close section.  Stubby closed in tight as we entered the “goo.”  We set up on glide slope and started flying the controller’s GCA instructions.  The speed came down, the gear came down, the flaps came down.  The flashing red light of the rotating beacons illuminated our quiet, solitary worlds inside the thick cloud layer.  

We popped out a few feet below that 2,000 feet cloud deck, and something strange happened inside my head. 

Below me all was blackness, but for the scattered lights of a few farmhouses.  Above me, barely illuminated by the flashing rotating beacons of two Skyhawks in slow descent, was a solid, flat deck of stratus cloud.  

Without any participation from the logic or reason centers of my brain, in an instant my mind came to the conclusion that the blackness below, with the occasional bright point of light - was the night sky.  The solid flatness above me was the earth.  

A moment prior, I had been calmly anticipating the full stop landing to a pleasantly uneventful flight.  Now I was sucking oxygen, sweating profusely, suppressing panic.  I felt like a clinical study from the “Annals of Psychiatry”.  I had never before thought of my brain as anything other than an organized, coherent unit, and here without any prior warning it had broken down into two warring camps.  One side of my brain was telling me I was upside down, floating further from the Earth at an impossibly low speed and improbable configuration.   The reason and logic centers of my brain argued with equal force that this was all an illusion and convinced me to stay the course.  The part of my brain that was deceived by the illusion was screaming at me to roll 180 degrees, go max power and fold up my gear and flaps.  I didn’t, of course, or I would no longer be here (and Stubby Cleary might have had his own complications as well).  I dropped him off at a 1/2 mile or so, circled around for my own landing.  I remember still sweating the awful deception all the way to touchdown.  The moment my wheels hit the runway my internal gyro “caged”.  The two arguing camps in my brain were reconciled.  This is the ground.  That’s the sky.  Sigh.

I don’t think I ever mentioned any of this to Stubby.  From outward appearances it was an uneventful, much better than fleet average training mission.  But it took me a couple of strong drinks to calm down and I still have trouble understanding how my brain could have failed me that night

Andrew "Fort" Lauderdale was in VT-25, NAS Beeville at the time of this incident he, later flew with VF-211 Checkmates.

