One Up, Two Down

By LCdr. Rich Thorp and LCdr. Kate Standifer, C-130T  
The C-130 is the Navy's heavy lift backbone. We primarily support battlegroups and special op teams, getting their gear to them when they need it, where they need it. In the spirit of inter-service cooperation, the Navy recently began augmenting the Air Force conducting Aeromedical Evacuation (AE) flights within the United States. This highly rewarding mission helps bring our injured war fighters home. My crew was finishing a three day AE mission when our routine was broken. 

After picking up the AE team, a stretcher bound patient and a Space A passenger from Travis AFB (KSUU) we proceeded to McCord AFB (KTCM) for the drop off. This was the last day of our tasking, and after dropping our lift in KTCM, we were going to do a quick turn at KSUU and then proceed home. We put on additional fuel, so that we could be efficient as possible. As it turns out, the additional fuel helped us later. 
Descending into IMC conditions at KTCM (which were worse than forecast), we commenced our briefs and checklists. Decelerating through 165 KIAS, the pilot flying called for "gear down, landing checklist". As the gear handled moved down, the familiar sound of the gear dropping was not familiar. The Nose gear INDICATED "up and locked" while both mains indicated "down". We continued the approach to minimums (pre-briefed not to land), hoping to get a visual inspection from the tower. But no such luck, the tower couldn't get a visual on our gear position. We went around and the pilot flying coordinated a radar box pattern with ATC while the rest of the crew began troubleshooting using the various NATOPS procedures. After going through all of the Landing Gear System Failures with no success, we finally had to use the Emergency Nosegear Extension procedure. We followed the procedures, pulled the emergency nose gear release handle, and ... nothing. So, we recalculated stall speed, added 10kts, and then slowed and accelerated the aircraft in an effort to get the nose gear down. After accelerating, it appeared the gear was down, but we still had an "unsafe" indication in the flight station. We then completed the "Unsafe Nose Landing Gear Indication" procedure. 

Meanwhile, the weather at KTCM continued to deteriorate. We then systematically looked at our options. The weather in the coastal Northwest was poor and getting worse; we didn't want to fly through the deteriorating weather back to KSUU with the possibility of icing up the extended gear; but the weather to the east was good. We couldn't retract the gear, and now we had no nosewheel steering (the manual extension of the nosewheel disables that function). The fuel we added for the quick turn gave us the time to sort out our options. The prospect of doing an approach to a wet runway in marginal weather (with a stretcher bound patient) was not overly appealing. After reviewing all our options, we elected to divert east to Fairchild AFB (KSKA). KSKA had a 13,900ft runway and CAVU weather. 

We flew with the gear down, retracted the flaps, and coordinated the emergency response in the event of a nose wheel collapse. En route we coordinated and briefed our Air Force medical team in the back, covering all possible scenarios:  nose landing gear collapse, emergency evac, non-standard evac, and no nose wheel steering. As we entered the terminal area for KSKA, everyone was comfortable with what to do and expect. Then on approach, the flaps stuck at 10%, vice the selected 50%, due to an unrelated hydraulic malfunction. We completed the NATOPS procedure for Asymmetrical Flaps, and re-briefed the approach with no flap speeds, adding this to the list of other briefed items. The landing rollout was one any Air Force fighter pilot would have been proud to claim. We used 13,700ft of the runway, leaving the last 200ft for the emergency vehicles. The after flight inspection discovered the uplock switch had failed, a $58.95 part.

Landing gear emergencies are usually covered in the simulator or briefed during training flights. They are usually covered in a matter of minutes and then we move on to the next scenario. We spent an hour in the pattern, in the goo, going through the procedures. They take time to do, and like any real emergency, they don't happen as laid out in the sim or training flights. We were fortunate, we had excellent inputs from all crewmembers, and the added fuel removed the time constraint that could have been a real factor in our decision process. 
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