Prop Wash and Proper Planning

By Ens. James Moran, T-6A
Let’s talk about prop wash. Prop wash is the turbulent air behind an aircraft that is caused by the movement of the propeller through the air. Prop wash is a significant factor to be compensated for in the execution of safe flight, yet it is something that the students don’t know much about. I had never thought about the effects of prop wash until the morning of August 24, 2006. I was on my formation flight, and my plane was the lead as we were coming in to land at Hattiesburg-Laurel Airport. My plane had a successful landing, but as we rolled out, I heard over the common frequency, “waveoff.” Given that this was not in the plans for the training event, I was very concerned, and wondered what happened. It turned out that prop wash happened; my wingman got caught in our prop wash and had to execute a waveoff to avoid crashing. 

Looking back on it, and analyzing what went wrong, we realized that we had not properly anticipated, and thus, not compensated for this hazard. It was a beautiful day on that day, which is a very good thing for flying; but we did not think it through to the conclusion that the day was so good that there was no wind to dissipate the prop wash. This article is ultimately not just about prop wash, it is about proper planning. Our formation flight did not consider all the hazards, and because of that, almost had a serious disaster. So my safety message is: know the hazards, and know the solutions.
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