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Weapon Away…or Maybe Not.
By Lt. Kimo Silcox, P-3C
The scene was set for a fantastic TORPEX.  Maintenance provided us with a well- groomed aircraft, a fully functioning exercise torpedo (EXTORP), and our aircrew was well trained having just completed our inter-deployment tactical proficiency course.  After a three-and-a-half hour preflight and a two-hour transit to the AUCTEC range in the Bahamas, we checked onstation ready to take on the submarine simulator, or “sled”.
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Our crew was fired up and ready to go as we had spent the last couple of months in weapons systems trainers preparing for this capstone event of the crew certification process.  We deployed our localization pattern using sonobuoys and quickly gained acoustic contact on the sled.  Soon after, we transitioned to the tracking phase by continuously refining the target’s position, course and speed.  After the required 30 minutes of tracking, we turned inbound for our first attack.  As we approached the target, we quickly realized it had made one of its preprogrammed turns.  Now fearing inaccurate weapon placement, the tactical coordinator (TACCO) and I elected to hold off the attack until we could evaluate the target’s new course and speed.  We accomplished this with a little time and patience, but luck would have it, our second attack run resulted in yet another target maneuver.  Undeterred, we turned inbound for a third attempt and things where looking good.  I positioned the aircraft on altitude and airspeed, then opened the bomb bay doors, energized Master Arm, and set up for a down course pass.  The TACCO completed the weapons checklist and verified our attack criteria.  Everything was setting up perfectly as the AUTEC safety officer reported a “green range.” The TACCO pressed the release button at the drop point, and I was confident our first drop would achieve the maximum 15 points.  Over ICS, the TACCO asked the weapon observer, “Did the weapon go?”  The response was what none of us wanted to hear… “No!”  

Always prepared for the worse, we initiated the procedures for a hung store and reported the problem to range safety.  Our acoustic operators continued to track the sled in the event we were able to fix whatever had failed and could resume the TORPEX.  The TACCO and the navigator/communicator (NAVCOMM) broke out the aircrew NATOPS while I backed them up by referencing the flight station NATOPS.  After unsuccessfully attempting to jettison, cycling the appropriate circuit breakers, and troubleshooting what we could from inside the aircraft, we were left with no choice but to abort the exercise.  Needless to say we were all disappointed, but we still had much work to do in getting the aircraft and crew safely home.  

Naturally, we were concerned about the weapon suddenly releasing from the aircraft due to the hung store indications, so we coordinated with range safety to remain in the operational area while we called back to home-plate via an HF phone patch to get additional advise and recommendations.  I reviewed the details of the malfunction with one of the senior NFOs in the squadron, relaying the indications we had, what we had done, and if there were any further troubleshooting that we could do.  After a thorough discussion of all the possibilities with home plate in addition to all the crews "what if's", we determined that we had done all that we could do. 

We checked offstation with AUTEC and checked in with Nassau Control while operating under VFR.  Our initial transit took us over a straight in the Bahamas.  We quickly met our first challenge as I looked down and saw a U.S. submarine and three warships in the narrow passage of water.  I immediately went out on maritime guard and warned the ships of our condition and that we would attempt to stay clear of them.  As we approached the coast of Florida, the TACCO and I determined that our best course of action would be to remain VFR, though the 3,000-foot cloud deck would pose a challenge.  This would keep us from overflying any boats or people with a potential TFOA (things falling off aircraft) hazard.  Our flight engineers confirmed that we would have enough fuel to get home at a considerably less than optimal 2,500 feet, flying a max-range-airspeed profile with the bomb bay doors open.  Also, we posted a watch on the EXTORP through the small bomb bay observation window in the deck of the aircraft.  The NAVCOMM, in an effort to track our route home in the event we lost the torpedo, continued to fix our position on his chart and dump our lat/long to the printer.  By using crew resource management tools, I was pleased at how the crew was working together as a team.
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Our next concern dealt with the fact that we would be penetrating the U.S. ADIZ at a low altitude without a VFR flight plan.  We continued to squawk our last assigned IFR Mode-3 code and also confirmed that our Mode-4 IFF was still loaded and operating properly.  We had all the required crypto onboard to further assist any GCI queries.  As we closed on the busy Fort Lauderdale area, we continually attempted to hail Miami Center and Approach Control on both VHF and UHF frequencies without success.  Our low altitude was not helping our cause.  At 15 miles from land we turned parallel to the coast and proceeded northward, carefully monitoring our proximity to Class B/C airspace.  Fortunately, we didn’t encounter any “unknown rider” calls, and continued the VFR trek northward to Jacksonville.  

Just south of Daytona Beach, we finally established communications with Approach Control and relayed our position.  They informed us that they were having a radar blackout and that we should maintain VFR without traffic advisories.  As we neared the Jacksonville area, we referenced the hung store arrival route in the TORPEX binder that our tactics department had provided us.  The arrival route is a very basic arrival that would minimize the aircraft’s flight over populated areas.  We also called base to give them an updated ETA and to have the ordnancemen standing by to pin or “safe” the weapon.  
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The arrival went off without a hitch as we closed the bomb bay doors prior to over flying land.  Approach Control attempted to vector us for a GCA, which would have taken us over residential areas of Jacksonville.  I gained visual contact with the field, cancelled IFR, and switched to Navy JAX Tower.  We informed Tower of the hung store and were immediately cleared to land.  Thankfully, the landing was uneventful (no dreaded “thud” down in the bomb bay!).  We taxied to our line and opened the bomb bay doors so the AOs could pin the weapon, (finally) returning it to a “safe” condition.  

QA and the ordnance branch launched a full investigation as to what malfunctioned.  It turned out that the remote safety pin on the suspect rack was misaligned and did not fully unseat when the pin was pulled.  As a result, the weapon could not be released internally from the aircraft by any means available.

This experience reinforced the importance of proper preparation for different unplanned scenarios – for all crew members.  Whether reviewing specific emergency procedures, special flight plans, or ADIZ penetration procedures, I was reminded that the time to think about these things is not while doing them.  Hangar flying various scenarios is a great tool in preparation for the unexpected.  From having to accomplish immediate ORM to using all of our crew resource management skills and NATOPS knowledge, being well prepared pays dividends in dealing with unexpected circumstances while airborne.

Lt. Silcox flies with VP-45.
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