24  approach

san intermediate student, | never thought |
A would writean Approach articleso early inmy

aviation career. | haveread many valuableand
interesting articleswhilewaiting in the ready room, but
| did not believel would havealearning experiencel
could contributeto the naval -aviation community.

I went with agroup of 30 students and instruc-
torson atwo-week “gun” detachment to NASEI
Centro right after returning from Christmas break.
Most of us studentswerein late-stage forms, going
through as fast aswe could to get to the gun stage. |
finally hit gunsat the beginning of my second week,
and by mid-stage, | wasfeeling very confident of my
progress through the gun pattern.

Sinceour arrival at El Centro, students had been
steadily going med-down for colds probably because of
thechangein humidity, the close proximity inwhich the
studentsworked, or both.

On Tuesday of thelast week of the det, | feltlikel
was beginning to get congested, and | hoped | was not
coming down with the same cold many of the students
aready had. It did not seemto affect my flying that
morning, so | did not worry about it.

May 2000

OnWednesday | felt dightly more congested but till
well enoughtofly. After finishing thegun pattern, | was
coming back to homebaseinatwo-planeformation. As
wewere coming down through 5,000 feet, | began having
problemsclearing. | immediatdly told my ingtructor we
needed to break off from theformation to take my mask
off to clear my Sinuses.

Wecircled at theinitia until | finally cleared my
sinuses. Then we began aslow descent toward the
field. We cameinto the break and landed with no
further problems, other than adlight headache from the
built-up pressurein my head.

After the debrief, theinstructor and | decided not to
pushit any harder that day and canceled an OCF flight
that | was scheduled for later that afternoon. | decided
toreturntothe hotel totry to get somerest and to
prevent my congestion fromturningintoacold. | did not
want to go med-down as| wasalmost donewith guns
and felt | had agood grasp on the pattern. | aso did not
want to delay training for aminor cold. That wasmy
first mistake.

Thenext day, | had my gun-six check at zero-dark-
thirty inthemorning. | felt well-rested, but my nosewas




till congested. Completing the check ridewasthe only
thing on my mind, so | pressed on. The gun pattern went
all right, but aswe came back to El Centro and started
our descent for theinitia, | felt painin my left forehead—
likethe day before but more severe. Wewereflying a
tight, Dash-4, parade position, and | decided to takemy
mask off and clear as| had done the previousday, but
with one minor difference: | did not tell my instructor.
Thiswasmy second mistake.

After repeatedly clearing my sinusesand being told
by theinstructor (who had no ideawhat was going on
inthefront seat) to return to atight parade position, we
leveled off at carrier-break altitude of 800 feet. | felt
that my sinuseswere now clear, but | had athrobbing
intheleft side of my head. | did not think it was
serious. | still had my mask off, and | decided to leave
it off and fly good form. After the break, | could easily
put my mask back on, or so | thought.

Lead kissed us off, followed by -2 and -3. Six
secondslater | broke and set the G's. Immediately, |
felt like someone had stuck awhite-hot poker in my
left eyeball. It felt asif all thefluidsin my noseand
sinuses had flooded to the left side of my head, and |
feltapopinmy left ear.

Thealtimeter read about 850 and climbing, but |
could not seeit very wdl; my right eyeball felt likeit was
being forced out of itssocket. Then | realized | should
immediately tdll theinstructor that my head fdt likeit
was about to explode and that | could not see. | could
not fly theaircraft while putting the mask on, aswell as
trying to key the mikewith just two hands. Trying totalk
to my ingtructor inthiscondition was my third mistake.

After about two seconds, theinstructor took the
controls, leveled thewings, got back to pattern dtitude
and camein for afull stop. We landed with no other
incidentsand aswe\ eretaX| i ng back to the hangar
my only concernwas inintheleftsi de
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of my head. It was not until after athorough debrief,
and after | had achanceto sit down and think about
what actually happened, that | realized how close | had
cometo starring in aClass-A mishap. Apparently, the
instructor had taken control with theaircraftina100-
degree AOB, passing through 500 feet.

My first mistake wastrying to push ahead cold. |
am not adoctor, but | should haverealized that any
congestion might worsen. When | had trouble clearing
my nosethe previousday, | should have known I’ d
need medication to return to 100 percent. If I'd have
taken 10 minutesto see theflight surgeon, thingswould
have probably gone differently.

My second mistakewas not telling my ingtructor that
| had trouble clearing again. | wasflying withthesame
ingructor asthe previousday, and he knew about my
condition. It would have been smpleto usealittlecrew
coordination, something that hasbeen hammeredintodl
of usthroughout flight training, and let him know again
that | washaving trouble.

My third mistake was not flying the aircraft when
my head was about to explode. | should havelet the
G'sout by leveling thewings. Relaxing the turn would
have probably relaxed the pressureinside my head.
But evenif it did not, my blazing head would have been
alot lesssevere than becoming ablazing fireball at the
end of therunway.

When | finally madeit into medical later that
day, theflight surgeon said | was lucky to come out
with a popped blood vessel in my left ear and a
slightly detached membrane from my left sinus. It
was only after the debrief that | learned from the
instructor where the aircraft was when he had taken
control. | later calculated that in a4-G, 100-degree
bank at 500 feet AGL I had about six seconds
before crashing. -
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