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By Lt. Brandt Moslener

It had been a while since I had fl own an eight-
hour burner in the P-3. Most of our fl ights out 
of NAS Patuxent River are only three to four 

hours, but we had a target-of-opportunity off the 
Jacksonville coast, and I felt like I was back in 
the fl eet. 

I had my lunch, coffee and water. Bingo 
bag? Nah, the times I take a bingo bag are the 
times I don’t get home. I had a chart bag with 
every approach plate along the coast, south of 
Pax River. We didn’t require an alternate for our 
recovery, but we put Dover AFB on the fl ight 
plan anyway and checked NOTAMS. We took 
off at noon, with the weather right at minimums, 
200-foot ceiling and half-mile visibility. All this 
bad weather was supposed to blow out around 
1800, and the forecast for our 2000 recovery 
called for an 8,000-foot ceiling. 

We had a successful mission and headed 
for home when we reached our bingo fuel. We 
caught a tailwind and had planned our fuel con-

servatively—we planned to land at Pax with 
10,000 pounds of JP. Although we like to be on 
the deck with 8,000 pounds, today we had kept a 
fuel log and dipped the fuel tanks before takeoff, 
so we actually could go down to 6,000 pounds. 
Fuel wasn’t going to be an issue tonight. I don’t 
like to plan on 6,000 pounds anyway, since the 
fuel-quantity system is subject to error at lower 
fuel loads. 

Everything looked good until we copied 
ATIS about 100 miles out. I caught the tail end 
of the observation and thought I heard ceiling 
and visibility were 100 and a quarter. Well, 
that must be for another fi eld because Pax is 
supposed to have an 8,000-foot ceiling. So I 
double-checked the frequency and listened to 
the entire report. Sure enough, Pax was sitting 
right at the approach minimums. I guess all 
that bad weather at takeoff decided to stick 
around southern Maryland for the night. Not a 
big deal—yet. 
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We called metro to fi nd a good alternate. 
Since there are plenty of fi elds close to Pax, I 
fi gured we could shoot a couple approaches, and, 
if we didn’t break out, we would head over to 
Dover, Andrews, or Oceana. Well, I wouldn’t 
be telling this story if it was that easy. All my 
favorite fi elds also were at minimums, which was 
when it got a little frustrating to deal with metro. 
We were getting closer to Pax, so I told metro 
we needed to know where it was clear. I needed 
a fi eld I knew we could get into; metro, on the 
other hand, wanted to know what my criteria 
was and where I wanted them to look. I replied 
we needed a 500-foot ceiling and three miles 
visibility and to check Atlantic City, N.J., and 
Willow Grove, Pa. A few minutes later, which 
seemed like an eternity, metro came back and 
read me the entire observation for each fi eld. 
I hoped for a more subjective analysis of the 
weather, something like, “It’s clear about 50 
miles west of Pax.” 

Anyway, Willow Grove reported an 800-foot 
ceiling. “There’s our fi eld,” I thought. “I know 
we can get into Willow Grove tonight.” We didn’t 
have the approach plate, but I fi gured we would 
have ATC read us the decision height for the PAR. 

We had enough gas for one approach at Pax, 
which was landing runway 32. We actually were 
coming from the south, so the approach really 
wouldn’t take much gas. We got our clearance to 
Willow Grove in case of a missed approach. We 
didn’t see a thing at Pax, and we climbed out on 
our way to Willow Grove. As we executed the 
missed approach, the off-duty pilot got the charts 
ready, and the nav called home plate. 

We had 10,500 pounds of gas, and it was 
about a 45-minute fl ight. It was going to be tight, 
but we felt confi dent we would get into Willow 
Grove, at least until I called base ops. I wanted to 
give them a heads up, tell them we were coming 
and make sure their PAR was up. Much to our 

surprise and disappointment, the PAR was out of 
service. The ASR went down to 800 feet, with a 
height-above-touchdown of 500 feet. The ceiling 
still was reported at 800 feet, which gave us a 
300-foot window. Still trying to think one step 
ahead, the nav was on the radio fi nding another 
fi eld if we needed it. Things got too busy, and we 
were setting up for the approach before we could 
fi nd a good fi eld. 

As we got closer to the MDA, I got a little 
nervous. We still were in the goo at the missed 
approach point and had no option, except to 
climb out. As we went missed approach with 
about 7,000 pounds of gas, ATC asked if we 
wanted to go to Northeast Philadelphia Airport, 
because they had an ILS. Having grown up in 
the area, I vaguely was familiar with the fi eld. 
I knew the airport handled a lot of business 
aviation, and I thought the runway would be 
long enough for a P-3. Low on gas, we were 
running out of options. The fi eld was only 15 
miles south, so we declared minimum fuel and 
requested vectors and the localizer frequency. I 
asked for the fi nal-approach course, and some 
airline pilot, sounding like the voice of God, 
said “240” over the radio. We lined up on the 
localizer, intercepted the glideslope, and, with a 
sigh of relief, broke out around 500 feet. As we 
taxied to our parking spot, I saw 6,300 pounds 
on the fuel totalizer.

As I sat in my hotel room that night, I went 
over the fl ight and the decisions we had made. I 
didn’t, and still don’t, feel we made any wrong 
decisions. We exercised solid crew coordination 
and made the best decisions with the information 
we had at the time. Are there things I’ll do dif-
ferently in the future? Sure. If I takeoff at mini-
mums, I’ll keep a closer eye on the weather, even 
if it’s supposed to clear out a couple hours before 
recovery. I may have to talk on the scratchy HF 
radio, but it sure beats surprises. 

Someone with a lot of experience also told 
me that he usually carries an approach plate 
surrounding his destination in every direction. 
Seems like a good idea. Our operations depart-
ment also got with Metro and gave them feed-
back concerning alternate fi eld selection when an 
aircraft is fuel-critical.   

Lt. Moslener is a P-3 project pilot for VX-20 (formerly known 
as FORCE).

I knew the airport handled a 
lot of business aviation, and 
I thought the runway would 
be long enough for a P-3. 
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You Can Have My Goggles When You 
Pry Them From My Cold Dead Fingers
By Capt. Andreas Hau, USMC

ome Things Don’t Look Better 
Through Goggles,” an article by Ltjg. 
C. J. Warren, in the May 2002 issue of 
Approach discussed several problems 

with using NVGs. As an NVG instructor pilot 
at the AH-1W FRS, I say that almost everything 
looks better on goggles. I want to dispel any 
negative myths about using NVGs. I do agree 
with Ltjg. Warren’s statement, “Take the time to 
think of how you would handle an emergency 
while wearing goggles.” Let me share my views 
on NVGs and their value.

As an ASO, I feel night-vision goggles are 
one of the greatest safety devices we have intro-
duced into naval aviation. Certain communities 
have not gained enough experience to believe 
in them and to fully understand how goggles, 
if used within their design parameters, increase 
situational awareness and safety. Besides increas-
ing mission effectiveness, goggles improve take-
offs and landings, especially at the boat. You can 
execute precautionary emergency landings with 
more confi dence. 

Let’s face it, the human eye has a nighttime 
visual acuity of 20/200 to 20/400, and NVGs 
have a visual acuity of 20/40 (ANVIS-6) and 
20/25 (ANVIS-9). Which would you rather have? 
Goggles do have some limitations, such as a 
40-degree fi eld of view, monochromatic display, 
and a two-dimensional image, but, when com-
pared to the unaided human eye, NVGs are the 
clear winner, especially over water. 

Several items Ltjg. Warren discussed should 
be revisited: 

• All crew members should be goggled from 
takeoff to landing. Why would you be ungoggled 
during the most dangerous parts of your fl ight? 

• Keep goggle adjustments to a minimum. 
Find your optimum goggle settings before take-
off. It’s OK to refocus as the illumination levels 

change, but your basic setup—inter-pupilary 
distance, eye relief and mount height—should 
remain optimized and unchanged. If you need to 
make an adjustment or degoggle, tell your crew 
and pass the controls to the other pilot. If your 
goggles fail, immediately pass the controls. 

• On an approach, both pilots should be gog-
gled, with the PAC scanning the gauges under 
his goggles. The PNAC should be backing up the 
pilot on the gauges and looking for the intended 
point of landing. If your goggles are setup cor-
rectly, you can accomplish these tasks without 
making adjustments. 

• Why would you degoggle during an emer-
gency? On a high-illumination night, (e.g., the 
case on Warren’s fl ight), goggles turn night into 
an almost VFR situation. Degoggling instantly 
puts you into an IFR situation. Last time I 
checked, it always was easier to handle an emer-
gency procedure in VFR, rather than in IFR. 

• NVGs increase situational awareness 
during emergencies. 

• Like Ltjg. Warren said, brief how you will 
handle EPs on the goggles. Bottom line: Stay 
goggled.

If you are not comfortable on goggles, here 
are some suggestions. Read the MAWTS-1 NVD 
Manual. Visit your local night lab and fl y the 
simulator with goggles. It does take a few hours 
of fl ight time to fi gure out how you like your 
NVGs setup and what works best for you. Fifteen 
years ago, everyone was scoffi ng at computers, 
and now the Navy and Marine Corps can’t do 
a thing without them. This same paradigm shift 
needs to happen with goggles. I think it has hap-
pened in the Marine Corps and the Army. To 
paraphrase what John Wayne said in the movie 
“Sands of Iwo Jima,” “Life is tough, but it’s 
tougher if you’re not goggled.”  

Capt. Hau fl ies with HMT-303.
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Are We B

Three weeks after the World Trade 
Center and Pentagon attacks, our ship 
transited the Straights of Gibraltar 
with the USS Theodore Roosevelt 

battle group. Tensions were high, and we were 
ready to do our part in the war on terrorism. 
Every fl ight felt like we were about to go into 
combat. We briefed every possible scenario we 
could think of and treated every contact as hos-
tile until proven otherwise. 

A few nights later, we launched one of our 
two SH-60Bs into a moonless night, looking for 
a Kilo class submarine transiting the surface. We 
briefed, prefl ighted, and read the ADB. Nothing 
stood out in the book, except an inop gimbal 
on the FLIR. Before start-up, I manually slewed 
the FLIR off the nose and up to an angle that 
seemed good. We goggled-up and launched. The 
FLIR remained in the same fi xed position. The 
picture was working well, and we proceeded to 
VID contacts, using NVGs. We preferred using 
the goggles because it was a pain to fi nd the 
contacts by moving the nose of the aircraft to 
move the FLIR.

As we looked at yet another group III mer-
chant, we picked up a submarine radar with our 
ESM and went toward 
it. The chain of com-
mand gathered in CIC 
to watch the FLIR on 
one of the cruiser’s 
large-screen displays. 
We did runs from every 
side, making sure we 
held to our standoff dis-
tances, but the ship wanted more. The tactical-
action offi cer (TAO) came over Hawklink and 
started to dictate the angles he wanted.

Because the FLIR was fi xed at a down angle, 
I had to climb to get more than a glimpse of 
the sub and still maintain my standoff. This plan 
worked: we got a few minutes of FLIR imagery. 
Again, the TAO came on the Hawk and wanted 
closer, lower angles on the FLIR.

Wanting to get all the video the ship asked 
for, my copilot and I decided we would make 
a run-in and lift the nose to get the fi xed-FLIR 

turret pointed at the sub. It worked like a 
charm, almost. My H2P was operating the 
FLIR, and I was fl ying right seat. Neither of 
us was looking at the instruments or outside. 
We had RadAlt hold engaged and were fl ying 
at 400 feet AGL. As he switched between wide 
and narrow views, I worked the nose to keep 
the sub in the center of the reticle. We were 
getting video.

Our aircrewman broke the silence with 
an earth-shattering question, “Are we backing 
down?” 

We snapped our heads to the gauges, and, 
sure enough, airspeed showed zero, and HI-
RAWS on the radar altimeter went off. For those 
of you non-60 bubbas, HI-RAWS is the “You’re 
descending through 250 feet AGL” tone but with-
out “Betty.” 

We both pushed the nose over and pulled 
an armpit full of collective. It seemed like an 
eternity before the rate of descent turned into 
a climb, and we started to see airspeed on the 
gauge. The TAO again called up as we were 
discussing our near-miss, and, with our hearts in 
our throats and our pride on the deck, we told 
him what had happened. We decided it was too 

risky to get more video that way, and we told 
them we were breaking contact. The ship agreed; 
they had enough video, and we fi nished the hop 
without incident. 

A simple sensor degradation had caused both 
pilots to lose situational awareness and put the air-
craft in extremis. After landing, we held an all-
aircrew meeting and briefed the incident, so that it 
would not be repeated. Had it not been for an alert 
crewman, we very well could have put a perfectly 
good aircraft in the water. 

Lt. Greiner fl ies with HSL-48 Det 5.
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Photo by Matthew J. Thomas, modified.

acking Down?

By Lt. Bill Greiner

We snapped our heads to 
the gauges...airspeed showed 

zero...the radar altimeter 
went off.
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By Lt. Todd Friedman

The fl ight students had returned from 
Christmas holiday break after visiting 
family and friends. Only a few sorties 
were fl own during the holidays with 

students who did not go home. The air wing just 
had completed a morning post-holiday, half-day 
“back in the saddle” safety stand-down. I was 
scheduled later that afternoon for a low-level with 
a student.

I had been a T-39 mission commander for 
only three weeks and had fl own with just a few 
students since the holidays were in full swing. 
Once the safety stand-down was over, I went to 

Lost at 500 Feet
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brief with my student for his third low-level fl ight. 
Based on his grade sheets, he had a good track 
record. During the brief, he knew all of his points, 
or so it appeared to me—with my limited instruc-
tor experience. I was under the impression this 
was going to be a great fl ight with few problems. 
I was wrong.

During the brief, the student said he would 
look for a couple of bridges a mile right of course 
for time and course updates. “That’s fi ne,” I told 
him, but added, “they may be diffi cult to fi nd at 
500 feet.” Since I was an E-2 guy, my last experi-
ence fl ying a low-level prior to instructor training 
was as a VT-4 student. Yet, I had little diffi culty 
remembering the procedures in the IUT syllabus, 
and now I was teaching low-level procedures. The 
contract pilot probably had fl own this route a thou-
sand times. Knowing every turn, every little gouge 
point, and every checkpoint, how could he get lost? 
Again, I was wrong.

The transit was uneventful, and we entered the 
low-level route. As we proceeded north between 
points C and D, we neared the bridges the student 
had briefed. He looked outside and saw what he 
thought were the two bridges. Believing we were 
right of course, he made a correction to the left. At 
the same time, I saw the bridges go down the right 
wing, exactly where they should be. As part of the 
student-learning process, I allowed him to continue 
with his correction to see if he could get us to our 
next turn point. Wrong again.

We approached point D, a diffi cult but not 
impossible turn point to see. The student did not 
see it, and neither did the pilot or I. Following 
procedures, the student turned on the prebriefed 
elapsed time, and we continued to point E. 

Before point E, we located a large tower that is 
a great intermediate checkpoint. The tower should 
have been a half-mile left of course. I saw the tower 
well right of our position and directed the student 
to get back to the tower. He followed my direction 
but wasn’t aggressive enough, keeping the tower to 
our right. The pilot played the game of doing only 
what he was told to do by the student. I was sure 
he knew exactly where we were. I was wrong for 
the fourth time.

As we continued to point E, we again did not 
see the turn point. The student turned on what he 
thought was the correct time. However, the turn 
took us to the east, and, as we continued on the 

target leg, I heard a call on the aux radio. Another 
T-39, on a different route asked, “Is there anyone 
else on the VR-1021?” 

That call should have been a big clue for the 
pilot and me, but it didn’t register with either of us. 
I was more concerned with fi nding out where we 
were. We continued east, and I noticed a sawmill 
that should have been just right of course, but it 
was well left of our position. I asked the student to 
locate us on his chart. By now, he was a soup sand-
wich. We fi nally fl ew past a point I recognized, a 
lock and dam about a mile right of our position. 
Now I knew exactly where we were. We were actu-
ally on the VR-1021, not the VR-1022. I told the 
pilot we were way off course, but he replied, “No, 
we’re right on.” 

I told him we not only were off course, but that 
we were on the wrong route. The pilot said, “We 
are doing the 1021, right?” 

I said, “No, we are doing the 1022.” We immedi-
ately pulled off the route, climbed, and headed home. 

There were many CRM lessons learned. Sit-
uational awareness of the entire crew was gone 
completely. The student’s SA was gone because 
he knew he was lost, and the fear of failure 
played deeply on his mind. My SA was gone 
because I knew we were lost. My lack of expe-
rience on that low-level was a contributor. I 
allowed the student to get way off course to 
teach him a lesson, but I ended up getting us 
extremely lost. The pilot’s SA was gone, as well; 
he thought we actually were fl ying a different 
route than the one planned. Otherwise, the pilot 
would have recognized our position and had us 
correct earlier.

Communication fl ow in the cockpit virtually 
was nonexistent. The only one talking was the 
student giving his procedure calls. The radio call 
from the other T-39 was blocked out because of 
our cockpit talk about being so far off course and 
trying to correct. Both external and internal factors 
contributed to the breakdown in communications.

Decision-making was the fi nal lesson. As the 
mission commander, I should have pulled off the 
route earlier, since I knew the student was lost. 
I also should have been more assertive in the deci-
sion-making process to get the student out of his 
hole, the pilot back on course, and all of us out of 
harm’s way. 

Lt. Friedman fl ies with Training Wing Six.



By LCdr. Herb Carmen

Just days from getting underway, the Liberty Bells 
were cramming in as much fi eld-carrier-landing 
practice (FCLP) in the Hawkeye as we could stand. 
As a new department head, I was establishing my 

reputation in the squadron. I already had experienced an 
engine-turbine failure on one fl ight and a trim failure 
on another. In just two months, to “Carmenize” an E-2 
quickly had become the descriptive term in the squadron 
for downing an airplane. I wanted to avoid downing any 
more airplanes during our FCLP periods.

Ben had been my “partner in crime” during both of 
my previous emergencies, and he again was my copilot 
for a night bounce at home fi eld. Corpse was our CICO 
for the fl ight. Ben would get eight FCLP passes, then we 
would seat swap, and I would get eight. We’d seat swap 
again for another period for Ben. 

As we walked to the plane, our skipper joked that 
operational risk management should prevent Ben and me 
from again fl ying together. We laughed, but I already 
wondered if I would spend more time on cruise in Prince 
Sultan Airbase than I would on the ship, since I kept 
breaking his planes.

Ben fl ew his fi rst eight night passes, and we departed 
the pattern for our side-to-side crew swap. On the long 
trip back to the initial, we swapped seats, and I fl ew 
into the break. We slowed and cranked through the land-
ing checklists. Ben reviewed them, “Three down and 
locked, 20 fl aps, max rudder 20 degrees, auto, indicates 
20 degrees.”

I turned base and set up for my fi rst pass. Since I 
just had been an instructor at the FRS and was current in 
the Hawkeye, I would get fewer passes than the younger 
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guys. I had to make each pass count. I concentrated on 
a good start and fl ew a good pass. We still were above 
max-trap weight, so I went to full power just before 
touchdown for the heavy waveoff. As we began to climb, 
things didn’t feel right.

I immediately realized I could not control the nose. It 
pulled and rolled to the left because of the huge p-factor 
generated by the power addition. For a Hawkeye pilot, 
adding power and right rudder simultaneously is as natu-
ral as breathing, so it took a second for me to realize 
what the problem was. I pushed with my right foot, but 
the pedals didn’t move.

As I pulled back on the power to reduce the yaw, I 
blurted something the chaplains would not appreciate. I 
told Ben the pedals were stuck as I kept the nose low 
enough to keep speed on the plane. I noticed the slower 
I fl ew, the more right rudder we needed to fl y straight. I 
added a little differential power on the left engine to help 
counter the yaw and to keep up our speed. As we acceler-
ated, I reset the climb and got away from the runway.

Safely off ground, I easily could keep the plane 
straight at 150 knots. If I slowed, the nose again would 
pull left. At high speeds, the Hawkeye has a mechanical 
stop that engages to prevent rudder movement more than 
two degrees. I had heard of pilots who had had the two-
degree rudder remaining engaged after slowing out of the 
break, so that was my fi rst thought. A lever in the back of 
the plane could release the two-degree-rudder stops. 

There were no caution lights, and the max-rudder 
indicator showed we had 20 degrees available. According 
to what we saw, we should have been able to push the 
pedals full throw. With 20 degrees or six degrees of 
rudder available, the pedals move about three inches fore 
and aft. With just two degrees available, the pedals still 
should move an inch in each direction, but neither of us 
could budge the pedals. Even kicking the rudders didn’t 
help; they may as well have been welded in place. Using 
rudder trim didn’t help, either. Corpse and Ben scoured 
NATOPS to fi nd the appropriate emergency. Not a single, 
rudder-system failure fi t the problem. Looking at the 
NATOPS, nothing except, “Jammed/Restricted/Binding 
Flight Controls” matched. We determined the rudder 
pedals were stuck. 

While circling overhead the fi eld, we devised our plan. 
The binding-fl ight-controls procedure calls for using min-
imum-fl ight-control inputs and landing as soon as pos-
sible. We maneuvered for the opposite runway because the 

arresting gear was in place on that end. Since we were 
heavy, we considered dumping fuel. However, climbing 
to 6,000 feet with no rudder control wasn’t an enticing 
option, and the idea of creating an international incident 
by dumping gas on crowded Tokyo suburbs didn’t appeal 
to me, either. We’d just take what we had and trap.

We set up for a long straightaway, so we could get 
used to how the plane responded to heading, power, and 
airspeed changes. 

It was clear we’d have to keep up our speed. Slowing 
below 140 knots required more aileron and differential 
power than I felt comfortable landing with. We saw that 
145 knots and a few degrees right wing down kept us 
pointed down the runway. We told the LSOs our plan, 
and they briefed us on how to get the wire. All three 
of us wanted to make sure we got the wire on the fi rst 
try, since a rollout with no rudder, at best, would be 
squirrelly. If we boltered, we planned to keep up our 
speed, get airborne, and try again.

As we motored down the glide slope, we knew the extra 
speed would make it that much harder to get the plane on 
deck. A little settle in close helped, since it let me fl atten 
out the glide slope and reduced the rate of descent as we 
touched down. I kept the power where it was until I felt the 
tug of the arresting gear. The E-28 gear quickly stopped us.

After the trap, we took a deep sigh of relief. I pushed 
the pedals one more time, and they worked just fi ne.

We taxied to the line and let the troubleshooters look 
at the plane. After examining the rudder system and the 
two-degree stops, they determined it wasn’t the rudder 
stops. The next step to solving the mystery was to shut 
down and search for what had obstructed the rudders.

Three separate nose-to-tail FOD searches by three 
different crews never revealed the golden BB. They did 
fi nd some FOD, but nothing that would have bound the 
rudders. The airframers checked and tightened every 
bolt, nut, screw, and cotter key in the system.

That night, we concluded not every emergency per-
fectly fi ts a NATOPS procedure. In this case, we pooled 
all the knowledge and experience in the airplane to help 
get back on deck.

We took our time before fl ying the plane again, com-
pleting throws, an FCF, and a confi dence fl ight, just to be 

sure. We didn’t want this gripe to reappear at the ship. 
Meanwhile, I wondered if the Atsugi uniform shop sold 
insignia for desert-camoufl age uniforms.  

LCdr. Carmen fl ies with VAW-115. 
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Photo by Ensign Philip St. Gelais. Modified.

Night
in Mech

Cat Shot
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By Lt. Christopher M. Schmidt

It was a particularly dark, moonless night 
in March, when I explored the mechanical 
capabilities of the FA-18C. We had been 
operating in the 5th Fleet AOR for two 

weeks, and it was my second OEF airborne-spare 
mission since arriving. 

Because we were the new CV on the block, 
we operated on the night page and conducted 
vampire ops. I hoped somebody would get can-
celled, so I would get the 5+00 day trap, vice 
the 1+30 airborne re-spot and good-deal night 
trap. Everyone checked in good on deck, so the 
odds of getting the night trap looked inevitable. 
The yellowshirts gave the standard night-taxi 
fam from the four row to cat 3, with a delay 
under the bright sodium lights, which destroy 
night vision. 

While crossing the JBD and mentally review-
ing the settle-off-the-cat boldface, I verifi ed the 
takeoff checks were complete. The motivated 
weight-board petty offi cer frantically jumped 
around to verify the proper weight-board setting 
of a 44,000-pound shot, and I said, “Give me a 
break already; I’m doing this alone in here.” 

I set 75 percent and took the remaining 
tension out of the buffer hook and holdback 
assembly. A motivated ordnanceman armed the 
’Winder. So far, so good. The yellowshirt gave 
the take-tension signal, and I ran up the F404-
GE-400s. With indications normal after the wipe 
out, no spurious BLINS, and the hyds stable, I 
fl icked the pinky switch. My externals lit up, 
and the deck-edge petty offi cer did his thing. I 
selected full afterburner upon holdback release. 

The nose rapidly dropped, and I saw 
my altitude and airspeed boxes fall 
below the horizon.
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Everything was routine until halfway through the 
stroke—the unsettling deedle-deedle.

At the end of the stroke, all the displays 
fl ickered off and then on again. Now what? 
With weight-off-wheels, I noticed the aircraft did 
not rotate and capture on-speed AOA. I imme-
diately started the boldface items mentioned ear-
lier, and I went to 10-degrees-pitch attitude with 
the waterline symbol. Somewhere in all this, I 
raised the landing gear. 

Full afterburner already was selected at the 
hold-back release. However, the velocity vector 
still did not rise above the horizon, so I went 
to 15 degrees and got a positive VSI. Because 
I couldn’t recall the RadAlt going off, I didn’t 
emergency jettison my stores. Fearful it was my 
mistake for grabbing the stick too soon—the 
Hornet fl ight-control computers (FCC) use AOA 
to program the stabilator position to capture a 
predetermined attitude—I eased the back-stick 
pressure. The nose rapidly dropped, and I saw 
my altitude and airspeed boxes fall below the 
horizon. This action, in conjunction with a night 
cat shot, contributed to a full-blown case of 
pilot-induced oscillations (PIOs). 

With the stick full aft, the PIOs dampened 
but left a limited range of motion. I inputed 
nose-up trim for what I thought would provide 
more aft-stick authority–the fi rst clue that this 
might be a MECH ON condition. At this 
point, the rubber-coated, ejection-seat handle 
was pressed against the backside of my wrist, 
and that was comforting to know. 

I scanned more displays, and I saw the fl ight-
control system (FCS) and MECH ON cautions 
at the bottom of the left DDI, reaffi rming my 
initial assessment. I called for a representative on 
departure freq. 

MECH ON is caused sometimes by a mis-
match between what the FCCs are calculating 
and what the mechanical linkage indicates for 
the stabilators. The Hornet was designed with 
this backup system for FCC failures. 

The response from CATCC was not reassur-
ing, so I called my wingman on aux and asked 
for his assistance. After more oscillations by the 

jet and a case of vertigo for me, I fi nally main-
tained a positive rate of climb. I started to feel in 
control of the aircraft, and I developed a feel for 
the new fl ight-control regime. However, it was 
a false sense of security. I saw the fl ap light 
transition from green to amber as the airspeed 
fell from my scan with afterburners fully staged. 
Oops, fl ap blowback, and another set of PIOs. 
A NATOPS caution refers to selecting the fl ap 
switch to auto before 250 knots, while in MECH, 
or standby for magnifi ed PIOs. I deselected after-
burner and re-evaluated.

Departure told me the aircraft rep was 
available on button 19. As I switched, my scan 
broke down again. While holding the same 
attitude as I had with full afterburner selected, 
the nose started to fall, as did airspeed. I again 
found myself in the fl ap-transition phase of 
fl ight. I reselected afterburner, eased the nose 
for airspeed, and placed the fl ap switch in the 
proper position: auto. Not comfortable with 
what my inner ear told me, I fought the urge 
to pull up. This was the fi rst time altitude had 
entered my scan. 

I recalled, from seconds earlier, the altitude 
rising from the hundreds of feet to thousands of 
feet, and now it fi nally read 2,500 feet. After a 
brief conversation with my rep, CAG’s calming 
voice broke the radio waves. We evaluated the 
FCS page and saw all four channels of both 
servos on the right and left horizontal stabilators 
had X’d out. Now, leveling off at 10,000 feet and 
275 knots, I recalled the MECH-stick-recentering 
function of the takeoff-trim button. When you 
are in MECH, the stick physically moves with 
the trim inputs. Pressing this button recenters the 
stick but holds the same trim inputs. After hold-
ing back the stick only inches from my lap, for 
straight and level fl ight, recentering the stick was 
quite a relief. 

I tried the fi rst FCS reset, and the nose 
abruptly pitched down. The velocity vector 
appeared steady on the horizon, but the airspeed 
and altitude boxes quickly framed 20 degrees 
nose low. After we regained control and compo-
sure, we decided to jettison the 2,000-pound 
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JDAM on my left wing. We visually cleared 
the area with our NVGs and by coordinating 
with strike. At 15,000 feet, heading toward the 
divert over 300 miles away, the JDAM came 
off without incident. Another try to reset the 
FCS resulted in another abrupt nose down and 
negative results. We made the decision to divert 
with wingman in tow.

The nose was very sensitive to pitch move-
ments and airspeed changes. It reminded me of 
fl ying the T-34 or any other aircraft that isn’t com-
puter stabilized. My wingman assisted with radio 
coordination and divert-airfi eld descriptions. 

My only priority was to fl y the aircraft. 
The transit was uneventful. We went over our 
landing-ashore procedures, selected the correct 
switch positions, and reviewed the emergency 
again. We referred to the PCL about landing 
confi gurations and for a controllability check. 
Twenty-fi ve minutes later, I had three green and 
an on-speed check that matched my wingman. 

Nose pitch still was sensitive to stick move-
ment but slow to affect the fl ight path. The PAPI 
lights and velocity vector provided a reference 
for the recommended, minimum-rate-of-descent 
landing. On touchdown, the jet wanted to fl y 
again, so I pushed the stick full forward, and the 
jet got loose (look out Jeff Gordon). Use of the 
rudders and NWS helped the condition. 

I applied the brakes at 100 knots and 
didn’t use aero-braking. A buildup of catapult 
grease affected the brake response, but braking 
action fi nally felt normal as the long-fi eld gear 
approached. The divert did not have runway-
remaining boards, and the arresting gear was 
not bi-directional, as with the long fi eld gear. 
My wingman reassured me that I had plenty 
of runway remaining. The jet stopped 100 
feet short of the threshold on the 10,000-foot 
runway.

After sunrise, we did a quick turn for 
the maintainers, and big surprise, we couldn’t 
fi nd anything wrong. Ultimately, maintenance 
decided to change out the stab servos, based 
on the aircraft’s codes from the previous 
night. Another quick turn, and it was 4.0, but, 

during the FCF takeoff roll, the jet once again 
reverted to MECH, passing 70 knots. After a 
quick swap of the computers, the jet was good 
to go. 

The ship’s AIMD inspected the FCCs and 
servos but returned them A799: nothing wrong. 
How confi dent would you be in that assessment? 
We have yet to receive the engineering investiga-
tion to support this fi nding.

If not for the simulators and various emer-
gency-procedure and NATOPS checks, I prob-

ably wouldn’t have recognized the MECH 
condition and ejected. After all, nine out of 10 
pilots eject in the sim with this scenario. 

Had it been daylight, or with some type of 
horizon, the face full of water may have moti-
vated me to give the airplane back to the taxpay-
ers. What you don’t see can’t hurt you.

As the fl ight deck went by in my peripheral 
vision, I had the initial cue that something was 
wrong. Scan everything.

Aircrew coordination is paramount. Hearing 
an experienced and familiar voice in a diffi cult 
situation helps bring order to the chaos. My 
wingman, being in position at all times, helped 
prevent incidents en route and when the jet was 
on deck. 

Lt. Schmidt fl ies with VFA-136.

It reminded me of flying 

the T-34 or any other air-

craft that isn�t computer 

stabilized.
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By Lt. Gregg Dewaele

Ever get the feeling you were in over 
your head? That’s a bad feeling, but 
it’s the one I had as I prepared to fl y 

into a war zone. 
My situation started innocently with a bad 

case of “been there, done that.” Our squadron 
was at the beginning of a three-month rotation. 
We were tasked to patrol the Iraqi southern no-fl y 
zone from Prince Sultan Air Base, Saudi Arabia. 
I had been with the squadron for two years and 
had deployed to PSAB and to Incirlik, Turkey. 
This one would be a carbon copy of our last 
deployment in support of OSW. 

When our squadron touched down in Saudi 
Arabia, the Air Force and our intelligence assets 
briefed us. We had ample time to study the 
SPINS and to review our evasion plans and 
procedures. These are good things to know if 
the worst-case scenario should present itself—
namely, going down in enemy territory. 

As the days passed, and my name fi nally 
appeared on the fl ight schedule to make my dra-
matic return to the box, I neglected to read and 
prepare as I should have for the coming mission. 
The morning of the fl ight started well. The mis-
sion and Prowler-specifi c briefs went as they had 
a year and a half earlier. My comfort level was 
high—right where it should not have been. 

As we walked into the PR shop, our crew’s 
discussion turned to that worst-case scenario. 
Right then, a horrifying fact dawned on me: I 
was not prepared to fl y. I was not sure what 

I would do if we had to eject. I did not know 
in what direction to travel if I found myself 
on the ground in enemy country. I also did 
not know how to work the GPS or the new 
radios we had been issued as part of our sur-
vival gear. Even if I did know how to use 
the radio, I wasn’t sure of the procedures 
for getting in touch with the friendly forces 
that would rescue me. This uneasy feeling got 
worse as we walked to our jet. I was not as 
familiar as I should have been with the proce-
dures we were using for check in, taxi, or the 
departure. I was in the back seat and would 
not be called upon for this knowledge, but, as a 
member of the crew, I was responsible.

Fortunately, for my crew and me, my inputs 
were not needed, and the fl ight went without a 
hitch. However, I learned a hard lesson that day, 
one that I will not soon forget. Take nothing 
for granted, and study what you need to know 
for your job. It doesn’t matter if you’ve “been 
there, done that.” Your memory is not as good 
as you think it is, and some things just are not 
intuitive. 

Even if you are in a multi-place aircraft and 
don’t expect to contribute to certain aspects of 
the mission, you are part of a crew, and, there-
fore, you should act accordingly. Know your 
standard-operating procedures and your aircraft-
specifi c procedures because the life you save may 
be your own. 

Lt. Dewaele fl ies with VAQ-134.

InOver My
Head?
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Gather a bunch of aviators, and you’ll 
hear some hair-raising sea stories. 
Usually they are about someone else 
who met an unfortunate end or who 

lost a few fi ngers, toes, or a pound of fl esh. My 
story centers around what happened to me. It 
is said, “He who tells the best story speaks of 
himself.”

Long ago and far away, I was a young 
instructor pilot at VT-31 in Corpus Christi, 
Texas. We were in the infant stages of introduc-
ing the TC-12 to the squadron. Navy and Air 
Force students headed to P-3s or C-130s received 
TC-12 training. 

Most instructors fl ew two events (four sor-
ties) a day to maintain student throughput, and 
this day was no exception. I started the day with 
a T-44 fl ight from 0600 to 1100, followed by a 
second event in the afternoon in the TC-12. It 
was a great day for fl ight training. The weather 
was a perfect spring day in the Texas Riviera.

The fi rst event went off without a hitch, and 
I was confi dent the second would go as well. 
However, as I came out of the debrief, I was told 
I needed to do a functional-check fl ight (FCF) if 
I wanted to have an aircraft for my second event. 

The command duty offi cer had a student as my 
copilot, and we were to meet in maintenance 
control at 1300. I grabbed a quick lunch, then 
went to the TC-12 hangar to catch up with my 
copilot and to brief. After the pleasantries, we 
read the aircraft-discrepancy book (ADB) and 
got the QA brief. 

During the brief, we learned the mechanics 
had worked on the No. 2 propeller control and 
adjusted the fuel-control unit. The FCF would 
be a piece of cake, and my copilot and I went 
to prefl ight, which went like clockwork. Twenty 
minutes later, we were in the run-up, completing 
our fi nal checks. All aircraft systems checked 
good, and we taxied to the active runway for 
takeoff. I received clearance to work block two 
central, briefed the takeoff, and took off VFR to 
the warning area. We fl ew out the climb radial 
to our assigned block altitude of 7,000 feet. My 
copilot was busy reading checklists and the FCF 
deck, making sure we did each step of the check 
fl ight. The aircraft had performed as advertised 
to this point. 

We leveled off and were ready to do the 
required engine checks. The fi rst step was to 
fuel chop the engine and try to restart it, using 

By LCdr. Paul Neuzil

What Could
Go Wrong

Now?
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the windmilling-airstart procedure. I confi rmed with 
my copilot that I had the No. 2 condition lever, then 
started to cut off the fuel. The engine shut down, and 
the propeller continued to windmill. I completed the 
required steps to reintroduce fuel to the engine, then 
placed the condition lever to the on position, but the 
engine did not relight. 

To make matters worse, I had the classic no-fuel-
fl ow, no-lightoff. I elected to completely shut down the 
engine. We feathered the propeller and discussed our 
options. The FCF deck called for a reattempt to light off 
the engine with the starter. I was certain this second try 
wouldn’t work, because I wasn’t able to get fuel to the 
igniters to light off the engine during the windmilling 
airstart. We elected to give it the ol’ college try, fi guring 
the worst thing that could happen would be another 
failed lightoff, and we always could refeather the engine. 

We performed the procedures for a starter-assisted 
airstart, and, sure enough, the engine again failed 
to lightoff. I secured the start and completed the 
emergency-engine-shutdown procedure. I verifi ed the 
engine switches were in the proper position while my 
copilot completed the checklist, which requires check-
ing the voltmeter to make sure the remaining genera-
tor is not overworked. I checked the voltmeter, and 
it exceeded output requirements. I thought to myself, 
“This is not good.” 

I reverifi ed all switches in the proper position and 
had the co-pilot also check their position. We began to 
shut down all non-essential equipment to reduce the load. 
I mainly was concerned with the air conditioner and 
the load it draws on the system, but we couldn’t reduce 
the load. We immediately headed back to NAS Corpus 
Christi, declared an emergency with ATC, and hoped for 
a favorable outcome. 

As we began our descent toward home, we again 
discussed the possible outcomes. We faced the real pos-
sibility we would lose the No. 1 generator, which would 
leave us with just battery power. 

No sooner did we fi nish discussing this possibility 
than the No. 1 generator-failure light came on. A little 
concerned now, I turned off the generator, updated ATC, 
and told them of my intentions to enter a left base, 
for a full stop on the active runway at NAS Corpus 
Christi. I also advised them I probably would lose all 
communications because of a dwindling battery charge. 

They switched me to Corpus Christi tower, and I was 
cleared to land.

We were six miles northeast of the fi eld at 5,000 feet 
when I began to confi gure the plane for landing. We put 
down the fl aps, and I saw they moved very slowly. The 
radios were intermittent. I tried to contact the tower and 
update them on our situation and intentions, but, within 
seconds, the battery was gone—we had lost electrical 
power. My student copilot, a little frantic but still in con-
trol, began to read the approach and landing checklists 
when we were two miles from the fi eld. 

Suddenly, the copilot stopped and reminded me the 
gear was not down. In my haste to get the aircraft back, 
I had forgotten a very important step: the landing gear. 
Fortunately, the TC-12 has a manual-system backup for 
the gear. It requires a strong arm and a bit of elbow 
grease, but we were determined to land with the gear 
fully extended. As I began to pump down the gear by 
hand, I elected to set up the overhead-pattern entry into 
the active runway. This plan would give me more time to 
get the gear down and to set up for the landing. We got 
the gear down, but we couldn’t confi rm them down with 
the traditional means of landing-gear-positional indica-
tors. Rather, we had to visually check the mainmounts, 
and to hope the nose gear was safely in position. We 
relied on blind faith and the knowledge all three landing 
gear were connected on the same linkage. The gear 
looked to be down, and that was good enough for me.

As we turned to the right downwind, I briefed the 
copilot to look for our clearance-to-land via the green 
Aldis lamp from the tower, since we had no radios. We 
got to the right 180 position, and we rocked our wings. 
I initiated the turn to fi nal as the copilot reviewed the 
landing checklist. We rolled through the 90, again rocked 
the wings, and the copilot looked for our landing clear-
ance. As we rolled onto fi nal, my copilot still had not 
seen our landing clearance from the tower. I continued 
the approach because the tower was aware of our emer-
gency, and the runway was clear with the crash trucks 
waiting for us. I breathed a sigh of relief when we felt the 
wheels contact the runway. We landed normally, turned 
off the active, completed the secure checklist, and exited 
the aircraft on the taxiway. 

The crash crew met us and began to safe the aircraft. 
They went to the battery compartment to disconnect the 
battery. When they opened the compartment, my heart 
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The danger with a 
thermal-runaway 
battery is it can 
explode.

skipped a beat. The nickel-cadmium battery had begun 
to swell. The crash crew disconnected and removed it 
from the aircraft.

We went to maintenance control and started to 
debrief what had happened. Midway through the debrief, 
we were notifi ed the aircraft battery had gone into a 
thermal-runaway condition, which is very bad. The bat-
tery compartment on the TC-12 sits on top of the fuel 
tanks. The danger with a thermal-runaway battery is it 
can explode. If that had happened, we wouldn’t have had 
an in-fl ight emergency; it would have been more like the 
Challenger disaster. 

Later it was determined we had a failure in the 
starter-generator switch on the No. 2 engine. The relay 

had frozen in the energized position, allowing the starter 
to continue to run. This problem caused an excessive 
drain on the remaining generator and was why the bat-
tery went into a thermal-runaway condition.

What I took away from this experience was that 
even the most benign event can have serious outcomes in 
naval aviation. We never can predict what will happen to 
us, and we must be on top of our game all the time. All 
crew members contribute, no matter how junior they are. 
The use of ORM, coupled with good CRM, can increase 
your awareness of potential hazards and can give you 
the opportunity to change your fate, based on sound 
decisions from great inputs.  

LCdr. Paul Neuzil fl ies with VP-47.

January 2003  approach          19



Imagine this: You’re in the Baltic Sea 
in March, participating in Strong Resolve 
2002, a NATO exercise. The water temp is 

41 degrees Fahrenheit, and the air temp is about 
50. Two days ago, your detachment had installed 
a new main-rotor blade. Because of ship’s sched-
ule, weather, and a fi nicky blade, you have not 
fi nished the functional-check fl ight. The main-
rotor blade track and balance is coming along 
nicely, but you probably will need a couple more 
adjustments.

As you walk into combat to see how the day 
is progressing, you hear the horrible phrase, “Man 
overboard.” You quickly make mental calculations 
about survival time and you get more details. 
Thirty miles away, a British small-boat has turned 
over during a passenger transfer. One man is in 
the water, and NATO ships are heading to the area 
to assist. 

Photo by Matthew J. Thomas
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You start asking the question that everyone in 
combat is asking by merely looking at you: “Can 
you fl y?” Let’s see. Although the helicopter feels very 
smooth, the FCF is incomplete, with vibration-analysis-
test-set (VATS) gear still installed. The weather is about 
400 and 2, with light rain. Sunset is in two hours. You 
learn another helicopter is airborne and on scene. Pain-
fully, you say “no” to launching. Just in case, though, 
you tell the detachment chief to go ahead and remove the 
VATS gear and prep the helicopter for launch.

Fast forward fi ve minutes. Instead of one sailor in the 
water, now there are fi ve. The helicopter and other ships 
on scene can’t fi nd all fi ve. The on-scene commander franti-
cally is asking for a ship with a doctor. Medical evacuations 
are very likely. Ownship is closing datum at 28 knots. 

Several eyes are on you, looking for a launch deci-
sion. Weather is not great, sunset is not that far away, 
the pressure to fl y a SAR-medevac is great, and the FCF 
still is incomplete.

What would you do? You are an OinC, and you don’t 
have time to consult with your skipper. The decision 
needs to be made now. The helicopter technically is not 
legal to fl y on anything but an FCF. Five allied-nation 
sailors are fl oating in the 41-degree water, and you have 
an outstanding SAR asset. 

So, what did I do? My MO and I found a quiet 
corner, outlined all the reasons we should not do it, 
talked about how we would try to control the hazards, 
and listed reasons why we should do it. Ultimately, after 
our ORM session, we decided launching was justifi ed. 
The det chief and both rescue swimmers agreed. We 

suited up and told the captain we were standing by to 
pull the helicopter out of the hangar for launch.

In the end, we were not needed. A second helicopter 
got airborne to assist, and another small-boat was 
launched. The helicopter picked up two sailors, the 
small-boat three. One sailor was pulled out of the water 
unconscious. Thankfully, whatever caused the fi rst boat 
to capsize didn’t affect the rescue boat.

Is this a true story or a training scenario? Unfortu-
nately, it is a true story. Two NATO sailors lost their 
lives that day. They were in the water for about 30 
minutes. The next time you complain about having to 
put on your anti-exposure suit or wonder if you should 
wear it on a borderline day, think about the family 
members of those two sailors. They probably would 
give everything to roll back time and put their loved 
ones in an appropriate suit.

I took two things from this fateful day in March. 
First, ORM is a key tool when used correctly. It cannot 
be reverse engineered. One cannot say, “OK, we are 
going to launch. Let’s do an ORM to make it safe.” That 
is wrong. ORM is, of course, a process to determine 
if you should do something before you try it or decide 
to try it. Completing ORM does not guarantee safety, 
either. It helps you make a decision on whether some-
thing can be completed with minimal risk. 

Second, we are issued aviation-life-support-system 
equipment for a reason. Comfort is not always one of the 
reasons. Being a little uncomfortable for a few hours is 
much better than being dead for the rest of your life.  

LCdr. Lewis fl ies with HSL-42.

By LCdr. R. Todd Lewis
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By LCdr. Peter Matisoo

Here we go: Two night traps, and I’d be 
CQ complete. Overall, this looked to be a 
smooth-deck certifi cation—not so fast!

No moon, and it was dark, but the deck was 
steady, and the weather was beautiful. I got my 
day traps, and the walk-on pilot hot-seated into 
my jet to “bag.” We planned to be effi cient and 
hot-seat me back into the jet for my comfort time 
and two night traps. 

I jumped in, and the previous pilot told 
me “no problems, good jet,” as the purpleshirts 
hooked up the fuel hose. Here’s where the fun 
started. The jet had 4,000 pounds before they 
hooked-up the hose. The jet was almost a full 
14,500 pounds when I received a G-LIM 7.5 cau-
tion, and the fuel quantity dropped to 11,700 
pounds. I thought it was an SDC problem, so I 
checked the fuel format and discovered tank No. 
1 indicated INV and tank No. 4 was EST. 

I reset the SDC, but that move didn’t help. 
The two probes in tank No. 1 and the forward 
and center probes in tank No. 4 displayed fl uctu-
ating and negative values. Why would the values 
in the transfer tanks Nos. 1 and 4 be affected 
and not the values in the engine-feed tanks Nos. 
2 and 3?    

“This is odd,” I thought. One of our sister 
squadron’s aircraft parked next to me along 
the foul line also was having fuel-probe issues. 
“What’s going on?” I wondered. I tried an SDC 
IBIT, and the SDC was “go.” It was time to 

Don�t Mix�Except

GE F404

 22          approach  January 2003



call a troubleshooter. We swapped SDCs, but that 
change did not help. We were out of ideas and at 
an impasse. We shut down and called the beach 
for guidance.

The ship had fi nished deck certifi cation and 
planned to enter port early the next morning. If the 
jet did not fl y off that night, it most  likely would 
stay aboard the carrier until the ship pulled out a 
week later. 

Tanks No. 1 and 4 indicated quantities within 
the normal transfer schedule, so there should not 
be a CG issue. We thought through the contin-

gencies, but I had a nagging feeling I was relying 
too much on my over 2,000 hours of Hornet 
experience. We decided to skip the CQ and do a 
one-time fl ight to NAF Atsugi, 110 miles away.

I manned-up the jet, and there had been no 
change to the Nos. 1 and 4 tank indications: 
The readings still were erroneous. I’d never seen 
anything like this before. 

The cat shot was normal, at least as normal 
as a night cat shot can be. Passing 2,500 feet, I 
noticed the fuel indications were back to normal. 
I climbed to 10,500 feet for the return trip home, 

 Photo by PHAN James Wagner, modified.
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and I thought, “Hey, it’s back to normal. I can 
turn around and fi nish CQ.” 

However, common sense returned and I 
decided to stick with the plan. The soundness 
of my decision and the stupidity of my previous 
thought of fi nishing CQ was confi rmed shortly 
thereafter when tank No. 1 indicated EST again. 
I defi nitely was heading home.

The dumps were on, and I adjusted down to 
4,000 pounds to land. I wanted to strike a bal-
ance between landing with carrier-pressure tires 
and having enough gas to keep my options open, 
since the nearest divert was Hyakuri, a Japanese 
F-15 base 65 miles away. After an uneventful 
landing, I shut down, did the requisite paper-
work, and headed home a thankful man.

When I arrived at the squadron the next 
morning, I stopped by maintenance control to see 
what they had found wrong with the jet. After 
I heard the news, I knew beyond the shadow 
of a doubt someone had been watching over 
me. The fuel samples contained approximately 
40-percent saltwater. Apparently, one of the fuel 
tanks aboard the ship had been contaminated 
with saltwater, and the contamination had gone 
undetected. Of the other two Hornets at the 
carrier the previous night, the jet parked 
next to mine—the one also with fuel-
probe problems—had contaminated fuel. 
The other Hornet was parked closer to 
the bow for refueling and did not use the 
same fueling station.

It seems the trusty GE F404 
engine, which has been 
known to run after ingesting 
a rubber catapult-track cover, 
also runs on a mix of saltwater 
and JP-5. At least 4,000 pounds 
of uncontaminated fuel were in 
the engine-feed tanks, so I’m 
sure the saltwater-fuel mix-
ture from the transfer tanks 
was diluted more than what 
was in the transfer tanks. 
Those motors did not 
cough or sputter once 
that night. 

I asked myself, “What would have happened 
had the trip been long enough to have burned 
into the 40-percent-saltwater and 60-percent-JP-5 
mixture?” I don’t think GE has a test point for 
that. Those who have fl own around NAF Atsugi 
understand there are not a lot of places to jettison 
an airplane. 

Beyond the obvious contamination of the 
fuel, what went wrong? We looked at what we 
perceived to be the risks at the time and decided 
they were acceptable, based on the information 
we had. We knew the tanks were full, because 
my initial indication was 14.5, and the fuel 
valves had closed off. We didn’t know something 
besides JP-5 was fi lling up those tanks. Taking 
fuel samples in response to erroneous fuel-probe 
indications is not a step in the maintenance man-
uals—but it soon will be. What we have here 
is the same lesson learned many times over: It’s 
what you don’t know that really can hurt you. 
That night, the circumstances were just right to 
escape a mishap. 

LCdr. Matisoo fl ies with VFA-27.
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The crew of Black Eagle 601 lost 
their right engine during the catapult 
stroke. The aircraft lost ICS, navigation 
systems (CAINS, HARS, TACAN), and 
UHF-1, 3, 4, 5, and 6. The aircraft had 
no trim and no attitude gyros; the only 
reference was the standby gyro. Vis-
ibility was two to three miles. Without 
ICS, Cdr. Sam Schick (CAPC) had to 
signal to Lt. Peter Dicaro (copilot) to 
secure the right engine on climb-out. 

The AC bustie had failed, and an 
attempt to reset the left generator failed 
to get the AC bustie to work, but the 
ICS was restored. The NFOs, (Lt. Randy 
Cruz, Ltjg. Dan McShane, and Ltjg. Tom 

Woodside) pulled out the emergency 
checklists and backed up the pilots on 
altitude. The crew climbed to 3,000 
feet to allow for a possible bailout. Cdr. 
Schick restored power to the essential 
busses by securing the left generator 
and turning on the emergency genera-
tor. HARS, TACAN, UHF-1, UHF-3, and 
trim were restored. Lt. Dicaro talked 
with tower, and Lt. Cruz coordinated 
with strike for an immediate single-
engine, no-AOA landing. 

Postflight inspection by maintenance 
personnel found failures of the propeller 
valve-housing unit, the AC bustie, and 
the voltage regulator.

Lt. Peter Dicaro, Ltjg. Dan McShane, 
Ltjg. Tom Woodside, Cdr. Samuel 
Schick, and Lt. Randy Cruz.

January 2003  approach          25



OOur squadron 
returned 
from a 
detachment 

to NAF El Centro with 
maintenance and safety 
concerns. We cancelled 
follow-on tasking in sup-
port of a weapons school 
and started fi xing our 
problems. 

The decreased fl ight 
time meant the aircrew had started to fall out of 
NATOPS qualifi cations. To compound our situation, our 
Prowler squadron of four jets was way down on the 
parts-support priority. I was regular Navy in a reserve 
squadron, and while I was better off than most of the 
reservists who hadn’t been fl ying nearly as much, I still 
hadn’t fl own in over three weeks. 

To top it all off, our one remaining “up” jet had 
had a bird strike while on a low-level and had diverted 
to Roanoke, Va. A maintenance team drove to Roanoke 
and fi xed the damaged radome and pitot-static system. 
Ops then arranged a hop for the aircrew on the base’s 
C-12, which was on a routine fl ight to Roanoke. I wasn’t 
scheduled to be part of the retrieval crew because I was 
taking a week’s leave and was busy tying up loose ends. 

However, plans change, and, as the only person avail-
able, I was thrown into the fray. An EP exam was 
required to get me current because I hadn’t fl own for so 
long, but the thought of taking the exam never occurred 

to me. I was busy hustling to catch up with the others, 
who already had put their gear in bags and were headed 
to base ops. 

The C-12 fl ight to Roanoke was uneventful. Upon 
arrival, however, we found out the jet still wasn’t fi xed. 
We waited another two hours as the maintainers fi nished 
the repairs, fueled the jet, and did a daily. 

The C-12 pilot had fi led a fl ight plan and had 
checked weather before leaving Andrews. The weather 
shop claimed the weather would be good until late after-
noon; then, the typical summer thunderstorms would 
develop. We updated our takeoff time and weather, then 
milled about in the general-aviation terminal. The fore-
casters still called for thunderstorms to develop as the 
afternoon got hotter. 

Because the runway at Roanoke is only 6,800 feet, 
we opted just to fi ll the main fuel tanks and make a 
fl aps-30 takeoff. After a FOD walkdown, we prefl ighted 

By Lt. Peter Fey
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the jet and made sure our exhausts weren’t pointed at 
the small planes that surrounded ours. Engine starts 
and all ground operations were standard, with one excep-
tion. While we taxied, the pilot commented that one of 
the brakes was grabbing and was causing the plane to 
swerve. No worry—if we needed to, we’d take a trap and 
fi x it when we got home.

Once airborne, we were put on the long-arrival train 
to get through Washington, D.C.’s busy airspace. As 
we approached the fi rst part of the STAR, we checked 
ATIS, which reported weather below minimums. We 
quickly asked for holding to sort out our problems. As 
the backseater called METRO, asking for weather condi-
tions at NAS Patuxent River, the pilot and I tried to 
fi gure out how long we could hold with our already 
low-fuel state. The storms clobbering Andrews AFB 
slowly headed for Pax, and, if we didn’t hurry, our divert 
wouldn’t be an option. 

It turned out ATIS was wrong, and METRO 
reported weather at minimums—enough for us to try the 

approach. After one turn in holding, we continued on 
the arrival. Did I mention that we didn’t have a radar 
because it had been damaged in the bird strike? The 
maintenance guys had just pinned the pedestal so we 
could get home. It would’ve been nice to 
have, since we were getting beat up by 
some ugly cumulonimbus clouds. We tried 
in vain to receive the Andrews TACAN 
but got an intermittent no-go light. The 
TACAN eventually failed.

As I checked in with Andrews Radar, 
we fi gured our fuel state would give us one 
pass before we had to head for our divert. I thought “trick 
or treat on the ball” was just a ship term. I called for 
vectors to the ILS for a full stop, which we received. The 
bird must have damaged the ILS antenna because we 
had nothing—no glideslope, no azimuth, and no outer, 
middle or inner markers. We quickly called for an ASR, 

much to the dismay of the controller, who brought us in. 
We broke out the lights of the fi eld just as he called the 
MDA. The controller did a great job.

Andrews AFB has dual runways. The Air Force side 
is used extensively by heavy guys and has no arresting 
gear. We requested the Air Force side because it has lower 
minimums to get us below the weather. After we broke 
out, we got a good look at the wet runway; the grabby 
brakes immediately came to mind. So much for making an 
arrested landing if needed. The pilot aerobraked as long as 
possible, and we used the entire 9,300 feet of runway to 
slow. We taxied to our line, with the brakes squeaking and 
grabbing the entire way, then shut down—a little wiser 
and with some serious lessons learned. 

I kept thinking of a NATOPS-simulator fl ight when 
I was in the RAG, where a particularly vehement instruc-
tor kept warning us not to back ourselves into a box. 
He warned that at some point in our career, we probably 
would do just that, and, hopefully, we’d have enough 
skill, luck, or both, to pull through. Today was that time.

Although nothing went too terribly wrong, all the 
events in this chain were in place for us to screw up 
royally. I don’t think we considered all the potential risks, 
nor the appropriate ways to minimize them. I was rusty 
in the jet, and reviewing EPs would have helped me get 
my head in the game. 

We knew there would be bad weather at the fi eld 
as the afternoon progressed. We also knew maintenance 
delays probably would force us into bad weather. On 
top of that, we had minimum fuel for the shortened 
runway, which put us further into the box. I don’t think it 
ever crossed our mind we might have problems with the 
TACAN or ILS—which might have changed our cavalier 
attitude about heading into known thunderstorms. 

Accepting the maintenance delay and waiting for 
the weather to pass would have alleviated most of our 

problems. Instead, we made a bad position even worse 
by pushing forward with our can-do attitude—all this 
attitude on a simple 0.7 IFR fl ight. I rather would have 
spent the night in Roanoke and left later, than press such 
a precarious position. 

Lt. Fey fl ies with VAQ-209.

The storms clobbering Andrews AFB 
slowly headed for Pax, and, if we didn�t 
hurry, our divert wouldn�t be an option.
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By Lt. Walter Kucaba

It’s midmorning in the Australian Outback; the sun 
already is blazing, and the temperature is nearing 
100 degrees. I’m making my morning rounds of the 

squadron when a salty staff sergeant from the seat shop 
stops me and asks, “Hey, doc, what is this thing on my 
forehead?” 

After much review through the derm PCLs, an 
e-mail consult, and fi nally an out-and-in to Japan, this 
crusty Marine was diagnosed with a benign-pigmented 
lesion from chronic sun exposure. He always had avoided 
sunscreen. His case increased my situational awareness 
and scan pattern for other signs of chronic sun-induced 
damage in my squadron, namely the aircrews and main-
tainers.

Hornet aircrew and maintainers get lots of sun. 
Chronic sun exposure is cumulative during a lifetime 
and can lead to melanoma. If not caught early, melanoma 
can be a devastating cancer that turns deadly. Melanoma 
in the United States is not rare; it’s growing at a faster 
rate than any other cancer. In 1935, the incidence was 
one in 1,500 individuals; today, it’s one in 70. In 1999, 
there were 51,400 new cases and 7,800 deaths. Melanoma 
is the second most prevalent cancer in males 30 to 49 
years old. One in four patients diagnosed with melanoma 
is under 40 years old. 

While melanoma accounts for only fi ve percent of 
all skin cancers, it causes 75 percent of all skin-cancer 
deaths. The incidence in the year 2010 is expected to 
be 1 in 50. These numbers don’t include the other more 
common types of skin cancers—squamous cell and basal 
cell—which also are caused by sun exposure. 

Signs of chronic sun damage include increased freck-
ling with the development of lentigos or sun spots, 
hypopigmented areas, and wrinkling. Another sign is 
actinic keratosis (pink to red lesions on the skin with 

a white, yellow or gray scale). The lesions usually are 
located on the head, neck and arms, and they can turn 
into cancer.

Actinic Keratosis
Annoying lesions that 

peel or fl ake indicate actinic 
keratosis. Appearing on the 
head, neck and hands, the lesions are a precursor to 
cancer formation.

The canopy on an F-18 Hornet is made of stretched 
acrylic. According to the Boeing company, this material 
does not fi lter the sun’s UV rays. When we fl y, our 
helmet, visor and facemask protect our head from the 
sun’s rays, but our necks remain exposed. Several air-
crew in my squadron had early signs of sun damage, 

Early signs of chronic-sun exposure with wrinkling and 
classic leatherneck appearance.

�Hey, Doc,

This
What Is

Thing?�
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Here’s an excellent checklist for 
questioning that funny-looking mole 
you may have: 

 Asymmetry 
Unusual-looking mole, asym-
metrical. A mole that looks 
like the state of Texas should 
be examined.

Border and Bleeding
The border of the mole should 
be smooth, with a clear distinc-
tion between skin and the mole. 
The border of the mole should not 
look like the coastline of Ireland. 
Also, if it bleeds, get it checked.

Color 
Most moles are brown 
or tan. If you see varia-
tion in the color, get it 
checked. 

Diameter
Many melanomas are greater than 
6 mm, but, generally, if the mole 
is wider than the eraser head of a 
pencil, get it checked. Don’t wait 
until you can pick it up on the FLIR. 

Enlarging- Erythema
If the mole increases in size, or the 
skin surrounding the lesion is red 
and irritated, get it checked. 

with increased wrinkling on their necks. The term 
“leatherneck” fi ts well. 

Besides seeing sun damage on necks, I’ve seen 
many cases where the hands were damaged. Sun-
induced pigmented lesions, along with increased 
wrinkling, are hand-related problems. 

Many maintainers had the same types of skin 
damage as the aircrew. Why? Because they spend 
many hours on the fl ightline, launching and recov-
ering aircraft. 

How can we protect ourselves and not become 
one of the statistics? Aircrews should wear their 
Nomex gloves. Fold up the collar on fl ightsuits to 
protect the back of the neck and to prevent early 
wrinkle formation. Maintainers on the line fre-
quently and liberally should apply some form of 
sunblock, with an SPF of 30 or greater. 

Our Marine from the seat shop was happy that 
his problem was just a sunspot, and he now uses 
sunblock out on the line. We monitor him every 
six months for any change or development of new 
lesions. Sun-damaged skin can turn into cancer, so 
you constantly must watch for changes. 

Melanoma can be a stealthy disease—one that 
sneaks up on you like an SA-7. Our radar-warning 
receiver giving SA on this disease is prevention 
with a thorough and complete physical. If you 
notice your moles looking odd or changing, don’t 
wait to get them checked. Your fl ight surgeon and 
dermatologist are ready to roll in and drop a dia-
mond on the suspected lesion to give you treat-
ment or peace of mind.  
Some excellent websites for review include: 

• http://www.aad.org
• http://medlineplus.nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/

melanoma.html
Lt. Kucaba is a fl ight surgeon with VMFA-224.

This aviator did not 
wear a glove on 
his throttle hand. 
He has developed 
early signs of 
aging: the leathery 
appearance of the 
skin. Note sun-
induced lentigos in 
the middle of the 
hand.
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A
Little Salton aNugget

When I turned on the ACLS and bull�s-eye 
the nose of 602

suddenly pitched down.
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By Lt. Mark Freitag

We were fl ying in the VACAPES during 
the last days of JTFEX. The JFK 
was preparing to deploy in support of 

Operation Enduring Freedom. All of Air Wing 
Seven, the Freedom Fighters, were eager to begin 
our cruise. Although this would be my nugget 
cruise, I already had my share of interesting 
experiences in the Hawkeye. What happened this 
night topped them all. 

We launched at 2300 on a dark evening for 
two cycles of triple-H operations. I fl ew with the 
skipper, who is always fun to fl y with. The bonus 
is that he has seen nearly everything there is to 
see in a Hawkeye. Having an experienced pilot in 
the left seat is always a plus at night. 

During triple-H ops, we normally fl y with 
just two NFOs in the back. We were stationed  

to warm up before the recovery,
Photo by PHAA Joshua Karsten, Modified.
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21,000 feet and orbited while looking for surface tracks 
around the battlegroup. The skipper let me go in the back 
and work on the carrier-based-AEW-training syllabus 
with the CICO. An hour and a half later, it was time to 
go forward and get ready to recover. I walked through 
the forward-equipment compartment to the cockpit and 
sat in the left seat. 

When I turned on the ACLS and bull’s-eye to warm 
up before the recovery, the nose of 602 suddenly pitched 
down. The skipper and I grabbed the yoke at the same 
time. It took a couple of seconds to stabilize the aircraft. 

The CICO called on ICS, “What’s going on up 
there?” 

We asked her to stand by while we analyzed our 
problem. Although I was managing about 30 to 40 
pounds of back-pressure on the yoke with my left arm, I 
had control of the aircraft. We quickly went through the 
control-malfunction-emergency procedures. We had lost 
1,000 feet of altitude in one to two seconds. 

One of the emergency procedures requires you to 
check a number of systems to aid in combating abnormal 
control forces. We tried everything but couldn’t fi x the 
problem. As a crew, we talked about our situation and 
tried to fi gure out what had happened. I was fresh out 
of the FRS, and I mentioned to everyone the only thing 
I ever had felt like this was a bungee failure in the 
simulator. For you non-Hawkeye aviators out there, the 
Hawkeye is purely artifi cial feel on all of our control 
surfaces, which are operated by hydraulics via actuators 
adjusted by a series of bungees. 

There I was, Mr. Salty, talking about what I had felt 
and seen in the simulator. If I have learned anything since 
then, it’s that simulators are not exactly like the plane.

I’m at 20,000 feet, pulling back on the yoke like it 
was a 30-pound dumbbell. We tried every emergency 
procedure that possibly could apply to this situation. 
We even added power, thinking it might relieve some 
of the yoke pressure. The skipper pulled back and forth 
on the yoke to determine the pressure. As he did, we 
noted the nose-trim indicator moved with the yoke—
talk about confusing.

We have a policy in our squadron: In an emergency, 
the skipper wants the CAPC to do a seat swap and recover 
the aircraft. I knew that’s exactly what the skipper was 
thinking. There was just one problem: If we tried that, 
who would keep the aircraft stable during the seat swap? 

“Stoner, do you think you can recover this aboard the 
ship?” the skipper asked me.

I looked at him and said, “No way, sir. I can’t bring 
this aircraft aboard the JFK tonight.” I know the skipper 
already had fi gured out that part because he started 
working the divert options with JFK air ops. He told 
them the nature of our emergency and said we were 
diverting to Cherry Point, N.C. 

The skipper was very calm on the radio, which made 
me feel better about our situation. I felt he had confi -
dence in my ability to safely land. The skipper from our 
helo squadron also was fl ying that night. He talked with 
my skipper on the radio, stating, “Bluetail 602, we will 
follow you into Cherry Point until you are safe on deck.” 
That was a good feeling, too. We squawked emergency 
Mode 3 and talked with the appropriate agencies. 

As we set up for a long, straight-in approach to 
runway 32, Cherry Point approach and tower were a huge 
help. The skipper explained the nature of our emergency 
and asked for short-fi eld arresting gear to be rigged and 
for a crash crew to be stationed. 

We started a 1,000-foot-per-minute rate of descent 
at 40 miles out. At 11,000 feet, we did controllability 
checks, brought down the gear, and put the fl aps at two-
thirds, max rudder to 20, and put down the tail hook. We 
watched the airspeed throughout, deciding 150 knots was 
the safest approach speed to get on deck. 

We commenced our approach to runway 32, but, 
to add to our troubles, I was fi ghting a crosswind all 
the way to touchdown. The crosswind, along with the 
constant yoke pressure I had to maintain, made it a chal-
lenging landing. 

When we landed, I looked at the skipper, who had 
his head down. I know what he was saying to himself, 
“Why does this stuff always happen when I am fl ying 
with nuggets?” 

We taxied 602 to the transient line and shut down. 
As far as diverts go, Cherry Point was awesome. The 
next day, our helo squadron ferried out our main-
tainers. It turned out the pitch-trim actuator rod had 
sheered off inside the actuator. The only thing keeping 
the rod in the actuator was the pitch-trim bungee. I 
asked our experienced maintenance-control offi cer if 
he ever had seen such a failure. You guessed it. His 
reply was no.  

Lt. Freitag fl ies with VAW-121.
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