FROM THE BRIEFING ROOM

It all went quiet
By Harry Nelson
Many years ago, during a routine military
training flight during my RAF service,
it all went quiet for me and my crew.
We had been chosen to take part in
a bombing competition against the
might of the USAF. Our aircraft was the
Avro Vulcan Mk 2 powered, at least at
the start and end of the story, by four
Rolls Royce Olympus 301 engines. The
exercise in which we were engaged
was called a “timing and tracking run”.
It involved the pseudo-bombing from
high altitude of two targets each 20
nm apart. The run was measured by a
military radar ground unit which looked
after the “bomb scores”. The scoring system awarded 5 points for each nautical
mile between the two targets when
within 100 metres of the bombing track
line, 4 points if within 200 metres and so
on until outside 500 metres one scored
a zero. Clearly, the maximum score possible was 100 points per run, (20 x 5) but,
and it was a big but, the aircraft also had
to be on time to a very strict timing limit.
This exercise created a pretty high
workload situation for the crew and as
we worked up for the competition, we
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developed a classic division
of duties which involved
myself looking after the
tracking aspects whilst
working closely with the
radar bombing navigator
and my co-pilot looking
after the speed control
whilst taking the timing
from the plotter navigator.
All was proceeding well until I
heard a loud call from the plotter announcing that we were “20
seconds too early”. My co-pilot who
was already quite tense and gripping
the throttles, immediately throttled
back and as he did so he unintentionally closed the HP (high pressure) fuel
cocks on all four engines. Yes, it went
very quiet!
I should say at this juncture that the
HP cocks were operated as the outer
sleeve of the throttles and, with time,
the spring loading which was designed to protect against their unintended operation had became weak
and therefore overcame the design
safety criteria.
The fifth crew member that day was
the Air Electronics Officer (AEO). He
was a laconic individual and certainly
was not one to get upset easily, but
on this occasion his voice was the first
to speak. He normally called me ‘Skip”
or some other less polite name but on
this occasion I heard loud and clear,
“Harry we have a problem”. He was
looking at a bank of warning lights on
his generator panel and he was right.

We did indeed have a problem.
I took control of the aircraft and remember well my first thoughts. I must keep
the speed up by descending to keep
the Ram Air Turbine (RAT) working. It
had dropped automatically as per design. The RAT would provide us with
the necessary power to control the aircraft whilst we attempted relights. My
second thought was, “which way do I
turn for the nearest airfield? Without
being aware then of the now famous
mantra, I was indeed flying, navigating
and later would also be communicating. In fact, by chance our nearest airfield was ahead of us and well within
gliding range of our aircraft. Luckily, it
was not needed as I also managed to
get some fingers stuck into the ends of
the throttles whilst opening them up
and hit three of the four quick relight
buttons. My co-pilot hit the final one
and together, we were successful in
regaining thee out of the four engines
– sufficient to continue.

Our air traffic controller, being a sharp
guy, came on the ether and demanded to know why we were descending,
at which point I had a difficult decision
to make. Dear reader, please remember that this was the “V Force” and they
did not take lightly such mistakes and
errors. Therefore, I am quite proud of
my instinctive response which was
that we had “suffered a pressurisation
problem” which indeed we had.
You do not have much pressurisation when the engines are not
working, so whilst telling a hopefully forgivable white lie, I tried to
save us all the formal embarrassment of what would surely follow
plus all the beers we would have
to buy in the bar later when the
other crews discovered our story.

In the Hudson story I was incredibly
impressed by the controller’s reaction and the determination to assist as
much as possible even faced with an
apparent change in plan. In the end it
reached a point where Captain Sullenburger was rightly so focused on flying
the last part of the approach to the water that he was unable to respond to
the final offers of assistance.

the time it did not seem that way!
Certainly, Captain Sullenburger
had much less with his 3mins and
31 seconds of flight ahead of him,
which only goes to show what a remarkable performance it was, not
just from the crew perspective but
also from the controlling team who
assisted him.
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