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IT was a Sunday morning, not
long after Cyclone Tracy had
devastated Darwin. National
Emergency procedures were in
full swing and our task was to
transport some big generators
which would help restore electri-
cal power to the crippled city.

Both pilots and the navigator ar-
rived at briefing together and each
set about his duties. A quick phone
call to Air Movements revealed
that the aircraft had been loaded
with 30 000 1b of cargo and a full
wing of fuel. Oh yes, there was
one civilian passenger too; some-
one from the Government going
up for a look, and ours would be
the next aircraft into Darwin.
That made us 155 000 Ib for take-
off —maximum all up weight
(MAUW) for a C-130E, but no
problem from Richmond's 7 000
ft runway.

‘We should have enough fuel to
make it to Darwin’ I remarked to
the nav, ‘but in the absence of reli-
able weather and NOTAM infor-
mation, we had better land at Mt
Isa and gas up’. In this way, if
the weather at Darwin was too
bad (all of the instrument ap-
proach aids were out), or the
aerodrome unsafe for landing, we
could divert back to Isa.

Upon arrival at the aircraft, |
was greeted by a concerned look-
ing AMO. ‘G'day Geoff, who's the
mystery passenger? [ asked. He
told me, and [ immediately recog-
nised the name as belonging to
a high ranking Cabinet Minister
and, reportedly, a close friend of
the PM himself. ‘Suppose 1 had
better go and do the PR bit then’
I replied, T'1l tell him that he can
ride on the Flight Deck if he
wishes’. ‘He'll have to!”, Geoff said,
‘there's no room for him down the
back’. Before 1 could wander off

to speak with our VIP, the AMO | execs had already gone to Dar-

suggested that we first look at the
load, while he discussed a more
serious problem with me.

The generators certainly did take
up a lot of room. Two rows of big
green substation-like boxes ex-
tended back from just aft of the
forward bulkhead, almost to the
ramp hinge. There was a narrow
walkway through the left hand
wheel well area, and just enough
space on the right to access the
booster hydraulic reservoir. The
units were about eight feet high.
‘Not a bad load’ I remarked,
‘definitely not jettisonable!” When
I enquired of Geoff as to what his
problem was, he informed me that
there was no paperwork for the
generators, adding apologetically
I tried to chase the Army up but,
being Sunday, they can’t do any-
thing until tomorrow. Of course
this load must be in Darwin today,
and [ realise that you are not sup-
posed to go without proper
documentation’,

Without the paperwork, there
was no official confirmation of the
cargo’s weight. We could find no
weight details painted on the units
either, although Army had verbal-
ly advised our AMO that they were
5 000 lb each. ‘How happy are
you that the weight is correct
Geoff? 1 asked. He told me that
there was no way to be sure (they
were too big to weigh at Rich-
mond), but they were exactly the
same size as some sent the day
before. They did have paperwork
and weighed 5 000 b each.

1 was thus satisfied that there
was little likelihood of our having
a problem, and the National
Emergency status of this task war-
ranted no further delay. In the ab-
sence of any higher authority with
whom to consult (all squadron
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win), I made my own ‘command
decision’ to go. I conferred with
the crew, paid my respects to our
VIP, and we were off.

A check of the Performance
Manual showed that we had plen-
ty of runway for the conditions and
that an acceleration/time check
was not required. During taxi, 1
briefed for the take-off:

Weight 155 000 lbs
Standing take-off 977° TIT
Minimum control (Vigea) 93 kis
Take-off speed 116 kts
Refusal [rotate 111 kts
Any malfunction before 111 kis
and we’ll abort.
If there's a problem after that, we
will sort it out airborne.
Two engine Vmea 125 kis

ete, ete, efe.

Off we go

The take-off roll seemed normal,
no record breaking acceleration
but then the E model Herc is a
bit of a slug at heavy weights.
111kts, rotate—I eased back on the
controls, There felt like there was
some response—the nose tried to
rise a little, but didn’t. We lost
about 5 kts IAS—something was
terribly wrong! My call for ‘bleeds
closed” gave us a bit more power,
and a glance at the flap gauge con-
firmed our configuration was
right. We must be overweight! But
by how much?

It's amazing how many thoughts
you can have in just a few seconds.
They were surprisingly logical
though and, thankfully, tempered
by years of experience and
thousands of hours on type. An
abort was out of the question! We
had passed refusal, and any extra
weight would have reduced that



figure even further. Besides, RWY
10 had virtually no overrun and
the ground dropped steeply to a
roadway and then a creek—sur-
vival was very unlikely. The only
option was to continue and, un-
derpowered though the E maodel
was, | knew that if we (flying a
Here is a team effort) could get
it airborne and accelerating, it
would probably keep flying.
The piano keys were rapidly ap-
proaching and, as the inverted
number 28 passed under the nose,
| again pulled back and prayed.
We were airborne as grass ap-
peared through my foot window
and 1 called ‘gear up. Airspeed
was now (slightly) more important
than altitude, so I relaxed the back
pressure a little to take advantage
of the rapidly dropping terrain.
Gear up was confirmed by the
copilot. ‘Flaps 40 thanks' I
directed, adding ‘then bring them
up in 10 pereent increments every
5 kts until we get to 10 percent’,
‘Leave them set at 10 percent
though', 1 added. Finally ‘En-
gineer, get ready to dump fuel if
anything else goes wrong!’
COnee Map started coming up, the
aircraft accelerated nicely and we
were able to maintain a speed
greater than two engine Vmea, and
slowly inereasing, while still out-
elimbing the hill ahead (but not
by much). When we went over
Windsor we were low, [ remember
locking out at St Matthew's
Chureh and being thankful that
we weren't a couple of hundred
metres or so further left.
Schofields aerodrome is almost
on runway centreline at 8 nm—we
struggled overhead at around 500
ft AMSL and commenced a gentle
right turn to track back over Rich-
mond. After completing this turn,
we retracted the remaining flap,
finished the after take-off checks,
and breathed a sigh of relief. There
was no point in landing back at
Richmond—we were at an un-
known weight and every minute
airborne would reduce this to a
more acceptable figure. The
decision was made to continue,
and we passed over the Richmond
TACAN at an altitude of 1 100
ft. Sydney Control obliged with a

Written by Allan Edwards and first published by the Directorate of Air Force Safety

clearance to climb east of the
mountains until above en route
safety height and we were on our
way.

Our next task was to solve some
of the mystery. By climbing the
aircraft until it had reached its
actual eruise ceiling, we could then
go into the performance graphs
ifor that altitude and tempera-
ture) and come up with a ‘ball
park’ weight. | don't recall now
what the actual figures came out
to be, but I do remember that we
worked back to a take-off weight
of 166 000 1b. Of course, the
aircraft may also have been per-
forming better or worse than
charted, but we had no way of

knowing. The remainder of the |

flight to Mt Isa was uneventful,
apart from being at a lower al-
titude and higher fuel flow than
planned. For approach speed cal-
culations, we assumed an addi-
tional weight of 11 000 Ib. The
landing was normal.

For the leg from Mt Isa to Dar-
win, we were all much wiser.
Flight plan and take-off figures
were based upon a revised cargo
weight of 41 000 1b (actually, we
used 45 000 1b to be safe). We did
an acceleration/time check during
take-off, and everything went as
it should.

Darwin was grateful for the gen-
erators, the electrical power was
desperately needed. The
Honourable Minister (nice bloke)
was grateful too, He particularly
liked the way we flew low for a
while out of Richmond so that he
could have a look around. ‘No prob-
lem sir, just part of the service’.

Our job hadn't finished, we were
less than half way into what was

to be the first of a number of 36 |

hr or longer working days—but
that's another story. We joined the
gqueue at Base Operations and
waited for our next task.

Postscript

I reported the incident to the first
squadron executive [ came across,
He agreed that I had made the
correct decision under the cir-
cumstances and took steps to en-
sure that all other crews were

made aware of the potential
hazards.

The paperwork apparently did
turn up in the end. I was advized
some weeks later that the gener-
ators which we thought weighed
5 000 1b each were closer to 8 500
Ih, That put our take-off weight
out of Richmond at 176 000 lb,
which is 21 000 1b above MAUW
and 1000 b more than Emergency
War Loading. Incidentally, on this
basis, our aircraft had been per-
forming at about 11 000 Ib better
than charted figures—I hate to
think what might have happened
if it hadn't!
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