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Detonation Grounds a Mooney

A hiccup in the engine drives a pilot to a precautionary landing.

By Mitchell Gossman
January 5, 2021

Mitchell Gossman is an ophthalmologist and has been flying for 30-plus years, 11 in his Mooney. Joel Kimmel

I've been flying for 30 years and never experienced a hiccup from an airplane engine while
airborne. That changed a few minutes into a recent flight. This story can’t rival a sudden engine
stoppage and forced landing—it’s a story of an engine that seemed on its way to quitting—but I
hope it provides some useful lessons.

It was unseasonably warm on February 23 in the Upper Midwest, with a bell-clear, blue-sky day
beckoning for some flying. I never have to worry about finding something to do in an airplane
because I have an ongoing project of landing at every airport in North Dakota, South Dakota,
Iowa and Wisconsin, the four states neighboring Minnesota, where I'd already landed at all 135

airports.
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out to northern Iowa in my Mooney, starting out in the northwest part of the state and heading

east toward Decorah (KDEH), landing at all airports along the way. We ended up at Decorah an
hour before sunset and fueled up for the return home.

We took off uneventfully in fine weather on an instrument flight plan to Anoka County-Blaine
Airport (KANE) in Minnesota, climbed to 6,000 feet, settled into cruise and leaned the engine to
rich of peak. After about two minutes of conversation, I began to feel a vibration. It felt exactly
like the roughness you feel when going lean of peak and beyond, to the point where the first
cylinder or cylinders begin to lose power—that is, “leaning to roughness” However, the
vibration continued to get worse, and the engine seemed to be on its way to destruction,
peaking in about 10 seconds, so I knew I needed to land as soon as possible. I hoped for an
airport because I still had power, though Iowa farm fields would be an option if necessary.

Check out our new content: I.L.A.F.F.T. Podcast

I started a left turn toward the nearest airport, holding altitude in order to maximize my glide
range. During that turn, I considered specifically where [ wanted to go. I could make a 180-
degree turn back toward Decorah, where I knew they had an FBO with repair facilities. Or I
could do a 90-degree turn back toward the nearest airport at the time, Cresco, lowa (KCJJ),
where we had been earlier. I decided to go to Cresco; I learned quickly that when your life is on
the line, all other inconveniences are secondary.

This is where I confirmed that an iPad running a big moving map—the ForeFlight app in my case
—can be a lifesaver. When making that turn, I knew generally where Cresco was because I was
just there but not a specific heading. I simply turned the airplane in that direction by pointing
the symbolic airplane using the moving map. I identified the town visually, and I adjusted my
heading to maintain a ground track straight to where I knew the airport was. If I had used the
nearest-airport feature on the GPS, it would have taken longer.

I declared a mayday call to the Rochester, Minnesota, approach controller with whom I was
already in contact, and she provided information on direction and distance along the way.

Once established toward the airport, the glide-range circle shown on ForeFlight told me I was
not yet within gliding range, and for that reason, I maintained altitude. All of the above took
place in 20 seconds. At that point, I turned my attention to the engine, and at once, I found that
the engine monitor flashed that cylinder No. 3 in my Lycoming I0-360 was running at
something like 450 degrees F. I left the throttle wide open and pushed the mixture in full rich. A
few seconds later, the engine started to become smoother and restored to normal after no
more than 10 seconds. The cylinder-head temperature dropped rapidly. I waited until I was
within gliding range, stayed high for a couple of miles beyond that, began a descent into a tight
traffic pattern suitable for a possible dead-stick landing, and landed uneventfully.

Read More: I Learned About Flying From That

We taxied to the ramp and were quickly greeted by the local police and the airport manager

who had been called by Rochester. Cursory inspection of the engine revealed nothing unusual.
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including the fuel injectors, spark plugs and borescope. In the meantime, we returned home via

arental car.

The inspection revealed no damage to the engine, but one spark plug on the misbehaving
cylinder No. 3 had a cracked insulator. After conferring with Connell, my own airplane mechanic
and some more research, the best theory was that the No. 3 fuel injector experienced a partial
obstruction leading to a leaner mixture, demonstrated by the resulting higher exhaust-gas
temperature—as shown in the data dump from the JP Instruments EDM 700 engine analyzer—
which led to a detonation or preignition event perhaps instigated by the cracked plug (most
likely detonation).

The spark plug was replaced, and the next week I hitched a ride in a friend’s airplane, circled the
airport to confirm all was well, and flew home uneventfully with a deliberately rich mixture. At a
safe altitude over my airport, I put the engine through its paces of various mixtures, RPMs and
power but could not cause any anomalies.

I've been a Monday morning quarterback and came up with the following suggestions for
others:

- Don't have regrets about calling mayday. I received a benign call from the FSDO afterward,
and that was it.

« Don't wait—reflexively push that mixture in full rich as you start your turn to see if that helps.
It apparently did in this case.

« The engine went back to normal so promptly, I briefly considered proceeding home. Resist
the temptation. Make the precautionary landing.

« Go to the nearest airport. All other considerations are secondary when it comes to
threatened power loss.

. If you don’t have an engine monitor, get one. I'm considering getting an audio alert for
temperature alarms because I still can’t believe I didn’t see that flashing cylinder-head
temperature. I'll be checking more frequently, at least for that flashing warning.

- Invest in a panel or yoke mount for your iPad or other moving-map display; it provides a
wealth of safety information.

This story appeared in the November 2020, Buyers Guide issue of Flying Magazine

3 Silent Clues Your Cat Asks For Help

Dr. Marty Nature's Feast | Sponsored

Finally - New Clear, Comfy, Sociable Mask, With Anti-Fog Arrives In United States
Crystal Shield | Sponsored

Disturbing Images Caught by Trail Cams Will Give You the Creeps

autooverload.com | Sponsored

3/8



e -. S‘g”Up'

=

Look Closer, The Photographer Was Not Expecting This Photo

Zen Herald | Sponsored

SPONSORED CONTENT
Urologist: Try This If You Have An Enlarged Prostate (Watch)
A

2

By FastProstateFix.com
Urologist: Try This If You Have An Enlarged Prostate (Watch)

Popular in the Community

AdChoices [> Sponsored

Conversation
Your voice matters. Conversations are moderated for civility. Read the community guidelines here.
L Login

Your Username

Your Username

Be the first to comment...

Terms | Privacy | Feedback

Powered by

Bo Derek Photos That Nearly Went Too Far - Take A Look

Mentertained | Sponsored

Jaw Dropping Photos of Lynda Carter..Try Not To Gasp When You See #7 48



Internet Providers Don’t Want You Buying One, But They’re Not lllegal

ZenBooster WiFi|Sponsored

Iowa Launches New Policy For Cars Used Less Than 50 Miles/Day

Providelnsurance | Sponsored

Iowa Launches New Policy for Cars Used Less Than 50 Miles per Day

My Insurance Savings | Sponsored

One Thing All Liars Have in Common, Brace Yourself

TruthFinder | Sponsored

These Cars Are So Loaded It's Hard to Believe They're So Cheap

Luxury SUVs | Search Ads| Sponsored

Why January 20th Could Set off "Second Wave" for Stocks

The Legacy Report|Sponsored

Experts Begin Process of Determining Probable Cause in TBM Accident

Flying

Details Emerge on Breakup of a New Zealand Van’s RV-7

Flying

$47 Monocular Better Than $3000 Telescopes?

Log In
¢" ol

The most advanced miniature telescope that zooms in for clear, crisp vision. It's compatible with most smartphones.

Starscope| Sponsored

German Girl Suspiciously Paid For Everything In Cash For Years, Then Authorities Realize Why

Penguin M.D. | Sponsored

The Israeli-made Face Mask Everyone Is Talking About In the US
Anti-viral Masks Coated in Zinc Oxide Nano-Particles.
The Jerusalem Post | Sponsored

Colleges With The Most Beautiful Women 2020

DriveFacts | Sponsored

The Brilliant Trick You Should Know About Gutter Cleaning

LeafFilter Partner | Sponsored

NTSB Reports Don’t Always Tell the Entire Story
Flying

R =

Learn More

Learn More

5/8



[ Men ] [ Sign Up ! ] Log In a Sign Up !

He Died 15 Years Ago, Now His Family Confirms The Rumors
Fresh Edits | Sponsored

Try Not to Gasp When You See Finally See Who Rachel Maddow's Partner Is

Finance Wealth Post|Sponsored

At 58, This Is Sean Hannity's New Girlfriend

FinancialAdvisorHeroes | Sponsored

Getting this Treasure is impossible! Prove us wrong

Hero Wars|Sponsored

The Cast Finally Admit That The Show Is Fake

History 10 | Sponsored

NTSB Shows PC-12 Stalled Just After Takeoff

Flying

NTSB Report Offers Disturbing Details of Halladay Accident
Flying

ADVERTISEMENT

6/8



— Subscrib
[ Menu—] [ Sign Up ! ] Log In ; Sign Up

Want more content like Email Address
this?

Sign up to receive our emails!

More Pilot Proficiency
PILOT PROFICIENCY
Unqualified Pilots—But Not Disqualified

PILOT PROFICIENCY

Microsoft Flight Simulator’'s Next Generation

PILOT PROFICIENCY

Van Nuys Newhall 9 Departure

PILOT PROFICIENCY

Beginners

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

7/8



(=) o]

AIRCRAFT
Wipaire’s Family on Floats

NEWS

Arriving Into Canada by Air
Requires Negative COVID-19 Test
Result

PILOT PROFICIENCY
Unqualified Pilots—But Not

AIRCRAFT
Piper Colt: A Real Contender

AIRCRAFT
Pilatus Delivers the 100th PC-24
Jet

NEWS
FAA Says 2020 A Record Year for
Space Launches

e a

NEWS
FAA Releases New Drone Regs, RC
Model Guidance

NEWS
Will Amazon Become the Next
UPS?

PILOT PROFICIENCY
Detonation Grounds a Mooney

Disqualified

5N EWS

Will Amazon Become the Next UPS?

NEWS
I

FAA Says 2020 A Record Year for Space Launches

_PILOT PROFICIENCY
Unqualified Pilots—But Not Disqualified

B FrI1LOT PROFICIENCY

Detonation Grounds a Mooney

;—FTRAINING

\ NEWS
- o
Sporty’'s Releases Instrument Rating Course for 2021

EAA Plans Continue for AirVenture 2021

WBINEWS

| 4 UGS
] ~ APilot Looks at 2021

COVID Relief Bill Allows Airlines to Roll Back Layoff Notices

ADVERTISEMENT

Want more content like Email Address

this?

Sign up to receive our emails!

FLYING

SUBSCRIBE TO FLYING MAGAZINE DIGITAL EDITION FORIOS DIGITAL EDITION FOR ANDROID RENEW SUBSCRIPTION CUSTOMER SERVICE

PRIVACY POLICY TERMS OF USE ABUSE CONTACT US

Many products featured on this site were editorially chosen. Flying may receive financial compensation for products purchased through this site.

Copyright © 2021 Flying. A Bonnier Corporation Company. All rights reserved. Reproduction in whole or in part without permission is prohibited.

BONNIER

Corporation

8/8



