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Departed KIWA ~1015L, destination KIWA. Flight was an Functional Check Flight (FCF) prior to deployment to Europe. All aspects of the FCF/systems
checks were normal. Performed three instrument approaches and 6 touch and go's prior to incident. During this ~2.6 hours of flight time, I noted 4
maintenance items that would be written up upon landing: 1. TAWS audio set too low, unable to hear Warnings. 2. Landing gear handle covers top half of
Landing Checklist when lowered. 3. Relocate Gear/Flap indicator one space down for better viewing. 4. Gear handle "stiff" upon lowering. Arriving back at
KIWA from KDMA, obtained ATIS and contacted TWR for the overhead. Once cleared, overhead accomplished with 3 T/G's to follow. Last gear lowering in
pattern resulted in the "stiff" write-up noted above. Requested to "depart and re-enter". At this point, the FCF profile called for deploying the Ram Air Turbine
(RAT), an emergency generator. I slowed the A/C and deployed the RAT. Initially all seemed normal, except I noted the fuel gauge was indicating below "0"
for remaining fuel. At this time, the Ladder Lights (warning/advisory lights) illuminated for 2-3 seconds. I never have seen a below "0" fuel indication before. I
have seen all ladder lights illuminate 30+ years ago in an A-4M after a bombing pass. I believe it turned out to be a short in the system, but don't recall. The
fuel indication was the major concern at this point. I didn't know if I was dumping fuel, or if this was a RAT electrical glitch,or a gauge problem. I chose to
consider it a fuel issue, and turned back to KIWA just in-case. I put the electrical system back on Main Generator and the fuel gauge returned to the fuel state
I last saw, ~1000#'s. I kept the possibility of low fuel situation in the back of my mind. Requested a return to KIWA, and TWR cleared me for the "Overhead". I
requested to enter the 45 for time sake. I was cleared to land, and commented to TWR that this was to be the drag chute landing (previously arranged) and
that I had the pick up vehicle in sight. As I turned downwind, I started to configure for landing, but some unknown distraction/cockpit issue must have
occurred that interrupted my normal sequence of Gear, Flaps, Spoilers, Tanks-Off. I have been replaying this particular event over and over again, trying to
recall what it was that caused such a major distraction. It might have been some additional Warning associated with the previously mentioned "ladder Light"
issue. As I turned base, I noted flaps Full Down, spoilers Armed and drops Off. When I glanced at the Wheels indicators, I saw 3 "jittering wheels", but due to
sun angle, shadows,and gauge placement, I was difficult to view. I do remember handling the Gear handle to lower it, but whatever the cockpit issue was, it
apparently did not get all the way down. I have performed this sequence thousands of times in the A-4, and to this day, still cannot determine what cockpit
anomaly/distraction caused such an ingrained habit pattern to be disrupted. As I concentrating on the final approach, and soon to be Drag Chute deployment,
I checked my speed, and it was correct for the A/C gross weight, so all appeared normal. As I touched down, I deployed the chute and received an
aggressive deceleration tug, which was expected with this procedure. As the tug got stronger, my first thought was "Boy this is one great Drag Chute!" but
soon realized all was not normal on the roll out. At this point TWR called and asked "if I was OK", I responded something to the effect "yea, why?" TWR then
indicated they saw sparks and suspected my nose-gear had collapsed. At this point the A/C had stopped and I sat in shocked disbelief at what had just
transpired. I though the nose-gear had collapsed, and as I was trying to figure out what was happening, the left drop tank ruptured and shot its' nosecone
down the R/W. This is when I first saw evidence of smoke. Told TWR I was shutting down, and as I ended the transmission, the smoke turned to FIRE! Once
I saw the fire under the nose, the "Fight or Flight" response took over to get out. All I remember doing during my egress is safeing the seat (head knocker
down), and wrestling with my emergency O2 fitting. The next thing I remember was jumping over the right side into a pool of burning jet fuel, and then
running to clear the A/C. Addressing the emergency egress---During my Operational days (30+ years ago), we practiced emergency egress "cockpit drills"
which included ensuring the gear handle was down (to reduce a possible gear collapse, as we scrambled out). All I can assume was that this ingrained habit
took over as I was exiting the cockpit, and I must have grabbed the gear handle to ensure it was down. As I watch the fuel burn, I was waiting for A/P Fire to
arrive. What a helpless feeling indeed! After they arrived and extinguished the flames, I told them I needed to "pin the seats and canopy" to prevent anyone
from accidentally initiating these systems. Once cleared by the Fire Chief, I got to the cockpit and started to pin the seat and canopy jettison system. This is
when I noticed the gear handle was down. It took me some time to pin everything since I was a bit shaky due to all the adrenaline pumping through me. I also
saw my iPad on the cockpit floor and retrieved it. When I backed from the A/C, I glanced under and saw all gear doors up and flush. What The!?--- is all I
could muster at that point. I thought I had been dealing with a collapsed nose-gear, not this. 40+ years and 12000+ hrs. of incident/accident free flying all
down the tubes. Not even one scratched A/C in all that time-----it makes me sick.

Flying an FCF, I have always been ready for "What If''s", it is the nature of the beast on these type of flights. Try to fight distractions/system anomalies.
Ensure all cockpit indications/gauges are readable. Stick with procedures.
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