Passengers on an Out-of-Control Zamboni

By Ltjg. Ryan Carstens, E-2C 

There are many reasons why the flight deck of an aircraft carrier is one of the most dangerous places to work in the world. Near the top of this impressive list lie the large spinning props of the E-2s and C-2s. As a Hawkeye pilot, I’m well aware of the threat posed by the props. Consequently, I’m constantly scanning the flight deck to ensure that flight deck personnel don’t walk into spinning props or the directors don’t taxi us into extremis. This is easier said than done, of course. Operating from the carrier often means taxiing in high winds, on wet decks, and uncomfortably near the edge of the deck. Extra care, however, must be taken with our aircraft. The large sail areas presented by a folded, 80-foot wingspan invites slides particularly on wet, worn, and petroleum-smeared flight decks. There are few things more terrifying than two fourteen-foot diameter meat grinders sliding uncontrollably across the ice rink that sometimes is the flight deck. Unlike our jet brethren, however, E-2s and C-2s don’t have the benefit of ejection seats to escape a catastrophic situation. It wasn’t until six months into my fleet tour—on a clear Case I day no less—did I realize first-hand just how dangerous taxiing around the flight deck could be. 

We were the last plane down during a Case 1 recovery in the SOCAL op area during work-ups. The wind-over-the-deck calls had been slightly over 30 knots. After having caught the two wire, I taxied out of the landing area with the wings spread. Normally, we fold our wings before leaving the LA. However, aware that our NATOPS warns against taxiing 90 degrees to a wind of 30 knots or more with the wings folded, the flight deck crew kept our wings spread. As the directors taxied us across Cats 1 and 2 facing the starboard side, I noticed the ship was maintaining its course even as it began to slow down after the recovery. Positioned just forward of us, blocking the wind, was a parked S-3. After being instructed to fold our wings, we were then directed to make a 180-degree turn to the left to be shut down facing the port side. Using nose wheel steering and opposite brake we completed about 130 degrees of the turn when the wind caught our now exposed nose and folded starboard wing. At this point, we lost all braking effectiveness. Once the inevitable slide started, no amount of braking or nose wheel inputs could slow the aircraft. We were passengers on an out-of-control Zamboni.

As I had covered in our brief, I immediately called out lost brakes to the CAPC in the right seat and we quickly executed the NATOPS procedures: applied reverse thrust, switched the brake selector valve to AUX, and pulled the parking/emergency brake. None of these steps had any effect. In fact, the slide rate was increasing. As time slowed to a surreal stop, I realized that if the slide continued we had enough momentum to take us over the edge. Deck personnel were scattering to get away from our turning props. The CAPC called out sliding over the radio, took the controls, and started using differential thrust as well as further applications of the parking brake to stop us. Finally, the aircraft came to a stop. His actions, in combination with having pivoted into a weathervane position facing aft, had finally arrested the slide. 

I have never been so helpless in an aircraft. In a heartbeat, I went from being the pilot at the controls to being a white-knuckled passenger. In the end, the only thing that prevented a mishap was that it was daylight and there were an unusually low number of aircraft on the deck. Had this been at night or a crowded flight deck, the aircraft director would have positioned our aircraft much closer to the S-3 before starting our turn, there would’ve been aircraft aft of us, and there would’ve been more flight deck personnel around the aircraft who couldn’t see what was happening. As it was, our aircraft tail had missed the S-3 by a mere two feet, the length of slide (as measured by the right main mount’s skid mark) was 14 feet aft, and the flight deck personnel were able to avoid the props. I learned more than a few lessons that day. Besides learning to really envy ejection seats, I learned first-hand the effects that moderately high winds can have on the E-2 while taxiing with wings folded. I learned the usefulness of applying differential power. 

Most of all, I learned that one has to continually apply ORM in preparing for slides. After all, even though the winds may below NATOPS limits, even though the deck isn’t slick with rain or fuel, or even though one operates with the best flight deck crew in Naval Aviation, there is no guarantee slides will not happen. Slides will happen. Be prepared.
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