Compound Emergencies in the Hawkeye

By LCdr. David Weller, E-2C
We were scheduled for a Day/Night CQ period just prior to the Summer Patrol for CAG FIVE and the USS Kitty Hawk (CV-63). The mission planning, brief, man-up and day period went off without a hitch, which probably lulled me into a false sense of security heading into the night period. We needed two night traps on the new XO and four on the other pilot. With a couple other Hawkeyes, Prowlers, and Hornets in the same period, we knew that one bag of gas could complete all our requirements if everything went smoothly… Since you are reading this now, it must not have gone as smoothly as planned.

We arrived at the Kitty Hawk a little early and were told to commence on arrival. The night was starting to look up. Maybe with a little luck we would be home by 0100. The XO finished his two traps in short order. We shot off the front end, and the pilots did an airborne seat switch. We reported, “Ready to come aboard.” on the downwind heading.

As the night went on the remainder of the airwing started to show up for CQ. With marshal controllers pushing aircraft out of the stack and aircraft on deck entering the pattern, it started to get crowded. We managed to get two more traps fairly quickly, but then we were sent to the “penalty box” to wait until the deck cleared enough for us to get the two remaining traps.

After several turns in the “Hummer Dance” we commenced on our third approach for the third trap. Following a CV-1 approach to a flawless pass we decided that we didn’t need gas for the last pass since we were just above hold-down and with any luck we would get priority handling. We taxied to the cat and were shot off… 

The Hawkeye’s launch bar, or Tow Link, is released by the catapult shuttle and raised by a spring on the back of the nose landing gear. If the Hawkeye is not aligned on the catapult correctly, the spring assembly will not catch the launch bar at the end of the cat stroke and the launch bar will fall back down. If this happens, NATOPS directs a visual inspection of the nose gear to determine if it is cocked or the launch bar is down. The concern is that, if the gear was not straight and the launch bar were down raising the gear would cut hydraulic lines in the nose wheel well and damage the nose gear assembly resulting in potential loss of aircraft and crew.

We reported the Tow Link light and were quickly sequenced around for Paddles to get a visual inspection with the LSO spotlight. At the Ball Call, a decision was made to divert us while dirty to our home field, NAF Atsugi, without the visual inspection. We immediately turned toward home and started to climb. Trying to think ahead of the aircraft, I asked myself what was the dirty BINGO?

By the time I found our bingo number for Flaps Up Gear DOWN, we were below it!  With some very quick crew coordination and NATOPS knowledge that only comes through reading and writing hazreps about Tow Link Lights, the odds that the nose gear was cocked were negligible. We decided that the best option was to raise the gear and press home using the Flaps Up Gear Up BINGO numbers. As with every other instance of Tow Link Light that I could find in the Safety Center Database, the light went out when we raised our gear. That emergency somewhat over, now we were just on a BINGO profile to the beach. Not exactly where you want to be, but that is why NAVAIR developed the charts.

When we were 25 miles from home field, and feeling pretty good about our earlier decision to raise the gear, we started our decent into NAF Atsugi…

The Hawkeye’s Propeller Valve Housing uses springs, pullies, cams, valves, and a little magic to maintain the engine at a constant speed. It also schedules the blade angels based on Power Level Angle to provide the correct thrust to maintain the engine’s RPM at 100 percent. If the Valve Housing starts to fail it will not accurately schedule the Propeller blade angels and the engine will either bog down from excess torque in the engine or overspeed the engine since there isn’t enough torque on the propeller. Either way it is bad news for the aircrew.

The left engine bogged down below 91 percent. The pilot at the controls executed the immediate action procedures for RPM/TMT/HP/FUEL FLOW Fluctuations while I pulled out the PCL to backup the pilots with the procedures. The immediate action procedures end with shutting the engine down by pulling the T-handle, if the conditions still exist. The Pilot pulled the T-handle and much to our dismay nothing happened. The pilots then used the condition lever to secure the engine; the propeller feathered and the engine secured without further incident. Not repeating the previous mistake with BINGO numbers we slowed to the Single Engine Clean Configuration BINGO cruise airspeed.

Now I was really sweating. We had a suspect gear condition, a low fuel state, an engine failure, a T-handle that didn’t work, six Hornets who were diverting behind us going to the same single runway airfield, and it was night; I think I’ll mark EP on the Training and Readiness sheet. I talked to the Hornets on their Tac frequencies and they were able to recover before us since the airfield would be closed for 20 to 30 minutes after we used the arresting gear. The tower, not realizing our situation, said that the Midfield gear was rigged, but that it would take 15 to 20 minutes to rig the shortfield gear. The problem is we didn’t have 15 minutes of gas remaining and we elected to use the Mid-field gear. We found the field through the broken layer and lined up for the active runway. We landed and rolled the 1,500 feet to the arresting gear, lowered the hook 1,000 feet prior and trapped. Whew.

Several times during the flight we could have “broken the mishap chain” far earlier than we did and not gotten ourselves into the hole that we had to dig ourselves out of, but either way there were some good lessons relearned that I would like to pass on. First, during CQ the Ship is normally MODLOCed and “rough” BINGO Numbers for all sorts of configurations can be looked up, briefed and discussed; you aren’t always clean when you BINGO. Second, once the immediate items are complete and you are set in a course of action you must ask yourself “Is this going to affect my landing and that of the airwing around me?” Third, keep thinking and analyzing the flight ahead of the aircraft and using 

CRM to get the most information out of each crewmember. 

When I got home, I told my wife that this was the most uncomfortable position I’ve ever been in an aircraft, it wasn’t the aircraft, weather, the rep, or the ship that got us into that position (although each gave us a helping hand getting there). It was us, the aircrew, only thinking 80% of the way through a problem and not constantly “WHAT IFing” the situation that got us into that position. Lucky for us, that was good enough this time… 

LCdr. Weller is the VAW-115 maintenance officer.
