Generator Failure in Flight

By Ltjg. Todd D Morgan, E-2C
The event started out normally that day with a brief of what we were going to do, just a normal AEW flight for the E-2C aircrew. The preflight was uneventful so we accepted the airplane from the plane captains and proceeded with starting the engines. This is where the first indication of our problems to be surfaced. The right engine and generator came online without a hitch; unfortunately, the left generator would not come on. We called an AE in to the aircraft to troubleshoot and she figured out that the generator control unit (GCU) was faulty. Soon after, a replacement GCU was installed and we were up and ready. Unfortunately, we would not discover until later that the GCU was not the problem. The plane captain passed us off to the yellow shirt and in no time we were taking the E-Ticket ride down Cat 2. Once safely airborne, we called back to the ship our Mike Alpha status.

We climbed to altitude, set mission profile and got ready for another day of airborne early warning (AEW) in the sky above the Pacific Ocean. About halfway through the flight I told the CAPC, sitting in the right seat, which I thought I smelled something like cigarette smoke. We stopped what we were doing and began to investigate but could not identify the odor. Sometimes when you turn up the heat the air conditioner emits a very potent heated air odor so we decided that it must be coming from the bleed air system. 

It was nearing the end of the flight when the master caution light came on in conjunction with the left generator light. I completed the boldface emergency procedures and the CAPC decided to reset the generator to no avail. About this time both pilots and the CIC crew started to smell an acrid odor in the airplane. While the RO came forward to investigate the FEC for anything abnormal I looked out at the port nacelle. Neither the RO nor I saw anything out of the ordinary and the odor went away. We continued towards the carrier for our case one approach without declaring an emergency. At this point all we had was a single generator failure. 

We were scheduled for a touch and go and a trap on the air plan, and since I was a nugget needing proficiency landings we decided to take advantage of the extra look at the ball. The touch and go was uneventful and I went hook down for the next pass. Unfortunately we were waved off for a foul deck and the third time around resulted in another wave off. On the last approach turn the acrid odor returned just prior to touch down on the fourth pass. It was a good thing too because the generator bearing failure light illuminated while we were still in the wires followed by black smoke billowing out of the port spinner. The acrid electrical fire odor was now very prevalent in the cockpit. After a quick call to the tower to get permission, we emergency shutdown the port engine with the T-handle in the landing area. Fortunately, we were the last airplane to land for that recovery cycle so as not to clobber the landing area. Once the engine stopped turning, the smoke stopped billowing from the engine so we completed a normal LSGI stop of the right engine and got out of the airplane.

After the flight, we realized that there had been a breakdown in crew communication when the generator failed in the air. The CIC crew was under the impression that the port generator had been reset after it tripped off. The decision to continue with the touch and go trap instead of going hook down for the first pass was originally made by the whole aircrew. Since the CIC crew did not have all of the information available to them, they could not have been effective in the decision making process. This is why we should always verbally review all checklists as an aircrew after they are completed.

Ltjg. Morgan flies with VAW-117.
