Low and Slow Is No Place To Be

By Lt. Lawrence Nance, E-2C
We were RTB to the USS Nimitz (CVN 68) after a triple-cycle night event in the Arabian Gulf during our WestPac deployment. I was the copilot—a cruise-experienced CAPC (carrier aircraft plane commander) with just over 850 E-2C hours. The pilot was a 2P who had plenty of cruise experience. Thus far the flight had been rather uneventful.

Scheduled for a trap/cat/trap to maintain night currency, we were marshaled at the bottom of the stack at 6,000 feet and 21 DME. After receiving our marshal instructions, we passed the altimeter and push time to the CICO (combat information center officer). We hit our push point in fine fashion, then switched frequency to get vectors from the final-approach controllers. At approximately eight miles before turning to intercept the final bearing, we were told to “dirty up.” We ran through the landing checklist while turning to final bearing. All indications were good. We had three down-and-locked on the gear, our flaps were at the normal 20-degree position and the NFOs in the back were strapped in and ready to go. Once on final bearing, I began my customary backup for the pilot calling out our track, DME, and rate of descent in a steady cadence.

At five miles, we switched our lights to “uppers only” and the NFOs pulled their ditching hatch, which is standard practice when coming aboard the ship. At this same time the angle-of-attack (AOA) indexers showed full green which meant we were starting to decelerate. I gave a “you’re slow” call to the pilot and saw him apply a good amount of power, but the indexers remained green. The aircraft also felt and sounded out of whack. As crazy as it sounds in an E-2C, the aircraft was more noisy than usual. Around this same five-mile point the pilot started to complain about one of the crew members being “hot mic.”  So, now we’re slow as the aircraft is decelerating and the pilot is having a tough time hearing anything.

The CICO piped up with a question that quite possibly saved the day, “What altitude are you showing?”  
My eyes immediately went to the altimeter, and I saw that we were descending through 600 feet at four miles. We were supposed to be at 1,200 feet until our pushover point at three miles. As I scanned through the cockpit, I noticed our speed was approx 135 knots and our flaps were up. The pilot and I reached to lower the flaps at the same time and the green chevron went away immediately and we easily climbed back up to angels 1.2. As we lowered the flaps paddles came up and gave us an “at four miles, you’re low” call that further solidified the fact we were dangerously low and nearly out of parameters.

The pilot did a great job getting back to the correct altitude and flying a safe approach even though he was still experiencing ICS problems. As we were taxiing from the landing area to the catapult, the NFOs realized that a improperly-stowed helmet bag was depressing the ICS foot pedal in the back and the noise the pilot was hearing was from the open ditching hatch. We also deduced that at some point during the approach my sleeve inadvertently had knocked the flap lever up without me ever feeling a thing.

We launched back into the night and performed a side-to-side crew swap, as it was my turn to bring this big bird aboard. It was an uneventful landing, but this time around everyone’s pucker factor was way up.

This entire evolution was another great example of how things can get varsity very quickly particularly when operating around the boat. The Swiss cheese was starting to line up as we experienced an ICS problem and a configuration problem at the same time. Without our CICO being assertive by questioning our altitude, we may not have known we were so low. The biggest lesson learned for me was that if something doesn’t sound or feel right while dirty the first place to check is probably the flaps and the landing gear; the configuration of the aircraft may be screwed up.

During our crew debrief we had a rather in-depth discussion about the chain of events that was made all the sweeter after paddles gave us both an OK pass. We did a good job bringing the aircraft aboard, but it all goes back to something I heard from day one in flight school: “Low and slow is nowhere you want to be.”

Lt. Nance flies with VAW-117.

