It Flies Just Fine

By Lt. Vince Nelson, E-2C
“You don’t want to end up being single engine behind the carrier at night.” This is the blanket statement that instructors tell students when they start E-2C training in the FRS. Due to the Hawkeye’s design and flight characteristics, single engine flight presents a unique challenge to the aircrew. In fact, the Hawkeye has three rudders for directional control for just such an occasion. We have had great success in VAW-123 with the brand new NP2000 eight-bladed prop system due to an outstanding maintenance program. However, there is still much to learn about the NP2000 and its nuances, as discussed in a May-Jun 2006 Approach article. 

So, there I was as co-pilot, sitting in the right seat of aircraft 602 coming back from an OEF mission in the Arabian Gulf. There was a brand new Plane Commander (CAPC) in the left seat, and it was only the second time he had signed for the aircraft. We were at angels six sitting in the marshal stack getting ready to commence our approach for the night touch and go/airborne side to side/trap for pilot currency. We felt ready and comfortable with our situation because we had invested a lot of brainpower to push on time. Just as we nosed over our friend the “Master Caution light” with his good buddy “Starboard Main Prop Pump Light” stared us in the face. We continued our descent while I broke out the trusty pocket checklist to troubleshoot the emergency. As emergency procedures direct, the CAPC advanced the associated power lever to maximum power and the engine continued to govern itself normally. According to NATOPS, the last step leaves the decision to the flight crew to “FEATHER AS REQUIRED.”  We elected to keep the engine on line thinking that we could stiff-arm the problem until we trapped, because at this point we were only ten miles behind the ship. The aircraft had other things in store for us. 

As we continued to troubleshoot the emergency, we discussed some material we had read on our squadron’s Safety Read Board about a similar situation. In that instance, the aircrew had the same cockpit indications, which resulted in an uncommanded engine shutdown on short final at home field. We did not want to be in the same situation at night behind the ship. While we were engaged in this discussion, the engine surged, which gave us an instantaneous answer to the question of feathering the engine. At the CAPC’s command, I pulled the right condition lever to the Feather position. This action mechanically and electrically feathers the propeller and cuts fuel to the engine. I looked in my side mirror and was relieved to see that the system preformed as advertised and the prop was fully feathered.

We were now five miles behind the ship with one working engine. Operating in the low-density altitude environment of the NAG, the CAPC elected to dirty up and test the wave off performance in case we had to go down that road later. Our skipper, who was in the back of the aircraft at the time, reminded us that the aircraft flies “just fine” with only one engine. His statement proved to be correct; the wave off characteristics were tested at 900 feet and the airplane climbed like a rocket back up to 1,200 feet. I declared an emergency to CATCC and informed them of our current situation. The CAPC flew a ‘rails’ pass to the three wire and we successfully trapped aboard the ship. While rolling out of the wires, we were welcomed aboard by the Air Boss with a “lights on deck” call. 

Like any NSAWC debrief, the flight can be broken down into “Goods” and “Others.”  On the Good side, we executed our NATOPS procedures and the engine successfully feathered. Even with the hydraulic leak that we had, there was enough fluid remaining in the pump housing to push the blades to the fully feathered position. A windmilling prop is no fun at all and would have made our approach much more interesting. NATOPS does advertise that a windmilling propeller has similar performance characteristics as a feathered prop, but it’s safe to say that our crew did not want to be the ones to find out that night. Our CRM practice was another positive; crew duties were distributed appropriately:  The pilot aviated by controlling the airplane, navigated by flying the CV-1 approach, and communicated via the copilot to approach control and via the CICO to the rep on the ship. The copilot and CICO ran the emergency procedures with the PCL and communicated the aircraft intentions to the ship.

As for the “Others,” our initial impression was that we could beat the hyd leak to the ship and keep the engine running. This could have proven costly in the end had the engine decided to quit on short final as it did in the Read Board situation we’d read about. Some pilots will tell you that it is better to be lucky than good. Luck was definitely on our side, but we were good enough to perform a commanded shut down of the engine, feather the prop, and trap on the first pass. Still, the absence of luck in the same situation would present significant problems to any crew. 

Our systems knowledge, talking about emergencies while sitting at one G, and having a squadron Read Board are only a few of the things that helped contribute to a safe landing. There are still a good many aspects of the NP2000 that are being learned every day. This night recovery we learned that an E-2C with the NP2000 would land “just fine” with only one engine.

Lt. Nelson is the VAW-123 ground safety officer.

