No Baby, We’re Good!
By Ltjg. Walter Williams, E-2C
It was a lovely July evening in the Pacific and I was copilot for a single cycle AEW/night currency flight. I had been scheduled for a flight earlier in the day, but along with most of the day's previous events, it had been canceled due to deteriorating divert weather. Fortunately, the weather eventually improved enough on mainland Japan that our diverts came up above minimums, and my second event was a go. Being a new guy, I mentally rehearsed my radio calls on the walk to the aircraft and congratulated myself for my spot-on comms. Little did I realize that I'd soon be communicating a few non-standard items.

After an uneventful cat shot and climb to mission altitude, I felt quite smug having iced all of my departure calls. Clearly it was going to be a good night; I had two delicious cans of Japanese coffee, a power bar and just enough time to savor each bite. As I reached for my first can of coffee I was rudely jolted from my bliss by the start of the evenings festivities. Suddenly the aircraft swerved left. Upfront both sets of eyes immediately went to the RPM indicators and noticed the left pulsate briefly before returning to normal. As we watched for further fluctuations, we noticed a Master Caution light, the Left Generator Caution Light, and heard the back asking what was up over the ICS. The engine was steady so we went through the generator emergency procedures. After coordinating with the crew, we decided to reset the generator, which will typically resolve the issue. As expected, the reset solved the problem, but only for about 20 seconds. 
At this point we knew we were done with our mission for the evening and decided to start heading back towards the carrier. Aside from the weapon system being down, single generator ops are usually no big deal. The E-2C’s electrical system can make a bus tie and the only thing we lose is our radar altimeter. I couldn't shake the feeling that something else was amiss and kept scanning the gauges, erroneously focusing on the engine instruments. Finally something in the advisory panel caught my eyes; one of the lights had very faint glow. It was flickering slightly but even at it’s brightest was unreadable. I spoke up and we figured out which one it was using the lights-test. 
As it turns out, the generator bearing advisory was the elusive light flickering that night, one that I’d seen many times as a fledgling Hawkeye pilot in the simulator at the FRS. According to our pubs the generator should be able to run on the secondary bearing for up to ten hours. However, based on experience and training, we just hoped that it would last for the remainder of the flight and were concerned that its eventual failure would result in a fire. 
As we turned back towards the ship, the crew coordination began in earnest. We contacted strike and got in touch with our rep. Using our squadron TAC frequency we consulted one of the squadron's senior pilots who was airborne in another plane. Everything told us to be ready for the secondary bearing to fail as well, and we prepared accordingly. The pilot briefed that if we saw any signs of a secondary bearing failure we would secure the engine. He covered the shutdown checklist and reminded me that my primary responsibility would be to get concurrence and make sure that I secured the engine with the problem, vice accidentally shutting down the good engine. The NFOs had all the relevant checklists out and ready. We were briefed, prepared and hawking the instruments.

Though we expected it, it was still a surprise. Suddenly, the pilot was tearing through the secure engine checklists. I'd been watching all the instruments and everything looked fine, so I gave the only appropriate response: “What?”  The pilot told me to pull the left fluid cut-off handle, but from where I was sitting everything was indicating normal, so I calmly said, “No baby, we're good.”  At this point his comments could by no means be construed as anything less than a demand, so I put my hand up on the T-handle and gave the old “left T-handle concur?” A rather emphatic yes was followed by a request to activate the fire extinguisher. Since I'd already killed the engine I had no problem discharging the fire bottle and complied. After we went through the rest of the secure engine checklists the pilot told me that he had witnessed sparks coming out of the sides and the back of the port nacelle, presumably as the secondary bearing had failed. We took a careful look and made sure that there were no fire indications and finished up the post-engine shutdown checklist. 
Once we were certain the laws of aerodynamics were still on our side, we made the necessary calls to let the ship know our situation. The NFOs reviewed the post engine shutdown checks again as we pushed out of our spot at the bottom of the marshal stack towards the boat which was already making a ready deck. We also checked with our rep to verify that our Skipper wanted us to come aboard vice head to our divert. Based on the pilot's experience, weather and operational necessity, we were given the go-ahead for a shipboard recovery. As we descended from marshal, I felt a swerve and the pilot, sounding quite concerned, asked if I was on the rudder pedals. Almost immediately he recognized that we had sped up on our descent and inadvertently engaged our rudder stops, limiting the amount of available rudder throw to counter the single engine condition, and causing the sudden yaw. When we slowed down, the rudder stops disengaged, and we were back in our happy place. At that point the pilot made a good CRM decision and asked our NFOs to back us up on airspeed so we didn't try to accelerate back up to our usual push speed again.

Landing checks complete, I provided my best new guy backup on the approach. I even managed to give a timely ‘little low’ call at one point. Cutting to the chase, the pilot worked us in for the OK single engine trap. The Air Boss had us stay in the wires while we were checked for any sign of fire. Once their fears of fire were assuaged we were cleared to fold our wings and got ready to be towed out of the landing area. 
According to NATOPS the E-2C shall not be towed with engines running. A quick conversation with the Boss bought us enough time to get the engine shut down before the blue shirts hooked up the tow bar. However, our NATOPS also restricts towing with crewmembers embarked in the back of the aircraft, and we didn't have time to let the NFOs exit the aircraft safely. Based on the fact that we were sitting in the landing area with low fuel aircraft pushing and mediocre divert weather, we made a conscious decision to press. We felt justified by the disclaimer that common sense should prevail when safety concerns dictate a deviation from NATOPS procedures. 
Thanks to our training and coordination with our squadron rep and senior pilot we knew what to expect. Knowing what to expect, we were able to brief for and execute the appropriate procedures as necessary. With our multi-person crew we were able to have several checklists prepared and ready as needed. Crew coordination kept us out of unsafe situations, and helped us catch and correct errors such as the inadvertent engagement of the rudder stops. After the flight, we capitalized on the opportunity to refresh the deck department on the limitations of towing the Hawkeye, and discussed the intentional deviation from NATOPS procedures in our monthly aircrew standardization meeting.

An engineering investigation revealed that the generator bearing had disintegrated, most likely through an internal failure that damaged the secondary bearing race, causing it to come apart and release the ball bearings into the generator. The good news was that the aircraft was ready to fly again after a quick generator change. The rule of ‘No fast hands in the cockpit’ worked to our advantage as well. Even with the time it took to concur on a course of action and secure the proper engine, we avoided a fire and any serious engine damage. Aside from some burn marks on the nacelle we made it through unscathed and I had a chance to enjoy my coffee back on deck.

Ltjg. Williams flies with VAW-115.

