Force Protection and Single Engine with the CNO

By LCdr. J. R. Becker, C-2A
Three months after September 11 during the beginning of Operation Enduring Freedom, the battle group and air wing had been working around the clock.  For the COD detachment operating from the beach at military fields, this included a new routine of having the aircraft and cargo inspected with bomb sniffing dogs.  This had become standard procedure as we transited the Mediterranean en route to the gulf.   In fact, ensuring ‘clean’ cargo had become such a priority the battle group’s mail had been delayed in the states a month until it could be verified safe.  Arriving in 5th Fleet working out of our first civilian airfield, Bahrain International Airport, the detachment was a little surprised to discover the airfield’s force-protection procedures as lacking.  While the large CAT B and USAF aircraft received armed marine guards while loading and unloading passengers, the COD’s would be in their usual spots, unguarded, on the edge of the military designated area that was bordered by an uncontrolled civilian road.  We were told, “The bad guys aren’t interested in going after small targets [us].  They want the large aircraft with lots of causalities.”  Working in-country prevents COD detachment from carrying any kind of weapons, so we continued operations alert for suspicious activity with emergency-brake-pump handles armed and ready.

Walking into to Strike Operations aboard USS Theodore Roosevelt (CVN 71), we were informed of our pending week of daily distinguish visitors hops.  From USO performers and US CENTCOM to the Chairman of the Joint Chief of Staff and our very own CNO, each day required both of our CODs.  Jokingly, I asked which day they wanted something to go wrong?

A week later a couple of days into DV warfare, both aircraft were turning on the ramp in Bahrain waiting for the CNO to arrive.  We had given the Marines a heads up, and they agreed this mission warranted their involvement.  Eventually, a string of black Mercedes made their way between hangers with the CNO and royal Bahrain family.  After some grip and grin, the CNO and party boarded the aircraft.  While we were completing the taxi checks, we noticed a large bulldozer clumsily heading our way, something we had never seen on the flight line.  We looked at each other figuring, “This is it . . . BOOM!”  To my relief, a fired-up group of Marines pointed their M-16s at the driver, and the bulldozer stopped.  No BOOM today.  

The trip out to the boat averaged three hours.  The detachment had just received a new pilot who was in the left seat.  Shortly after getting airborne, our aircrew reported the CNO was sound asleep.  As we checked in with strike around 100 miles from the carrier, the ship anxiously inquired if our ‘DV’ was onboard and if everything was going as scheduled.  We reported, “So far, so good.”

Twenty miles from the carrier, descending through three thousand feet, the aircraft swerved several times hard right with audible surges coming from the starboard engine.  

“Aft, flight . . . what was that?” our aircrew inquired.  “We’re not sure, but we’re working on it.  Is the CNO still asleep?”

“Yes sir”

We leveled off and informed marshal we needed a couple of minutes for trouble shooting.  Working our way through the procedures, we started to get things under control.  The aircraft had stopped swerving and audible engine noises had subsided.  We had lost our RPM gauge and our horsepower was all over the place.  

“Rawhide, marshal, state your status, are you ready to come aboard?” requested a nervous carrier. 
“Stand by,” was my reply.

My mind reverted back to aircraft commander board scenarios:  “You’re carrying the CNO with a nugget in the left seat and you get a engine malfunction just prior to arriving at the carrier.  Your bingo is hundred miles to Pakistan or two hundred miles to a little ‘more friendly’ Oman.  What are you going to do?”

”Alright my friend, I think we’re going to swap seats!”  My nugget looked at me a little relieved and said, “No problem, she’s all yours!”  I ran the engine through various power settings, and despite our engine indications, everything seemed to sound and feel normal.  The problem was most likely a failed tach-generator, which was a minor problem.  Unfortunately, there was no was to tell this for sure airborne.  If I was going to perform a single engine landing to the carrier with the CNO in the back, I wanted to make darn sure I shut down the engine for a good reason.  At the same time, I did not want the engine to fail unexpectedly.

I gave the engine one more power check and with everything still stabilized, I kept it running.  I checked on the status of the CNO, and he was still asleep.  I called the boat and reported we were ready to come aboard.  As we trapped, we saw a chunk of metal fly out from the starboard side of the aircraft into the landing area.  As I watched a yellow shirt pick up the FOD from our aircraft, I thought to myself, “I guess I had made the wrong choice, but at least the engine stayed online until we got onboard.”

We taxied to DV parking, shut down, and watched the deck come to attention and stop for the first time since the ship left Norfolk as the CNO was piped aboard.  When the admiral was inside, we hopped out to consult with our Hawkeye brothers to access the damage.

Fortunately, the engine was not in bad shape. The chunk of metal from the trap, was a ‘puck’ from our brakes and had amazingly, missed the propeller.  Our swerves were, as suspected, from a failed tach-generator.  Within an hour, the E-2 maintainers had fixed us up and we were shooting off the bow for tomorrow’s DV mission.   

To date, this is still one of my more memorable emergencies.  Though considered a minor problem, when combined with a real world situation, it really got my attention.  I learned it is near impossible to confirm the severity of a RPM/HP/TIT/FUEL FLOW fluctuation emergency until you get on deck.  While I chose correctly this time, I have made the same decision since this situation, only to land and discover my engine was seconds from failing.  As I’ve gained more hours in this platform, like most experienced pilots, I have become a little more cautious.  

The community often jokes, had we secured the engine, maybe the Navy would be looking at new CODs.  Regardless, a combination of force protection, good systems knowledge, aircrew coordination, and cooperation from the Hawkeye community, kept this story from ever reaching the CNO…  until now.  
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