Not Just Another Sim
By Ltjg. Kevin M. Carter, C-2A
“Ah, all right I’ll keep punching out the master caution,” I said to the XO as we were climbing into a little IMC right after takeoff.  We launched from North Island on a routine log hit to the boat with Cdr. Pete Nette at the controls and I in the right seat.  The unusually cold and dreary San Diego weather was the first omen of things to come.  Passing 1,000 feet MSL, a reoccurring “Doors Unlocked” light kept tripping the master caution.  Our aircrew secured the door but the caution light associated with it remained steady for a few seconds and then would flicker once again tripping the master caution.  With the door secured and our aircrew confident in a fix on deck, we pressed toward the ship.  It was the type of scenario that simulator instructor Terry Dudash back at the E2/C2 FRS would create in order to mask an impending propeller malfunction.  The student would extinguish the master caution light while failing to notice the propeller pump lights illuminated above on the notoriously out of sight eyebrow panel.  Sure enough, many of us learned from mistakes to look at those pesky little lights every time we punched out that master caution.  What were the odds that we would ever see those two emergencies at the same time?

So, there we were being vectored on a would-be normal Hummer controlled approach.  Unfortunately, our environment was compounded by a garbled and sometimes-unreadable radio receiver, some confusion in receiving our approach procedure instructions, and unsuccessful attempts to relay information to our negative comm sister aircraft.  After commencing on a Case III, we were instructed to maintain 2,000 feet and turn north.  During this entire time I was routinely punching out that troubling master caution light.  Level at about 250 knots, we heard an audible propeller pitch change and felt a slight swerve.  “Whoa what just happened?” were the first words out of my mouth.  As I was punching out the master caution light seeing no new lights on the caution light panel, Cdr. Nette expressed “we’ve got two prop pump lights!”  Sure enough, the engine instruments indicated a surge in power from the starboard engine stabilizing with an overspeed condition of 104.5 percent rpm.  We had a no-kidding pitchlocked propeller and were in intermittent IMC.

As Cdr. Nette was busy handling the aircraft, I reached for the emergency checklist.  In an ironic twist, it dawned on me that I might be more familiar with a pitchlock scenario than the XO.  Compared to the commander’s experience, I should not even be called a nugget, let alone a fleet naval aviator.  But being the new guy meant I was fresh out of the FRS where we routinely practice pitchlocked prop scenarios in the simulator and aircraft.  I was very familiar with the section of our NATOPS which contains an extensive foldout to help predict what the engine’s horsepower will be in a landing configuration.  This chart is used to determine whether or not the engine should be shutdown and how difficult the landing should be with a running or windmilling propeller.  Faced with a vibrating airframe, it can sometimes be laborious for the copilot to get an accurate landing difficulty estimate from the chart.  I was able to quickly crunch the numbers which prescribed shutting down the engine.  We got out of marshal’s hair by switching to strike and declared the emergency.  

We were pointed toward home and climbed to 3,000 feet MSL in an attempt to get above a 2,000 foot broken layer.  Nice attempt but it didn’t work.  The entire path home led us through intermittent IMC with never a good visible horizon.  In addition to our starboard propeller problem, the starboard reduction gearbox oil pressure had increased by 50psi.  Even though it was still in limits, the increase pointed toward a sick engine as well.  Although it felt like a very lengthy 30 minutes of flying, the time did allow us to get a number of administrative tasks done.  We discussed the arrestment, hook-skip and God-forbid, wave off scenarios.  While I was coordinating our recovery with SOCAL approach, Cdr. Nette radioed our base and requested a back up to my number crunching for our estimated Vmc.  Using the NATOPS charts I had come up with 100 knots for what should be a relatively easy landing, but let’s face it:  why rely on the knucklehead in the right seat when you can get two melons working on it at no extra cost?

Not only were we going to be single-engine (pitchlock fail to feather) coming back to North Island; we also faced poor visibility and a wet runway.  We were also given an option:  RWY36 with a 90-degree crosswind at 15-18 knots or RWY29 with a tailwind.  Cdr. Nette thought about it and elected the tailwind.  Now on vectors for the PAR, our luck improved.  As we descended to 2,000’ MSL and neared the field, the visibility increased to the point where we could see the field from about 5 miles out.  We called for the visual and began slowing in order to drop the gear.  With our hook and gear down, flaps at 20 degrees and landing checklist complete, we secured the starboard engine.

Our glideslope to the runway was steep and we were not slowing down.  Dropping the flaps to full, Cdr. Nette slowed to about 140 knots, as we were on short final.  Although our waveoff window was greatly degraded by having full flaps, the runway was clear and our biggest concern was to get the job done right the first time.  We crossed the threshold at about 130 knots and engaged the wire at 120 knots.  Finally, we were safe on deck.

A note in the emergency procedure concerns the worse case scenario where we shutdown the engine and are unable to make the field due to the excessive drag.  It mentions resetting the feather circuit breaker in a last ditch effort to initiate the feathering sequence.  Once we were back in our line we tried this.  Nothing.  We tried to manually feather the propeller via the condition lever.  Nothing.  If our pitchlock had occurred only five minutes after it did, we would have been slow and low in our approach to the ship.  The blade angle would have been much less resulting in a much higher amount of drag if the engine finally quit.  Without the capability to feather the bad engine, a ditch would have been likely.  Thanks but no thanks.  That would be a whole ‘nother emergency procedure and I’m just too junior for that.

As pilots, many times we hate practicing anything in the simulator.  This is especially true for those in the FRS.  You may think the instructors spend too much time thinking up impossible compound emergencies but do not take this for granted.  One day you just might encounter those exact same sets of compound emergencies and realize it’s not just another sim.
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