No Needles, No TACAN, No Gas

By LCdr. Ray Hernandez, E-2C 

There I was, the first night of TSTA carrier qualification (CQ) on board USS Nimitz (CVN 68).  The requirement for CQ was two touch-and-goes and four traps. We were nearing completion and on the ball for our third trap.  Nighttime hold down fuel for the Hawkeye is 800 pounds above bingo fuel, which for that night was 2,500 pounds (i.e., bingo fuel of 1,700 pounds plus 800).  We called the ball for our next to last trap at 2,500 pounds of fuel remaining.  Since that was equal to hold down, the carrier assumed we were OK to go straight to the catapult to launch for our final trap of the night.  Discussion in the cockpit between two senior pilots centered on the fuel state, weather, distance to a suitable divert, the aircraft’s status and the desire of the pilot-in-command to get his final trap.  The entire crew was fatigued as they had briefed early that morning on the beach and it was now near midnight.  There was only one trap left to complete.  No one else was in the pattern.

Once on deck, what did the fuel gauge read?  2.4?  2.1?  2.0?  After the trap, the deck taxied us immediately to catapult 1.  The Hawkeye rep in CATTC couldn’t be reached via radio because the assigned frequency was not working.  We were crossing the Jet blast deflector (JBD) as the cockpit discussion continued.  There was only one trap left.  How far from San Diego were we?  Were we really below hold down?  If we were sidelined for fuel it would take another 45 minutes to an hour for that final trap… if we were even allowed to continue.  Besides, on the last five traps, we had good ACLS needles, a good TACAN and were being hooked in at four miles.  Before long the decision was made for us as we sped down the cat stroke and into the night.

Yes, we had launched below hold down fuel.  However, with a requirement of only a few hundred pounds of gas for the final pass, we would still have plenty to divert if we didn’t get aboard.  We turned downwind hoping for a four-mile hook.  No one else was in the pattern… fuel state 2.1K pounds.  We turned to final at about six miles and were looking sweet.  At four miles I pulled the rear-ditching hatch and heard the pilots say, “We have no bullseye, no TACAN, and no gas to go around.” 
Systems that had worked for multiple passes before were now inoperative.  I could see the Swiss cheese holes that we had discussed during the last safety stand down begin to align.  We were going to be trick-or-treat on the ball the night before Halloween.  

The controller instructed us to call the ball, however, the pilot told the copilot that he could not see the ball… ”Call clara.”  A few seconds later, the LSO tells us to call the ball.  The copilot acknowledged that he could see the ball and that we were low.  As it turns out, Murphy’s Law was starting to take over and we were actually a mile and a quarter away, not ¾ of a mile.  Sometimes it is better to be lucky than good.  We made the final approach and our final trap of the night with flickering low fuel lights.  In hindsight, a safer option would have been to refuel on deck or call it quits for the night prior to that final cat shot.  Fortunately for us, the holes in the final pieces of Swiss cheese did not line up and we avoided a self-imposed emergency fuel situation.  The lesson learned for me was to pay attention to the numbers and err on the safe side.  Although it was a nice night with 96-percent moon illumination, we had been flying all day and night and made a risky decision that could have been avoided.  In other words, we accepted more risk than was necessary for the situation and mission at hand.  Trick-or-treat the night before Halloween can be dangerous.  

LCdr. Ray Hernandez flies with VAW-117. 

