Murphy’s Law Meets My First Flight in the Squadron

By Lt. Paul Meyer, E-2C
Why does Murphy’s Law always seem to creep up on you at the most inopportune times?  That was the question I found myself asking on my first flight in my fleet squadron. I had “nugget” written all over me and found myself single engine in an E-2C Hawkeye, diverting into San Clemente Island.

One week prior to the flight, I was in Norfolk, VA, finding out my fleet squadron (VAW-116) would be going on deployment shortly after my arrival. I was anxious to get to Point Mugu and hit the ground running for my nugget tour as a Hawkeye pilot. I arrived and was quickly inundated with all the new ground job responsibilities I would be charged with. I longed for the days of the training command and the Rag, where one flight a day was a good day’s work.

Luckily I was able to get right into flying as my squadron looked to get me back in the cockpit quickly so that I could FCLP with them. I was placed on the schedule for my first flight in the squadron; it would be an easygoing training mission flying the standard “Hummer” pattern off the Southern California coast. One of the senior JO pilots would be my aircraft commander for the flight, and I looked forward to a good area fam.

Preparation for the flight was standard; a brief, a BITS quiz, a “ditch & bailout” drill, and a man-up. So far, so good; nothing out of the ordinary. Likewise, the beginning of the flight was routine. We launched from Point Mugu and proceeded to station off the coast. We climbed up to altitude and set the standard 1/3 flaps, “hummer” holding pattern. 

My aircraft commander and I spent the first part of the flight getting to know each other. I hadn’t gotten a whole lot of time yet in the squadron, so it was nice to have the opportunity to get acquainted with a new squadron-mate. I was impressed with his trust in me handling the airplane; seeing as I was so wet behind the ears that I probably needed a towel. Looking back on the ensuing incident, the trust and confidence that he showed, allowed me to perform my best during a stressful situation.
My first flight in the squadron and getting to know my co-pilot: a perfect opportunity for a lesson in Murphy’s Law. Our conversation was interrupted about 20 minutes into the flight when we heard a large pop come from the port engine. We had a corresponding yaw associated with a loss of power on the port engine and our power and reduction gear section oil pressures dropped to zero immediately. As soon as I felt the swerve I kicked off our autopilot, so I could fly manually and accurately trim out the large rudder force needed with our asymmetric thrust. Thanks to the repetitious training in the RAG, I automatically started going through the memory items for engine failure based on the swerve and loss of oil pressures. My aircraft commander was quick to analyze the engine instruments. As I got to the third step of the procedures, which is feathering the engine, he told me to wait and see what the instruments would tell us about how the engine was operating. I have always briefed the standard “no fast hands in the cockpit,” but I was ready to pull the T-handle at a moment’s notice.

After analyzing, we decided the engine was still providing us with some good thrust, so we left it running. That decision only lasted about ten seconds though, as we got a chip detector caution light, followed by a low oil caution light. We definitely had secondary indications that the engine was eating itself and immediately shut down and feathered the port engine. At the time, I would have told you that the whole process took about 5 minutes, but as we discussed the emergency later as a crew, I realized from the time of malfunction to engine shutdown only about 25 seconds elapsed.

As we responded to the emergency in the cockpit, our two NFOs had pulled out their PCL’s and they were backing us up on the procedures. They also called back to our home base and let the SDO know what was going on. The aircraft commander had great communication with the mission commander in the back of the airplane concerning what we were doing and how we would be handling the emergency.

We had stationed just off the island of San Clemente on the California coast and I had the island in sight during our entire flight. I was thankful to have the island nearby with an airfield that I had been assured was long enough for us to land on. I didn’t know much about the airfield, except that it looked really inviting at this point in our flight.

Honestly, the Hawkeye handled quite nicely single engine. However, if it weren’t for the full use of rudder trim, it would have been quite unbearable. Our emergency had begun around 20,000 ft., and we were about 35 miles from San Clemente when it happened. The weather was clear and a million, and it was a piece of cake orienting myself to get setup for a visual approach to the runway. We had taken care of the standard “aviate, navigate, communicate,” and it was time for the “land as soon as possible” part of our NATOPS procedures. We completed our approach checklist by the time I was lining myself up on runway centerline.

I reviewed all of my RAG short field arrestment techniques in my head, as the aircraft commander reassured me that I was “perfectly qualified to take this trap.”  He talked me through dropping the landing gear a little early so I could lose some extra altitude I had kept on the airplane as we came down. I gave the standard short field arrestment brief as we were on a long final: “if we miss the gear, we’ll do aborted takeoff procedures on the runway, keep me faster than 111 knots. or 20 units AOA, whichever’s faster.”  He reiterated the importance of keeping the aircraft on centerline as we trapped and using the brakes below 20 knots to avoid damaging the arresting gear.

We touched down on centerline, approximately 1,000 feet. prior to the arresting gear and made the trap without any problems. The crash crew was waiting for us as we trapped and we reassured tower that we weren’t in need of any assistance. As we tried to get free of the gear, our single engine would not give us the required thrust to back up and get ourselves clear of the arresting gear. Again, Murphy did not disappoint; the downward slope of the runway wasn’t exactly helping with our predicament. We ended up shutting down on the runway and helped the crash crew manually raise our arresting hook. The aircraft commander stayed with the aircraft and acted as a brake rider as they towed it to the T-line. The crash crew gave the rest of our crew a ride to the tower.

With one emergency squelched, we looked to our next obstacle: how would we get off of the remote island?  Murphy remained consistent and we learned we had been lucky enough to show up after the last shuttle flight back to the mainland. It looked like a good possibility that we would be spending the night. 

Fortunately we had a flight launching later in the day and they were able to come out and pick us up. However, the squadron still had to deal with the “pain-ex” of trying to get a new engine, maintenance crew, and operable ground start equipment out to the tiny island to rescue a plane- one week prior to “surge deployment.”

At the risk of “arm-chair piloting” I have gone back and thought a lot about the decisions we made that day and what I might have done differently or what we could or should have done better. Ultimately, nobody was injured and the aircraft was recovered successfully. The following questions can be thought of as the “gray area” that must be determined by all of us who take responsibility for Naval aircraft.

The first question that always comes to my mind is, should we have flown the aircraft back to Point Mugu, rather than landing it on San Clemente?  It is easily interpreted that there would be some perceived pressure to have the aircraft back at home field for ease of maintenance and return to operational use. Do you pass up a perfectly good field when you have a “land as soon as possible” emergency, in order to ease the recovery effort?

Secondly, as an aircraft commander, would I have the confidence in my nugget pilot to successfully trap single engine at an unfamiliar field, or would I seat swap and take the trap myself?  

Finally, should we have made the decision to shut down an ailing engine prior to the time that we did so?

Enduring an emergency like this one is never fun and seemed to make a few more hairs fall out of the top of my head. In the long run though, it was invaluable to my training. It gave me decision-making experience and wisdom to face similar circumstances in the future. I hope all of us are prepared to answer these types of questions when and if the situation ever arises that we have to. All in all, Murphy had his way with me that day, but at least I can say I had a memorable first flight in the squadron.

Lt. Meyer flies with VAW-116.

