Are We Back in the Simulator?

By Lt. Mike Sandridge, E-2C
We were on month two of a four-month stint in the Arabian Gulf in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Sea Dragon (OSD). This hop was a very familiar triple-cycle, first event of the day, to build the surface picture in support of on-going efforts to counter smuggling in the Gulf as part of OSD. With only two months of carrier aircraft plane commander (CAPC) experience, I was sitting right seat with a fairly experienced 2P, whom I had flown with on several occasions prior in the left seat. 
The brief, man up, and launch went like clockwork, and soon we were burning circles in the sky above the Arabian Gulf as we had done for the previous month and a half. The mission was a success and after four hours on station, we turned to make the 100-mile transit back to the ship for what was supposed to be a good-deal day recovery. The weather was CAVU and conditions around the boat could not have been better. 
As we descended to our low holding altitude at angels 5 and were switched from marshal to tower, the Boss was already waiting for us. “603, Tower, take Angels 1.2, you’ll be the first ones down.” 
This would prove to be the first of many events that would make this recovery anything but typical. A Hawkeye breaking the deck was relatively unheard of, but flight deck aircraft spotting issues demanded we get the good deal. We arrived at Angels 1.2 and began making plans on how to roll into the groove just as the deck went green. However, after one turn overheard the ship in port holding things suddenly took a turn for the worse. During the entire flight, we had noticed no problems with the mighty Hawkeye, so we were more than surprised to see the Left Engine Oil Low advisory light illuminate along with the Master Caution. Immediately, we executed NATOPS procedures, which called for checking for secondary indications of engine oil pressure or temperature malfunctions. Seeing no immediate signs of an impending problem, we started setting up for the final item on the checklist, Land as Soon as Possible. This would be easy as we were supposed to be first aircraft down already, and we were established at 1.2 just waiting for our chance to break the deck. 
We notified the Air Boss and requested to talk to a squadron rep. We had already begun setting up for the straight in as the Boss rogered up our request and said to give him a call at five miles inbound. As we descended out of the stack to set up for the straight in, we began seeing fluctuations of the Reduction Gear Oil Pressure, though the fluctuations remained within the normal limits. We decided to do an airborne seat swap in case the situation began to escalate to the point we would have to shut down the engine. Just as we were making preparations to do the side-to-side, the RGB pressure began to fluctuate down to the minimum readings on the indicator, way below the normal limits. The following series of events would be a true test of imminent catastrophic engine failure versus Squadron SOP and NATOPS procedures. At this point, both pilot and copilot were unstrapped and ready to do an airborne seat swap. The situation dictated that we had to take steps to secure the engine immediately, a little disconcerting 1,000 feet above the water, unstrapped in the middle of the seat swap while trying to turn to intercept final bearing. 
Immediately we began executing the Engine Shut Down Procedures for the port motor and all systems worked flawlessly in successfully feathering the engine. Upon completion of the shut down, now just inside of 10 miles, we started the seat swap again. Upon completion of the swap, I finished connecting my last upper Koch fitting in just enough time to call for the landing checklist. Thankfully, in the midst of all the front-end madness, the CICO had done an outstanding job of taking charge of relaying the situation to the Boss and our squadron rep as we fought through the snakes in the cockpit. As we made our inbound call at five miles, the Boss and paddles already knew we were coming in port-engine out. As the friendly voice of our CAG LSO pimped me for things to remember when flying the Hawkeye single engine behind the boat, I think my copilot and I finally took our first breath of assurance that we had things under control. As we crossed the steel and two moderate power calls got us into the ace, the “good-deal” day recovery came to an end. After a shut down in the wires and ten minutes of brake riding, we exited the plane to find that the oil draining out of the port engine nacelle was caused by an oil line on the engine becoming sheared due to friction of one line on another. Within two hours, the line had been fixed and the mighty Hawkeye took off again, this time in support of OIF. 

The most valuable lesson we learned from this is how quickly a less-than-desirable situation can go to very bad in no time at all. It is standard SOP in our squadron and throughout the community for the CAPC to be in the left seat for single engine recoveries. Had we started the seat swap as soon as we had the first instance of the possibility of a potential engine malfunction, we wouldn’t have been jumping through the hoops of a seat swap below minimum SOP seat swap altitude in just enough time to call the ball “port engine out.” Also, jumping into the left seat after not being at the controls of the plane for the duration of the four-hour mission, and assuming the controls behind the ship, with the critical engine shut down out was also not enjoyable. Our squadron, and the Hawkeye community, has become lulled into a false sense of security because of all the “false alarms” one sees in the E-2C; whether it be a fire warning light, a chips light with no secondaries, or an oil pressure gauge strobing in and out of the red simply due to the vibration of the two rumbling T-56A-427s. Having my first single-engine experience behind me, I would like to think that, in the future, some of these type situations should be handled more attentively. In a perfect world, everything that happens inside the plane could be given a checklist for success, but we as aviators know there is no such thing. Chalk this one up as an incredible learning experience that we hope will never have happen again outside the simulator.   
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