CRM: Just another log run

By Ltjg. Vika Russell, EA-6B
Ah, the Approach article. You never want to be in the position to write one, but inevitably, it happens. We were four months into our cruise in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom and getting really worn down. We had been on flight waivers for a majority of the cruise because we were averaging 80 to 100 hours per month, and we still had one and a half more months until we were leaving for home. The flights just kept getting longer and more frequent. On top of that, we were operating as a split squadron, so no matter where you were, you took over another person’s job in full. You had two Department Heads telling you what to do, one of them about a job you didn’t know anything about.

We were on what was by now a routine log run from the desert, where we were detached, back to the boat. Our pressing schedule kept us in the desert more than at the ship, and it showed in the rate at which our nuggets performed, pilot or ECMO. As a result, everyone was more comfortable flying in the desert and the boat stayed the scary place it was at the beginning of cruise. Even with all these factors, we barely (and complacently) briefed our flight back to the boat. We had briefed it a couple of times before, even with the same crew, so a lot of things were briefed as standard, although we hadn’t been to the boat for awhile. We quickly went over expectations for Case I and III, then walked to get a 10-minute bite to eat before our actual flight. Again, chow just before walking was standard. 

The flight out to the boat was uneventful. I was performing at my best because I was nervous about going back to the boat, having been three weeks since I even thought about it. Everything went great. It was Case I, the first we’d seen in months, and visibility went forever. 

My pilot flew a great pass (OK 3), we went straight to cat 2, and launched right back into the pattern. The second pass was even better than the first (another OK 3), and my spirits were high. Since we were in the spin pattern and the first to break the deck, we were down early and were rewarded with a short “bow-dance” to wait for the rest of the recovery. We had been scheduled as a hot pit/crew switch, and I was anxious to get out so we could unload our gear from ECMO2 seat and make the SDO’s day, not to mention I was ready to be back aboard. We chocked and chained, un-strapped, and the pilot shut down the motor. I thought he said right; in reality, he said left. With the right motor running, I grabbed my stuff and hopped out before he even realized what was going on. I climbed to the back canopy, and was waiting to hand down bags from the ECMO 2 seat when the deck chief called me down to inform me of what had just happened, and more importantly, what could have happened. 

Had I taken a second to look at the tapes before I jumped out, I would’ve realized which engine was still turning. The pilot had called out which engine he was shutting down, but I was not in the moment, thinking of other things. Everyone on deck did all that they could do, waving their arms and shouting to get anyone’s attention. I could’ve lost my life that day, and until I stepped onto the flight deck, I never even guessed. Secondary to having almost lost my life, I could have FODed a motor and lost not only the sortie and the rest of the day’s sorties (because this was the only up jet at the boat), but an engine as well. It just goes to show, the mission isn’t over and you’re not safe until you step into your ready room. 

 Ltjg. Russell flies with VAQ-141.

