Near Mishap During Preflight.

By  Ltjg. Ben Bing, EP-3
Our EP-3 crew had been out on detachment for about two weeks and many of us had already spent at this detachment site and were familiar with the operational tempo. On any deployment it’s easy to get into a routine that often causes you to forget small details. The September morning should have been like any another routine day. The crew was conducting a normal preflight and the temperature outside was well over 100 degrees with a brutal midmorning sun. Consequently, the outside preflight and coordinated checks were done very quickly. 

About 25 minutes before takeoff, we had just finished our planeside brief.  The lineman had just pulled the chalks and conducted his walk around and I was in the NAV station verifying points in the inertials. Suddenly I heard some commotion and when I looked out the navigator’s window I noticed the plane was moving backwards. I immediately ran towards the flight station to try and stop the aircraft. After smashing into the back of the FE chair, I jumped into the left seat and stood on the brakes. I pumped the brakes several times, but the plane continued to roll back. Next step was to try the emergency brake bottle which is actuated by a handle on the left side of the panel. I yanked through the shear wire and the emergency brakes worked as advertised. Too well, in fact. The plane stopped abruptly and began to tilt backwards pivoting on the main landing gear. In order to prevent the tail and many expensive antennas from being crushed against the ramp, I let off on the brakes and the nose wheels dropped back to the ground. The airplane started to roll again and after another brake application I got the plane stopped with all six tires still in contact with the ground. I looked out of the window and realized we had rolled about ten feet off the ramp. By this time the FE was in the flight station and checking the brake accumulator. It turned out the accumulator had not been recharged after preflight checks; when the chocks were removed there was no system pressure even with the parking brake set to prevent the plane from rolling. After a minimal delay we ended up getting off deck and flying our mission.

The unnerving thought was what could have potentially happened in this situation. First, what if someone had been standing in the way of the landing gear?  The 140,000–pound aircraft could have easily run over and killed whoever was in its path. Second, what if the normal brakes had worked when actuated? When I got to the flight station the aircraft was rolling pretty quickly. If the normal brakes were properly pressurized the application could have turned an EP-3 into a taildragger. In the end we ended up being lucky that neither of these situations occurred. Complacency and the desire to move quickly through preflight checks had nearly cost the squadron a Class A mishap before we even started engines.
Ltjg. Bing flies with VQ-2.

