FOD Anyone?

By Lt. Kelly Gander, S-3
It started out as a normal night on the Big “E”. The air wing was conducting flight operations in the Adriatic Sea on a beautiful night. The moon was at 96-percent illumination and the conditions were ideal for a night flight. My crew and I briefed for a standard carrier flight in the mighty S-3 Viking: surface search control (SSC) and recovery tanking. Our preflight went normally as we looked over the outside of the jet with our flashlights to make sure there were no glaring discrepancies, ensured all the circuit breakers were in the right place, and did a quick sweep of the cockpit. We completed the plane captain checks without a hitch and taxied up to the catapult. After finishing our takeoff checks we got a green deck and waited for them to place us in tension. 
When the yellow shirt put us in tension, I started to go through my standard speech. “Throttle coming to MRT, launch bar coming up, tapes, gauges, trim and flaps look good. Here comes the wipeout.” Except the wipeout didn’t feel normal. When I went to forward stick, I felt resistance. I said to my COTAC, “Watch your knees.”  His response was his knees were clear. Just to make sure I wasn’t imagining things, I asked him to check whether he had forward movement on his stick. He tried pushing the stick forward and got the same results. The next thing out of my mouth was “Suspend, suspend, cat 3.”  

We were spun off and went to park on the shelf. I tried to troubleshoot as much as possible so we could still make the launch. I tried cycling the hydraulic servo switches thinking there was a burp in the system. We had no luck and reluctantly called ourselves down. I kept thinking how weird it was; we had normal control on preflight checks and now I had absolutely no forward movement on the stick. I couldn’t even get it to move forward a few centimeters. Needless to say, my entire crew was disappointed with the cancellation. 
The next day our skipper called an emergency AOM and we were all wondering what was going on. As it turned out the reason for the meeting was FOD in the cockpit… my cockpit. The skipper looked at me and said, “Naomi, this was jammed in your controls.”  He then held up a six-inch-long silver flashlight. Upon further inspection, the flashlight had no stenciling or markings on it and had a very distinct gash where it appeared to have been grinding on metal. Without stenciling or markings it was impossible to tell whom it belonged to. No aviator or maintainer has claimed ownership since the incident. 
The flashlight had been jammed at the base of the stick preventing any forward movement. If I would have had a good wipeout in tension and subsequently taken the cat shot, what’s to say the flashlight wouldn’t have gotten lodged in the controls somewhere along the cat stroke?  The events might have been disastrous. 
This incident brings up a few good points. One, it stresses the importance of bringing no personal tools into the cockpit except that which is properly stenciled and securely tied to your vest. Additionally, I might have been more thorough with my preflight inspection. Since this episode, I have changed my preflight rounds, to include sticking my face down into the control quadrant and inspecting every little nook and cranny with my flashlight. FOD in the cockpit cannot be taken lightly and a thorough inspection of your cockpit should take place before every flight. 
A final point to make is when you lose a tool or personal item, aircrew or maintainer; it needs to be reported right away. It is your responsibility to bring this to the attention of the Flight Deck Chief and Maintenance Control. No $2 flashlight or personal pride is worth the loss of three aviators and a $33 million  aircraft. 
Lt. Gander flies with VS-32.

