A Game of Leap

By Capt. Martin Bartlett

t wasthe sixth bound back to abattalion’sdefen- fishtailed to theright. Thedriver counter-steered, and
I sivepositioninthedesert for acombined anti-armor  the vehicle' sback end slid | eft. He counter-steered
teamridingin HMMWV s. Theteam had executed again, sending theleft wheelsinto theair. The momen-
what seemed to be an endless number of bounding- tum of the vehiclewas overpowering, and the driver
over-watch drillsinthelast four days, and they felt lost all control.
proficient. Thedrillshad become simple and mundane, Itrolled several times, shearing themissilelauncher
so adriver decided to add some high-speed excite- off theHMMWYV. Whenthe HMMWV rolled, it
ment—adecision hewould livetoregret. landed on the gunner, who had sat atop the vehicle. The
Theteamincluded four HMMWVs, each with a passenger in therear seat was ejected and was crawl-
crew of four Marines. Two of the vehicleshad .50- ing near the vehicle, complaining about painin hislegs.
caliber machine guns mounted, whilethe other two had The staff sergeant team-leader, barely conscious,
the TOW missilelaunchers. Theideabehind thedrills stumbled out of the front-passenger seat and tried to
wasfor apair of vehiclesto driveforward whilethe
other pair covered their movementsfrom astationary The doors won't keep you from being ejected
position. Every 500 meters, they would alternate. when you don’t wear a seatbelt.

Onthisbound, aHMMWYV accelerated rapidly,
chewing up severa hundred meters of desert groundin
seconds. Because of the desert’s vastness, theteam
maintained alargelateral distance between theve-
hicles—at least 200 meters. It wastactically smart and
safe. Thedriver of anearby sst HMMWYV saw in his
mirror something unusual about the accelerating
HMMWV. Withalargedust cloud behindit, the
HMMWYV wasrapidly approaching their set position.
TheHMMWYV swerved within 15 feet of them, thenit
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Our jobs are dangerous enough without horseplay—it's an unnecessary risk.

account for hisMarines. Hisdriver ran from the crash,
screaming hysterically.

Therest of the section converged on the sceneand
found the gunner, alance corporal, face down under
several packs, inapool of blood. A corpsmantried to
restart his breathing and heart beat. A helicopter
arrived within 10 minutesand evacuated himto a
hospital, where helater died.

Herearewhat investigatorsfound:

* Thedriver aimed hisvehicledirectly at the set
HMMWV, sped by, and turned sharply for the sole
purpose of creating adust cloud.

* His speed was calcul ated at 43 mph just before
theHMMWV fishtailed. Hewasdriving 18 mph over
the speed limit set by the company SOP.
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* The section leader, who sat in the front-passenger
seat, didn’t maintain control of hissection. The horse-
play of dusting each other had been going on for several
days. Earlier that day, he supposedly had told hisdriver
that horseplay wasnot allowed.

* Everyonewaswearing helmetsand flak jackets.
However, no onewaswearing seatbelts. The staff
sergeant did not know it was arequirement to wear
seatbeltsfor anything other than admini strative move-
ments; hesaid, “In admin movements, itistheNCO’s
jobto enforcethe use of seatbelts.”

Capt. Bartlett is a mishap investigator at the Naval Safety
Center. He can be reached at mbartlet@safetycenter.navy.mil.
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