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Close Call

Closing Canopy

by LCdr. John Elstad

rainy day as| manned up for my first

Operation Southern Watch (OSW) flight
sinceour arrival inthe Persian Gulf. | had that
touch of anxiety you get anytimeyou do
something you have not doneinawhile. It had
been more than ayear and ahalf sincel had
served my last sentencein the hot box.

Theweather had been cloudy, and sure

enough, asteady rainfall was coming down as
we hit theflight deck to man-up. We headed
for our Prowler. Our flight-deck chief gaveus
aheads-up that the flight deck had just lost
power. Wewould haveto wait alittlewhile
before manning theaircraft. | did apreflight

I t was an uncharacteristically cold and
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and found myself anicedry spot underneath
the starboard wing, which kept me out of the
rain. Aslaunch time approached and still with
no power, our crew started to worry about
getting behind on our startup sequence. |
discussed it with my pilot, and we decided to
open the canopies, jumpin, and then quickly
shut the canopiesto keep therain out of the
cockpit and itsdelicate el ectrical systems.

| waited on the starboard side of thejet
whilethe plane captain opened the forward
and aft canopies. As soon asthey were up, |
quickly climbed up the starboard boarding
ladder, stepped onto the ECM O 1 boarding
platform, and started to preflight the g ection



... | noticed pressure being exerted on my
back. | thought someone was slapping
me on the backside to get my attention.

sedt. | had just started pulling pinswhen |
noticed pressure being exerted on my back. |
thought someone was sl apping meon the
backsideto get my attention. | looked back and
noticed the canopy closing onme. | immedi-
ately tried to back out of the way, but part of
my SV-2 was caught on the canopy rail, and |
couldn’t get out. Asthe pressureincreased, my
mind raced. My instinctstook over as| tried
onemorelungeto get out of theway. My SV-
2 brokefree, and | entered thefreefall part of
my adventure.

Off balance, | fell off the boarding plat-
formin oneungraceful motion. The EA-6B
boarding platformis seven to eight feet above
thedeck. Thismay not seem like much, but it
makesfor arough landing when your cushion
on the bottom end issteel deck plate.

| hit theflight deck at an anglecloseto
what we practice doing parachute-landing
falls. | was stunned and stayed in aprone
position for aminute or so. | gradually got my
wits about me and started moving various parts
of my body to make sure nothing was broken.
Cautioudly standing up, it seemed likeall my
partswereworking asadvertised. | slowly
started to walk around, and other than having
paininmy right legand elbow, | was pleased
tofind | wasin decent shape. A group of
sguadron maintenance and flight-deck person-
nel had arrived at the scene and were check-
ingon my well-being. | said | wasOK.

My swan dive had resulted fromamis-
communication between the plane captain, on
the port side of the aircraft, and the flight-deck
chief, on the starboard side. The plane captain
had asked the chief, using sign language,
whether the boarding ladder was clear so he
could close the canopies. He got what he
mistakenly thought wastheall-clear signal and
proceeded to shut the canopy, unableto see
my side of thejet.

| felt lucky to comeout of thisincident
with nothing more than afew bumps and
bruises. | could have been crushed by the
canopy, and thefall to theflight deck easily
could have produced afew broken bones. The
fact that | had on my flight gear and helmet
cushioned thefall. Our jet was parked right
next to elevator 1, which wasup at thetime. |
landed onit, and | can only imaginewhat
would have happened had it been lowered.

After chatting with our flight-deck mechs,
| found out that someone had decided to close
the canopy shortly after it was opened, which
iswhy my pilot never climbed up hisside. The
plane captain had just earned hisqual and was
shook up over thewholedeal. He apol ogized
to me. | told him everything was OK and made
surethelessons|earned were clear.

When aircrew enter thejet, thefirst thing
they should do is check to make surethe
internal canopy handlesare pinned. All |
needed to do wastake aquick glance at the
canopy handleto make sureit was pinned, but
| wastoo hurried and busy.

Theexternal handlesfor operating the
canopieson the EA-6B are on the port side of
thejet. You cannot seeif anyoneisonthe
starboard side unlessyou walk over thereto
check or have another person positioned on the
starboard sideto confirm it issafeto closethe
canopy. Any non-verba communications must
be standard and unambiguous.

When opening canopies, plane captainsare
trained toimmediately pinthe canopy handles
ontheinsideof thejet. Thisway the canopies
remain open evenif youtry to closethem
using theexternal handles.

Beinginahurry ontheflight deck isa
good way to get yoursdlf killed. Do thingsright
thefirst time, and you' |l minimizeyour risksin
avery risky business. =4
LCdr. Elstad flies with VAQ-130.
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