The “C” Word

By Lt. Josh Greene, E-2C
Complacency.  Whether we talk about ORM or CRM, the word inevitably comes up in naval aviation today.  We hear it so much that it starts to go in one ear and out the other.  Why should I concern myself with something that could never happen to me.  But, isn’t the attitude, “I know what I’m doing so it can’t happen to me,” the very definition of complacency?  And if “it” can’t happen to me, how did I find my E-2 shuddering down the catapult track leaving a trail of rubber behind it?

It should have been an easy flight.  It was an early afternoon launch for a double cycle mission early in COMPTUEX.  I, as aircraft commander, was sitting copilot that day.  Our pilot was a 3P who had been in the squadron for more than six months and had completed a previous underway period with the squadron.  Everything proceeded normally as we taxied from the aft hummer hole to the bow cats.  We completed all of our checks, taxied onto catapult two, and prepared for launch.  As the pilot ran up the engines in tension, I saw a knob fall off the pilot’s BDHI onto the cockpit floor.  I felt that rather than take the cat shot and lose track of the FOD, the sensible thing would be to suspend, secure the knob, and continue from there.  We did precisely that and quickly explained the problem to tower.  Within one minute, we had found and secured the FOD and were ready to go.  

Tower informed us that we would now have to wait ten minutes for the normal launch, as we had previously been scheduled as an early launch.  With that news, the pilot reset the parking brake and we waited.  A few minutes early, the deck turned green, the shuttle was brought back into position and we were signaled into tension.  As the pilot brought the power levers up into the flight range, I scanned the circuit breakers and engine instruments as the copilot normally would.  Everything was in the operating range so, with concurrence from the pilot and the mission commander, I saluted the shooter.

As soon as we started down the cat stroke, it was clear that something was wrong.  The airplane was shuddering somewhat violently and wobbling back and forth.  Was it a bad shot?  Did we do something wrong?  Before I had a chance to complete these thoughts, we were flying.  As we had our end speed and were climbing away, I did not want to change our configuration until we figured out what happened.  As we clearly had some problem on the launch and the need to climb, the pilot instinctually, and perhaps not incorrectly, went to raise the gear.  He won the race to the gear handle.  As the gear came up, I glanced in my mirror to see tatters of rubber disappearing into the right wheel well.  Concurrently, tower called over the radio that they suspected we blew both our main tires.  We had left the parking brake set!  A Super Hornet joined on us overhead the carrier and confirmed that we did blow both our main mounts, but that there did not appear to be any further damage.  With that news and the signal to divert, we as a crew discussed and executed all of the applicable items in NATOPS as well as discussing the specifics of our divert field.  We performed a side-to-side crew switch so that I could land the already damaged airplane, and we proceeded to a relatively uneventful short-field arrestment at NAS North Island.

I learned some important lessons that afternoon.  First, checklists exist for a reason.  People can be forgetful, no matter how may times you have gone through the checks in the past.  Checklists are there to mitigate that problem.  We went through all our checks before the launch, but then suspended.  In the rush to launch the second time, we never reviewed the take-off checks complete.  In the E-2’s take-off checks, “parking brake off” is the second to last step!  Foremost, I learned that “it” can happen to me.  Complacency is real.  Absolute attention to every facet of a flight is required everytime.
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