Almost a Sideways Cat Shot

By Cdr. Karl Thomas, E-2C 

It was a very dark night during COMPTUEX as we taxied up to cat 2—all the good lessons start out this way and this one is no exception.  We were scheduled for a dynamic strike mission so the NFOs were in the back talking to “NP” (the strike warfare commander) as he provided new target coordinates and changed our target priorities.  Throughout a good portion of COMPTUEX the E-2 had been launching early, 10 minutes ahead of the rest of air wing.  This 10 minute early launch almost always showed up on the airplan, or proceeded a large force strike or air defense exercise…. not usually a relatively simple dynamic strike mission.  

We were taxiing up to the cat about 15 minutes before the top of the hour.  I asked the front end if there was any chance we would launch early.  It is SOP in E-2 squadrons to have the copilot provide running commentary for the NFOs in the back to keep up their situational awareness.  They said they thought the shuttle was forward, but they weren’t positive.  We continued scribbling down coordinates and determining how we would apportion our assets. The copilot mentioned we were crossing the JBD—no sweat—wings were folded and I figured we were just getting into position a little early.  We continued about our business in the back, getting comm checks and prepping for our mission.  The pilots then began to spread the wings.

I was getting a little anxious at this point, but checked my watch and saw that we had about 13 minutes until the scheduled launch time.  I asked the pilots again… “confirm we have a red deck and the shuttle is forward?”  
The pilots couldn’t see the lights on the bow, as they apparently weren’t working so they thought the deck was red.   The director and shooter didn’t show any signs that they were preparing to launch us.  The word came back to us in the back that they didn’t think so.  Unbeknownst to the pilots, the shuttle was already back and we had actually been taxied up into it.  Remember, it was dark.

We usually keep the ditching hatch in our combat information center compartment shut until we cross the jet blast deflector (JBD), unless we don’t expect to launch right away.  Keeping the hatch in helps keep the noise down and allows us to communicate and continue with system checks.  It was about 11 minutes until launch, three NFOs were sitting sideways in the back, and all of a sudden the power levers started to come forward.  I had a P-CICO (NFO under training to be a mission commander) in the middle seat and I was the one underneath the ditching hatch all the way in the back.  I immediately pulled open the ditching hatch, stowed it, turned myself frontward and simultaneously threw the CICO’s seat forward realizing we were in a bad situation and way behind where we should be.  Crew coordination had seriously broken down.

The E-2 started shaking and vibrating as we scrambled to ensure our seats were locked forward, visors were down and we were prepared for the cat shot.  We ended up suspending, not because the NFOs called it—although we should have—but because it took the pilots so long to get their lights on showing they were ready for launch.  The runup had caught them by surprise as well, as they didn’t receive the normal crisp signals and didn’t realize they were getting put into tension.  After all, it was a dark night.

As we conducted our crew debrief and tried to figure out the chain of events.  We concluded that we had a fundamental breakdown in communication between the flight deck and our cockpit, and between our cockpit and the NFOs in the back.  Because we didn’t expect to launch until the top of the hour, we were also extremely complacent in our preparation for launch as we crossed the JBD and got into position on the cat.  Not able to see any deck status lights, the pilots incorrectly assumed the deck was red and took the inaction by the launch crew as a signal we were still 10 minutes away.

Had we been launched after that first runup, it would have been about 30 seconds from the time the three NFOs in the back were sitting sideways.  I doubt anything serious would have come out of it other than some damaged professional pride, although I’m not sure.  However, had we had a cold cat shot or an aircraft malfunction and had to ditch off the cat, I’m pretty sure the three NFOs in the back either wouldn’t have survived the ditch or would have been disoriented enough not to find their way out of the aircraft.  Any time you cross the JBD and especially when your wings are spread, you need to treat it as though you may go flying.  Getting that last mission data or making that last point entry isn’t worth the risk of a ride on your side down the catapult!
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