Wings Away—Oops!

By Ltjg. Lucas Argobright, E-2C
It was a sunny spring day and we were scheduled for an overnight out and in to Osan AB, Korea from our base at NAF Atsugi, Japan for a little bit of shopping and some good training. The brief was early to facilitate going out to a range in South Korea for some in-flight checks with our brothers in the U.S. Air Force. The flight consisted of myself as a qualified 2P (Second Pilot), the copilot acting as CAPC (Carrier Air Plane Commander), a CICO (Mission Commander) in the center seat, a qualified CICO sitting in the ACO (Air Control Officer) seat, and a qualified ACO in the RO (Radar Operator) seat. 

We briefed the flight one hour and forty-five minutes prior to the takeoff time. Each member of the flight was directed to grab important items such as the ADB, Locking Bars, Tool kit, etc. We walked approximately one hour prior to takeoff time just to give us some extra time to troubleshoot the airplane if necessary. It would be a three and a half hour flight to Osan and we were all eager to get there. It was going to be a pretty standard flight and we knew we had this thing suitcased. 

The CAPC, CICO, and I conducted the normal external preflight and found no discrepancies. All members of the flight moved inside and began the standard prestart checks. As the NFOs ran their preflight checks in the back, the copilot and I got situated in the cockpit and began our prestart checks. I went through all the switches and knobs, making sure they were in the proper position for start. As a pilot you want to touch all switches to make sure they are in the right position. However, the wingfold lever has always been one that I have shied away from touching due to a caution in the C-2 

NATOPS that also applies to the Hawkeye. The caution states, “Electrical power must be applied to the aircraft before hydraulic pressure to ensure wing movement in direction of wing fold selector setting. If this is not done, wings will go to the position last selected when electrical power was supplied regardless of position of the fold selector.” So, if the switch is placed in the spread position while working on the bird with external power, but moved to fold after power is removed, the wings will spread if hydraulic pressure is applied before power.

When sitting in the pilot seat it is also difficult to see the wing fold lever and the wing lock as they are blocked by the power levers. The wings were folded when I walked to the plane, so naturally I assumed that the wingfold lever was in the proper position as it had been for hundreds of other starts. Every pilot knows that it is a bad thing to assume that something is in the right position without physically or visually verifying it first. At the wingfold and flap challenge of the checklist I replied “20 degrees, folded, and corresponding” with only a glance at the wingfold to verify its position. Seeing the wing lock down, I continued the checks. Neither the copilot nor I realized that although the wing lock was down, the wingfold lever itself was in the spread position. 

I briefed the huffer start of the right engine and, with no questions from the crew, signaled the plane captain to plug up the huffer. After the signal from the PC that it was plugged and the safety chain was in place and ready for starts, I asked the copilot to check chocked, plugged, manned and the prop area clear. The copilot checked outside and cleared me for the starts. I put the condition lever to run, toggled the engine start switch, and signaled for air. Starting airflow was indicated by an increase in the pressure and suction gauges with a corresponding rise in hydraulic indicator. The copilot and I both heard a louder then usual thump in the aircraft as the hydraulic system came alive. 

The copilot looked outside the window and saw the safety chain waving their hands frantically to the PC indicating that something was wrong. Initially, we had no idea what the issue was but we both knew something wasn’t right and when all else fails, kill the start. I secured the engine with the condition lever on CAPC’s direction and signaled the plane captain to secure the huffer. As everything began to spool down, the copilot looked down and realized that the wingfold lever was in the spread position. He placed it to fold, but at this point the hydraulic flow had stopped as the engine wound down. With the wings off their locks and the hydraulic flow secured, the weight of the wings had brought them into the path of a NC-10 power cart placed nearby.

The resulting damage was minimal as there was no hydraulic force to spread the wings further. As the wings began to droop they made contact with the NC-10s. The NC-10 took the brunt of the blow as the doors were bent and ripped free of their hinges by the weight of the wings. Luckily only two small holes were torn into the wing rubber deice boots, and were repaired by maintenance in a short time. As a crew we took a step back, gathered our thoughts, and rebriefed for a start with the wings partially unfolded. The start was uneventful as the wings came up and locked the second time with the switches in the right position. We made it to Osan later that evening. 

My CAPC and I talked about the many lessons we both learned from the flight. As a pilot and copilot, it is necessary to check all switches and levers for proper position prior to start. This means putting eyes and hands on all switches and levers. This is especially important on the boat where space is at a premium as the mighty Hummer is usually packed in next to helos or hornets. Hindsight being 20-20, the louder than usual thump should have cued us into the wings coming off their pegs. Reversing the spread of the wings could have easily solved the problem. The CICO also noted that they could have helped the matter by drawing attention to the wings since they would have been the first to see them move in the airplane. The safety chain did an outstanding job during the start. 

As soon as they saw something wrong, they immediately signaled to the PC to kill the start. If not for them, the damage to the NC-10 or the aircraft could have been much greater. In the end no one was hurt, which was the most important thing, and everyone in the crew learned important lessons which none of us hope too ever repeat.

Ltjg. Argobright flies with VAW-115.

