Chocked and Chained Is No Protection
By Lt Derek J. Gordon, E-2C
What started out as a routine crew switch and launch, quickly turned into a catastrophe. We were operating in support of Operation Enduring Freedom for over a month and everyone had become adjusted to the routine of long days and long flights. Our crew was supposed to perform a “hot-pump, crew switch,” a procedure that keeps the left engine running while refueling and switching flight crews to minimize turn around time. As we walked down the flight deck to meet our aircraft we started noticing things were already slightly out of the ordinary. Normally the E-2 is parked in the “forward hole”, close to the tower, or aft on the fantail for a hot pump. These positions minimize the risk of collision and interference with other deck operations due to the large footprint of the aircraft. On this night, however, we walked out to find 602 tied down near the forward end of the “Six Pack,” which is a relatively cramped and poorly lit area, not the ideal location for a night time refuel and crew switch on a very large Hawkeye.

I was sitting in the co-pilot seat, and the squadron senior pilot was in the left seat. As we completed the refueling and the fuel hose was removed, we ran through the appropriate checklists and brought the right engine back on line. This is where things began to go awry.

With both engines on line and the aircraft still chocked and chained, we began to strap in and prepare to taxi. We finished up the pre-taxi checklists and were waiting to be broken down when I noticed one of our maintainers signaling with crossed wands to the taxi director of the aircraft taxiing along side of us. I immediately looked back and could see an S-3 coming into view. Looking forward again, I saw our lineman begin emphatically jumping up and down with crossed wands, trying desperately to attain the attention of the S-3’s taxi director. Grasping what was about to happen, but not fully wanting to believe it, I immediately reached for the right Fluid Cut Off Pull Handle (“T-Handle”), which electrically initiates an emergency shut down of the engine. The pilot, seeing me reach for and pull the T-Handle, reached to secure the right Condition Lever, which mechanically secures fuel to the engine.

As I pulled the T-Handle, the aircraft was shaken violently and the air filled with a sound which can only be described as a very large spoon lodging in a very large garbage disposal. We sat for a split second, stunned at what had just happened and watched the S-3 fishtail and careen, barely missing our nose and ending up in the landing area. During this time the pilot and I also noticed our entire front windscreen was coated in a clear liquid. Fearing we were now coated in jet fuel, we quickly secured the other engine and left the aircraft (we later discovered it was hydraulic fluid). Unfortunately, in our rush to secure the second engine and evacuate we failed to inform the CIC crew, who had no view of what happened outside, of the situation except to evacuate. This left them in the very uncomfortable situation of not knowing what to expect upon exiting the aircraft. 
We have all heard the horror stories of the number of casualties that can be caused by spinning propellers on a flight deck, especially when one comes apart. Considering there were two sets of maintainers, plus taxi directors and other flight deck personnel within the immediate vicinity of the accident, you can imagine the scene we were expecting to see upon exiting the aircraft. We would later see the flight deck video and watch, horrified, as the cloud of debris completely enveloped everyone nearby. In fact, pieces of the propeller were later found as far aft as the fantail. It was only due to proper personal protective equipment and a small miracle that no one was seriously injured. In fact, except for a few scrapes and bruises, there were no injuries at all. While the personnel escaped unscathed, the aircraft were another matter.

The left horizontal stabilizer of the S-3 had impacted our right propeller. Our right propeller and prop control assembly were destroyed and the right engine was FODed. A piece of the prop tip had pierced through the fuselage, slicing through a wire bundle containing over 150 wires and imbedded itself in an electronics box. The left engine was also FODed by flying debris despite being shutdown mere seconds after the impact. Other pieces of the prop peppered the flight deck in the surrounded area, giving a sobering idea of the amount of violent energy released in the crunch and just how incredibly lucky we were that no one was injured. The S-3 also suffered structural damage to its tail section. While this may seem like an open and shut case of an errant taxi director or pilot error, neither is true and there is much more to this story. The ensuing safety investigation identified many hazards that we can address. 
On the night of the mishap, a member of the ship’s crew suffered a heart attack and required an immediate MEDEVAC. In order to get within range of shore for the helicopter, the ship went to flank speed during the break between the previous recovery and our scheduled launch. This put approximately 30-40 knots of wind across the deck, creating a difficult environment to taxi in even with all other variables being optimal. 
It was near the end of this peak period of speed that the S-3 was cleared to taxi from the number 1 elevator. The S-3 was to taxi past the E-2 parked in an unusual and constrained location, to the waiting catapult. To compound the situation, not only was it extremely dark and lighting poor, but the deck area the S-3 would have to taxi into was extremely slick from humidity, wear and liquid FOD. As one can see, the holes in the proverbial Swiss cheese had aligned. As the S-3 pulled forward onto the flight deck in high winds, the wheels lost traction and began to slide. Despite the best efforts of the S-3 crew or surrounding deck crew, the aircraft slid diagonally into the spinning propeller of 602.

Perhaps the most valuable lesson learned is the point that in any situation, it is of paramount importance to make sure the entire crew is fully aware of what is occurring. We, in the front cockpit of 602, failed to keep our crew informed of the situation. Had the situation been different, this could have had disastrous consequences. For example, had fuel spilled and a fire erupted on the right side of the aircraft, the CIC crew, unsure of what happened, could have easily decided to egress through the ditching hatch. This action would have thrown the crew headlong into a raging inferno. 
Next is the equally apparent maxim of always staying alert. We had been in theater for a month and complacency could have easily set in. A momentary loss of concentration or daydream during repetitious actions could have resulted in a delay of or failure to secure the engine. This delay could have caused even greater injury and damage. It’s possible that the prop could have severed the wire that carries the electrical signal from the T-handle to secure the engine. If this had been the case and the pilot had not been alert enough to immediately move the Condition Lever to stop as a precautionary backup, the result would have been the same as if the engine were never secured. 

Finally, the maintainers put themselves at a great unnecessary risk by not evacuating the area prior to the mishap. Albeit laudable that they stayed trying to avert a disaster, they stayed well past the point when it became obvious that nothing could be done. A mere 20 feet from the impact site would have cleared them from the debris cloud which they were all fortunate enough to survive. There is a point at which personal safety must take precedence, especially in a situation that has progressed beyond the point of control.

In the end, both aircraft returned to the air a little over a month later. The few scrapes and bruises sustained healed and disappeared to memory and stories told to friends and family. Yet the lessons from this mishap are as poignant today as they were on that night and will remain so tomorrow and into the future. They aren’t new or original, but important concepts to keep on hand: focus, situational awareness and assertiveness. 
Lt. Gordon flies with VAW-123.

