Almost a Bad Take Off

By Lt. Donald Costello, EA-6B  

It was a nice cool and clear night in October at NAS Whidbey Island. I had just been made an NVD-Instructor and was asked to fly with a sister squadron to complete one of their department heads on a NVD-3 syllabus event. The Start and Taxi portions of the hop were uneventful, but as we approached the hold short, we had no idea how bad things would become. There were 4 squadrons conducting CCAs on RWY 13 with 8 jets waiting to takeoff. On this hop, we were doing individual takeoffs out to the MOA, and the lead was number 7 in the line. Somehow we ended up number 9 when an FRS jet cut in line between the lead and us.

Shortly before we approached the front of the line, tower instructed all aircraft in the hold short to expedite takeoffs once cleared. Our lead was given permission to takeoff, and he departed toward the MOA with no problems. Following the lead’s departure, as one of the CCA jets touched down, we were given permission to takeoff. The FRS jet ahead of us then said, “Puget 17 is number one in the hold short.” The instructor in the control tower then canceled our takeoff instructions and cleared the Puget to take off inside of another CCA jet on a 6-mile final. We were told to continue holding short. 

Just after the FRS jet started its takeoff roll, we were given position and hold instructions.  Once we took the runway, I ran the engines up to 85%, eagerly awaiting clearance to takeoff. After about 20 seconds, I started to get a little worried. I was about to call tower and ask how long the delay would be, when I noticed the LSO wave off lights illuminate. Shortly thereafter, a mighty Prowler passed directly over us, close aboard. 

The instructor in the tower took the con again and asked which aircraft was pause and hold. The tower was confused as to which instruction they had given us and we confirmed that we had been cleared to pause and hold. After about 30 seconds of tower deliberation, we finally received our takeoff clearance, proceeded to the MOA and had an uneventful flight. The whole time we were airborne, we kept wondering if the tapes would confirm the “pause and hold” instruction.

The next morning at 0800, I met with the tower controllers to listen to the tapes. The tapes ultimately cleared my jet of any negligence, but that unfortunately, didn’t make me feel better about the situation. Tapes can’t bring back the dead!  If it had been a low visibility night and if paddles had not been paying attention in the shack, we would have had a prowler land right on top of us. 

A few learning points came out:

1.  If you are ever pause and hold for more than a few seconds and no one is talking to you, it is time to ask questions. 

2.  Controllers are human and therefore will make mistakes. Task saturation affects everyone and when the SA bubble dwindles, catastrophe can strike.

Lt. Costello flies with VAQ-133.

