VFA-147      FA-18

Little Things

By Ltjg. James Reynolds 

If there is one big lesson to be learned in Naval Aviation, it is that the little things can and will try to get you. I taxied out for a night laser guided bomb strike during the NAS Lemoore phase of Strike Fighter Advanced Readiness Program, in a FA-18C Hornet, not thinking about the “little things”.

With about a month of Hornet fleet time, a night vision goggle qualification newly under my belt, and a large cup of coffee I started my day with a lecture at 1100. As expected, takeoff was at 2200 with no moon. I raced to get my on-deck checks finished as I taxied out to the hold short, completing them just prior to taking the 9500 feet of remaining runway for a 10 second go.

The takeoff started as all others do. After 10 seconds, I put my throttles to maximum afterburner, checked the Integrated Fuel/Engine Indicator, and started down the runway. Unlike other takeoffs at about 80-100 knots, the Master Caution light and warning tone drew my attention to the EXT TANK caution on the left display. Realizing this caution does not require an abort for an ashore takeoff, I opted to continue. Out of habit, I attempted to rotate without reference to airspeed or runway distance remaining markers. The jet does not rotate at 135 knots. 

Thinking that I was faster than I was and unable to rotate, I pulled the throttles out of afterburner. This instinctive reaction (read: fast hands) bought me a high-speed abort. 

I knew that I had started an abort, and likewise knew not to change that decision. I checked the throttles to idle, stood on the brakes and extended the speedbrake thinking I had less runway than in actuality. As I slowed—rapidly—I remembered to start looking for where I was on the runway. By the time I saw the 3 board, I was already approaching taxi speed. 

You can probably guess where this is headed. The whole trip up to 135 knots and back took only about 6500 feet. I cleared the runway and started taxiing back to the line when some plane captains on our line saw my left brake smoke, and then ignite the tire on fire. They relayed via handheld radios through maintenance control to our SDO, who told me to egress. It is a long jump from the leading edge extension when you know you have caused an incident. 

What can we glean from this?  During the months preceding, I became very cavalier about runway ops. I knew my rotation and liftoff speeds and could have rattled them off pretty quickly that night. On the other hand, I did not incorporate takeoff distance into my scan, nor did I proactively enforce a standardized scan pattern every takeoff. Additionally, I did not think how a minor caution could affect my scan pattern. Instead, I was thinking about what was happening next—weapons checks, joinup, and other admin items. I became a passenger in my own jet, vulnerable to both time compression and inaccurate “seat of the pants” feel at one of the most critical (and dangerous) phases of flight. Inexperience, low situational awareness, and a weak scan pattern coupled to a minor caution led to a bad rotation decision, a bad abort decision and excessive abort mechanics.
Clearly this could have been much, much worse. Anti-skid failures, blown tires, a wet runway and a host of other complications could have ended this flight tragically. Triggers in your procedures to initiate quick checklists can help indicate if you are behind the aircraft. For example, reciting the settle off the catapult emergency procedure passing the jet blast deflector, or saying proper takeoff speeds and abort procedures and crossing the hold short. Know what “little things” you are up against, and it could save you an embarrassing (or much worse) night of flying.              

Ltjg. Reynolds flies with VFA-147.

*********************

-----Original Message-----
From: Paddock, Ian B LT (VFA-147) 
Sent: Wednesday, July 26, 2006 17:04
To: Stewart, Jack CIV NAVSAFECEN 71B
Subject: Brake Fire Egress Approach Article
Sir,
    Here's an article submission from one of the Argos. Please let me know if you have any questions or need attritional information.
V/r, 
"Jimi" 
LT Ian Paddock 
VFA-147 Safety Officer 
559.998.3602 
ian.paddock@navy.mil 
ian.paddock@navy.smil.mil 
