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Fly Like You Train—Adaptability/Flexibility 

By LCdr. Greg Robinson, C-130             


We fly like we train because in crises we revert to our training. This well-established tenet of aviation is why we make training as realistic as possible. But sometimes our training leads us away from our best available option. That’s why adaptability/flexibility is such an important part of CRM.
We were on the last mission of a WESTPAC C-130 detachment. It was a dark night at a nearly deserted foreign field, with tropical cumulus and rain showers in the area. Getting taxi clearance took patience and persistence since we didn’t speak the local language and accents were a mutual problem. 
The pilot turned onto the runway center line and stopped the plane for our line-up checks. As the plane slowed we heard an ominous grinding sound.

The FE said “That doesn’t sound good.”  The loadmaster reported the sound was coming from the port mainmount.

“Okay, we’re not flying with that,” I said. “Let’s take it back to the line.”  It took a moment for the controller to understand we had a mechanical problem, but then he cancelled our take-off clearance and we started back.
The pilot had not noticed anything unusual during the taxi out, and the loadmaster didn’t hear anything more as we went back to the ramp. We did not realize we were dragging a brake. We heard the grinding sound again as we pulled into our parking spot.
When the loadmaster set chocks during the shutdown checklist, he reported, “there’s quite a bit of smoke out here. The brakes are smoking!”  On the unlit ramp, he had not been able to see the smoke until he closely approached the wheels.

We quickly finished the secure checks, and the flight engineer went to see for himself. He soon returned to the flight station. “We’ve got a brake fire!”
“Roger that. Let’s do a ground evac.” 
Since I was in the right seat, I ran the checklist. Item two is “TOWER……NOTIFIED (CP).”  In training, we simply say, “Tower notified,” and continue with the drill. But in this situation I was careful to make sure the controller understood we were evacuating for a brake fire and that he knew where we were on the field. I didn’t want to be standing on the ramp watching my airplane burn up, waiting for somebody to notice and call the crash crew. 
Unfortunately, it took a moment. And during that time the rest of the crew was just waiting for the next item while I held the checklist in my hand. I was jarred back on track when the loadmaster shouted over the ICS, “Get going!  We’ve got a brake fire!  Let’s GO!”  He was actually yelling to an extra crewmember while still on hot mike, but he got my attention too. I passed the checklist to the pilot. He and the FE executed the remaining steps while I finished talking to Ground.
Our last challenge came when we secured electrical power and left the plane. The unlit ramp and cloudy sky left our parking area in inky blackness. The fire trucks were coming but they could not see us. I told the crew to gather in groups and point all available flashlights at the approaching trucks.

It turned out to be very minor, at least as brake fires go. Some plastic components got hot enough to shed burning molten drops, but that was it. We didn’t even blow the tires. Two new wheels and some assorted brake parts got us on our way in a couple days. 
Good CRM skills helped keep us safe in what we thought was a more serious situation. Our ingrained training delayed us from getting to important check list items while I chatted with Ground Control. But our equally ingrained adaptability/flexibility made us immediately willing to just pass the checklist to an otherwise idle crew member. That’s how it’s supposed to work.
LCdr. Robinson flies with VR-53.

