Taxiing Our W

simplest of missions: Fly, codeaboard, VFR at

1,000 feet, an arduous straight and level flight
from point A to point B along the Tyrrhenian Coast
near Naples, Italy. It was abeautiful day. We had
two qualified aircraft commanders and two
qualified crew chiefsaboard for what was
usualy abenign, “ bread and butter”
executive-transport flight.

Typical obstaclesto aseamless
flight includelousy westher,

impatient VIPs, and language
barrierswithATC. | wasabout to
discover another one. And |
certainly didn’t think | would have
the fodder for an Approach article so
soonintheday.

Prior to shutting down during the
second half of the event, we had noted
that our tailwheel wasn’t locking into
place. Our airframers manipulated the

tailwheel until it locked. When we started up,
we engaged the head and proceeded onward

into thetaxi checklist. | signaled the plane
captain to remove chocks and landing gear
pins, looked down to the checklist, looked up
again, and saw athumbsup.

That’swhat | thought | had seen, anyway. It
turned out that the plane captain had been giving
asignal for astuck pin, starboard side. Togive
thissigna, hegrasped hisindex and middlefinger

on one hand with the other. Hissignal wascorrect,
but histhumb was absently sticking up—thefalse
thumbsupthat | thought | saw. Thinking al was
proceeding according to plan, | cleared my side
(port side), seeing oneaircrewman with chocksover
| hisshoulder and a“remove beforeflight” flag

o flapping from oneof the pinsinhishand.

Continuing the checklit, | told my copilot to
unlock thetailwheel, wait for our crew to climb
aboard, and call ready for taxi. She had recog-
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nized the stuck-pin signal from the plane captain
and had rel eased the parking brake (an H-3 trick
for unsticking astuck pin) and had also complied
with my call for unlocking theaircraft tailwhed!.

Here' swhere disaster loomed. The crew chief
was underneath the starboard sponson, trying to
unseat the landing-gear pin, when my copilot
rel eased the brakes. The aircraft began to taxi
about the chocked right mainmount, because of the
inertiain the head. | noticed wewere pivoting
right, glanced at the confused plane captain, and
promptly asked my copilot to apply the brakes. She
was astep ahead of me. It wasn't the best timeto
note that the brake was“mushy,” and it took afew
extrafractions of asecond to build enough pres-
sure on that brake to stop the aircraft. The crew-
man on the starboard
side had gotten clear
when he noticed the
aircraft moving. The
helicopter had rotated
about 10to 15 degrees
to theright and up onto the chocksthat were till
inserted on the starboard side.

We chocked the port side and gathered the
crew on ICSto talk about what had happened. On
the recommendation of another senior aircrewman
present for thelaunch, | signaled for alift to lighten
the pressure on the starboard side chock. That
way, the ground crew could work it free, instead of
having to forcibly removethe chock with thefull
weight of theaircraft onit. After the chock was
removed, we regrouped and gathered our senses.
Then, with the aircraft chocked, pinned, and
tailwheel locked, we started over on thetaxi
checklist and eventually completed themission.

At the end of the day, we gathered the entire
launch crew and aircraft crew to collect all the
perspectives on what had happened during those
few moments of abotched taxi. We discovered a
few thingsand drew afew conclusions.

His signal was correct, but his

thumb was absently sticking up...

Some of the ground crew thought that when
the plane captain signasto unlock thetailwhed, it
doesn't actually unlock until the aircraft starts
taxiing. Thismisconceptioniswhat gavethe
crewman under the right sponson a sense of
security whilefreeing the stuck pin. In actudlity,
thetailwheel isunlocked as soon asthe pilot
activatesthe handlein the cockpit, so thepilotin
theright seat will havefull control of theaircraft
and won'’t need to swap controlsto unlock the
tailwhed.

The plane captain hadn’t immediately re-
sponded when he noticed something out of the
ordinary. He should have used standard NATOPS
hand signalsand immediately taken control of the
Situation. From his perspective, hehadn’t givena
“chocksand pinsre-
moved” thumbsup, soit
took alittlewhileto
figure out that the pilots
had recognizedit as
such. Thesecritica
fractions of asecond accounted for the 10to 15
degrees of pivot and aright mainmount balancing
on top of achock.

The most important lesson wasfor me. Just a
few morewordswith the copilot would have
prevented this situation. Despite having thought I'd
seen a“thumbsup,” | hadn’t asked her if she
could see her crewman with the chock prior to
directing that the tailwheel be unlocked.

After our meeting, | reflected on the break-
downinACT among our crew and thelaunch
crew. We had witnessed an instantaneous and
critical lapsein communication, Situationa aware-
ness, and, most importantly, leadership (on my part,
astheaircraft commander). ACT appliesanytime
you work with other peopletoward acommon
goal. Our goal asalaunch crew and aircrew was
totaxi safely. Weamost didn’t. -
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