Tankers, Ski

By Capt. Jason Arthaud

lethal machines operating ontoday’ sbattlefield.

Onewouldthink working insidethe“ deadliest,
most survivable of tanks’ would beardatively safe
place. Unfortunately, onetank platoon discovered how
equally destructivethistank can beto crewmembers,
especially when they bypass procedures.

During alive-firetactical exercise, thetank crew
fireda120mm SABOT round into an enemy tank
target. Knowing the blast would give away their posi-
tion, the platoon SOP wasto back up and seek out a
different firing position.

Oncethegun fired, theloader opened the ammuni-
tion compartment and pulled the next round from the
ammunition rack. At the sametime, thedriver cranked
thethrottle, and thetank lurched backward. Thejolt
launched the 53-pound round free of itscompartment,
and the base slammed into theloader’s chest.

Though winded and knocked off balance, he caught
theround, flipped it, and pivoted forward to placeitin
thebreech. Hefigured he’ d catch himself by falling
against theloader guard. Unfortunately, he missed the
guard, and hismomentum slammed hischest against the
breech and whipped his head over the breech-block.

T he M1A1 main battle tank isone of the most

1 When the tank took off in reverse,
s theloader lost control of the round
and it struck his chest and knocked

him toward the breech.
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pPing a Step?
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The loader missed the loader 3 While over the breech, the tank
guard, fell over the breech, and « crested aslight rise. The stabilized
attempted to shove the round gun swung down to stay on target,
home. and the breech-block swung up and

crushed the loader’s head.
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Photo by Cpl. Rick T. O'Connor

One would think working inside the
“deadliest, most survivable of tanks”
would be a relatively safe place.

Rather than righting himself, he attempted to shovethe
round home.

Whiletheloader frantically worked tofinishre-
loading, the tank commander peered from his cupola
to help thedriver avoid boulders and dry creek
beds. The 68-ton tank lumbered backward until the
commander noticed asmall riseintheir path and a
deep ditch behind it—he screamed for the driver to
stop. Thedriver released the throttle, stomped the
brake to thefloor, and halted the tank just short of
theditch.

Turning forward, thecommander searched for anew
firing position, and thegunner scanned for targetsthrough
hissght. Whilelooking through hissight, thegunner
noticed theready-to-fire-box wasn'tlit. Thisindicated that
the main gunwasn’toaded or armed. The gunner turned
toinvestigatethe hold-up, and noticed apartly loaded
round protruding from the breech. Helooked over his

shoulder, justintimeto seetheloader stagger against the
sideof theturret and makeamuffled cry for help.

“Ohmy God,” the gunner said, ashe noticed a
deep gash running from the loader’s ear to his mouth.
Hewas bleeding badly from hiscut, and hisleft eye
was hanging out of its socket—Iying on his cheek.
The gunner yelled for the lieutenant, and together
they hel ped theloader climb out of the tank. Within
15 minutes, the critically injured lance corporal was
flying to aregional medical center. Thelance corpo-
ral survived, but he has undergone extensivere-
constructive surgery, and doctors were unableto
save hiseye.

What went wrong? The post mishap LTI showed the
tank and al guardswerein placeand controlswere
working properly. Theloader normally served asthe
driver, but hewasqualified asaloader and had recently
passed therequired gunner’sexam.
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Examination of thetank found that the gun-turret drive
(GTD) switchwasinthewrong position whenthelance
corporal triedto re-load. The GTD switch, operated
solely by theloader, should have been set to EL
UNCPL. Thissetting locksthe gun and keepsthe
commander and gunner frommoving it up or down. If the
main-gunislocked at zero degree el evation, aloader can
safely load and move about hisstation. Investigators
found theloader skipped thisstep.

By not switching the GTD to the elevation-un-
coupled position, the gun wasstill under the com-
mander and gunner’s control, adangerous condition for
loading while moving. When thetank backed over the
riseintheroughterrain, the gunner wastracking a
target. Sincethemain gun was stabilized, “ daved tothe
sight,” it moved up and down as hecessary to stay on
target. Theloader’shead was over the breech when the
tank crawled over thedlight risein the ground. When
thetank crested therise, the muzzle end of thegun
depressed to stay on target, and the breech end swung
up and crushed the loader’s head.

Further investigation found that though the TM
statesthe loader must placethe GTD switchinthe EL
UNCPL position beforeloading, the FM doesnot. The
unit’'s SOPstated specifically to leavethe GTD set to
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POWER. Captain Rush, the OIC of the Marine Corps
detachment at armor school, said, “ Tankersfocus more
on the Tank Gunnery FM for gunnery operations, not
theTM.” The FM isthe primary source of drills, and
checklists used to teach |oading and re-loading at the
School of Armor in Fort Knox, aswell asinthe FMF.

Theloader test isadministered from aparked
stationary tank, using dummy rounds. During testing, the
tank isn’'t powered, so sudden movements of themain
gun are not aconcern. Since previouseditions of the
FM doesnot list placingthe GTD switchto EL
UNCPL asastepinloading, Marines, until recently,
haven'’t been trained to do so. The simplified task
breakdowns used to test and gauge proficiency may
have unintentionally skewed emphasisto speed, rather
than procedure.

Isitreally necessary to havethemain gunin EL
UNCPL all thetime?According to the TM, and now
the FM, yes, at |east when moving. Many tankers
consider thefeature aconveniencefor useonly if and
when the gun is depressed or elevated at extreme
angles. Using EL UNCPL in astationary tank may
seem unnecessary. However, when the gun is pow-
ered, and thetank ismoving over rough terrain, you
risk repeating this mishap.

Sincethe FM isthe parent sourcefor most training
SOPs, omitting this step from the FM and the gunnery
skill testshasresulted in confusion and debate over
what isoptiona and what isrequired. All tankersare
awarethat placing any part of their body over or under
astabilized maingunisdangerous. TheMarineinthis
case knew the danger, but he wasthrown over the
breech. Thiswasnot afreak occurrence. Therehave
been smilar incidents, which haveresultedinonefataity
and several near-misses.

Most Marinesdon’t use EL UNCPL as described.
Many Marines, including thelance corporal inthis
mishap, weretrained specifically not to useit. Maybeto
avoid damming thegun around, or becauseit isn’t listed
inthe TCGST. Thesetests cover selected actionsthe
crew must perform in combat. Some stepsaren’t listed
inthe checklistsfor agraded, timed evaluation, but that

A Marine removes a round from the ready
munition compartment.



GTD panel

Arming Lever

is set to EL UNCPL, the gun automatically moves back to POWERED when

The ARM/SAFE in the up, ARM, position. If the GUN/TURRET DRIVE switch l
the arming lever is raised to the ARM position. "

doesn’t mean you can disregard the TM’smore
detailed procedures and warnings.

Inthiscase, the GTD switch wasin POWER
when the lance corporal attempted to re-load. When
he moved the arming lever to SAFE, the gun stayed
stabilized. If hehad placed the GTD switchin EL
UNCPL and left it there, the gun would haveleveled
itself and locked at zero degrees when he pushed the
lever to SAFE. It would have automatically switched
back to power when theloader flipped the arming
lever to ARM. Once armed, thegun instantly realigns
itself with the sight, and the commander and gunner
areabletofire.

Theinstructorsat Fort Knox estimate that most
tank crewmen, unlessrecent graduates of the armor
school, are probably skipping thisloading step. The
Marine detachment and the master gunnersbranch at
Fort Knox haveincluded “ensure GTD isset to eleva-
tion-coupled,” asanew stepinthe TCGST. The FM,

The GUN/TURRET DRIVE panel switch has three settings; EL UNCPL, POWERED and
MANUAL. Once set to EL UNCPL, the gun automatically returns to POWERED and back
to EL UNCPL as the arming lever is raised to the ARM position or lowered to SAFE.

Lift

17-12, dso hasincluded, “ To make surethemain gun
can beloaded safely acrossall typesof terrain, the
GTD switchintheloader’sposition must remaininthe
EL UNCPL position.”

Thedraft hasbeen approved, but sinceit isnew,
you may havedifficulty obtaining copies. For additiona
information or copiesof these changes, contact the
Marine Corpsdetachment at Fort Knox or thearmy
doctrinebranch.

Capt Arthaud can be reached at jarthaud@
safetycenter.navy.mil.

*Capt. Lee Rush, Marine detachment, DSN 464-2846,
rushl @ftknox16cav-emhl12.army.mil

*Capt. Michael Skaggs, Marine detachment, DSN 464-2335,
skaggsmd@semper.usme.mil

*SSgt. Keith Eisenmenger, Gunnery Doctrine Branch, DSN
464-5505, eisenmenger k@ftknox6-emh3.army.mil
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