Is your Seatbelt Fastened?

By Lt. Jeff Callaway, E-2C
It was a beautiful Hawaiian night as we launched off the USS Nimitz (CVN 68) in the mighty E-2C Hawkeye 2000. I was flying in the left seat, my XO backing me up in the right. We shot off the carrier and loitered on-station for a double cycle, approximately 60 miles from mom. Early in the flight, I remember needing to get something out of my helmet bag, which was latched around the seat adjustment levers, located on the right aft end of my seat. I yanked the bag off the levers and onto my lap, then returned it to its normal stowed place, re-latching it around the seat adjustment levers. Sometime during that flight as well,  (I can’t remember the sequence of events), I noticed two unusual clicking, metal-on-metal sounds. I glanced over my left shoulder at my port engine to make sure things were good outside…nothing out there was immediately obvious. I then took my oxygen mask bayonet fittings and knocked it up against the side window and railing, wondering if that was the noise I had heard. The sounds didn’t match exactly, but with the engines checking good visually and on the instruments, I chalked it up to one of those random Hummer sounds, and continued with the flight.

An hour or so later, with our mission complete, we began our descent to the marshal stack for a TRAP-CAT-TRAP. Getting my game face on for the CASE III recovery, I reached down to tighten my lap belts to get my “seat-of-the pants” feel for the ball. As I attempted to tighten the lap belts, they gave way a little more than usual, and the angle for pulling to tighten them seemed different. Earlier in the flight, I had pulled on the straps twice and thought they were already as tight as possible. Kind of strange, but it was only a momentary distraction as I continued with the recovery. 

After pushing out of marshal and getting on Final Bearing, we dropped the gear and started the landing checks at about 5 miles. On the challenge, “HARNESS”, I reached down and placed my seat lever in the locked position. This position “locks” the inertial reel, preventing you from thrusting forward on a trap. As I locked my seat, I neglected to lean forward to check that I was actually locked. Instead, I concentrated on my needles, flying “on-and-on” to three-quarters of a mile. XO made the ball call and I flew a decent pass to the 3-wire. Once we caught the wire, the plane quickly decelerated… but I didn’t. I was violently thrust forward, nearly face-planting on the dashboard. Luckily, my cat-like reflexes saved me a few teeth. I was able to get my arms extended in time. Pushing myself back onto my seat, I taxied out of the landing area as quickly as possible to get on cat 1. My XO was laughing at me thinking that I had forgotten to lock my harness. We then started to knock out the takeoff checks approaching cat 1. Again, as we reached the challenge, “HARNESS”, I reached down and felt that I was indeed ALREADY in the locked position. 

After insisting to my XO that it was locked, I once again reached down to tighten my lap belts. This time, the belts came out at a totally wrong angle. I told the XO something was wrong with the seat…it felt almost like the thing was…de-rigged. He inspected immediately and confirmed that was the case…my parachute assembly was completely detached from the seat. 

By this time, we were lined up on catapult one, tower anxious to kick us off the deck to prep for the remainder of the recovery. The XO immediately told tower that the pilot’s seat was de-rigged and that we needed a minute or two on the cat to fix it. However, since I didn’t know how to re-rig it, we had to switch seats so my XO could do it. A minute or two turned into five, six, as tower kept pressing for time estimates. When we finally re-rigged the seat, it was too late. We were told to spin off the cat for a shutdown.

During the longest two-minutes in Naval Aviation, the Hawkeye’s Low Speed Ground Idle requirement, we were trying to figure out how the seat got de-rigged. It very well might have been when I grabbed my helmet bag and brought it up to my lap early in the flight. The bag could have caught the harness release handle on the way up, de-rigging the seat and causing the metal-on-metal clicks. It’s certainly possible, since the release lever is near the seat adjustment handles, where I had originally latched my bag. 

After the flight, I was talking about the incident with the maintenance control chief. Initially, I didn’t think the situation was that dangerous, but then I started thinking about the consequences. Someone asked what would have happened if I had boltered…would I have been thrust forward enough to accidentally push the yoke forward, boltering into the water?  Good question, but probably not. There would not have been a significant deceleration to throw me out of the seat and into the yoke. Probably the worst-case scenario, other than bashing in my face, would have been losing control of the rudder pedals on the trap. Coming completely out of the seat would have put my legs at an odd angle, making it difficult to manipulate the rudders. Generally, when a Hummer traps, we need to feed in right rudder to prevent skidding veering to the left during deceleration, which would could possibly blow a tire, perhaps even kicking the tail to the right. If I had happened to land right of centerline without feeding in right rudder, I could have potentially hit a parked jet with the aircraft’s tail.

My lessons learned?  First, learn how to re-rig a seat. The next morning, all the pilots were dragged out of the rack to get “re-rig” training (sorry guys). Second, make sure to lean forward and double-check that the harness is locked every time you run the checklist. After all, the purpose of the step isn’t to ensure the lever is in the locked position, but rather that the pilot is actually locked into the seat. 

This situation was a good reminder for me to pay attention to the little details during checklists, and that when something doesn’t seem right, it probably isn’t. I should have done a little more investigation into the unusual metal-on-metal sound. Had I done that, I may have caught the de-rigged seat sooner, thus preventing a potentially dangerous situation on the trap and, God forbid, the loss of the XO’s night trap. 

Lt. Callaway flies with VAW-117.

