Keep Your Head On a Swivel
By Lt. Casper Mireles, E-2C
It was a normal night during workups off the beautiful California coast. Our squadron, along with the rest of our air wing, was aboard the USS Nimitz (CVN 68), executing routine flight operations. I had done my normal walk-around and mission planning for a standard night ULT (unit level training) 2 v. 2 AIC mission. My crew was fairly experienced, with the exception of one of our newest NFOs. This at-sea period was his first time on an aircraft carrier. However, we had been flying regularly during this underway, so I felt fairly confident that he was comfortable walking up to and around the flight deck at night. 

After the NATOPS brief, my crew gathered our gear from the PR shop, made some last minute pen and ink changes to our kneeboard cards, and got ready for the mission. We then donned our gear and waited for the pilots to finish reading the ADB. The pilots weren’t quite ready to walk, so the NFO’s decided to walk ahead to get a head start on the pre-flight. We were told right before walking that the plane was spotted in the forward Hummer hole. Since the previous launch was already complete, we thought the recovery was complete as well. We therefore decided to walk out to the flight deck from just forward of our ready room, right next to catapult one. It seemed much more convenient than doing the weave-around-the-blue-tile hike to the frame 180 exit.

Soon after stepping out on the catwalk, my junior NFO started to climb up to the flight deck, right beneath a turning Hornet. I immediately grabbed the back of his gear and pulled him back. He stopped, knelt down and looked at me with a confused look. I motioned for him to follow me and we continued walking aft on the catwalk, searching for a clear and unobstructed spot for us to step up to the flight deck. 

Once we found a clear spot (about fifty feet aft of the turning Hornet), we stepped up to the flight deck, where a couple of Hornets were taxiing around from the previous recovery. I had it in my mind to stay out of their and the yellow shirts’ way. In doing so, we ended up pretty close to the LA (landing area), still trying to navigate to our aircraft. Since I hadn’t heard or seen any aircraft recover, I thought that the recovery was complete, and that I was clear to walk past the foul line, into the LA. I was wrong. I took one step into the LA and I felt a hand grab me from behind and pull me back. I then turned around, with a confused look, and saw that it was the same junior NFO I had just stopped earlier. He yelled that they were still recovering aircraft. Thirty seconds later, a Hornet recovered. Recovery was NOT complete. We then waited well outside the LA, next to a taxi director, waiting for his clearance to walk in front of a taxiing Hornet to get to our plane. 

The rest of the man up, take-off, mission and landing was pretty uneventful, but there were a lot of lessons learned that night. I learned that no matter how much flight deck experience a person has, it’s still one of the most dangerous places on earth. Anyone can walk into a prop arc, anyone can get blown over by jet exhaust, and anyone can cross the foul line during a recovery. I also learned to never assume things on the flight deck; in my case, assuming the recovery was complete and that Catapult 1 was clear to walk through. Had we walked up to the flight deck from behind the tower, (the safe and prudent choice) all of this could have been avoided. Time-critical ORM would have served me well. I now always make it a point to know what’s going on around the deck and to always keep my head on a swivel not only for my fellow aircrew’s sake, but above all, for my own.

Lt. Mireles flies with VAW-117.

