Simo Run

By Ltjg. Kieran J. McGann, EA-6B
During my first night flight at the boat with my new squadron we encountered something no one expected, narrowly avoiding a midair collision with a FA-18C Hornet. We were flying carrier qualification flights for a few days before JTFEX, immediately prior to our deployment. 

There were two experienced aviators in the front of our EA-6B Prowler. There was over 20 years flying experience and 4000 hours between the two of them. I was in the ECMO three seat and had all of two and a half years flight experience with only 125 hours of Prowler time. I was the low man on the totem pole that night but, the sayings are true, when you have knowledge about necessary procedures confidence follows right behind. Unfortunately that night I was behind the power curve, my knowledge of night CV procedures was most certainly lacking.

There were two marshal stacks due to the number pilots trying get their required traps and make it back in time for midrats.  Unknown us at the time, CATCC gave a Hornet in the other marshal stack our commence time. So there we were, same DME, 30 radials apart from another plane merging on the same point in space, same altitude. Sometimes people complain about how little visibility there is in the Prowler. But I had a clear picture of what the Hornet was doing from miles out. Unfortunately I assumed the pilot had a clear picture of what the Hornet was doing as well but hadn’t mentioned it or maybe didn’t think it was a factor. I was reluctant to speak up, fearing I was wrong and not wanting to clobber the ICS with needless “jamming.”  But by blindly trusting the guys in the front, what I really did was put the entire crew in an extremely dangerous position.

Upon switching to final approach, we heard a call no one in an aircraft wants to hear, “501, turn right 30 degrees and climb to 2,000 feet IMMEDIATELY to avoid traffic.” We immediately complied with the controllers’ instructions. That’s when I realized how serious our situation was and called the Hornet 9 o’clock half mile and closing.  After a brief trip around the penalty box, we finally came back around for an uneventful trap.

Our crew debrief consisted of many of the points I mentioned here. The most valuable lesson I learned that night is why there is no rank in the cockpit and you can never be over prepared.  In flight school I thought “no rank in the cockpit” meant that the students don’t call the instructor sir. No matter what rank or experience level, share your opinions or ideas if they have anything concerning safety of flight.  Raise the question.  And the more knowledge you arm yourself with, the more likely you will be to speak up.  

Ltjg. McGann flies with VAQ-138.

