I Hate Swiss Cheese!
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I never thought that I would be writing an Approach article this early in my naval-aviation career, but then again that’s how most of these articles start.  The events are a textbook case of the “Swiss Cheese” mishap model and how the worst-case scenario nearly happened.  There we were on the tail end of a routine sea control surveillance flight in the Southern Arabian Gulf.  Our crew was composed of a nugget pilot, our COTAC, a lieutenant commander mission commander, and me, another nugget sitting in the back at the TACCO station.  Strapped into the seat beside me was a 180 pound hunk of metal affectionately known as a “Frick.”  The “Frick” has four rectangular sections, each weighing approximately 45 pounds.  Its purpose is to weigh down the seat during an ejection, keeping the unoccupied seat on its planned trajectory and preventing it from creating a hazard to the other aircrew.  

The flight had gone as briefed and we were on our way back to the ship flying at 1,500 feet when the COTAC accidentally dropped a chart while trying to stow it in his NAV bag.  Rather then safing our ejection seats and one of us getting out to recover the chart, we elected to put negative G on the jet to float the chart back up within grasping range of the aircrew.  Like many aviators, I always thought negative G seemed like a really “cool” thing to do and I was on board with it.  Our pilot began a steady climb up to 2,500 feet and then pushed the nose over to apply the negative G to the jet.  With the application of negative G, the aircraft experienced a violent jolt accompanied with a loud thud that could only be bad news for the home team.  I quickly noticed the left rear canopy of the jet was shattered and the majority of the canopy was gone.  Once we composed ourselves and settled down to assess what had just happened, we noticed that our old pal Frick decided he had had enough and had stepped outside for some fresh Arabian Gulf air.  

Our first thought when we noticed that the Frick was no longer in the seat was to climb up and get some altitude out of fear that the Frick, on its southbound travels, had damaged our vertical stabilizer.  We were now in full press to start our 250 mile RTB trip and land as soon as possible.  Upon further inspection of the damage I noticed that the Frick was still attached to the seat straps.  At this moment, I could not decide whether I was looking at good news or bad news.  The entire unit still was strapped to the upper koch fittings and had rotated upward, smashed through the canopy and had come to rest on top of the ejection seat (good news, probably no tail damage).  However, one of the four metal plates was hanging in the breeze outside of aircraft where the fuselage meets the canopy (bad news, possible tail damage in our immediate future).  With this new information, we determined that a CV arrestment would not be prudent due to the position of the Frick.  
With a CV arrestment out of the question, we quickly began to work on a divert field to use.  Fortunately, a battle-group ship was nearby and was able to coordinate our divert with Qatar Center and relay our situation and intentions back to Mother since we were well outside of communications range.  Our divert into Al Udeid Air Base was uneventful except for the whistling of air through our now convertible War Hoover.

Once we shutdown and inspected the damage, it was obvious what had happened: the Frick’s lower koch fittings were not connected.  With the lower fittings not attached, the only things holding the Frick were the upper koch fittings and gravity. The upper fittings would probably have held the Frick throughout most maneuvers, but the application of negative G rotated the entire Frick upward right through the canopy.  

The chain of events that led to the free-floating Frick was a break down on many levels.  A motivated maintainer corrected an ejection seat discrepancy the night prior to the flight and did not completely reinstall the Frick upon completion.  Through a series of communications failures, the Frick was never checked.  The plane captain and other maintainers failed to notice the improper installation on the daily turnaround.  Also, the aircrew missed this when we preflighted the jet.  A proper preflight of the aircraft is the responsibility of every aviator.  While preflights are not intended to replace proper maintenance procedures, taking a hard look at a 180-pound piece of metal strapped in beside you sure seems like a good idea.  I know I will from now on. 

So I’ll play the scenario back for you, the lower fittings on the Frick were not connected, the plane captain missed this on the faily turnaround, the crew of the aircraft missed it on the pre-flight, and finally the decision to apply negative G on the jet consequently floated the Frick out of the seat and through the rear canopy.  The incident could have been stopped if any of the contributing factors were corrected.  The holes in the Swiss Cheese lined up this day to give us an unobstructed view of the clear Arabian Gulf sky.  I think I’ll do without the Swiss cheese next time… 
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