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By Cdr. Ken Hall
X0, NROTC Chicago Area

ave you ever had one of those adrenaline
rushes after you realize you werein danger,
and then youimmediately realize you' re out

of danger?You werein peril and didn’t even know it.

| had one of those momentsyesterday morning.

| had asimple home project—changethe
location of thetwo light switchesin thewall box at
the base of the basement stairs. The switch for the
light onthe stairs, and theonefor thelight inthe
room had always seemed backward. With the
holidayshere, | finally had timeto do something
about it.

| grabbed amedium screwdriver for thewall
plate. My planwasto run adroplight and extension
cord from upstairs becauseit would be dark when |
flipped the breaker for the basement lighting.

Thedroplight wasin place, so | threw the
breakers. Thelight went out.

Off camethewall plate. There wasthe three-
wirefeed for the stair light and atwo-wire onefor

22

Assume

Photo by PH2 Matthew J. Thomas

theroomlight. Lotsof dlack, no splices; thiswas
goingto beeasy. All | had to was grab each switch
and shift their positions.

That done, | pushed thewiresback into thewall,
reattached thewall plate, screwed the switchesto
thewall plate, and screwed the wall plate to the box.
Then | turned on the switchesto make surethere
was no binding when | turned on the power. The
stairway light went on.

| stared at thelight as| realized | had unknow-
ingly worked onalivecircuit. My second thought
(thefirst was addressed to the Almighty) was about
how much fun (?) the person who writesthe Safety
Center’smessage would have had with thisreport.

I’ ve served asan electrical officer, chief engi-
neer and executive officer. I’ ve given and sat
through numerous el ectrical -saf ety | ectures. For
years, |’ ve supervised and monitored el ectrical work.
| probably couldlist al the el ectrical-safety require-
ments by memory. What had | donewrong?1 had
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madefal se assumptions.

I now know what people mean when they say,
“ Assume makes an ass of you and me.” | assumed
thecircuit was de-energized without verifyingit. |
assumed the box had only one power supply; | didn’'t
even think it might have more. | had evenreceived a
new digital multi-meter for Christmas, and it would
have been the perfect timeto useit.

| assumed | knew what | wasdoing and didn’t
need to stop and review thework. | had donesimilar
work inthepast, so | thought | didn’t need toreally
think about thiseasy job. | never asked myself the
operationa risk management (ORM) type questions
astowhat could gowrong and kill me.

| didn’t stop to think about what | was seeing. |
expected thejob to requireworking around splices
(those cumbersome wire nuts) and was so happy
that they weren’t therethat | didn’t stop to ask

myself why. Why had | expected to see splices?
Becausein order for the hot lead from the circuit
breaker to feed both the stairsand the room, there
should have been one. The absence of the splice
should havetold methat thelight onthe stair had a
different power supply.

What kept mefrom touching the hot lead?|
don’'t know. Sincel “knew” thecircuit wasdead, |
don’t know how | could have manipulated the
switcheswithout touching alead. Maybe some
subconscioudy applied training that taught me never
to touch wires kept me from touching the hot lead.
You know—the sametraining that makesyou step
over shore-power cablesand welding leadswithout
breaking your stride.

Whatever thereason, | don’t planonrelyingonit
inthefuture. Thiswasacheap lesson for measto
why the Navy requiresall those precautions.g

Put safery first, just like CART Champ Car driver Adrian Fernandez. Call for NHTSA's guide
to and you'll get all the latest safety features and crash test

results from the experts at the Mational Highway Traffic Safety Administration.
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