by Lt. Andy Collier

uring my first at-seaperiod (a
D good-deal, 56-day, WestPac

“deployment”), | took turns standing
duty asthe air-wing safety officer. Thiswatch
rotates among the squadron safety officers; | had
it every eighth day. Every timeit wasmy turn,
therewere no flight ops, because we were either
inport, or it wasarare no-fly day.

Thenext timeitwasmy turn, | got up and
donned aflight-deck jersey instead of my flight
suit. | headed to the ready room to get acup of
coffee and peruse the message board whilethe
first briefs of the day were going on. | also glanced
at theair plan to note the timing of the FOD
walkdowns. | saw that flight opswere scheduled
to continue until long past midnight. | noted with
sati sfaction that my squadron was a so FOD-god
for the day, which meant we werein charge of
organizing the FOD walkdownsfor theair wing.
That meant therewould belots of familiar facesat
thewalkdowns.
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Crewswalked for thefirst event. | grabbed
my float coat and crania and headed up onthe
roof to begin my day as safety observer. |
wondered whether | was going to contributeto
safety or just be one more personintheway on
the deck. After al, most of thesefolkswere up
on deck long before my first brief and were till
therelong after | finished mid-rats, day in and day
out, inall kindsof weather. What could | possibly
tell them?

| started by checkinginwiththe handler and
flight-deck control. The handler briefly described
the day’ s operations and emphasi zed theimpor-
tance of keeping unnecessary people off the
deck. He must have been reading my mind. Next,
| did the J.O. workout and climbed all those
laddersup tothe 09 level todropinontheair
bossin pri-fly to seeif he had any passdown or
words of wisdom for me. The bossreminded me
to keep my eyesopen and my head on aswivel.

So out | went into that most dangerous and
unnatura environment: theflight deck during



cyclicops. Inafloat-coat and crania. No helmet,
SV-2 and nav bag. No strapping in. Just mewitha
big deer-in-the-headlightslook, playing onthe
freeway during rush hour—and rush hour happened
hereevery 1+15.

It wasalong, rainy day. Wewerein the Gulf of
Thailand on ajoint exercise, soit would have been
hot, even without all thejet enginesturning. Wheniit
wasn't raining, the humidity wasworsethan the
hottest summer day in Pensacola. By thetimethe
last fixed-wing recovery was completeat 0130, I'd
been pounding the steel since 0900, and my feet
hurt worsethan | thought possible.

I’d learned afew things, so | sat in my state-
room late at night to record them.

First, empty your pockets. Of everything, not
just the obvious spare change and keys, every time
you go up onthe deck. Leaveit in your stateroom,
your mailbox, your ready room chair, the SDO desk,
anywhere but on theflight deck. Thingsfall out of
pockets, always have and alwayswill.

Next, aways, alwayskeep your head ona
swivel. Make sure the maintainersand shooterson
the deck do the samething. After being on the deck
during one or two fly days, it becomestoo easy to
get used to thetempo and relax. Those guysin float
coats up there every day get tired and distracted,
too.

Alwaystaketherouteto thejet that minimizes
theamount of flight deck you haveto cross. And if
you ever get to be air-wing safety duty officer,
make sure you use acranial with ahead set and a
mouse from either ship’s safety or UHF repair.
Having amouse on theflight deck isliketurning on
thelightsin adark room. The added situational
awareness helped me be part of the safety solution,
rather than one more cluel ess observer gettingin
theway and being part of the problem.

FOD wakdowns are extremely important. Not
only do you prevent losing enginesand get abregath
of fresh air and some sunshine, you can let the
maintainersin your squadron seeyou up there. You
can inspire them by showing them you care about
theairplanesand FOD. They noticeif you are
there. And they noticeif you aren’t there. It may
not seem like much to you, but they notice.

Alwayswear your persona protective equip-
ment. Alwayswear double hearing protection.
Alwaysmake surethat your harnessis zipped and
cinched, your SV-2iszipped and attached, and that
you wear your visor down (preferably the sun visor

during the day and the clear visor at night, not
the other way around). Noticeif your plane
captain, troubleshootersand maintainersare
wearing their PPE correctly.

Duringtherain, thelineguyshad their rain
gear on. | noticed one PC who appeared to be
wearing hisfloat coat under hisrain coat. That
didn’t seem to be the optimal way to wear afloat
coat, and | pointed that out to the young PC.
When | grabbed his shoulder to get hisattention
over thenoiseof theturning jet, | could tell that
he had forgotten hisfloat coat entirely. Looking
embarrassed, he scrambled below tofindit.

Never think, “They can’t possibly bethat
dumb” when watching an unsafe situation
develop. Jump in and stop it when you seethe
links of the chain building. | watched aHawkeye
taxiing off elevator 4 and forward over the
arresting wireonitsway to cat 3. The nose-
whee! straddled the No. 3 arresting wire and
went out of detent. Asthe Hawkeye added
power to get over thewire, the nosewheel ended
upjust diding downthewire. Sotheye lowshirt
called acouple of blueshirtsto put atow bar on
the nosewheel and useit asalever torotateit
back into the nosewhee! steering detent. So what
did the blueshirts do? They attached the towbar
to the aft part of the nosewhesl, requiring them
to lever thetow bar toward the prop arc to get
the nosewheel back into detent. When | saw the
sguadron flight-deck chief holding onto the float
coats of the blueshirtsto keep them from getting
sucked into theprop arc, | couldn’t stand it
anymore and intervened. They werejust too
closeto dicing and dicing acoupl e of blueshirts.
| don’t want to call anyone*“dumb,” but after 10
or 12 hourson deck in the blistering heat with the
air boss, the bosun and the chief yelling at you,
anyone can do thingsthat seem stupid. The
blueshirtsreattached the tow bar to the forward
part of the nose gear, wedged it back into detent,
and the aircraft launched without further inci-
dent.

Mostly | tried to stay out of theway. It'sa
fast-paced world on the flight deck, onethat we
aviatorsaren’t used to unlesswe are strappedin
and taxiing toward the cat. Not getting used to it
isgood, becauseit keeps usfrom being too com-
fortable up there. =&~
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