GROB CANOPY INCIDENT


By Craig Bixby and Nyal Williams
On Saturday 7/9, Nyal and I had the same canopy accident with the Grob that Terry Wools and Tom Sherrier had last season – except that it was the aft canopy.  We would like to share our thoughts and reactions to the incident in the hopes it may prevent a future occurrence and give some insights to improve the aeronautical decision making process.
As Nyal explains -
“Craig and I were on an instructional flight.  We had done the complete checklist; he called it out and I responded.  As the tow plane taxied up 

on our left side, I attempted to open the canopy to yell an instruction  to him; I saw it was impossible and grabbed the mike to talk to him  while closing the canopy.  Apparently, I did not get the latch seated all the way.  We were turning to the south on tow at about 600 ft agl when I saw the locking handle fly up and the canopy start to jiggle.  I grabbed for it, but I was already too late and it went all the way over and broke the restraining cable.  I was unable to pull it back down, so I released and told Craig to slow the glider up and that allowed me to 

close and lock the canopy and we did the planned lesson from that point  -- a landing without use of an altimeter.”
From Craig’s perspective – I agree that we had completed the pre-takeoff checklist and I was not aware that Nyal had reopened the rear canopy.  Once airborne I heard Nyal announce that the canopy had opened about the same instant that I heard the bang and felt the rush of wind.  My first and foremost thought was to just keep flying the glider while Nyal dealt with the opened canopy.  Nyal released us from tow.    I was raising the nose and beginning a turn back to the airport when he instructed me to slow down.  Once the airspeed was reduced Nyal was able to close the canopy and from that point we made a normal approach to landing.
Nyal and I discussed the incident afterward and I have thought about (analyzed) it over the past few days and here are my thoughts.

Even though it was an instructional flight as a licensed pilot in the front seat I was the PIC.  As such, I feel that there were areas where I certainly could have done a better job fulfilling that responsibility.
1.  What was I thinking and/or doing that I was completely unaware Nyal had reopened the canopy??  I haven’t come up with an answer but I was preoccupied by something.  Had I been more aware, I should have known that the rear canopy had been reopened and then double checked its’ locking before giving the thumbs up. 
2. At the outset of the canopy coming open my response was to continue flying the glider, Period.    Nyal did an excellent job of communicating his status behind me and letting me know what he needed me to do to assist with the situation and I concentrated on not allowing the distraction to affect my flying the aircraft.  Which was good as far as it went.  Yes, It ensured the safe conduct and conclusion of the flight while the canopy was dealt with.    
But, in retrospect If Nyal had not pulled the release and been able to communicate who knows how long we would have continued at the higher airspeeds buffeting poor Nyal in the back.
As PIC I should have immediately responded to the situation by pulling the tow release, slowing down, and flying to the airport.

So, I have asked myself why didn’t I do those things?  I certainly would have done them if I had been by myself.  The only conclusion I can come up with is that I allowed myself to fall back into the Instructor/Student relationship and as such I waited for directions as to what to do.
Lessons learned that I would like to pass on:

1. Always be aware of what is going on around you.

2. Be aware of the dangers of doing something out of your normal sequence

3. Be prepared for the unexpected to happen.  Especially when you least expect it.

4. Be in control.  Once you have acquired the knowledge and skill to be PIC don’t allow yourself to fall back into that comfortable Instructor/Student relationship.

5. Always fly the airplane

6. During an emergency it is not always necessary to react immediately.  But, it is important to react in a timely manner.
-- Craig

Let me add that Craig was not aware about my opening the canopy to signal the tow pilot because I did not actually open it up; I did not lift it more than an inch when I changed my mind about how to communicate to him. I should have been sure about the canopy to the exclusion of talking to the tow pilot; there was no emergency. I was pleased with his calm response and that he did not panic when it happened.

-- Nyal

