


Beware of the Invisible Horses 

It happened in England during World 
War II. British Intelligence had 
uncovered a plot by the Nazis to 
invade England by way of the English 
Channel. 

To combat this attach, men who were 
not actively involved in the war effort 
were assembled on the cliffs of Dover 
where they were trained to fire artillery 
weapons at moving targets in the 
channel. After months of training, 
these artillery crews were filmed in 
action. This film was then sent to the War Department in London, where military 
leaders were to evaluate their progress. 

As they watched the film, these military experts noticed that a few of the gunnery 
crew-men exhibited a rather strange, unexplainable behavior. Just before the 
artillery guns were fired, a handful of them stood rigidly still for five to ten seconds. 

When the film was over, the evaluators began to discuss the possible motivation for 
such unusual behavior. After a period of unproductive discussion, they decided to 
watch the film again. 

During this second viewing, a general entered the room to observe the film. again, 
when the film was over, another discussion was begun in an effort to uncover the 
possible reasons for the men’s unusual behavior. It was during this discussion that 
the newly arrived general stood up and stated that it was obvious to him, that these 
men were holding the horses. This comment was received with laughter by the other 
officers in the room because there were no horses in the film. 

The general was very serious. He went on to point out that since most of England’s 
younger men were already active in the war effort, these men were much older and 
he suggested that many of them had served during World War I. He reminded the 
other officers that during World War I, artillery pieces were transported on caissons 
drawn by horses. Certain men had the responsibility of keeping the horses steady 
before the guns were fired. 

Human Factors Industry News 2



The general speculated that the men who were exhibiting this strange behavior must 
have had that responsibility. He concluded that they were in effect holding invisible 
horses. They were carrying a habit which they had developed 25 years ago, and 
bringing it froward into the future, event though it was no longer effective. 

Most of us do the same thing. We are holding our own invisible horses. These are 
habits of thinking and behaving that were effective for us in the past, but are no 
longer effective in today’s world. And, like those men, we are not aware we are 
doing it. 

You can see this invisible horse effect throughout our society. You can see it in 
organizations, in politics, in education and in the personal lives of people everyday. 

Fortunately, there are certain key signs that can alert you to the presence of these 
invisible horses. you will find them present when you hear phrases like: “We have 
always done it this way,” “That’s just the way I am, I’ll never change,” “ You can’t 
teach an old dog new tricks,” “ that won’t work, we tried it once,” “ That’s just the way 
we do things around here,” “Sorry, that’s our policy,” and the list continue. 

The bottom line is that you will want to become more aware of the existence of 
some of your own invisible horses. By becoming aware of their existence, you will 
be able to challenge them, and at the same time work to eliminate those that are 
holding you back from what you want to accomplish. By asking questions like; “What 
if....?” “Is there a better way to do this?” “What would I have to do to make this 
work?” “Where am I getting my new ideas from?” you will be able to challenge those 
limiting invisible horses. 

Blind to the Big Red Flag

I broke my leg and had been out of the AME shop for the past six months. When I 
returned to my shop I was anxious to get back to work. The AME shop was 
scheduled to reinstall four GRUEA-7 ejection seats in an EA-6B Prowler after 
completing a 364-Day inspection. 
A few things remained before we were ready and I was happy to help. I never 
expected that I was about to make the biggest mistake of my career. 
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Arming an ejection seat is a two phase 
process. The first phase is to “Bottom Arm” the 
seat which is done in the work center. The 
second phase is “Top Arming” which is 
completed only after the seats have been 
installed in the aircraft. The AME shop had 
finished bottom arming the seats before I came 
to work. Once at work, one of the PRs asked 
me to help switch the seat pans between seats. 
Removing and replacing seat pans is a routine 
maintenance function. As long as the seats are 
not “Armed,” the task does not even require an 
ordinance qualification. Eager to help, I went 
over to a seat, assuming it was “De-Armed.” I failed to notice the “Armed” warning 
flag on the upper ejection handle when I removed the Manual Override Release 
(MOR) handle safety pin and pulled the MOR handle—the same way I had 
hundreds of times before. However, this time the seat was “Armed!” The guillotine 
CAD fired off, shooting the guillotine blade into the guillotine body. To my horror, I 
had just inadvertently discharged a CAD! 

During the investigation, Quality Assurance found that there were no steps in the 
publication to remove the seat pan while the seats are out of the jet and mounted on 
seat dollies. A Technical Publication Discrepancy Report (TPDR) was submitted 
requesting this addition to hopefully keep this from happening again. It could have 
been much worse; the guillotine blade could have come all the way out and hit 
someone, causing a serious injury or possibly killing a fellow Sailor nearby. Before 
breaking my leg, I had been a CDQAR and had trained and worked on these seats 
for over six years. I never imagined that complacency would have led me to make 
such a dangerous mistake. It’s pure luck that no one was hurt and luckily my 
mistake only caused damage to the seat and wasted man-hours. This all could have 
been avoided except for a momentary lapse of situational awareness. That is all it 
takes for something to go wrong…
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