INTO THE “HORNET’S” DEN

by Ray D’Auteuil

For those of you who are not aware of the WAM (later “Hornet”) battery development, let it be known that it was truly stressing the state-of-the-art.  

The WAM assembly did not have a lot of volume for the power pack. Therefore, development of the highest power/energy density package to that time was required to meet the weight and volume limitations. In fact, all candidates in the initial RFP responded: “No Bid”.  It is my understanding that Eagle Picher, Inc. undertook it only after some arm-twisting, whatever that might have been. Given that situation there was an expectation that many problems would arise. But they finally did get to the point that TDS (that’s also what it was named back in those days) authorized the start of the build for the Qualification Test Program.  

In conjunction with that, a Test Readiness Review meeting was scheduled. EPI was supposed to have five batteries ready to go into test, and the manufacturing line was supposed to be really humming. Steve McCarthy, our mechanical design Engineer, supported the meeting with me. Because of the anticipated activity in manufacturing, our customer, Picatinny Arsenal, was invited. Two QA representatives, John Esposito and his right hand man, Joe Pelino, were assigned to support the meeting. 

Steve and I went down a day early to ensure that all was ready. When we got there, there were no batteries, the manufacturing line was dead in the water, and their Program Manager (PM) had no idea at all when they'd be back up and running. We talked every day, so I was absolutely furious with him for not advising me of their lack of readiness. It was the first time in my career that I blew my cool, and I requested a time period in the morning for a caucus with our customer representatives.

The PM must have reported our session to the Corporate VP, who happened to be resident at the Joplin, Missouri facility, because before the caucus he came down to greet us all. He looked at the three guys in my entourage, each of whom was a weight lifting hulk, and said to me: "I expected a confrontational meeting today. But, Ray, you brought three bodyguards?" I do not remember laughing, but at least the meeting started out in a humorous vein. 

I spoke to John and Joe and expressed my apologies for the state of affairs. JJ, the Manufacturing Floor Supervisor saved the day. During the tour of the manufacturing floor, as inactive as it was, she answered all questions by going to the assembly manual and pointing out exactly what the operation encompassed. As the author, she was so well versed in it that the Picatinny folks were actually impressed. All’s well that ends well - I suppose.

EPI did eventually solve their problems, and based on their Lot Acceptance Tests, delivered quality hardware. However, the cost was 25 times the original estimate for this cost plus contract.

