I Can't Level the Wings  

By Ltjg. Mike Fisher, MH-60S
We launched two helicopters off a USNS into less than desirable weather as we headed to Iwakuni via Fukuoka.  The boat offered only Internet weather reports, so we did our best to determine if we would be able to remain VMC and launched.  The second helicopter was 30 minutes behind as we continued visually and backed ourselves up with the NAV points we had plugged into our computer the night before.  As we continued, the ceiling kept getting lower, and we carefully pressed on.  
We knew the bridge connecting Kyushu and Honshu could be the showstopper, and I held my breath as we approached it.  Sure enough, although we knew where the bridge was after flying this route several times, and backing ourselves up with our VFR sectional and the GPS point, we could not see the bridge.  We quickly ORM’d trying to get closer to the bridge but decided against it.  The HAC circled with the radalt hold on in a hole in the cloud/fog and talked with the other aircraft.  I tried different control frequencies, but because of our low altitude and the Japanese mountains rising out of the ocean all around us, the transmissions were blocked.  The other helicopter was able to climb higher as it circled earlier along the route, and they got a squawk.  When they departed under control, we reversed course and took over their location until we could get our own squawk.  It was a great relief to be under radar control before fuel became an issue.  The crew chief backed us up by writing down the assigned headings and altitudes, which further reduced our tension.  We met up with the other aircraft on deck in Fukuoka without any further incidents.  

While in Fukuoka, we updated our weather brief.  The weather looked pretty good around the airport and along the route, but we decided to be safe and fly IFR the rest of the way.  Once again, we launched single ship for a calm and easy flight.  Everything seemed to be going fine as we climbed out and into the clouds.  The controllers moved us out of the way of some commercial traffic as I climbed to our assigned altitude.  Instead of flying straight I entered a 10-degree angle of bank right turn.  I told my hand to push the cyclic to the left to level the wings but it wouldn’t.  We had come 30 degrees off course when I tried to tell the HAC what was happening, but he was busy talking about something unimportant to the flight.  Finally, I found a voice loud enough (i.e. I used my communication and assertiveness skills) to get through to the crew and explained the problem.  The HAC took the controls and turned us the 90 degrees to get back on course.  I was able to take the controls back in just a few minutes and the rest of the flight was uneventful.  

It was later that the second crewman asked me why I had not said “vertigo” as briefed.  That would have gotten one of them looking up at the gauges as a safety precaution to ensure both pilots were not experiencing vertigo.  The reason was simple enough, although it took awhile before I could admit it to myself.  I was embarrassed by the fact I had succumbed to vertigo and did not want to use the word.   The HAC did not use the word vertigo either; mainly because he was correcting the aircraft's attitude and position and trying to get me recaged.  In the grand scheme of it all, my failure to proceed as we briefed had little or no impact on the safety of the flight.  I communicated the problem and we corrected it without endangering the aircraft or crew, but it made me realize I had a tendency to avoid embarrassing situations by not confessing something really important.  So far, I have not let it happen again.  I always admit when I know I cannot do something to avoid putting the crew in danger.  But now I have this one lapse gnawing on my conscience.  Do you have one too?

Ltjg.  Fisher flies with HC-5.

