Unconventional Wisdom

By Lt. Michael Goldston, SH-60B
It was a dark and stormy night. The wind whistled through the ship’s mast, and the green flight deck lights cast an eerie glow on the SH-60B as I adjusted my Night Vision Goggles (NVGs) and prepared for takeoff. We lifted from the Cruiser’s flight deck, on the Landing Safety Officer’s (LSO) signal, and pushed the nose over into the black night under overcast skies searching for altitude and airspeed. Suddenly, out of the pitch darkness, came a piercing squeal in my ears, followed by …”Easyrider you are sweet, sweet; proceed as fragged.”  Ok, so this is not really a horror story but more about what could have been a pretty uncomfortable and potentially dangerous night without NVGs. On an extremely low light night, a few unconventional ideas coupled with night vision goggles turned out to be the only thing separating us from an emergency approach back to the ship.

After climbing to a safe altitude, we settled in for another long Surface Surveillance and Control (SSC) mission out in front of the ship’s position of intended movement (PIM). We launched off our ship to support our Expeditionary Strike Group’s nightly air coverage requirement during its transit across the Pacific. Hundreds of miles from the nearest land, we had no moon, and the 800-foot ceiling was blocking the majority of starlight. The cockpit might as well have been painted over with a black brush. Using our radar screen to dodge the isolated rainsqualls and our NVGs, as our window into the night, I had the feeling of playing a video game rather than actually flying. The Air Boss sat next to me in the cockpit, and I was not particularly worried about the tough conditions, since he had been flying LAMPS missions before I entered flight school.

Low light nights and inclement weather often challenge conventional wisdom about flying on goggles. Convention wisdom says NVGs become ineffective under low visibility/IMC conditions. Many Helicopter Aircraft Commanders (HACs) discuss, during their preflight briefs, the degraded capability of NVGs during wet weather and emphasize how the goggles can be rendered useless while flying through heavy rain. Another truism, passed along about NVGs, is that during shipboard ops, incompatible lighting will ruin your day. We waged wars nightly, during week one work-ups with the ship, to convince the bridge to ensure they had all their lights off during aided recoveries. Even then, the occasional door was left open or stern light left lit. 

So what do you do when your landing spot drives itself into a rain storm?  Do you de-goggle and go “old school,” or do you leave them on and augment your instrument scan? We were on our way back to the ship for recovery when our crewman said, “Sir, take a look at the radar.”  A huge wall of clouds lay between us and the ship, and there was no visible horizon in that direction. Unfortunately, the bridge team had given little thought to how the heavy rain would impact our impending return. They did not even mention the deteriorating weather to our ASW/ASUW Tactical Controller (ASTAC). In formation with the strike group, the ship had little ability to maneuver to a better location for our recovery, and we did not have the fuel to wait and see if conditions improved. So, my eyes fell to the instruments as we flew into the breach. 

Through the goggles the ship’s lights began to dim. There was no need to verify the presence of rain using the finger through the scupper trick. We could hear it pounding fiercely on the cockpit. Looking out the side window, all we could see was a slanting blur of green streaks. Visibility had dropped to less than a mile due to intensity of the rain. Fortunately we still had good instruments.

As I flew, the Air Boss scanned inside and out for the ship. Like a beacon, a single light glowed on the ocean in front of us. Through the goggles, although blurred by the rain, a ship’s light was visible. Underneath, all we could see was the black darkness of night. Then in a snap, that one reassuring light vanished, and we were stuck with the prospect of an emergency low visibility approach (ELVA). After a quick cockpit crew resource management (CRM) discussion, we realized that the light had disappeared just prior to the “green deck” call from the LSO. Guessing it was the stern light that we had seen, the Air Boss asked the tower to have the stern light turned back on. Sure enough, the stern light reappeared as a blurry green dot in front of us. With this reassurance, we shot an instrument approach, using the conventionally incompatible light as an aid for our lineup. Upon picking up the flight deck NVG lighting, at about half a mile, we had the ship secure the stern light and made an uneventful landing into the trap.

The goggles in conjunction with the incompatible stern light, on this dark and rainy night provided an extra level of capability, for a difficult IMC approach, despite conventional wisdom to the contrary. The lesson to be gleaned, from this horror story-that-never-was, is that NVGs may be effective in IMC and sometimes with incompatible lighting in certain situations. Without the goggles or without the stern light, we would have been IMC at about half mile without any ship’s lighting aids. With the weather right at minimums, we would have had a very short time to adjust our closure and lineup for landing and would have possibly had to resort to an ELVA. 
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