Chinese Fire Drill

By Lt. Preston Rackauskas, MH-60S
Like most lessons learned in aviation, this one came when I least expected it and was imparted with little consequence other than perhaps a tiny hit to my pride. I could dive into the bowels of aviation lingo or perhaps expound on the ORM/CRM principles and how they interacted with the flight but that has been done before. Simply put, what was a very difficult night was made infinitely better by simply changing seats in the helicopter.

Now for the standard “Dark and Crummy Night” story to fill in the gaps and shed light on what is perhaps the most painful thing to admit: Completely failing to acknowledge the obvious.

The flight was scheduled to be a three-and-a-half-hour event with the goal to safely re-qualify four pilots and two crewmen for unaided night deck landings and night vertrep. The Motor Vessel First Lt Jack Lummus (T-AK 3011) volunteered to help out as she was transiting near Guam. The weather was less than desirable, zero lunar illumination and a ceiling that was around 1,000 ft. accompanied by intermittent rain showers. Winds were steady and building during the flight.

I was the second go and was hot seating from the OinC of my first detachment. I was able to watch his bounces, picks and drops from the tower before my flight. Other than a higher than usual nose-up attitude near the end of his approaches, everything seemed rather benign. I gladly hot seated and lifted to a hover over the athwart ship line-up line. The hover was a little rougher than normal, but all gauges checked normal. I transitioned forward and quickly realized it was much darker than I expected. My HAC called the rates of climb and engaged the radar altimeter hold. I flew a racetrack pattern and was comforted by the solid horizon formed by Guam and the immense cultural lighting. Unfortunately, we were turning away from it to facilitate right seat landings. 

I waved-off the first pass because the rate of closure was absurd. The second pass ended with a landing but was ugly from abeam until touchdown. After the third pass ended in a wave-off, the HAC took a lap around the pattern (opposite direction) and completed a few bounces. This was the first time as a crew we discussed the winds and asked for a wind check. As it turned out, the wind was 10 to 15 knots directly off the starboard beam translating into a direct tail wind for my landings. 

Our first conclusion as a crew was to find a way to get better winds. It seemed the easiest solution was to have the ship turn. After a quick call to tower, that idea proved to be null and void as it would take 15 to 30 minutes to man the ship as required to maneuver. To further complicate the issue, those individuals also happened to be working the flight deck. The next idea was to change the pattern to get the winds within limits and land cross-cockpit. This was quickly ruled out given the lack of visual cues and limited horizon. We seemed to be at a loss and were contemplating calling it a night.

As I wrote earlier, I had hot seated from my previous detachment OinC and he was in tower at this time waiting for a ride back to the squadron. He hopped on the radio and asked, “Do you guys need me to come out so you can switch seats to take care of the wind problem?”  It was then that the obvious shot us right between the eyes.

Before swapping seats, the right seat pilot was landing with a tail wind on an athwart ship line-up with no visual horizon. After switching, there was a visible horizon and steady head winds. The rest of the flight was uneventful. In retrospect, the actions taken definitely helped but should have been implemented earlier.

Lessons learned run the gauntlet from “never assume anything” (The wind was light and variable but had gradually increased) to “if it doesn’t feel right it probably isn’t” (pulling into a tail wind hover and silently thinking “Gosh, this feels rough”). It proved once again that the obvious isn’t always obvious and if you need a change of venue on a dark and crummy night, sometimes all you have to do is switch seats!  

Lt. Rackauskas flies with HSC-25.

