The Sounds of Silence

By Lt. Gareth Harris, TH-57 

Of all the pilots in the Navy or Marine Corps, I think training-command instructors could stake a fair claim to being the best able to react when things go wrong.  Daily teaching of emergency procedures ad nauseam, coupled with the presence of mind that comes from flying with pilots whose experience level inclines them, sometimes, to take unforeseeable actions that endanger the aircraft without warning, produces a solid foundation in basic skills.

It was with such insouciant manner that I went into my annual EP simulator after about sixteen months on the job.  In the previous twelve months, I had flown close to eight hundred hours, and felt very able to react to anything on the grade sheet.

The old boy instructing me seemed to hold a slightly different inclination after practising an engine failure.  I had casually gone through the steps in the FTI, entering an autorotation, starting a turn into the wind, calling for a lock, talk, and squawk, checking Ng etc without much thought.  After descending close to 1,000 feet doing these steps, he commented, somewhat forcefully, on my haste to restart the engine.  Restarting is not called for as a step of the FTI or NATOPS engine failure procedures, it is its own procedure, called for by situational awareness - mistakenly perhaps, in view of the target audience in the TH-57; and since I was used to teaching straight out of the FTI, without engaging many neurons, I had not made any attempt.  After listening to his polite but firm recommendation, I had to agree that I was guilty of serious dereliction of common sense; as flying a single engine, single piloted aircraft, routinely five hundred feet AGL over trees at night, with a hollow steel bench under the pilot seat to magnify the Gs of a sudden vertical acceleration, made restarting the engine after failure a much higher priority than I had been giving it.

Eight months later, I was flying a routine FAM 6 with an on wing who was progressing well.  Flying towards Tree Field on course rules, at 700 feet AGL, I rolled the twist grip to idle and announced ‘simulated’.  I had made things easy for him, with a large field to the left and an easy turn into the wind.  I was somewhat annoyed when he turned to the right, but he had controlled the descent so much better than previously that I did not say anything; there was another field to the right if we should need it, and he would see, as the ground got close, the benefit of turning the short way into the wind.

Those thoughts had just had time to go through my mind when I felt adrenaline - the sudden quiet was deafening.  My hands closed on the controls as the caution panel cooked off and I looked inside to see Nf falling rapidly.  I made the first step of every emergency procedure - to yell something unprintable (I have found loud profanity very effective for getting over the initial adrenaline surge and levelling the mind) and moved the controls to a better position while telling my on wing:

“Get the starter on”.

I got the reaction to be expected from a student on FAM 6: nothing.

Without taking the time wait, I reached across to his collective while my left hand held the cyclic steady.  Immediately after throwing the switch, there was the sound of a turbine lighting off overhead, and without worrying about an overtemp, I opened the twist grip all the way.

The flight instructor skills were a help in the long turn into the wind, attitude control by the corner of the eye and Nr control by ear alone; but the field was appearing a lot rougher from close up, with young tree saplings, and just a jeep track to land on to avoid damage.  Making it to the track was going to be very, very tight.  The aircraft was quickly too low to be sure of being heard from OLF Pace, so I told my on wing to switch to guard in the hope somebody up high would be listening.  By now he had picked up on what was happening, and was very quick; I got a short MAYDAY call out.

At 150 feet AGL, I put the collective full down, and glanced at the instruments for just the second time.  Nf was rising, excruciatingly slowly, through 40 percent.  As I flared, still finishing the turn, aiming for the track, a surge of power came through, and the landing became a no hover with something close to full power available, with the skids on the tyre tracks and just enough clearance for the tail rotor.  It was a beautiful Pensacola autumn day to sit in a field waiting for a truck.

I heard afterwards that the MAYDAY call, on 243.0 MHz in the vicinity of Pensacola, was responded to by a lot of aircraft and ATC agencies; the first helicopter was on scene while the rotors were still turning, and rescue services had already been alerted. It was a fine line that separated us from needing them; the lessons of this tale are mostly self explanatory - my safety margins for routine operations were sufficient....just.

But there is a lesson that is more fundamental.  It was a simple exchange of ideas in that simulator, but it may possibly have made a crucial difference; there were about 20 seconds between flame out and touchdown, and just a couple more seconds delay in the restart procedure would have made it futile.

As I write this months later, somewhere on somebody’s desk are NATOPS and FTI changes making restarting the engine the second step of the procedure after locking harnesses.  But since the book can never cover everything, I think that just as important an aspect of safety is simply the group mind set where giving a dang about those who fly alongside you extends to swapping ideas, especially with the new guys, on the lunch table and beer fridge.  That sounds obvious, but sometimes the paperwork shuffle becomes too demanding, sometimes individual competitiveness breaks up the band of brothers, occasionally command elements discourage the admission of mistakes.

HT-18, in 2001 when I was the new guy, was a hotbed of good advice, where the end of the flying meant the bottle opener came out, and as we wrote ATFs, we talked about the day in the best work environment I have been part of.  For entertaining the more senior guys with my mistakes, they returned their thoughts.  The improvement to safety standards, quality of instruction, and overall professionalism, that was directly due to the atmosphere in the flight leader’s office, was unquantifiable in navy terms, but immeasurable in significance.

There were five broken spines from TH-57 autorotations during my tour as an instructor.  As I leave to find employment elsewhere, I remember those who have kept me out of trouble, and those so quick to come to my aid when things have gone wrong.  A few of the veterans of the days when things went wrong a lot more often have given the best leadership of all.

Lt. Gareth Harris was an instructor at HT-18 at the time of the incident. He left naval service in April 2004.

