Assumptions Can Kill 

By Ltjg. Ryan Ludwick, TH-57B
As a new student at NAS Whiting Field, I was excited to begin my helicopter training in the TH-57B. Primary training in the T-34 was finally finished, and the move from Corpus Christi brought a pleasant change of scenery. I began to see the final goal of receiving my wings in the near future. 

My first familiarization flight had finally come. My on-wing sat down and talked about the basics that were to be practiced for the day as well as course rules to be observed. Seeming confident enough to master this new aircraft, I strapped into my seat and fam 1 began.

As we started our flight out to Spencer field, my on-wing discussed course rules and gave gouge on what landmarks I could use for the future. Coming near to the fields we would be practicing our precautionary landings, my on-wing explained the process of proper field selection and wind direction. Then the simulation began. He turned the twist grip off and we began our autorotation. Riding along with the controls, I could tell something was not right. The continual rumble of our engine had gone away. The new gauges in front of me didn’t seem right. At the same time, my on-wing began scurrying through what I would soon learn to be our engine air restart procedures. 

Fifty feet from the ground we pulled out of our autorotation and I knew my hopes of receiving a few “aboves” on this flight were demolished. He looked at me and told me we would talk about this on deck at Spencer. Those words spoken from a naval aviator can never be good. Arriving at Spencer, my on-wing quickly explained what had happened. During our PEL simulation, my hand had caught the fuel shutoff button and our seemingly quiet practice PEL had turned out to be a real one. Not good. 

During our debrief, my on-wing explained that hand placement on the collective should have been discussed. Assuming this wouldn’t have been a factor, it was never brought up. I quickly learned to handle the collective further away from the fuel shutoff as this would serve well to my survival in further flights. 

On the verge of becoming a HAC, I look back on this event and understand how important it is to always view a new student as someone who while may be eager to learn, might also be naive enough to kill you in the aircraft one day. Assumptions can never be made. Instructors must be proactive and quickly teach the basics that are so quickly taken for granted. Additionally, we need to continually be vigilant in identifying habits that while seeming so innocent, can bring catastrophic results if not changed. ORM teaches the principle of identifying hazards. Pilots are quick to implement this to things exterior to the aircraft such as weather and terrain, but habits in the aircraft must be examined too. 

Ltjg. Ludwick flies with HSC-21.

