Own-Ship Mid-Air

By LCdr. Monty Hasenbank,  
It was a dark night in the spring SH-60B of 1999. We were on month four of a six-month deployment and were fairly proficient flying in the shipboard environment. Our detachment had been assigned the squadron’s first “Armed Helo.”  Because of the limited number of Hellfire-capable aircraft, our helicopter was not transferred to us until 45 days prior to deployment. During the short workup period, we spent most of our time learning to use the Forward Looking Infrared Radar (FLIR) and becoming proficient with the Hellfire missile system. Night Vision Goggles (NVGs) were new to the community, so few of the pilots were qualified to fly with them and we didn’t have enough time to train on Hellfire/FLIR and complete the NVG requirements. As a result, our detachment deployed without NVG capability. This decision almost resulted in a disaster. 



I had launched from the USS Hewitt (DD-966) earlier that evening to identify surface contacts in a particular sector of the Arabian Gulf. As our three-hour flight neared conclusion, we headed back toward Mother in anticipation of the scheduled Flight Quarters. We were about 20 nm south of the ship and proceeding inbound for recovery. In order to maintain our landing currency and increase our proficiency, our normal routine called for one approach and four Free Deck landings for each pilot.

Within five minutes of the ship calling away flight quarters, the Landing Safety Officer (LSO) checked in on Land Launch and passed us the numbers. The LSO stated, “True Winds are light and variable, BRC (Base Recovery Course) is 360 at 20 (kts), Relative Winds are off the bow at 20 (kts), No. 3  SSTG is down, pitch 1, roll 2, altimeter 29.98.”

At this point we were only 10 nm south of our ship and continuing inbound for recovery. Because the ship/air team had become fairly proficient over the last four months, it didn’t take long for the ship to establish a ready deck. Within a couple of minutes, the LSO notified us that we had a “green” deck for two approaches and eight Free Deck Landings.

I remember looking down at the TACAN and replied to the LSO that we were still five miles out. My Co-Pilot twisted in the BRC of 360 on the Bearing-Distance-Heading Indicator (BDHI). We confirmed the Before Landing Checklist was complete and continued inbound at 400 ft AGL and 80 KIAS for the normal approach.

At approximately two miles, my copilot asked me if I could see any of the deck lights. I responded that I could not. I could only make out a single white light and what I thought was the green deck status light. I was puzzled by the white light, but shrugged it off thinking the ship must have left their stern light on. My copilot radioed the Helicopter Control Officer (HCO) and requested that he bring up the dustpan lights, line up lights and deck status lights to full bright. The HCO rogered up the call and stated that all lights were at maximum intensity. 

My copilot and I exchanged puzzled looks at each other because we could still not see any lighting from the deck environment. We didn’t say anything, but I think we both realized something was not right. I think we assumed the visibility was a lot lower than we had anticipated. I continued inbound, quickly approaching the 1.2 nm approach gate and started to descend on the profile. I suddenly realized the approach was happening way too fast. My DME was decreasing more rapidly than normal and the closure rate, as called by our Aircrewmen, did not correlate with the speed at which we were approaching the ship.

My copilot radioed the HCO, again asking if all the deck lights were on and the HCO responded in the affirmative. About this same time, my DME clicked from 0.7 to 0.6 nm and I could just make out a silhouette in the distance. Immediately the hair on the back of my neck bristled as I recognized we were on a reciprocal heading with the bow of the ship!  I pulled in an armful of collective in an attempt to simulate an after-burner takeoff and executed a heart-pounding wave off. I remember looking over to my Co-Pilot and saw him shaking his head. I think we had both realized our situation at almost the same time.

I radioed the LSO and asked him to repeat the BRC. He repeated “BRC at 360,” I asked him if he was sure about that and requested he check the ship’s heading on the indicator in the LSO shack. There was a very long pause before he responded that the BRC was actually 180 at 20 kts.

My copilot and I discussed the situation and decided we would count our blessings and discontinue the practice approaches and Free Deck landings. We asked the LSO to repeat all the numbers one more time and safely flew one approach and made one landing.

After shutdown, the LSO met us in the hangar and apologized profusely for his mistake. We all went to the Wardroom to debrief exactly what had transpired. The LSO told us the Bridge phone talker had passed the BRC of 360, but he had failed to confirm the ship’s heading on the LSO shack repeater, as required.

My copilot and I realized that the lights we had seen on final were actually the mast light and the starboard position light, not the stern light or the green deck status light we thought we had seen. We were pretty hard on ourselves as well as the LSO. Sure, he had failed to pass us the correct numbers, but we should have realized that the green light we were looking at was not blinking and we probably should have never started the approach without at least having the deck environment in sight.

For awhile I thought the situation was unique to the HSL community and the small deck environment. I made a mental note to never make the same mistake when I was LSO. I didn’t realize until years later how an incorrect BRC could lead to near disaster to pilots in other communities. In 2004, I read a HAZREP detailing how an FA-18 had survived a near midair after being passed an expected BRC 180 degrees from the actual recovery course. The FA-18 was flying what he thought was his recovery course, but was in fact flying right into oncoming aircraft launching from the carrier.

As I read this HAZREP, I couldn’t help but feel slightly responsible. I wondered whether that near mid-air could have been prevented if my crew and I would have documented our experience in a HAZREP years earlier. I’ll never know the answer to that question, but hopefully by sharing my experience now I’ll never have to read another HAZREP or SIR detailing the same failures again. If you are responsible for providing landing information to pilots, take the extra half-second to confirm your information. If you’re a pilot, make sure the information you are receiving makes sense. If something appears to be not quite right, it is probably wrong!

LCdr. Hasenbank flies with HSL-48.

