The Effect of Going Aided to Unaided 
On the New Guy

By Ltjg. James Kotora, MH-60S
It was our first night doing bounces onboard the mighty amphib USS DARK NIGHT, tip of the spear, somewhere in the Northern Arabian Gulf.

I was a new pilot qualified in model (PQM), 5 weeks out of the FRS. Upon arriving on the territory of Guam, I was sent out on Det 6, our permanent SAR Det with the USS Essex (LHD 2). After a brief turnover period with the off-going detachment, our highly motivated crew started out with a challenging flight schedule of night re-qualifications concurrent with providing SAR for Harrier night missions. In order to make best use of the time available, we decided to start our flight aided so that the Harriers could recover aided and then switch to unaided for the rest of our qualifications. We planned to de-goggle while refueling to allow sufficient time for our eyes to adapt to the darkened conditions.

As the night started the bounces were going great. Both of the crews used solid CRM on the approach calls. “On Final, Right Seat…. Spot in sight, secure smacks, disengage radalt hold.”  The aided portion of the requal ended without incident. On deck both crews then de-goggled as briefed. I remember thinking I needed to give my eyes enough time to adapt and not rush into flying.  Our playmate called Tower stating they were ready to launch. I looked at the HAC and asked if we were ready to go too. The aircrewman in the back said they were set for breakdown and launch and the HAC reviewed the takeoff checklist. At that point I figured, yes, I guess that means we are ready to go too. I called for breakdown. 

We lifted separately and, as the helo in front of us turned downwind, we extended to gain a greater interval. It was a dark, dark night. When we had been goggled there had been plumes from the fires of the oil wells in the distance but now all we could see was a small yellow flame that didn’t provide any useful ambient light. My turn downwind was done entirely on instruments. Flying from the right seat and on reciprocal heading from the ship’s BRC, I wasn’t able to see the ship until, boom, the bright lights of the ship catch your eye and you’re home free. Now just make the turn to final, make your call, and land it. Easy. 

This is when it got interesting…  

By our third or fourth landing, I was feeling confident in my ability to land unaided, and so was the HAC. I turned downwind and saw that I was a little slow. Knowing that the radalt hold was still on, I pushed the nose over a little, and sure enough we sped up a little and got back on parameters. The turn to final is a decelerating 135-degree turn. Normally it is not a problem but this one for some reason was rough. I arrived on final much too slow, so again knowing I had a ways to go I lowered the nose to get some more airspeed. Usually, as all helo pilots know, you add collective along with the forward cyclic input to accelerate, but with radalt hold on the AFCS does this for you. My call over ICS was “right seat on final.”  My copilot was doing his job securing the smacks and the radalt hold. That’s when things got all messy. We started descending so I added collective… or so I thought. I continued to maintain a totally outside scan. On short final to a big amphib you would think you would be able to judge altitudes, but as this story relays, sometimes you cannot. I remember things going as usual. I heard the normal Low Altitude Warning Tone go off at the DH altitude but did not pay it much attention because I knew I was descending on final. Then suddenly, all at once, over tower frequency and ICS: “POWER, POWER, POWER!”  I felt the collective jerk up. I added more collective and made a rather rushed landing. No big deal I thought. What was everyone yelling about?  As we sat spinning on deck everyone took a few deep breaths and then we began to talk about what just happened. Apparently, we got low… really low. The deck height of the LHD is 75 feet above the water and we estimated we were at 30 feet (or less). This was my first near-death experience and the worst thing is I didn’t even realize I was in danger, both from being below the ship deck and being close to the water.  

From the experiences I had during that night I learned the following:

Unaided landings on ships are not fun, especially at night especially when it’s really dark. 

Start unaided and progress to aided. It’s not a wise decision to go in reverse.

Regardless of the night, have your co-pilot continuously call out A/S and Alt for your descent.

It’s good to have crewmen in the back. 

Don’t get complacent. Every landing is a new challenge.

Ltjg. Kotora flies with HSC-25.

