Pitch Black Maneuvers

By Lt. Ryan Beshany, SH-60B
It was just another night FAM flight to get our pre-cruise minimums, or at least that is what I thought as I sat in the NATOPS brief.  The HAC and myself were on the same detachment, had flown together on many occasions, and had a seasoned AW as our aircrewman.  Before the brief, we had decided to depart Mayport and do some SAR training over the river during the day, then cross to the coastline and continue the training scenario after sunset over the ocean.  Little did we know what kind of training it would be.
During the NATOPS brief, we covered all of the standard EPs thoroughly and then discussed our mission.  After the brief, the crew went to maintenance control and read through the ADB.  Proud Warrior 436 seemed to be working fine and had no history of significant problems.  We received a hotseat from the off going crew and they also mentioned no discrepancies with the aircraft.  We took off, performed our after takeoff checks, and spent the remainder of the daytime portion of the flight practicing automatic approaches over the river without incident.   

Then our night transformed from routine to a near mishap.  As we transited along the coast, we noticed how there was no moon and it was pitch black toward the east over the Atlantic.  This would be a great training opportunity to put a SAR search pattern on our MPD and have it terminate over a nearby channel marker buoy as the simulated survivor.  Before we initiated the search pattern, we descended to 200 feet and conducted the automatic approach checklist in accordance with NATOPS.  The ATO set the potentiometer at 80 feet per squadron SOP, we executed the search and rescue patterns that ended in a southeast heading into the wind, and engaged the automatic approach.  This heading also happened to be in the direction of the pitch-black Atlantic night.

Both the ATO and pilot were on instruments as we engaged the approach.  The helicopter was handling normally until about 95 feet when the nose began gently porpoising up and down.  We thought the porpoising motion was unusual because we hadn’t experienced it earlier in the day, but not so unusual as to wave off the approach.  At this altitude, the helicopter’s AFCS normally began increasing power to terminate the approach in an 80 foot hover.  I noticed that the helicopter was not adding power on its own, so I began to pull in collective manually.  Adding collective to assist the helicopter in an automatic approach is not an unusual occurrence either.  While the AFCS usually reacts to the input and recovers promptly, it did not in this situation.  As I added more and more collective, my radalt continued to show me in a descent.  This wasn’t making any sense to me.  Were my gauges lying to me?  I had no visual references outside, so I had to force myself to trust my instruments, which was difficult in this situation.  The next few seconds happened fast but seemed like an eternity.  I remember seeing the radalt showing 65 feet, followed shortly by the Rotor Low RPM light flashing, the steady beeping tone in my ear, and 127-percent torque; all while I started to get really bad vertigo.  I felt like I was in a severe nose high attitude.  I immediately passed the controls to the ATO, hoping that he would be able to recognize what was happening since he had been monitoring the instruments.  He smoothly nosed the aircraft over about five to seven degrees to get single engine airspeed and scooped the helicopter out of the low power situation.  As we were gaining airspeed and preparing to climb, the aircrewman and I both heard the No. 2 engine spooling back up to full power.  It then dawned on the crew that we had experienced an engine rollback at the most inopportune time.  As the ATO scooped the helicopter out I remember seeing 30 feet on my radalt and the AW said that he could see salt spray through the cabin door!  We came close - that is for sure.  

As a new H2P, this near mishap really opened my eyes to many things in naval aviation.  There really is no such thing as a routine flight.  That mentality will get you in a lot of trouble.  The other major lesson learned is that you should never be too stubborn to give up the controls if you feel you have vertigo.  The first time you get it could easily be your last.  I am not sure what the outcome may have been if I had tried to fight it for a few more seconds.  Working together as a crew is what saved our aircraft from going in the water that night. 

Lt. Beshany flies with HSL-42.

