Canberra Divert

By Lt. Stephen Steacy, SH-60B
“We’re still working on the fouled deck.”

“If you can’t give me green deck in two minutes, I’m going to the Aussies.”

“Roger, stand-by.”

This is not the kind of conversation that any pilot wants to have at the end of a long flight. The fact that I was looking at two low-fuel gauges and my alternate deck about 10 miles away did not help to calm my nerves.

The flight started normally enough; in fact, everything was going so well that we were ahead of schedule. The previous flight quarters and hot pump finished almost a half hour early, prompting my copilot and I to discuss fuel conservation and burn rates. After ensuring we had sufficient fuel to make our scheduled land time we took off, spending the next three hours working on ASW problems.

As we approached our land time, we turned back to mom to get ready for recovery. The Air Boss came on the radios and requested that we do some recovery assist (RA)  landings. The detachment had been trying to get some practice RA recoveries since deploying the week before, but we had experienced equipment problems on both the ship and helicopter. This time, with everything fixed, we were ready to go. I did a quick check on gas and we had about 30 more minutes until we reached our minimum of six hundred pounds. I told the Boss that we would be able to do the landings and they proceeded to prepare the deck.

A recovery assist landing is a function of the recovery assist securing and traversing (RAST) system, designed to allow a compatible helicopter to land on a small deck ship in adverse weather. It consists of a hydraulically powered cable secured to the helicopter. With tension applied, the aircraft is pulled into the trap, locking onto a probe beneath the helo after it touches down. This dramatically increases the capability of the LAMPS detachment to perform missions in high seas. It is also a system that needs to be used frequently to maintain crew proficiency and equipment performance.

After a slight delay in preparing the equipment, we received a “green deck” and moved into position. At this point, we had approximately 15 minutes of fuel remaining, but I still felt comfortable hovering over the flight deck ready to land. The first part of the operation, receiving the cable, went off without a hitch. With the cable locked into the helo, I called for the landing safety officer to apply hover tension.

My crewman was watching the process unfold and just when I became suspicious that we were not moving into position as expected, he announced that the cable was still slack. Apparently, it moved slightly before stopping, but it was not pulling down as advertised. 

Moments later it moved again, but still was not pulling with its full force. I told the LSO my intentions to wave off so they could check the system and try again. As I released the cable and took off, I was acutely aware of my fuel situation.

Orbiting behind my ship, I had never seen gas disappear so quickly; I simply wanted to land and asked the tower to clear the deck so that I could recover normally. Unable to retrieve the cable and clear the deck, they informed me that the Australian ship traveling in company, also a Perry class frigate, was setting flight quarters to receive me. Since things were not proceeding fast enough on my own ship, I told them my intentions to proceed to the ready deck and get gas while the cable was removed. I then turned towards the Australian ship and declared minimum fuel.

By the time I was astern the Australian ship they were practically ready for my recovery. They had manned flight quarters extremely quickly and were maneuvering slightly to get me the best winds. I appreciated the speed at which they moved considering that I was now below my minimum fuel load and starting to think of how much time I had until “splash.”  When I finally touched down and took gas, both of my fuel-low lights were illuminated.

After receiving gas, my LSO called reporting that the deck was clear. I left the Australians with my thanks and returned home. Upon arriving, I found that the cable that we were using had frayed and was sticking in the bellmouth that it came from. When we applied pressure to the cable it jammed inside the opening and would not move in either direction.

In hindsight, it was probably not the best idea to test a rarely used system at the end of a long flight with relatively low fuel. Additionally, I could have landed with the cable attached rather than waving-off considering my fuel state. If the other ship had not been available we could have zip-tied the cable to the trap, temporarily clearing the deck for me to land. Although the situation never became dangerous, it definitely got my adrenaline pumping; making everyone involved consider what we did wrong, what we did right, and how it could have been much worse.

Lt. Stephen Steacy flies with HSL-51.

