The Fog of War

By Capt. Aaron Haines, USMC, AH-1W
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Just another December day in the Sandbox. We had been in country for around three months and had few adverse weather issues. Our mission, as a section of Cobras, was to provide convoy escort from Camp Fallujah to the Southeastern portion of our Area of Operations. At 0600, we checked in as fragged with the convoy commander after weapons checks and a short transit to the pre-briefed link-up point on the outskirts of Fallujah. As we screened the convoy’s route to the south, we noticed a fairly significant and unpredicted fog layer pushing in from the north toward our position. The thickness and swift movement of the fog caused us to lose sight of the convoy for a short period of time. This prompted us to have dash-two make a call to base to see if they had any updates on the weather and to find out how long the decreased visibility was going to last. Much to our frustration, base could only relay the standard “skies clear, unrestricted visibility” with no significant adverse weather conditions on the forecast. Based on our own observations and the conditions at home base, we continued our convoy escort mission with limited visibility of our convoy. After successfully escorting our convoy to their destination, we felt pretty comfortable despite the decreasing visibility due to fog. 

On our way home, we initiated fuel checks and both aircraft indicated enough fuel for one practice approach for proficiency. Additionally, picking our way through the fog while avoiding towers and small arms fire was not the preferred flight profile for either cockpit. Approach control indicated visual meteorological conditions (VMC) at the field and separated the flight for two individual practice precision approaches. Dash 2 was vectored for the first approach and we trailed by several miles for the second. As dash-two was on the approach, we asked how the weather looked, but only received a garbled transmission. Not wanting to get in their loop, we continued on our approach noting that the fog was getting worse as we made the switch to the final approach controller. Just as we received the “on glide slope begin descent,” we heard dash two say “shoot it long.”  

We quickly realized that this was not going to be your typical practice approach, and that we were going to shoot an actual approach with the approach controllers thinking the field was in VMC. We continued down the chute as the controller was giving me turns that didn't quite coincide with my instruments (I was using the TACAN to back up the PAR) but I continued because the corrections seemed to be keeping us close. We descended to decision height and then to 100 feet AGL, but we still couldn't see the runway. As we continued lower and slower we still couldn't see the runway, we contemplated going around for another approach. Finally, as my front seater was calling wave off, I saw the runway about 20 meters to my right and could see the deck as we reached about 50 feet AGL. We began an air-taxi down the runway and reported to tower that the visibility was about an eighth of a mile or less with fog. It turned out luck was on our side and our dash two was clear of the runway because it would have been really tough to see him with the fog being as thick as it was. 

Several factors seemed to weigh in against us on this particular flight. In a hostile environment, landing at a remote site to wait the weather out or going lower and slower to stay under the weather isn’t really an option. The weather and fuel state precluded us from diverting to any nearby Forward Operating Bases or Forward Arming and Refueling Points. Weather forecasts being inaccurate became another factor. Finally, the proficiency level of both approach controllers and rotary wing pilots was lacking due to the nature of combat operations. Part of our squadron’s policy includes flying at least one practice approach each month to keep the pilots and approach controllers proficient when the need to shoot actual approaches comes up. This particular day, we were glad we had professional controllers and that we had been maintaining our instrument proficiency even while operating in a combat environment.  

Capt. Haines flies with HMLA-369.

_1198101326

