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eweretwo daysfromaport visitin

New Orleansduring Mardi Gras,

halfway through our deployment with
the NATO Standing Naval ForcesAtlantic
(SNFL). After the previous port, thisunderway
period was awelcome break for our livers, yet
everyone waslooking forward to meeting with
the other wardrooms at the world’s largest week-
long party.

SNFL was conducting astricken-vessdl
exercise with the British ship smulating amain-
spacefire and the other vesselsproviding assis-
tance. WeweretheAlert-30 SH-60B, standing by
for any vertrep or medevac requirements. We
thoroughly briefed NATOPS, covering thebasics
of vertrep to and from the different shipsin the
force. Unsure of any specific tasking, wetaked
extensively about how wewould apply ORM. The
weather couldn’t have been better: clear skies,
calm seas and light winds. We were stoked for
what looked to beafun hop.

Sure enough, we got the call to launch for
both vertrep and medevac. Once airborne, we
checked inwith all the players. The Britswere
DIW, with our FFG and a Dutch frigate maneu-
vering close aboard for RHIB ops. The ships
weretalking on bridge-to-bridge, but with
Hawklink in one ear and helo commoninthe
other, we decided not to monitor.

Wetook oneload of DC gear over to the Brits
and ran simulated burn victimsback and forth. In
between, we made low, close-aboard passeson the
other shipsto get abetter look and take pictures.

TheBritishwereeventually “saved,” finex
caled, and we were tasked to retrievethe DC
gear we had dropped earlier. The BritishHCO said
theload was ready, called the winds off the port
beam, and gave usagreen deck. Werolled onfinal
from the starboard side and set up ahover over the
deck. My H2Pwasin theright seat with thevisual
referenceto the deck, hangar, and superstructure.
My attention wasfocused right (cross cockpit),
monitoring my copilot’shover, whilethe crewman
wasintheright side door, conning us over the load.
Everything wasworking grest.

“Hook-up man coming under,” wecalled.

“Load’ shooked up. Hook-up man clear,” the
Crewman soon reported.

“Easy up, easy up, weight'scoming on.”

“Load’s off the deck, easy up.”

| caled, “OK, gaugeslooking good, we' reclear
arou...what the..! Steady! Hold your position!”

Unbeknownst to us, whilewewere hovering
over the British flight deck, the Dutch frigate had
begun an approach up the port side at approxi-
mately 50 yards. When we shifted our attention
forward, all we saw was gray-metal superstruc-
ture. If wetransitioned, we' d deliver our SH-60B
and theload of fire hoses, OBAs, and P-100sright
ontotheir bridgewing.

Hearing the start of my aborted “ clear” call,
the H2P started drifting forward to transition to
forward flight. Upon seeing all that gray and
hearing thelast half of my call, he steadied usout
and started aslow turn to theleft. The crewman
called the load steady aswe passed between the
two shipswith no morethan arotor’sclearance on
either sde. | continued calling torque, airspeed, and
altitude as he threaded the needle. Once clear and
above single-engine airspeed, we breathed abig
sigh of relief and actually started to laugh. We
dropped theload off on mother and recovered
shortly after.

Sowhat would | do differently today? Canyou
say, “ situational awareness?’ Theentire crew was
task-fixated on asteady hover and getting theload
hooked up. Whilel was monitoring the gauges,
altitude, and position over the deck, | did not look
ahead or |eft until it wastimeto beon thego. One
quick glancetotheleft would have given meadll the
SA | needed. | could aso have monitored bridge-to-
bridge, instead of Hawklink, which might haveclued
mein onthe Dutch intentions. Why didn’t the British
HCO warn us? Doesn’'t matter. You can’t depend
on othersfor your own clearance. In any case, we
got avery valuablelesson at acheap price. I'll
never again start to call “clear around” until | know
for surethat weare. And I’ll never again assume
an obstaclewon’t suddenly appear out of nowhere,
eveninthemiddleof GOMEX, with the nearest
land over 200 nm away.

LCdr. Nash flies with HSL-42.
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