I read with great interest the article, “Warlord 715 Versus the Volcano,” by Lt. Vincent Dova, in the Mar-April issue of Approach.
Lt. Dova and his HH-60B crew from HSL-51 Det. 4 were conducting a routine training flight from the USS Shiloh, and once their primary training tasks were complete, decided to include a flyby of an island that was well within the operational range of the aircraft. 

The only hesitancy in doing this was the admonition of their boss to remain within comms range of the home ship in case something went wrong (the voice of experience). The crew knew that Anatahan was around 80 miles from the ship, and at that range and altitude the normal VHF comms would be marginal at best. As predicted, the VHF comms gave out just when the sightseeing was getting good. In this case the crew decided to press on for a presumably short period of NORDO (they advised the ship of this prior to losing contact - "GOOD!”). But, of course, during this radio blackout ended up getting a "TAIL XMSN OIL TEMP" caution light. Because the island presented no viable landing areas, they chose to fly back to the ship (assuming they would quickly be back in radio contact range to call for assistance in case they had to ditch at sea). Unfortunately radio contact was not reestablished until the helicopter was about 35 miles from the ship. At that time the ship was able to swing into action and steam toward them and launch SAR helos to assist. The reaction to the emergency was probably delayed 30 minutes due to lack of communications.

The conclusion of this article bothers me where Lt. Dova states, "Less than

24 hours later our crew was back in the air for a double bag of ASW play just off Guam. Just another day at work, this time though, we confined our sightseeing to the occasional sidelong glances at the beach."  He further states, "While there may be a few perfectly sound and acceptable reasons to briefly go beyond or below comms range from your nearest lifeline, curiosity isn't one of them. Leave tourism to the tourists."

First, in defense of "sightseeing and curiosity," these are legitimate training tools, and if you can combine training hours with some varied flight experience, then great. If you just happen to discover "Dr. Evil's" latest secret hidden base on the backside of Anatahan, well, that's a bonus. The bottom line here is that a crew should be able to take a helicopter to the extent of its design range without undue worry. Because this is training for actual missions, training must include situations where those limits can be experienced. 

Second, and this is the reason for this letter, is my question: If the crew knew they were going to out of VHF comms range, why was the HF radio not mentioned in this article? In the course of my career as a simulation engineer (and as an amateur radio operator), I have asked several helicopter crewmembers how they liked their HF radios. They have all responded that "we never use it!" or "it doesn't work." I have to ask more questions. Do the HF radios really not work? Or, are crews not trained in the use of HF radio? If the radios really don't work, why are they installed in the helicopters in the first place? Somebody needs to get our money back!

In the case of Lt. Dova and his crew, if the HF radio does work, and somehow I suspect it does, it should have been a routine matter to have an HF net as a backup link between helo and ship. The Department of Defense maintains a very extensive network of HF stations around the world that can give assistance if you are trained on the use of HF radios. The last time I looked at a flight information handbook, it contained a listing of all military stations along with frequencies/times of day/geographical regions that a crew can use to contact these stations. Also check out this link for good info: http://www.hamuniverse.com/aerofreq.html . 

I am concerned that enough crews have been told that their HF radios "do not work," and that the training syllabus has not included meaningful attention to teaching HF propagation, that we are overlooking a valuable asset that can allow flight crews to more safely extend the mission range of their aircraft.

I have been told in the "old days" before email, Skype, and cell-phones, which crews used to fly out from the ship and use their HF radios to contact MARS stations and get phone patches home. Aside from the personal benefit this provided to Navy people far from loved ones, it was also a great way to train the crews on the capabilities of their HF equipment. 

In closing, I would suggest that commanders might just consider finding ways to encourage aircrews to get more ground training on the capabilities of HF radio, and then start including HF frequencies in your operational communication plans.

Clark Morris

