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I '\ ly, itisstill ahelicopter. Thequestionis't if, but when, a

serious emergency is going to happen. AsaLAMPS Mk-I11
helicopter aircraft commander (HAC), | alwayswondered when it would be
my turninthe barrel for one of those there-I-was emergencies. | had my fair
share of flashing master-caution lights and minor-emergency procedures, but
my helo career was uneventful until midway through my second WestPac

deployment onasmall boy.

My ship was aKidd-classdestroyer, operating in the Northern Arabian
Gulf in support of UN sanctionsagainst Irag. The ship and crew had become
afinely tuned war machine. Approaching athousand hoursin model and
havingal my quals, | was comfortablewith the aircraft and single-deck
shipboard operations. Our squadron detachment worked smoothly with the
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hop: Shewould run the mission from the get-go.

The weather looked good, but the moon wasn't very
bright. We' d haveto return to aship that didn’'t have
standard LAMPS deck lighting. We reviewed the mainte-
nance book and weretold the reeling machinefor the
towed, magnetic anomaly detector (referred to asthe
MAD bird) had been replaced. Thereeling machineallows
the MAD bird to be extended in flight to 200 feet. Mainte-
nance asked usto do an in-flight evaluation of the unit.
After theusual preflight night scare on theflight deck, we
strappedin, lit thefires, and engaged the head. Tower
passed us agreen deck, and we were off into the velvet
blackness.

For thefirst hour, we were busy passing contactsto
home plate. The H2P reminded me about testing the reeling
machine, and the junior aircrewman in back, an antisubma:
rinewarfare petty officer (AW3), concurred. | took control
of theaircraft and gave the go-ahead for operation of the
MAD bird. | flew straight, level and within airspeed
parametersfor deploying the MAD. Then cameastring of
expletivesfrom the back.

My brain went into high PRF, as| scanned theinstru-
mentsfor amalfunction.

“Sir, wehaveaproblem,” crackled over theICS. It
wasthe AW3. | asked what the problem was and received
the standard, “ Stand by,” followed by amomentary pause
that seemed like an eternity. Finally, hereplied, “ Sir, it'sjust
ahung MAD bird.” | needed moreinformation. | cleared
the AW to secure himself with the gunner’sbelt and open
the cabin door to visually check theMAD. Heverified the
MAD birdwas40feet intrail of theaircraft. Thereeling
machine had hung up during extension.

Thisiswhere crew coordination cameinto play. We
decided, asacrew, toreel the MAD back in. If any
problems arose, wewould stop and consider other options.

Theinitial attempt to retract the MAD birdfailed, and
the AW turned off the reel switch. We had two options.
Onewasto picklethe bird near the ship and attempt to
salvageit with the ship’srigid-hull inflatable boat (RHIB).
This option was discussed with ship personnd. If it had
been day VM C, thiswould have been the optimal choice,
but night operations pose hazardsthat makeaRHIB ridea
sporty event. A choppy seaand the possibility of losing
sight of the MAD bird made this option apoor choice.

Our second option wasto bring the aircraft into ahigh
hover over the ship and picklethe MAD bird over theflight
deck. Option two wasriskier. Theflight deck did not have
all the handy-dandy lighting that LAMPS Mk-I11 capable

reference system (HARS) bar, which stabilizesahover
over theflight deck. Wedidn’t even have alanding signa
officer.

| had to establish asteady, high hover over the deck
without visua aids. The plan wassimple: Wewould use
crew coordination to reduce our risk. | wouldfly inona
higher-than-normal approach, and AW3 would ensure
MAD cleared thefantail. When steady in ahover, | would
lower theaircraft until the MAD bird was on deck. When
AW3informed the cockpit the MAD was on deck, H2P
would hit the magic pickle button. Easy!

Aswe approached the ship, | told my OinC about the
plan. He agreed, offered some helpful insight for setting
aircraft lighting, and worked on getting favorablewinds
from the ship.

| ensured the AW knew the callsto make, and |
instructed the H2Pto back me up on the approach. We
rolled onto final and received agreen deck from tower. |
hovered considerably higher than normal, so highthe only
visible cue | had wasthe mast of the ship swaying back
andforth. That iswhen | realized | accounted only for
winds behind the hangar. The winds above the hangar and
around the mast were more turbulent.

Normally, hovering thisaircraft iseasy. It dmost can
be done hands-off—but not thistime. | felt likel wason
fam-1 at Spencer Fieldinthe TH-57B. Fighting thewinds
and the aircraft, my calm voice becamethat of ascream-
ing T-34C IP. | could feel asense of urgency from the
ship’scaptain (who wasmonitoring the evolution viathe
flight-deck camera). | needed to know wherethe MAD
bird was, and | needed that info yesterday. Ascalm ashe
could be, AW3 said, " Easy with it” and gave clearanceto
pickle. H2P gave aquick three-two-one count and hit the
button. Once the cable sheared, the rotorwash blew the
MAD bird onto one of theflight-deck-edge nets (I hadn’t
thought about that). | visualy cleared theairplaneand
waved off to set up another approach for landing.

We shut down, debriefed and met with all the players
on the ship to discuss our decisionsand execution. Were
there any aternativesthat might have entailed lessrisk?
Second-guessing decisionsmadein the air, whether yours
or another aircrew’s, has been happening since Orvilleand
Wilbur flipped the coin. We had worked well asacrew;
after al, that’show wetrain. Our aircrew meshed well
with the ships’ crew, who helped usidentify therisksin our
optionsand provided the expertise to mitigate the risks of
theoptionwechose. “=igs

Lt. Mason is a former SH-60B pilot who recently transitioned to the
EA-6B and flies with VAQ-142.
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