Preparing for the Unexpected

By Lt. Leslie Alexander, SH-60B
I certainly was not expecting an emergency on my first flight as an SH-60B helicopter aircraft commander (HAC), but that’s exactly what happened. As naval aviators, flight officers or aircrewmen, we generally do a good job of preparing for emergencies, and they are discussed in detail during our NATOPS brief. However, no one expects to have an emergency. My first lesson, as a new HAC, was that being well prepared for an emergency was the best way to ensure that I could handle one if it occurred. 

After successfully completing my HAC board on Monday, I was scheduled for my first HAC flight on Tuesday. It was a familiarization (FAM) flight with a squadron nugget. Although an aircrewman was not required for the flight, operations scheduled two aircrewmen to conduct an aircrew NATOPS check. This turned out to be a fortuitous event and was my second lesson as a new HAC. There is a reason why my Wing Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) states, “Aircrew should be utilized to the maximum extent practicable on all flights.” Being prepared for the unexpected means having as many assets as possible available to cope with any given situation. Crew resource management (CRM) is a critical tool to have on your side during any emergency situation. 

We decided to stay in the local helicopter pad pattern first and provide the aircrewmen with an opportunity to knock out some NATOPS check items. As we bounced in the pattern, I noticed that the flight controls felt odd even though the aircraft was not flying much differently than normal. However, each aircraft can have a unique feel. Some have a side-to-side shimmy while others have more of a gallop. So my initial thought, if anything, was it might be a potential flight control mixing issue. Then I heard these words from the senior aircrewman in the back, “Ma’am, there’s hydraulic fluid leaking on us.” In the H-60, the flight control hydraulics bay is up front over the pilot’s and copilot’s head. Hydraulic fluid leaking onto the aircrewman’s head, in back, might be coming from the main rotor damper system. His input was critical to my decision making process as a new HAC. My perceived problem, with the flight controls, was indeed an actual problem with the aircraft. We were not sure exactly what the problem was, but in my new HAC brain, I knew that a flight control issue plus leaking hydraulic fluid meant trouble. Fly the brief. In an emergency, aviate, navigate and communicate. As we turned downwind, I notified the control tower of our leaking hydraulic fluid and requested a full stop followed by a taxi back to my line. 

Just as we taxied into our line, the aircraft started to violently shake side to side and rock up and down. As I looked over at my copilot, to make sure he was in fact holding the controls, our very experienced senior aircrewman quickly diagnosed the problem as a main rotor damper malfunction. Once again, I had received critical and timely input from my aircrewman in back. CRM was definitely on my side during this flight. This was an aircraft emergency that I had only experienced and practiced in the simulator. Without calling for chocks (since the aircraft was no longer stable enough to allow anyone to enter the rotor arc safely), I immediately secured the engine power control levers and applied the rotor brake.

Once the dust had settled and my hands stopped shaking, I thought about the circumstances that resulted in our successful handling of the emergency. My first new HAC lesson; be prepared for an emergency. Know your procedures. Know your aircraft systems. Conduct a thorough NATOPS brief, and fly the brief. My next HAC lesson, crew resource management (CRM) is a critical tool to have on your side during an emergency. The aircrewman in the back turned out to be the critical link in the chain, and his input helped to prevent a potentially worse outcome. He greatly enhanced our CRM capability to correctly diagnose and respond to the emergency. There is never a “good” time to have an emergency, but the day after your HAC board?  Well, I was an inexperienced aircraft commander, but my solid foundation in the basics had prepared me for the situation. We must continually train and prepare for the unexpected. 

Lt. Alexander flies with HSL-37.

