Just Not Another Spin in the Pattern

By Lt. Bill Delmar, SH-60B
“So there I was…,” is a great way to begin this story, but I prefer “here I am.”  Here I am writing an Approach article instead of something much worse.  This story, like many others, reminds us that even the most benign or routine flights require that we stay on our “A” game. 

Every fleet pilot who is or has been an FRS instructor has echoed this thought:  “The FRS is like the post office.  FRPs just keep comin’ and there is no end in sight.”  With a constant revolving door of FRPs, the pattern at home field is cluttered with FRS aircraft executing all types of take-offs, landings, and emergency procedures.  It’s Groundhog Day all over again for the Instructor Pilot (IP) as you launch on a Familiarization event and enter the pattern.  Flying over the St. John’s River, the downwind is the perfect time to induce a simulated emergency or to contemplate how to best test an FRP’s knowledge, procedures or airwork.  It’s the downwind, however, where instructor pilots can lapse into complacency.

It was a great morning to fly.  We were the first event on a packed schedule, and I was scheduled to fly two early FAM events.  At this point in the syllabus, each FRP has about nine hours of flight time in the SH-60B.  More importantly, this particular flight is the first opportunity for an FRP to dedicate his or her energies to single-engine failure procedures.  

The FRP had experienced no difficulties with normal FAM maneuvers for the first hour of the flight.  Once we were below max gross weight for single-engine operations, I turned my attention to those maneuvers.  I induced a simulated single- engine failure in a hover, and the FRP executed his procedures well.  The aircraft responded as I would have expected. 

We continued upwind, and I decided it was time to get down to business.  I slowly moved the PCL of the weak engine (No. 2) to the 6 o’clock position and monitored the instruments for engine performance.  I looked over to the FRP as he properly selected contingency power.  Then, I heard the next step in his emergency procedure.
“What’s happening?”

I heard the No. 1 engine spool down, and it was noticeably quiet in the cockpit.  I checked my pilot display unit (PDU) and both power turbine (Np) tachometers and Nr read below 80 percent.  The AFCS DEGRADED caution light illuminated on the caution advisory panel, and the “LOW ROTOR RPM” warning light was flashing.  The one engine I had had at full power had just rolled back, and I was in a dual-engine, low-power configuration with low Nr.
I immediately advanced No. 2 PCL back to FLY.  I took controls, intently focused on recovering Nr.  I stopped the descent and leveled the aircraft at 200 feet over the river.  As I made my turn to the base leg, I scanned the No. 1 ENG instruments:  Gas turbine speed (Ng) was approximately 65 percent; TGT was 530 degrees C, Np read approximately 35 percent, and Tq indicated 0 percent.  All were indications that the engine was contently humming along at idle.  

In the chaos, I had not thought to declare an emergency or even call tower for permission to land.  Fortunately, we were the only aircraft in the pattern.  We executed a run on landing and taxied clear of the active runway.  I informed maintenance control that we would be returning to the line.  Once we were safely in the chocks, I congratulated the FRP on surviving his first actual emergency in LAMPS. “Regrettably,” I said, “I have to cancel your event due to maintenance issues.” He didn’t seem to mind. 

We had completed all of the required takeoff checks to prevent an engine flameout when applying contingency power.  Mechanical failure, however, can occur anytime, especially when you least expect it.  Most importantly, we adhered to a very crucial part of our NATOPS brief:  “If an actual emergency occurs during a simulated emergency, return the aircraft to the previously flyable configuration and address the actual emergency.”  It may seem obvious, but it helped my crew execute under pressure because we had discussed this point specifically in our brief.

A thorough NATOPS brief and application of CRM principles are to set the stage for every flight. The “standard” NATOPS brief has no place in naval aviation.  No flight is ever ordinary, and no situation is ever benign, no matter how repetitious it may seem. 

Lt. Delmar is an FRS instructor with HSL-40.
