Tally, Fights On, Right to Right, No, Wait, That’s a Bird. . . 

By Lt. Matthew Langreck, SH-60B
It was a beautiful night in the Arabian Gulf, if there can be one.  The haze from the surrounding oil platforms was light, we were under an OinC moon, and the horizon was very un-LAMPS like, visible.  As the detachment operations officer, you would think I would know better than to schedule myself for a 2100 to 0330 double bag.  The first was uneventful.  We flew unaided to take advantage of the visible horizon and rebase our night currency.  We goggled up on deck during the hot-pump and launched aided for our second bag.   

As a relatively new helicopter aircraft commander (HAC), and an even greener NVG instructor, I am still perfecting my NATOPS brief while at the same time teaching the detachment second pilots the finer points in preparation for their HAC syllabus.  My contribution to the new Lookout/Obstacle Avoidance Procedures consists of some of the standard lines.  Call out the traffic or obstacle using the clock method, state whether the contact is high/level/low, and whether it is a factor.  Assume anything not called is not seen.  If in extremis and the non-flying pilot doesn’t have time to make the call, take the controls and steer us away.  Words to live and stay alive by.  

The contacts were the typical Arabian Gulf group three tankers and fishing dhows.  We split time between our nighttime SOP hard deck of 200 feet AGL for the VID of contacts, and 500 feet AGL between those VID opportunities.  About an hour into the second bag, I had done a control swap so I could enjoy my dinner, a peanut butter sandwich, en-route to another group of contacts.  The oil fires on the horizon were providing some great bloom out opportunities on the goggles.  And of course, out of one of the oil fires quickly grew a small M-shaped object.  At 500 feet AGL, the threat of birds is very low.  I just wish someone had told this seagull that.  With the boom mike out of the way so I could eat, I had enough time to yell, “Bird, 12 o’clock!”  About the time I began to yell it the second time, I dropped the sandwich and pushed down against the trim on the collective.  The H2P reacted about the same time I did and fortunately, the bird went high as we went low.  

I took the controls while we discussed what had just happened.  The AW only heard “bird” and several expletives before we rapidly descended.  We only lost about two hundred feet and there were no indications of a bird strike.  We spent the remainder of the event discussing what had happened and calming down.  After the flight was when the real discussion began.  The bird was on my side and would have hit my windscreen.  At night, I will admit, I don’t wear my clear visor.  The visor is there for protection, but when on goggles, the clear visor cannot be utilized.  Without the goggles though, our feathered friend would never have been seen.  Goggles are a great asset and on that night, probably saved the aircraft from a very likely bird strike.  So, next time you are out flying at night, and the question arises to goggle up or not to goggle up, think about what you just might miss, or hit, without them.   

Lt. Langreck flies with HSL-46 Det. 1.

