“CV  Strike, Sideflare 67…”  No Response. EMCON At Its Worst 

By Ltjg. David Matsumoto, MH-60S
The afternoon started out as just another day aboard the AOE. Our HC detachment was steaming off the Hawaii operating area on a standard WestPac cruise tasked with another six hours of afternoon logistics runs consisting of moving passengers, mail, and cargo (PMC) from ship to ship. We were a month and a half into this cruise and after completing JTFX, we were just getting to the point of feeling comfortable working in and around the ship. 

The weather that morning was scattered at 3,500 feet with a layer of white puffy clouds that were 150 to 300 feet thick. Prevailing visibility was around 7 miles in light haze, but a horizon still was visible. The haze combined with the low angle of the sun made visibility to the West difficult. The weather was forecasted to remain the same the rest of the day. 

The first two legs of the days flight went without a problem and we actually managed to get a half hour ahead of schedule. After reporting “Ops normal,” and kissing off with the DDG we immediately obtained a TACAN lock on the CV where we were to drop off the four passengers and some mail. We obtained pigeons from control and proceeded on out way.

The TACAN indicated that the CV was where it was supposed to be 28 miles away from the ship we just left and everything appeared normal. At 25 miles I checked in with strike who acknowledged us and informed us to continue inbound. At 18 miles strike requested us to remain outside 15 miles, “due to…conducting operations,” with a little hesitation in his voice. 

Desiring to get some instrument procedures practiced while waiting, I entered holding and slowed to a minimum power required airspeed then reported holding, and worked on perfecting my wind corrected headings. We held without an expected further clearance for about 20 minutes when I decided that it was time to inquire as to when we cold expect to be cleared to continue inbound. “CV Strike, Sideflare 67, currently holding outside 15 nm on your 060 at cherubs 5, 7 souls, 1 + 35, request expected further clearance.”

What came next was not standard, but made sense. “…Sideflare…  cleared to proceed inbound, switch button 1.” 
The excessive pauses and uncertainty in the controllers voice didn’t indicate anything to me beyond task saturation. I turned inbound and requested that the landing checks be reviewed and switched to button No. 1.

I made the initial call to tower, “CV tower, Sideflare 67…” No response. At roughly 10 miles, a grey blob could be distinguished through the haze and golden shafts of sunlight streaming through the clouds. “CV tower, Sideflare 67 is on your 238 for 9 at cherubs 3 with seven souls and 1+25.” Nothing. As we got closer the gray lump started to form into something resembling a warship, but not distinct enough to identify what type. The weather conditions made it difficult to judge distance, and there was some uncertainty as to weather the gray blob was the carrier, or another ship between the carrier and us. 

At 7 miles there was no doubt that the ship that was directly in front of us was not a CV. It was very DDG-ish looking from that distance. There was nothing that could be seen beyond it or to either side. That initial “huh?” feeling set in. Still no joy with tower on button No. 1. 
“Well, let’s pogo back to Strike,” I recommended. One of the beauties of the MH-60S is the ability to pogo frequencies with your thumb. “CV  Strike, Sideflare 67…”  No response.

“What’s our fuel state?”  1+15 to splash. “I’ll check the equipment-status table,” the HAC said, to verify correct operation of the TACAN. Everything checks good. 
“Where’s mother?”  Sour lock, most likely out of range from what we were told at the brief that we got from combat that morning. 
“How far away are the other ships in our battle group,” I asked. 

“You run through the communications card and find out who else is up, I’ll punch the TACAN freqs and see who’s nearby” stated the HAC. 
While I was running through the list of TACAN channels, I could hear the HAC attempting to contact every radar control and tower in our battle group. The HAC initiated a climb to Angels 2 to see if that would improve reception. 

Halfway though the list of TACAN channels, I remarked that we should turn to 060 back toward the last ship that we were on. While the HAC turned in the direction of the CG, I finished the sequence of TACAN channels with the following results: CV was at 8 miles at 238 and the CG we landed on earlier that morning was at 073 at 34 miles. 

At this point we’ve confirmed that the CV TACAN channel is not pointing at the CV. No one is responding on their L/L or control/strike frequencies. The only other TACAN channel we could pick up was the CG that we last launched from. “What’s our fuel state?” 1+05 to splash. “OK, we have enough to get to the CG. You fly and let me see if everything is working right”. I took the controls, centered up my HSI needle and flew at 130 knots, our max range airspeed. 

“Hey I think I see the CG on the horizon.”  With their radar-control frequency in the top radio the HAC attempted to make contact with no joy. “Okay, I have the controls, you tune in button 16,” the HAC stated. Rolling through the keys, I got the MAR menu up and tuned in the preset 16. 

As we were making an approach toward the ship, I put the CV strike back in the bottom and decided to make an advisory broadcast in the blind stating our intentions, “CV Strike, Sideflare 67 is bingoing back to CG due to lost communications with the CV.” 
I expected silence, but that peace was shattered when amazingly enough, someone responded! “Sideflare 67, CV strike, understand. Say state and advise when sweet comm sweet lock with CG,” the controller stated calm and collectively, as if they weren’t just ignoring us five minutes earlier. 

Concurrently, the HAC was making his call over button 16. “Warship ##, This is helicopter XX##, hovering off your starboard quarter at 3,000 yards, request you come up your lima lima.” Surprisingly, they too responded, Stating that they would come up their L/L. 

I checked out with CV strike and rolled the bottom radio to CG’s L/L and told the HAC that I had just established communications with CV strike and informed them of our intentions. Landing on CG with 0+35, I breathed a sigh of relief. The HAC jumped out to get a face to face on why no one had talked to us for the last half hour what was going on while I called for fuel and requested box lunches.

After getting in and hooking up to ICS, the HAC informed us that he spoke with the CO of the CG who explained that the entire battle group was conducting an exercise which entailed EMCON being set and certain communications tactics employed. All of this was fresh news to us. 

However, our issues weren’t over yet. We still had to get these passengers to the CV and sunset was quickly approaching. Since night passenger transfers over water are prohibited, we utilized ORM to control the situation by setting a bingo and a time that we required a green deck at the CV. If either was reached, we would return to the CG, drop the passengers off, then RTB.

Pigeons to the CV were received from the CG, however, this time we immediately attempted to establish communications with the CV and verify the pigeons we just received. Much to our relief, the CV gave us a location that coincided with what the CG said. However, our TACAN needle was pointing toward our port quarter, but we pressed forward with the pigeons we were given. 

At about 21 DME, the TACAN needle swung a full 150 to straight ahead. This was disturbing and yet at the same time comforting. The CV made us hold in starboard delta until 2 minutes before our RTB time, but then cleared us for a landing. We landed just as the sun was setting and topped off with fuel. 

And, to continue the saga, our AOE was experiencing problems changing their equipment status from EMCON back to normal communications circuits. Their TACAN was up, but no voice on L/L. Trusty button 16 combined with visual procedures (deck-status lights and wave-off lights) allowed us to eventually land back at mother. 

Needless to say, one more question was added to the preflight planning list. “Is the fleet going to be engaged in any type of exercise today that would require setting EMCON?”  But, another important lesson learned is that regardless of the communications condition set, if you don’t declare an emergency or use critical situation terms like “BINGO”, units may not be obligated to respond to your inquiries. 

Ltjg. Matsumoto flies with HSC-21.

