I Just Don’t Feel Right

(Due to Unrecognized Vertigo)

By Lt. C. Newt McKissick, SH-60B
“So there I was….” The introduction to any good story.  As every quality-of-training night deck landing qualifications (DLQ) event should go, the illumination level was 0 percent with an overcast ceiling at 1,000 feet.  The seas were at the edge of the permissible limits, causing a continuous, ship port and starboard roll of five degrees or greater.  Winds were also at the edge of the limits prescribed by NATOPS, but that is why wind envelopes are developed, to permit pilots to launch safely from ships under the most challenging conditions.  Considering all current factors, and recalling my vast experience of shipboard flight operations, I was keenly aware that this night DLQ event was going to take place under varsity conditions. 

The HSL – 46 Det Four ROUGHRIDERS embarked in USS Monterey  (CG-61), complete with all of our work-ups, began to head East on October 13, 2004, in support of the HST Strike Group Med/ MEF deployment.  We had completed the day re-qualification portion of the Week One Work-Ups (WOWU) syllabus, since more than two months had elapsed from our previous underway period aboard the Mighty Monterey.  Now it was time to execute the more challenging night events required by WOWU.  

As you may expect, the bridge team was also in the same “back-in-the-saddle” mindset, adjusting to helicopter operations underway.  As the aviation detachment maintenance officer, and the only night current DLQ pilot, I was to strap-on the helicopter to re-baseline the night deck landing currency of the other detachment pilots.  With the helicopter already engaged on deck, I entered the rotor arc, climbed into the aircraft, completed the HAC-to-HAC turnover, and was then held on deck, waiting for the next hour and twenty minutes while the ship searched for acceptable winds and seas.  

At this point in the story it is essential to digress, because it is important to note how my night DLQ currency was attained, and to illustrate the obvious the difference between the concept of currency and proficiency.  In the midst of three devastating hurricanes that hit Florida in the months preceding our deployment, it is not surprising that night shipboard DLQ training events were not readily available in Mayport area.  On the last available fly-day prior to the detachment flying the aircraft to Norfolk to embark for deployment, I gained night DLQ currency by performing the absolute minimum number of approaches and landings required by NATOPS.  I gained currency on a ship not far off the coast of Mayport with cultural lighting providing a distinct horizon, nothing like the night shipboard conditions I was currently experiencing.  Although I had become night DLQ current, with 20/20 hindsight, I doubt that I was proficient enough to re-qualify my detachment pilots with the challenging, varsity conditions present.

Now back to the story.  As the time sitting in the aircraft while on deck elapsed, I found myself staring at an unmoving picture of the green-lit flight deck and hangar, unmoving except for the aircraft attitude indicator which was constantly indicating either 10 degrees left-wing-down or 10 degrees right-wing-down (due to the ships excessive rolling action), and the aircraft compass card which was also rotating through every magnetic heading as the ship maneuvered for more than an hour.  During this time, I could not comprehend or believe that a multitude of surface contacts endangering the ship were present out here in the dead center of the Atlantic Ocean, requiring such excessive ship maneuvering.  I became aware of my increasing level of frustration.  
After 80 minutes on deck, my copilot, the detachment OinC, and myself, set a limit:  If the ship was unable to provide a NATOPS acceptable deck for flight within 10 minutes, we would cancel the event and attempt the training flight another night.  After nine and a half- minutes, the bridge provided updated “numbers” and gave us a “green deck” for launch.  I verbally reviewed the launch and recovery procedures to my copilot, since he had not completed a night DLQ evolution in more than two and half months.  We completed the take-off checklist, checked our instrument panel, noting green gauges and no caution lights, then I told the landing safety officer (LSO), “ready to lift.” 
As I raised the collective to apply power to the aircraft, I verbalized “Up to the HARS bar.”  
I had placed the helicopter approximately six feet lower than the HARS bar.  Then I stated “Moving up and aft,” however, instead of increasing my altitude up to the HARS bar and moving the aircraft directly aft of the flight deck, at low altitude, I moved the aircraft aft and approximately 10 feet right of centerline, with an uncomfortable nose-up aircraft attitude.  At this point, I was not flying the aircraft—it was flying me.  I was well outside of the normal aircraft placement parameters, and involuntarily, not making the appropriate corrections.

Without delay, my copilot announced, “I have controls.”  Following the positive-three-way-change-of-controls which we brief in every NATOPS / ORM pre-mission brief, my copilot corrected aircraft altitude, attitude, and centerline.  Here I was, the only detachment pilot who was night DLQ current, yet I was experiencing unrecognized vertigo at a critical stage of flight.  When asked how I was feeling, I said to the crew the only thought that came to mind, “I just don’t feel right.” At that point, it was apparent to the crew that the mission should be cancelled.  The copilot landed the helicopter without incident, then radioed to the LSO that the aircraft and crew were fine, but that flight operations were cancelled for the night, and requested chocks and chains for a shutdown.

We were just training, and this mission was not operationally necessary.    Should that have mattered?  Our community philosophy is “Fight like you train.” This is a concept I have taken to heart and imbue in those whom I train.  Vertigo is not simply a word we use during a NATOPS brief; it is a physiological reality with debilitating effects that must be understood and recognized by every aviator.  You are not weak if you experience vertigo.  You are weak if you do not confess to yourself and to your crew that you are experiencing vertigo.  At times such as this, our personal integrity and courage requires that we displace our personal pride and admit that we have limitations that might prevent us from accomplishing a planned mission.  Had I instead insisted that we continue the event, I would have put my aircraft, but more importantly my crew, at risk.  

In the flight debrief, we came to the conclusion that sitting in the rolling aircraft with an unmoving sight picture combined with the fatigue of battling so long with the bridge to obtain a ready deck, I had developed vertigo; incapacitating enough to manifest a marked degradation of flight performance.  Fortunately for us, all helicopter systems worked as advertised; a great credit to our detachment maintenance team.  I would have surely been incapable of fighting the helicopter had we simultaneously experienced an inflight system emergency while I was fighting my vertigo.  

The operational-risk-management doctrine dictates that we do not accept unnecessary risk.  During this night DLQ event, we immediately identified our risk to be a crewmember experiencing vertigo.  This was a risk event that we did not have to accept.  The “controls” we put in place were to have the non-vertigo pilot control the aircraft, land, and cancel flight operations.  Two nights later, weather conditions improved, permitting all detachment pilots to complete their night unaided and aided DLQ re-qualification.  Now I sit here writing this article having learned a valuable lesson.  We, as professional aviators, too often use our confidence in our abilities to our detriment.  Every time we fly we expose ourselves to real risks.  Our challenge is to not only identify each risk, but to take action to mitigate the risks when such risk is unnecessary.  Fly safe.
Lt. McKissick flies with HSL-46, Det. 4.

