It’s All Ball Bearings These Days

By LCdr. Wade Page, UH-3H
“Sir, Ma’am, do you hear a howling noise up there?”  This is a statement a helicopter pilot would rather not hear from their crew chief 15 miles out over the water.   Nonetheless, literally, ‘there we were’.  Our squadron provides weapon recovery services for Third Fleet operations at NALF San Clemente Island.  This particular flight was the first mission of the week, a weather check for the range operators back at NAS North Island to determine what training could be accomplished for the day.  Needless to say, our mission had just changed.   A routine  “weather recky” had just taken a turn for the worse.

As a crew, we thought about what could be causing the noise. The wind was gusting up to 40 knots, but a couple of turns to place the wind in different quadrants didn’t change the howling sound.  The next big concern was the transmission or drive shafts.  While returning to San Clemente, we made normal power changes to discern any effect they might have on the noise.  The crew in the cabin reported a fairly constant pitch, with no variation based on power changes.  In the cockpit, we could not hear the howling noise and there were no abnormal indications or vibrations.

After landing, we had one of our crewmen go over to our other turning squadron aircraft to feel and hear the difference.  Returning shaking his head, we had the answer we had anticipated – it was definitely not normal.  We shutdown so QA reps could examine the area around the source of the noise.  The only thing they could see was that one tail drive shaft bearing had a lot of water around it and might need re-greasing.  QA, maintenance control, the crew, and I agreed we’d have them re-grease the bearing, perform a penalty run for 30 minutes to observe the area, and then make a further determination as to what we would do.

After the penalty turn, there was no howling, unusual vibration, or abnormal heat.  Sensing the problem was solved, we launched from San Clemente to return the aircraft to home guard at North Island, about 70 miles away.  About 20 minutes into the flight, and now 25 miles from San Clemente, we heard the crew chief say, “Uh, Sir, the howling’s back again.”  Once again, we turned around and proceeded back to the island.

At this point, having had the aircraft checked out thoroughly by QA, I was beginning to wonder if we weren’t imagining things.  I discussed with the crew that, if nothing could be found after landing a second time, we were going to have to come to a consensus and make a decision about returning the aircraft to North Island.

When we taxied in for a second time, I was determined to head back into the cabin to see and feel this noise and vibration for myself.  As I stood there with the crew chief and the QA rep, I could definitely feel the high frequency vibration on the aircraft skin, but I could barely discern the howling noise they had been reporting.

Then, suddenly, I heard grinding coming from the area.  Definitely not good.  I went back forward to shut down with the co-pilot.  Maintenance subsequently discovered a tail rotor drive shaft bearing that was nearly seized.  Had we continued, I’m pretty sure we would have had a loss of tail rotor drive and tested our knowledge of 9D5 procedures in the Eastern Pacific.

What did I learn from this experience?  First, your crew is a valuable resource, make sure that they know this, so they’re attentive to the aircraft and feel free to communicate any problems. Ask yourself this question?  How many times have I allowed aircrew, after completing the post-takeoff checklist, to essentially detach themselves from the remainder of the flight.  That would have been extraordinarily bad in this situation.   Second, sound decision making remains a big reason we get flight pay.  Just because your gauges read normal, everything feels fine, and NATOPS doesn’t really address the situation, that doesn’t mean something isn’t seriously wrong and you need to land.  Listen to the little voice in the back of your head that says, “something’s wrong and you need to figure out what it is…”

LCdr. Page flies with HC-85.

