The Collective SA

By Lt. Jason Walters, SH-60F  
The business of carrier aviation is inherently dangerous. Operating in the CV environment with CAVU skies is one of many blessings every carrier aviator prays for. Strangely enough, despite the advent of such innovations as Doppler radar and satellite imagery, it seems the carrier has the uncanny ability to find even the most isolated thunderstorms in the middle of the ocean, particularly at night.

A recent FRS CQ detachment onboard the mighty USS Harry S. Truman (CVN 75) is where this story begins. Up to this point, the E-2C and F-18 E/F newbies performed pretty much as expected, providing a slightly higher level of entertainment than the seemingly endless loop of Down Periscope playing on ship’s TV. But alas, the training wheels must come off and night traps are where the rubber meets the round down, to coin a phrase.

The sun had just set, and there were scattered thunderstorms in the area where the ship was conducting flight ops. My crew and I donned our night-vision goggles, set our red light with tower, and headed for that all-too-familiar chunk of airspace that can only be described as pure magic for HS bubbas—the starboard delta.

Just after crossing the stern, I noticed one of the NVG-friendly secondary lights on the instrument panel had started to flicker. Lucky me, I thought, it was on my side of the cockpit and was fast becoming even more annoying than the guy on the ship who drones off the unintelligible propulsion plant casualty drills at 0300. No problem; just like in the movies, a few taps on the fixture seemed to keep the culprit at bay for short periods of time.

The students got about two passes in before things became very quiet. In the midst of trying to troubleshoot my failing light, mom found the weather. While rain does tend to increase the pucker factor at night, it’s lightning that brings moments of quiet desperation to any cockpit, and on this particular night, the lightning was something to behold. Wearing tubes only served to amplify the intensity of the flashes, akin to starring directly into the business end of a jumbo Maglite. And let’s not forget lightning isn’t very healthy for aircraft either, as evidenced by the omnipresent lightning-strike poster on the wall of every maintenance department in the fleet. 

The seas churned from sheets of heavy rain and the light show was going almost non-stop. Meanwhile, my fixed-wing brethren already had assumed a stack at somewhere in the neighborhood of FL800 to avoid the ensuing chaos and were rapidly discussing diverting to the beach. It was becoming clear that this was not your ordinary night for starboard D, so I twisted closed the rheostat for the malfunctioning secondary light, took the controls from my copilot, and brought us into a hover on the starboard side of the ship, just close enough to see through the downpour that the flight deck had now been secured because of  the foul weather. The wipers, which barely contact the windscreen as it is, are working double-time but don’t even come close to combating the horizontal barrage of moisture. The silhouette of the ship appeared and disappeared with every flash of lightning. Meanwhile, my aircrew chief in back is grousing about the bird’s unusual attitude on account of trying to hover into the wind while simultaneously crabbing to hold mom’s course.

The situation couldn’t possibly get any worse, right?  It wouldn’t be an Approach article if it didn’t. I suddenly became aware of the telltale smell of burning wire in the cockpit. “Anyone smell that?” I asked, hoping it was my imagination. Unfortunately, the crew rogered-up to my question and confirmed they too smelled something burning. This is the part where the story goes from bad to worse. 
My rescue swimmer in the aft cabin now reported seeing sparks coming from my side of the instrument panel, something which went unnoticed to us up front because of the lightning. Any guess as to where it was coming from?  My troublesome secondary light chose the perfect time to go full section eight on us. With a string of expletives, I departed the formation with mother for forward airspeed, passed the controls back to my wide-eyed copilot, and donned my heavy-duty preflight gloves. My first instinct was to pull out my knife and simply cut the wires leading to the light, but upon further review, I opted to attempt to disassemble it by hand (being put on maintenance’s black list for cutting the wires loomed somewhere in the back of my mind). Thankfully, it turned out to be a simple spring-type cannon plug and the light show inside the cockpit came to an end.

The bad weather continued for another 15 minutes before finally breaking. CQ resumed and we remained pretty quiet for the remainder of a mercifully, uneventful flight. There was a collective sigh in the aircraft when we heard tower say, “612, one to catch, snuggle up.”

During the debrief, we discussed the lessons learned. First, when the CQ birds started their stack for weather, we should have asked tower for their intentions with the helicopter. While this may not have gotten us on deck, it would have certainly reminded the ship we still were out there in the middle of the same awful weather which had forced the ship to suspend flight ops. Bottom line, if the powers that be are talking about sending the fixed-wing folks back to the beach because of bad weather, as aircraft commander it is my responsibility to ensure that their discussion includes what to do with the helo as well. Second, in the air, the crew should have discussed what to do if our emergency had developed into a land-as-soon-as-possible/immediately situation. Would we have been prepared to land the bird on a secured flight deck during foul weather, or were other options available? Good CRM would have allowed us to explore more possibilities. During the discussion concerning the instrument-panel secondary light, we realized that particular light is always energized when the battery is on, therefore, my closing the rheostat never actually deenergized the circuit. 
Finally, the lightning was unnerving, but we were fortunate that it never struck the aircraft (it’s always better to be lucky than good, as the saying goes). We concluded that we had been alert and reacted relatively well given our situation, affording us the opportunity to brief the wardroom at the next AOM. Hopefully, we raised the collective SA (situational awareness) of our squadron’s pilots and aircrew should another crew find themselves in a similar situation the next time the ship finds the weather.

Lt. Walter flies with HS-7.

