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carrier on numerous occas ons, and we were ready
for the unexpected.
| had completed severa vertrep missions at
thispoint, and | was starting to get the hang of it. |
was|ooking forward to thisnight’smission, except
for thefeeling that thingswere going to be hard.
Thisfeeling was probably amonthin the making.
Past outingswith the CVN had deteriorated,
mainly because of the mini-boss stendency to
climbinto our cockpit from thetower, especidly
during vertreps.
| had studied all the publicationsand had some
experiencethat told mewhat thisvertrep’s pattern
was going to bethat night. It definitely went
againg everything in the publications or common
sense. | knew that during fleet operationsyou
couldn’t alwaysgo by the book. Certain situations
requireflexibility. However, thisnight pushed
flexibility to thelimitsand for no apparent reason.
Thereweretwo ships, theaircraft carrier, and two
aircraft fromtwo different squadronsin the
pattern. Sacramento wasin CONREP on the
starboard side, which would have been niceif
that waswheretheloads for the vertrep were
coming from. The T-AFSwas much more
than 1 OOOya'&(?am to ardsis
ide, en-
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the port side of the carrier, right behind an FA-18
(theonly aircraft on the entire deck).

“Isthisfor real?’ | asked my HAC. “Theonly
aircraft on the entire deck isten feet from where
he wantsthe loads dropped.”

Most shipsget into position and let the aircraft
commandersfigure out the pattern. Not that night.
Themini-boss'splan wasto s multaneousy
transfer the 400 loadsfrom the T-AFS, then, after
each drop at the carrier, pick up aretrograde load
fromitsfantail and drop it on Sacramento.

Ashard asitisto explain, it waseven harder
to understand at thetime. Thispattern didn’t allow
usto keep the other aircraft or the LSE in sight
and had us backing up 300 feet to the carrier’s
fantail, with little or no visual cuesto pick aretro-
load. This pattern allowed no ability to seewhat
flight-deck personnd, forklifts, or cargo might bein
our way, let a one determinethe other aircraft’'s
position inthe pattern.

From thefirst approach in the patternfor a
pick (hooking up theload), | knew it was going to
bealong night. The HAC had started a descent
onemilefrom the stern of the T-AFSfor thefirst

approach. Somewhere around 75 feet off the
water with a700-fpm descent rate, ahalf-mile
fromthe ship, | grabbed the collective, pulled
power and said, “You need to tell me about de-
scentslikethat!” | suspected the HAC had some
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PAST continued from page 7

an auto did not even occur to me...until hedid. | didn’t see
himdoit thistime, | just watched the No. 1 power-turbine
speed and turbine-gas temperature drop down. | said,
“Lookslike number one haslow-sided.”

“Good catch, smulated failure,” hereplied.

| said, “Roger,” and thought, “Well, | expectedthis,
right?He' Il back meup, right? Everyone| talked to said
thisisnobig desl, right?’

Asl started flaring at the bottom to 35 degrees, nose
up, herealized that | wasn’t going to wave off, and heran
the engine back up to give usthe extrapower we' d need in
about two seconds. Rock and pull.

Hesaid, “We regonnahit!”

| said, “I’vegotit!” and | did, thanksto the power
from the other engine. If he hadn’t run the No. 1 back up,
we probably would have landed hard and could have
broken the aircraft. It turned out to be one of the best
autos| have ever done, with zero forward airspeed, and a
perfectly level and aligned helicopter at the bottom. Would
that have been enough to prevent serious damage, injury or
death? Perhaps, but | didn’t want to find out, and I’ mreally
glad that wedidn’t find out then. Even if we had, wewould
have come down on apad where landing is prohibited
(though hovering is not) because of possible damageto the
pad’s structure.

After theevaluator finished yelling a me, | explained
that we had donethisonce before, and | had asked him
about it afterwards. Heremembered, and when | told him
that | thought | had donethe“wrong” thing in waving off
last year (not wrong, just not what he wanted), hetold me
that | had misunderstood him. After acouple of professiona
expletives, weboth laughed with relief and called it aday.

Thismisunderstanding could’ ve cost us, and the Navy,
alot, and we had avoided adisaster with abit of skillful
flying on my part and quick reactionson hispart. Hard to
feel good about it, but | learned alot that day.

If something happensthat has made you cringe, even
just alittle, never accept anything but acomplete and
thorough explanation or description. Never alow itinyour
aircraft until you' re completely satisfied with that answer.
Evenif itisacheck flight, you havetheright to say, “Hell,
no, we' renot going to do that!” If you are sure about
something, but then are madeto feel you know nothing,
find out why.

Andfinally, don't forget operational risk management.
All I had to dowasbring thisup in the NATOPS brief
beforetheflight, and I’ m sureit would have been resolved
right then and there.

Lt. Rauchenstein is the squadron weapons-tactics instructor for HSL-51.
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vertigo, sincewewere so low and still so far fromthe
ship'sstern.

We recovered quickly, discussed theincident briefly,
and got back inthe game. The darkness bred disorientation,
and the HAC later repaid the favor when | had ahealthy
case of theleans. Well-established in the air boss's uncom-
fortable pattern, the HA C repeatedly pleaded for a“more
efficient pattern.” We asked to take care of one ship at a
timeto avoid dl the problemsl just outlined. | recall
wanting to further comment about the position of thelone
FA-18 parked so that it was amost impossible not to
overfly. Every attempt to streamline the pattern was
rejected. | thought we should be saying something other
than“inefficient,” but wedidn't.

The night continued with near-misseswith the other
H-46 from the T-AFS. We pleaded to the tower for
better “ efficiency.” With each pass, we questioned the
operation more and more. | wanted to say something
else, but | didn’t. Meanwhile, the mini-boss kept refining
hiswishes.

“Sideflare, drop that load ... moreright ... you have a
fouledload ... retroto theleft.” Thisput theradio traffic
at anintenselevel for daytimework, let aloneanight like
this. The noise added another degree of required “flex-
ibility.” Of course, the pilot at the controls, with radio
mixer-switchesdown in order to hear our crewman’s
calls, was not privy to the tower’ssuggestions, soit all
had to be back-briefed. | sat silently during onerefueling,
resenting that asan H2P, | had to study all those publica-
tionsthat set the requirementsfor night vertrep, which
detail efficient and safe patterns, warn against excessive
radio traffic, quantify the proper ship distances, and
delineate discretion for night vertrep. | saw none of it put
into practicethat night.

We finished the operation that night asif “no” wasnot
inour vocabulary. | wasglad it was over. Throughout the
mission, | wondered, “ Before how many aviation mishaps
did the crew fed uncomfortablejust likethis?’ | wondered,
yet | never said athing. | spoke up during the debrief, but
by then, it was easy.

In the story, the boy in the midst of crowds, royalty,
and pressure had the courage to go against everything
taught and say, “ The emperor has no clothes.” One of us
intheaircraft that night should have said the publications
aretherefor areason. We should have overcomethe
fear of speaking up against the powersthat be. We should
have said something other than that this vertrep operation
was“inefficient.”

Lt. Amara flies with HC-11.
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