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INn the

FOQ

nApril, | wasin afleet squad-
ron, scheduled to do my first mission that didn’t
involvetraining. | wasexcited, because | had just
finished the CH-46 replacement-pilot syllabusa
month prior. A new HAC, two crewmen and |
wereto transport 12 civilian passengersfrom NAS
North Iland to amulti-spot ship about 10 miles of f
the coast of San Diego, then pick up afew more at
another ship afew milesnorth for transport back
totheair station.

We called the ship before departure, and they
reported the weather as 800 feet broken and 4
milesvishility. Thewesther |ooked even better
outsidethe briefing spaces. Inthe brief, we
discussed flying out to the ship at the standard



altitude of 500 feet. Every light appeared green, so
wefinished our preflight and taxied to theterminal
to pick up the passengers.

Ontheway, weall noticed an odor most
commonly associated with sticking or hot brakes.
We stopped for afew minutesto investigate but
found nothing out of the ordinary. Although the
odor had vanished, we continued to focusonit as
wetaxied to theterminal to pick up the passen-
gers. The passengersclimbed onboard. Listening
to ATIS, werecorded the same weather asbefore
and departed fromthefield.

Climbing to 500 feet, we leveled off and got a
sweet lock onthefirst ship’sSTACAN. About 2
milesfrom thefield, the cloud deck started to
solidify and lower. We descended toremain VFR.
Then, at 300 feet, we started a climb through the
layer to the reported tops. At 1,200 feet, asex-
pected, we broke through into clear skies. Aswe
continued out tothe
ship, oneof the
crew in back told us
the samething had
happened onthe
previousday. That
crew had just flown
circlesaround the
ship’sposition until they found aholeinthelayer.
With our comfort level higher thanit should have
been, we continued out over acompletely solid
deck. Weradioed inbound to the ship and re-
quested the current weather report, for which we
had towait an unusually long time. A 400-foot
cellingwith 2 milesvisbility wasthe eventua
report.

Wecircled for 10 minutes but found no break in
thelayer. After the ship reported no other vessalsin
thearea, the HAC took the controlsand told the
crew that we were going to do amodified TACAN
approach. Wewould crossover the ship, track
outbound, and make adescending turn back to the
ship, ending up below the 400-foot |ayer. Wewould
then come up the stern of the ship for alanding.

Everything went as expected until we passed
bel ow 400 feet and found ourselvestill inasolid
layer. We slowed our descent bel ow 300 feet, and
our air speed steadily decreased. Thetensionrose

aswe descended through 200 feet at 20 knots, till
inthethick of it. | rodethe controlswiththe HAC,
asour scans constantly switched between atitude
and outside the aircraft. Aswe approached 150
feet, weleveled off. The ocean wasbarely visible
directly below us, and visibility was zeroin every
other direction. The crewmen in the back reported
the same. We continued inbound for afew min-
utes, dipping dightly below 150 feet (the altitude
my alarm was set at) twice, withimmediate
correctionsback to 150. Wewerebasically holding
a150-foot hover in IMC. To make mattersworse,
| had everything | needed to know about the ship,
except itsheight abovethewater. At onemile, we
stopped the search and started a climb back up
through thelayer. Again we broke out at 1,200
feet. The ship reported hearing us pass close by
onthe starboard side. How close, we will never
know.

The ocean was barely visible directly below us,

and visibility was zero in every other direction.

We cautioudy proceeded to the next ship, hoping
to find better weather, but |earned that the westher
therewas 200 feet with one-haf milevighbility. At this
point, wedecided to divert back toNASNorth Idand,
rather than hold for thewesther to clear. | logged a
sandard PAR to asafelanding, and we dropped the
passengersback off at theterminal . Aswetaxied
back to our line, the brakesl ocked up, and wehad to
alr taxi to aspot for shutdown.

My first flight in my new squadron was quitea
learning experience. | felt well-prepared, though |
had obvioudly forgotten to bring very important
information. Our desireto completethemission, a
faulty forecast, and not setting clear safety limits
on our approach put our bird in avery dangerous
position. To thisday, wearen’t sure how close our
aircraft, with 16 peopleinside, cameto blindly
hitting the ship. | drew two lessons: Be prepared,
and expect the worst.
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