War Stories
Risk management lessons learned.
Surviving a Crash...and Confronting the Cold
Imagine being so cold that you can’t feel your fingertips or your toes.  Imagine a night so dark, so wet, and so cold that it takes two people to operate a simple jacket zipper.  If you can imagine all of that, then you have only a glimmer of understanding of what it was like for an AH-64 crew on a snowy night after they crashed into the side of a mountain.  Despite the fact that this accident occurred several years ago, the hazards never change and the lessons learned from this incident are many.
It was a routine night recon into the mountains, and the accident crew was Chalk 3 in a flight of four AH-64s flying in staggered-right formation.  They had been airborne for 32 minutes when they encountered unforecasted snowshowers.  The air mission commander announced that he was starting a 180-degree left turn to return to station.  As Chalk 3 turned left to exit the weather, it crashed at the top of a 7,000-foot mountain.

Their story

The following is an account by CW4 Franklin C. Harrison and CW2 Daniel R. Smee of what happened after the crash and the crewmembers’ actions until they were rescued more than 2-1/2 very cold hours later.  At the time of this incident, the crew was assigned to Company A, 2d Battalion, 229th Aviation Regiment, Fort Rucker, AL.
CW4 Harrison, PC:

“I’m alive” was my first thought when the aircraft stopped rocking from side to side.  I tried to call Dan, my front-seat pilot.  No answer.  During the crash sequence, his helmet mike cord had come unplugged.  He was trying to call me, I was trying to call him, and neither of us could hear the other.  Obviously, some very unpleasant thoughts about each other’s condition flashed through our minds in those first few seconds.


I immediately shut down the engines.  As I was exiting the aircraft, I saw Dan.  When the aircraft started vibrating and rocking from side to side, Dan had ducked down as low as he could in the seat to avoid any rotor blades that might come through the cockpit.  He could hear the fuel escaping from the ruptured auxiliary tank that had been mounted on the right wing, and he climbed out through the opening where his left canopy had been broken away.


Much relieved to see each other, we quickly moved about 25 feet away from the aircraft and did a quick appraisal of our physical condition.  I thought I had broken my left arm on the armor seat during the impact.  However, on examination we found that it wasn’t broken, just banged up pretty good.  Dan had a small cut on his right cheek and scratches on his right arm.  All in all, we were in great shape considering what had just happened.

Assessing the situation

I was told when I started flying helicopters that “if it’s not on you at the time of a crash, chances are you won’t get it out of the aircraft.”  We were lucky.  There was no postcrash fire, and we were able to return to the aircraft and retrieve our Gore-Tex® parkas and sleeping bags from the wreckage.


By then it was snowing very hard on the mountaintop and the wind was blowing at 20 knots or more.  We heard an aircraft circling to our south clear of the snowshower.  It was our lead aircraft——the company commander.  I attempted to contact them on my PRC-90 survival radio to let them know we were down safe but the aircraft was destroyed.  I got no reply, so I changed over to the beacon mode.  Still no reply.


We assessed our situation and realized that due to the weather conditions on the mountain, it was going to be difficult for a rescue aircraft to get to us.  Knowing that we would not be rescued where we were until hours later when the weather cleared, we decided to climb down to the valley floor about 700 feet below to improve our chances of being picked up sooner.  We did a quick inventory of what we had and decided to take our sleeping bags and wear our survival vests under our Gore-Tex® parkas.  I had two flashlights and Dan had one.  I was wearing my Nomex gloves; Dan had a pair of inserts he could pull on over his Nomex gloves.
Descending the mountain


Prior to flight school, Dan had been an Army Ranger School instructor with extensive mountain training.  He led out.  I felt that if anyone could get us down that mountain, he was the guy who could do it.


As we started down, the going was very slow due to the steepness of the terrain.  It was still snowing, and we were soon soaking wet.  As we moved, Dan would throw his sleeping bag down the path about 20 feet and I would keep my flashlight on his path.  He would stop, I would throw my sleeping bag down to him, and he would keep his light on me until I caught up with him.  We knew that just one misstep could mean a broken ankle or worse, and then it might be all over.


The cold was really starting to take its toll on me by the time we reached the halfway point.  I could no longer feel my fingertips or toes.  I would take my wet gloves off, wring the water out of them, place my hands inside my parka until the feeling returned, and then I would put my gloves back on.

No turning back


At each stop, we would try both of our PRC-90s.  We still got no reply.  Then we came to a dropoff of about 25 feet.  It was like a kick in the chest.  I just didn’t think we could make it back up the mountain, and it looked like we couldn’t continue down.  The terrain was too steep to even allow us to set up our sleeping bags.


Things were looking pretty grim.  Just as I was thinking that I was going to die on that mountain after surviving the crash, Dan casually asked if I had ever seen the movie “Alive” in which the survivors of an airplane crash had been forced to resort to cannibalism to survive.  That got me moving.


Dan surveyed our location and found that if we moved laterally about 15 feet, we could hang from a ledge and drop only 7 feet and continue down.  Before we had a chance to talk ourselves out of it, Dan’s sleeping bag was over the edge.  We were committed.  Dan reached his bag with no problems, and then it was my turn.  I threw my bag to Dan and started.  It took only a couple of minutes, but it seemed more like an hour.  I was physically drained.  Fortunately, the terrain shallowed out and we wandered into a small streambed and followed it to the valley floor.


It had been 2 hours since we started down.  It was still snowing, the wind was still blowing as hard as ever, and we were soaking wet and cold.  This was it; we weren’t going any further.  We would set up camp and wait for rescue.

For want of a fire


Our first priority was to get a fire going.  As Dan surveyed the area for possible landing sites for rescue aircraft, I gathered sagebrush to build a fire.  We knew we had matches in our vests because the vests had been inspected before our deployment.  The problem was locating them and getting them out of the vests.  My hands were so cold it took both of us to operate the zipper on my parka.  Using paper I had torn from my kneeboard, we tried every match in both vests——none ignited.  Next, we tried the emergency fire starter kit; it ignited, but the wood and paper were too wet to burn.  Next Dan tried the magnesium fire starter, using his survival knife to shave it and to strike the sparker——too windy.


About that time, I would have given a hefty price for a cigarette lighter.  Bad timing; I had stopped smoking just 3 months before.

A welcomed flash of light


Lucky for us, an Air Force UH-60 search-and-rescue bird had seen the flash from our attempt to start a fire and headed our way.  When we heard the aircraft, we called them and asked them to flash their landing light twice if they could hear our emergency transmission.  They responded with two flashes of light that were about the prettiest sight we had ever seen.  We used my two flashlights to mark our position.  By the time we were extracted, it had been more than 2-1/2 hours since our aircraft went down——2-1/2 of the coldest and wettest hours we had ever known.

Lessons learned


In retrospect, I know we made the right decision when we decided to move down the mountain.  The crew of the rescue aircraft (and this crew was trained and prepared for mountain rescue operation) told us that they had twice tried to make it to the top of the mountain to find us, but were forced to turn back due to the low ceilings and snow.  It was during their third attempt that they had spotted the spark as we were trying to light a fire.


In addition to learning the benefit of doing everything possible to enhance your chances of being rescued, we also learned the importance of—


■ Having a thorough understanding of the weather.  What you get in the weather briefing may not be what you encounter.


■ Preflighting your survival vest and knowing the location of all components.  It’s hard to find them in the dark.


■ Taking the right equipment——food, water, clothes——with you when operating in adverse environmental conditions so that if you end up on the ground for whatever reason——crash or precautionary landing——you can survive.


■ Preparing for the environment you are operating in.  It may be hot when you depart, but it can get awfully cold in mountainous terrain at night.


■ Coordinating with your ATC personnel to test your survival radios at some distance, not just in the bench test set.  Following the accident, we checked 10 of our unit’s survival radios and all 10 were good only for a 1-mile range.


■ Having good batteries and carrying spares for your flashlight and liplight.  During those first few minutes following the crash, the liplight on our helmets was the only source of light we had to help us find our flashlights, parkas, and sleeping bags stored in the cargo bay.

· Testing the matches in your survival kit.

■ Making sure your copilot is a mountain ranger instructor—you might need those skills before you get back to station.

CW3 Smee, PI:


When I realized we were going to crash, my immediate thought was very simple: the ORT (optical relay tube) is going to cause pain.  I was right.  During the crash sequence, my head was thrown forward and that was where I elected to keep it until the engines wound down and the blades were finished beating themselves to death.  The ORT hurt, but I thanked God for giving McDonnell Douglas the talent to make the AH-64 a crashworthy machine.  That was my religious experience during the crash.


You can only imagine the jumble of simultaneous thoughts racing through my mind.  Because of this “chicken” position I was in, my ICS cord had come undone and I was unable to communicate with Frank.


Since Frank and I had crewed together for just short of a month, we had been working together on our communication and our teamwork, even during our spare time.  Frank is an experienced aviator with nearly 7,900 rotary-wing hours.  I was new to the unit and still learning stateside flying, having been previously stationed in Germany.  In my opinion, I couldn’t have had a better teacher than Frank.  Yet with all the mission planning and all the rehearsals, there I was crawling out through a huge hole where the canopy used to be of what just moments before was a perfectly good aircraft.
Assessing the situation


As I was climbing out of the aircraft, I saw the glow of Frank’s liplight and I knew he was at least conscious.  My adrenaline was pumping like crazy.  I walked around the aircraft and saw Frank’s door open and out he climbed.  We walked away from the aircraft and assessed our physical damage.  Outside of a couple of scratches and bumps, we were basically intact.


We could hear an aircraft circling to the south and tried to reach them on our PRC-90s, but were unable to establish voice communication.  Frank went to beacon.  Still no luck.


We were fortunate to have brought our Gore-Tex® parkas and our sleeping bags with us because we knew how cold it could get in the desert at night.  We gathered our gear and secured our helmets and kneeboards along with the rest of our gear in our bags and placed them away from the aircraft because we knew the accident board was going to need them.  Still unable to raise voice with the other aircraft, we then decided to proceed down the hill.

Descending the mountain


The climb down was interesting to say the least.  I had been in snow before, but never on top of a mountain in the middle of the night.  I knew that this was going to be good.  Our objective was to make our way down to where the weather was better and the terrain conducive to safe rescue.  For an “old guy,” Frank surprised me: he really didn’t have any serious problems keeping up on the descent.  The going was slow and the distance down to the next drop was hard to judge due to the darkness and the snow.  We would drop our sleeping bags from one level to the next and use them as a reference to judge distance.  Slow, but it worked extremely well.
For want of a fire


When we reached a streambed, we followed it to the valley floor and then we decided to build a fire and wait there for someone to pick us up.  The weather was still bad, and we were not sure if it would permit a pickup that night or not.


In my survival training, I had never had a hard time starting a fire when needed.  Not now.  First the radio hadn’t worked, although we had just checked it a few days prior, and now the matches in our survival vests were inop.  Our luck seemed to be running kind of thin.  Magnesium fire starter was the next weapon of choice.  My fingers were pretty cold from the climb down, and we were both wet to the bone.  A fire was sure going to feel good, just as soon as I could get one going.  Well, the magnesium didn’t work either.  No matter how hard we tried to build a windbreak, the wind was too strong for it to contain the shavings.

A spark of light


Finally, our luck began to change: an Air Force search-and-rescue aircraft had seen sparks of the firestarter and was able to visually home in on our position.  When we heard them, we were able to establish contact with them for pickup, although we still didn’t have two-way communication.

Lessons learned


These events took place in a period of 2-1/2 hours; 2-1/2 long, miserable hours and plenty of time to think about pre-mission planning and the importance of it.  If we had not brought our parkas and our sleeping bags, it is very likely that we could have been cold-weather casualties to some degree.  As it turned out, the search-and-rescue aircraft had made two previous attempts to reach the crash scene and had been forced to turn back.  On their third attempt, they had spotted the spark of light as we were desperately trying to get a fire started.

Frank and I both have a better appreciation for the survival vest than we did before the accident.  I know that if I’m going to have to wear it, I’m going to ensure that things work as advertised.  Regardless of current inspection dates and the presence of matches and other required items, if they don’t work or you don’t know how to use them, they can’t be of much help to you when you really need them.  From now on, I’ll check everything.

--Reprint from Flightfax


