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War 1 was extremely hectic. Having

completed No. 26 Observers course
mid-1990, Flight Observer Training (FOT) on
the Squirrel began in July and consisted a
handful of utility refreshers and straight into a
utility check (thanks to recent previous history
on the aircraft as an Aircrewman).

The lead up for my involvement in Gulf

This was followed by Navigation and Tactical
phases and, in what was probably record
time due to the need to fill a Flight Observer
position, my conversion on type was com-
pleted in September with embarkation in FFG
HMAS Sydney IV in October 1990.

Weekly running, conducting workups, and the
ship itself being fitted with all manner of new
technology, was happening at a frightening
pace. Before | could stop to really take stock
of the past few months’ activities, | found my-
self one evening in the middle of the Indian
Ocean in transit to Diego Garcia (Sydney was
in company with HMAS Brisbane) en route to
the Gulf, night flying a long way from Mother
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with a brand new set of Night Vision Goggles
(NVGs).

A makeshift cardboard dashboard extension
cut out the glare from internal lights; | was
looking into the dark void for distant light
sources and sneaking up on and identifying
merchant vessels with our landing light. The
Squirrel had a single light source generating
light for instruments through fibre optics, so a
non NVG compatible light system required
the dash lights to be switched off and the use
of our aircrew torches with red filters and only
the Observer wearing NVG. This allowed the
Pilot to stay on the clocks with rudimentary
lighting.

Other than the hum of the ever-reliable Arriel-
1B gas turbine above and some radio chatter
about the surface picture with the Ops Room,
it was a tranquil and relatively calm evening,
there was next to no moon light and a handful
of visual idents to conduct. | felt strangely
comfortable, satisfied that the intense build
up and kitting out was almost appropriate; but
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SH70B Seahawk 873 (Tiger 73) and AS350B Squirrel
860 (Taipan 860) on the flight deck of HMAS Sydney,

alongside in Freemantle - the last
Australian Port of call ~ 2
before sailing for the Gulf
in mid November

1990: »

~— “

this really was just the calm before the ‘Desert
Storm’.

| really had no idea what to expect in theatre
and we completed our INCHOP and handover
from HM Ships Adelaide and Darwin in Muscat
Oman on 3 December 1990. Adelaide and Dar-
win subsequently returned to Australia whilst
Sydney, Brisbane and Success continued into
the Gulf of Oman for patrols.

We eventually transited through the Straits of
Hormuz into the Northern Arabian Gulf (NAG)
and things became very busy. Our flying con-
sisted of constant daily surface picture compila-
tions and identifying and tracking the vast
plethora of merchant vessels within our range,
as well as transporting COMFLOT to several
USN capital ships. These included US Ships
Midway, Theodore Roosevelt, Blueridge, Las-
calle, Missouri and the sister hospital ships
Comfort and Mercy. Several frigates and
AEGIS Cruisers were also visited such as
Princeton, Bunker Hill and Oldendorf, to men-
tion a few, as well as many auxiliary and supply
ships.

As tensions escalated and conflict became im-

minent, the deadline for withdrawal of Iraqi
forces from Kuwait was set at midnight of 16
Jan 1991 local time. Our job in the Squirrel be-
came to warn off supertankers and merchant
ships from heading to their intended gulf ports
as they would likely be standing into grave dan-
ger.

Using Channel 16 to initially contact vessels,
then chopping to discrete maritime frequencies
and reading the UN Sanction 661 script, we in
our fearsome battle budgie coerced many a
ships master to turn for safer waters.

Sometimes this required brandishing a loaded
Mag-58 (Machine Gun) near bridge windows to
convince them to wisely wheel over. One morn-
ing during our Surface Picture tasking, we flew
with stealth in close to the Iranian coast to view
the remnants of the ‘Surf City’, a US registered
tanker holed by an Exocet missile fired from an
Iraqgi Mirage F1, the result of a previous conflict
involving Iran. On our approach to the tanker,
we were challenged by the Iranians on guard
frequency via a Mode Charlie interrogation for
apparently encroaching on their 12 nautical
mile territorial limit. We made a hasty retreat
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without getting any more useful
intel pics.

The stroke of midnight and 17
Jan 1991 saw a rain of Toma-
hawk cruise missiles leaving
the silos of several USN ships
in salvos and the tactical dis-
plays in the Ops room aboard
Sydney were lit up like Christ-
mas trees. The four Carriers
operating in the NAG sent
waves of an assortment of air-
craft including FA-18s and F14
Tomcats deep into Iraqi terri-
tory on continual raids.

The USN promulgated com-
munications plan (COMPLAN)
for coalition aviation assets
read in part words to the effect
‘Squawk and talk and don’t become a smoker,
or share your cockpit with SM1’, a stark warn-
ing of the no nonsense approach to dealing
with unidentified inbound airborne contacts.
Knowing the no radio tracking procedures ver-
batim for identification was therefore high on
the agenda. The merchant ship traffic had all
but stopped and our role became one of own
ship defence.

Predominantly flying in three-hour dawn and
dusk patrols ahead of the ship, we conducted
creeping line ahead pattern mine searches, as
Iraqi forces had released hundreds of free-
floating mines into the NAG.

We also trialled, and to some degree optimised,
the laying of chaff cloud barriers around the
ship with the hand launched ‘chaff hotel’ pack-
ets, to seduce any inbound missile that had po-
tential to penetrate our ships defence systems.
This activity required us to sometimes sit on
deck at alert five.

Other water vessels created problems too.
Small, multi engine and extremely fast gun-
boats, known as ‘Boghammers’, posed a po-
tential threat to warships and often fishing
dhows would venture too close, requiring us to
conduct hovering interrogations and force fish-
ermen to uncover loads at gunpoint to ensure
their cargo was indeed fishing equipment. Cir-
cular crayfish pots looked suspiciously like
mines when under a canvas cover and needed
to be identified. These encounters were poten-
tially risky yet necessary part of daily business

Above. AS350B airborne with GPMG mounted in the rear cabin.”

gaining our callsign ‘Taipan six zero’ the nick-
name ‘terror of the dhows’.

Saddam Hussein’s troops had also lit up hun-
dreds of Kuwaiti oil rigs, making visibility ex-
tremely poor with SMOID (Smog, Oil and Dust).
The sunsets were spectacular but early morn-
ings, in the heavy air, our visibility was some-
times down to just a few hundred metres and a
sharp clear horizon was a rarity. This brought
about risks of mid-air collisions for the low fly-
ers. There were coalition force helicopters fly-
ing at level from several countries’ warships.
There were numerous occasions of close en-
counters and crossing paths with USN Sea
Knights, Sea Stallions and Sea Sprites or RN
Jungly Sea Kings and Lynxs, and even an en-
counter with a Russian Helix. The Russians
were interestingly flying with the doors off and
in shorts and thongs.

Most encounters were dealt with rapidly using
standard break procedures by all parties.
Sometimes aircraft would slide into formation
on each other to say G’day. The use of UHF
‘Winchester’ (303.0) frequency on UHF was a
godsend as a means of inter helo chat and to
aid self-separation, as the guard frequency be-
came overused much of the time. The need for
heads up flying, rapid and accurate navigation
decisions and eyes out with good scanning
technique was paramount to Situational Aware-
ness (SA).

Whilst we kept our wits with air contacts, we
were also often challenged by coalition war-
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ships for encroaching their individual five-mile
radius limits, imposed to allow Close In
Weapons Systems (CIWS) such as Goal-
keeper and Phalanx to actively track and if
need be, engage any hostile inbound traffic.
Poor visibility and lack of radar allowed us to of-
ten, but never deliberately, encroach these lim-
its. It was like flying in a pinball machine and
there was never a straight-line track for any of
our missions. We would periodically need to
broadcast on guard frequency and turn away
safely ensuring we were squawking ident.

There were however two occasions that made
me almost pull on my brown corduroy trousers.
One morning in the usual pea-soup visibility, we
flew directly across the bow of the battleship
USS lowa, appearing suddenly in a low mist of
SMOID and looking terrifyingly menacing. Flag
Bravos, indicating live firing, were hauled close-
up on her masts and we made a ‘check’ call on
guard, albeit we were outside their broadside
firing trace. Nonetheless it was a sobering ex-
perience considering the turrets of her 16-inch
guns were poised downrange to unleash a
herd of Volkswagen weight shells across the
horizon into Iraq.

The other was a brief altercation with a USN F/
A-18A Hornet that pulled up abeam us in loose
formation less than 50 metres to our starboard
side, clearly packing heat on its wingtips, sitting
in high alpha (AOB) to maintain our relatively
slow airspeed and very keen to identify our na-
tionality. We managed to somehow convince
the curious ‘knuck’ with some rudimentary sign
language that the roundel on our side was a

On deck USS Missouri, conducting a transfer
on 18 February 1991, on the gunline off the
coast of Iraq. »

kangaroo and that we were indeed friendly and
did not wish to share our cockpit with his AIM.9
He seemed satisfied enough and left us in a
vapour trail of after-burner and with our hearts
pounding.

This certainly wasn't the last of these such in-
terceptions and we agreed to carry a six pack
of Fosters, which was a readily identifiable and
universal symbol of our solidarity with our USN
counterparts on all of our subsequent encoun-
ters. After all, there were only two RAN Squir-
rels operating in the entire theatre and no-one
knew too much about us.

The routine of getting up at 0400 every morning
was not difficult to adjust to as our days ran into
each other in a metronomic fashion. Our daily
three-hour morning sortie included a mid-flight
hot refuel on deck followed by a post lunch
three-hour sortie into dusk. The six hour flying
days didn't relent for seven weeks straight
whilst at sea. The Sydney was part of a ‘ring of
steel’ of picket ships operating with one or more
of the Carrier groups operating in geographi-
cally assigned boxes in the NAG.

The aircraft performed extremely well with the
tender loving care of our four dedicated and
enormously talented maintenance staff. They
looked after our aptly named ‘Stealth One’ (as
we were hard to see visually or on radar), with
meticulous detail and we were rewarded with

S -
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consecutive months of 100% serviceability and
availability. Our extremely proud achievement
of cracking one hundred flying hours by Aus-
tralia Day for the month of Jan 1991, saw us fly
over 116 hours for that month and a total of well
over 200 hours for the two months of Jan/Feb
1991, with hostilities ending on 28 Feb 1991.

Whilst we were operating within our crew duty
limits at the time, these have changed
significantly over the years and the insidious
nature of chronic fatigue had set in. All the signs
where there but we didn't realise or
acknowledge them. Whether by good fortune
or otherwise we were dealt a hand of aces and
maintained a solid safety record for the
deployment. The levels of stress and fatigue
may have fluctuated day to day at sea, but
without doubt, and with the benefit of hindsight,
there were longer term effects manifest that
become more obvious well after our return
home.

Stress was sometimes raw. Lengthy separation
over a Christmas period are times with family
and loved ones that we can never recover and
a great frustration was receiving news from
home weeks later via normal ‘snail’ mail. We
did not have the luxury of today’s mobile
phones and internet technology and could only
ring home during rare and brief port visits or by
INMARSAT phone for dire emergencies. We all
had our race faces on during the deployment,
but the fear in peoples eyes the first time the

- could have happily accommodated a refuel.

general alarm was sounded, signalling Action
Stations in the early hours after the war had
begun, was apparent; and the tension in the air
was palpable.

The Iraqi Air Force was large and formidable
and waves of Mirage F1s and MIGs made
several feints into the NAG but it was eventually
nullified by coalition air superiority. Scud
missiles however, were a fire and forget ballistic
weapon that could splash down anywhere and
with a variety of potentially dirty payloads. A
large explosion nearby one evening woke
many onboard yet remained unexplained. The
danger of hitting a mine, particularly at night
kept sailors on watch on the bow day and night
and those on the bridge scanning on the EOS;
the ship was making only enough headway at
night to maintain steerage to minimise risk of a
contact. The rest of us went to our bunks at
night with one eye open. We didn’t fly at night in
theatre, albeit we had NVG and Tl available but
that risk was indeed too great, nor was it
warranted for our range of tasking.

Early in the deployment | inadvertently outran
my furthest on circle of navigation whilst in the
thick of reporting merchant vessels about 80
Miles out and we needed Mother (Sydney) to
shine Father (TACAN) whilst we proceeded at
buster with Sydney closing us at speed. To
make matters worse we needed to make some
CIWS encountered doglegs to dodge being
locked onto. We landed on with 8% of fuel
(published minimum land on fuel for embarked
ops was 15%). It was an error | only ever made
once and a serious situational awareness
awakening for becoming too task focussed.
Albeit, any one of our coalition vessels enroute

Stuart ploughing into heavy swe ;»"
e—deployment work off the coas

e image was taken from the
Sydney by the author.
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Upper Left. On deck of USS Midway for
passenger transfer 6 March 1991. Middle:
Flight and Deck crew in front of their Squirrel on
Australia Day 1991, with a sign marking their
100" flying hour for the month. Below: The
author (foreground) sitting with pilot LEUT
Simon Thorn. Opposite page: the author with
the Mag 58 General Purpose Machine Gun
about to go on a live firing practice. »

Environmentally, the NAG was a cess pit. Flot-
sam and jetsam littered the waters; it included
items lost or perhaps deliberately tossed over-
board from merchant vessels (such as fridges
and the like), the remnants of sunken lIraqgi
ships and blown-up oil rigs, dead whales, with
their carcasses ripped open and schools of
sharks darting in and out in feeding frenzies.
Birds covered in oil were flopping on to our
decks, exhausted; dolphins were seen trapped
in clean water patches within oil slicks trailing in
the shamal winds stretching for hundreds of
metres. The garbage, such as wooden cable
reels and rafts of floating debris provided good
targets to hone my skills with the GPMG and |
sunk my fair share of garbage with plenty of
good practice, burning through about 15,000
rounds of 7.62 ball and trace.

Of the hundreds of free-floating mines, the very
day after the conflict had ceased, two were
struck almost simultaneously and only 10 miles
apart by the USS Princeton, a Ticonderoga
class AEGIS cruiser that needed to be towed
into Dubai with serious injuries to personnel as
well as superstructure and transmission dam-
age; our Seahawk was actioned to provide as-
sistance. The other vessel Tripoli, an Iwo Jima
class amphibious assault ship, fared somewhat
better with its battleship design hull structure.
The crew flooded the damaged forward com-
partments, ballasted, and continued on with
business as usual.

We ate well onboard, probably too well, and the
lack of ability to conduct quality routine cardio
exercise took its toll, although our resident club
swinger did a fantastic job in helping us keep in
some kind of shape, with his trademark PTI is-
sued wit and humour.

Other than the pre deployment jabs, the entire
crew were also required to take daily (NAPS)
tablets as a prophylactic for a potential chemi-
cal exposure to nerve agents. We just weren't
sure what the Iraqi’s might throw at us. The side
effects were many and various and my usually
cast-iron gut was no longer so. Many suffered
flatulence and the ship was like a methane fac-
tory so flying or being out on the uppers was
precious.

For the more junior officers, accommodation
was scarce and we bunked in the stokers mess
full of watchkeepers, sharing a small enclave
with some Electronic Warfare (EW) Gollies that
had posted on to bolster the intel crew. The
usual 180 ship’s company (by design) had
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swelled to 225 and, consequently, sleep hy-
giene was not optimal for fatigue management.

The Gulf War was a steep learning curve for all
involved. Our rush to reach operational pre-
paredness was a rude awakening to the fact
that we hadn’t seen any active conflict since
Vietham and we needed to get it together
quickly. A lot of effort was thrown at shoe-horn-
ing a bunch of new equipment both aboard ship
and on the aircraft at very short notice.

If I were to dissect the modules of current NTS
doctrine against what we were doing at the
time, there were flaws everywhere in er-
gonomics, automation, workload, human ma-
chine interface, stress, fatigue management,
SA, communication, error management, hu-
man performance limitations and the list goes
on.

That’s not to say that we didn’t act entirely pro-
fessionally and with best intentions and good
judgement to achieve our objectives; after all,
we all came home safely to our families; but we
were also probably lucky.

The improvements | have seen over the years
in Airworthiness, risk management, safety man-
agement systems development, NTS training,
tactics, policy and procedures, even attitudes,
are a quantum leap from our business of flying

30 plus years ago, but it’s not an excuse to be-
come complacent. Flying in a contested envi-
ronment is a dangerous business but it does
have its benefits.

We find out what we're really made of; whether
our training passes the litmus test for prepared-
ness. We gain enormously important experi-
ences from which to further learn and develop
our tactics; we tend to see much needed injec-
tions of capability and upgrades and we de-
velop and hone our training and doctrine to
keep the tip of the spear sharp.

The humble AS350B Squirrel might not have
been a purpose-built military aircraft, yet we
squeezed every ounce of potential out of it and
it now resides proudly on the Australian War
Memorial inventory as part of the Fleet Air
Arm’s colourful history and yet another RAN air-
craft type that has seen active service.

During my years as a safety investigator, | recall
conducting my first accident investigation of an
Army Blackhawk; in the training documentation
for the activity subject of the accident | read a
line that still resonates with me on the impor-
tance of applying every piece of skill, knowl-
edge and attitude to the art of flying in a hostile
environment:

‘Don’t crash and do the enemy’s job for them’.

=

i
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COULD YOU DO IT TODAY?

lying in an operational or war zone is
an extremely dynamic environment.

All the scripts of training and exercis-
ing go out of the window, and the fog sets
in: or, in this case, the SMOID (Smog OiIl
and Dust) of the Northern Arabian Gulf.

The AS350 was a civil (non MILSPEC)
designed single-engine, skidded aircraft. It
had no redundancy in its electrical system
with a single generator and alternator, a
single hydraulics system and no shielding
of its electrical systems. It carried no
sensors, weapons or countermeasures and
it had a basic suite of terrestrial navigation
aids and a Lightweight Doppler Navigation
System (LDNS) that was prone to drift.

Simply put, the AS350B Squirrel was not
designed for any operational military
purpose. The RAN had procured them in
the 80s for a training role at the ADF
Helicopter School and HC723 Squadron.
The task of Navy’s Squirrels was expanded
later to include a tactical role, and they were
eventually embarked with crews in Adelaide
Class FFGs for several years, proving to be
a highly reliable and useful platform.

These roles, and the involvement in a
hostile operational environment would likely
have been considered untenable by today’s
airworthiness standards and risk
management processes.

This stretching of the aircrafts’ employment
rubber band came in the years prior to the
robust Defence Airworthiness regulatory
System we work within today; it was also

prior to formal risk management processes
and Non-Technical Skills (NTS) training be-
ing embedded into our day-to-day busi-
ness; as well as mature safety manage-
ment systems. Take a moment to consider
whether a Statement of Operating Intent
would see the AS350 helicopter conducting
similar operations today. Would the plat-
form be fit for purpose or meet the rigours
for military certification?

Some of that changed almost overnight
when Iraq invaded Kuwait and the aircraft
was sent to war embarked in RAN FFGs
and HMAS Success. The aircraft was fitted
with an APX-72 transponder allowing the
ability to Squawk on military Modes 2 and
4, making it possible to be identified by al-
lied interrogations in theatre; a JLR 4200
GPS, designed for maritime use, was also
fitted on the dashboard.

The GPS had its flaws keeping up with the
dynamics of the aircraft velocity as well as
antenna blind spots and, at the time, in an
incomplete constellation of satellites in
semi-synchronous orbits, meant very small
windows of opportunity to gain accurate po-
sition fixing. A pintle mount was designed
by the Aircraft Support Unit to carry the
MAG-58 General Purpose Machine Gun
(GPMQG) in the rear cabin as well as a large
and cumbersome Thermal Imaging (TI)
camera for night ops.

Aircrew were issued with ballistic vests,
9mm sidearms, gas masks for NBC condi-
tions, Helicopter Emergency Egress De-
vices’ (HEED), ANVIS 2 Night Vision Gog-
gles (NVG) a hand-held radar warning re-
ceiver and skillets of Chaff Hotel (broad fre-
quency hand launched countermeasures)
stuffed into nav bags. To top off the ensem-
ble, the usually unobtrusive white and blue
visage of the Squirrel was given a face lift
with a more menacing dark grey non reflec-
tive coat of paint and low vis roundels.

Overnight the Squirrel had become affec-
tionally known as the ‘battle budgie’. In lat-
ter years the aircraft was upgraded to the
BA model with wider chord blades and
150Kg increase in its maximum all up
weight. »
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