HC-5     MH-60S  

Fire, No Fire, FIRE

By Ltjg. Nick Leyva

“We’re on fire!!!”  Three words we often hear as crewmembers, usually in the context of a training flight or checkride.  It can be disquieting when you are fighting an imaginary fire, but it is particularly alarming when these words are said in earnest, especially when you realize that your actions were the cause of a serious emergency.

We were 5 seconds from lifting.  I had the controls in the right seat.  The HAC was going through the final steps of the takeoff checks when I saw the FIRE caution cube illuminate on my console.  I alerted the crew, while simultaneously stopping the aircraft on deck.  The HAC announced that the APU T-handle was illuminated, indicating that the fire detector in the APU compartment was the source of our FIRE caution.  The HAC pulled the APU fire T-handle, and reconfirmed to the crew that we had an actual emergency.  The crewchief quickly checked the left side of the helicopter and announced that there was not any smoke or flames coming from the APU compartment.  The HAC announced that we were going to shutdown the aircraft, and that I had the rotor brake for the shutdown. This was a non-standard shutdown since the right seat usually does not have responsibility for the flight controls and the rotor brake.  Normally, one person guards the controls while the other pulls the PCL’s and applies the rotor brake.  We decided not to start the APU, per normal procedures, due to the FIRE caution.  However, without the APU, all AC electrical power to the helicopter would be severed as soon as the rotor RPM slowed down. 

The MH-60S has a glass-cockpit with two displays per pilot station.  The vast majority of aircraft status information is given to the pilots through these displays.  The displays require AC power to function, as do most of the avionics within the helicopter. After the HAC pulled the PCL’s back to idle, I was surprised to see my flight and mission displays go to the clear, reflective black of an un-illuminated TV screen.  I instantly fell behind the situation.  I also stopped communicating.  I had no way to tell when the rotor head was below the RPM at which I could engage the rotor brake, and I had no indication on my display that would tell me when the engines had been shut off.  I must have scanned my unlit displays at least three times, trying to find what I was looking for.  Giving up, I looked at the power control quadrant, and thought that I saw both PCL’s in the off position.  I figured I’d wait about ten seconds, just to make sure that the rotor RPM was below the acceptable limit, and then I’d apply the brake.  Those ten seconds, in reality, were probably about two.  I applied the rotor brake to 180psi, per NATOPS.  After what seemed like a very long time, I thought it was strange that the rotors had only slowed down a little. I thought something might be wrong with the brake, so I released it. To my shock, I could hear the rotor head increase in RPM.  The engines were still on!  I pointed to the PCL’s, and the HAC quickly reached up and pulled them off.  I re-applied the rotor brake, determined to get the machine stopped. 

The rotor head ceased turning after a few seconds, and I started to unstrap.  Looking up, I saw the crewchief bolt around the side of the aircraft.  That instant I heard him yell into the cabin: “The rotor brake is on fire!!!”  I freed myself from my harness, and jumped out of the helicopter.  Before I could even look up, the fire had already been extinguished due to the rapid action of the crewmen, who were spraying a few more shots of CO2 into the rotor brake area for good measure.  The crewchief checked the APU compartment for any evidence of fire, but it became apparent that our FIRE light was just another erroneous indication caused by a sunlight/HF sensitive detector. 

After a few minutes, I reflected on what had just happened and was astounded as to how quickly and foolishly I had put our crew into this situation.  If I had just communicated with the rest of the crew, I would have had more situational awareness, particularly in knowing if the engines were shut down or not.  With more situational awareness, I would have made a much better decision on when to apply the brake.  If I had been more adaptable or flexible to the situation, I would not have gotten so distracted when I lost my glass cockpit displays.  It was a good lesson for me to realize what my CRM weaknesses were, and that I needed to work on them. 

Always communicate with your crew, especially in a nonstandard or emergency situation.  If you’ve lost your situational awareness, admit it to yourself and then admit it to the rest of the crew.  This is something that is often briefed but can be difficult to follow.  Don’t let it be, it’s a lot easier to handle than catching your own aircraft on fire.  

Ltjg. Nick Leyva flies with HC-5.
****************************
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