The Inadvertently Propellering Propeller
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The Hawkeye community takes prop arc safety very seriously. Every now and then an incident occurs that drives home the point and illustrates the adage: if you never walk through a prop arc, you’ll never be hit by a prop. 

We were getting the engines started for a routine shore-based event when this incident occurred. After starting the port engine uneventfully, I prepared to start the starboard engine using cross-bleed air. I asked the copilot to check the starboard prop clear one last time; then I signaled the plane captain that we were starting the right engine, placed the right condition lever to run, and toggled the engine start switch to the right.

Nothing happened. 
I placed the condition lever back into ground stop and quickly scanned the advisory light panel to see if I had overlooked anything. I had: the Bleed Air Off advisory light was illuminated, indicating that the port bleed valve was stuck in the closed position. I told the co-pilot that I was going to reset the FUEL & IGN CONTROL circuit breaker for the port engine, a common quick fix for a stuck bleed air valve after start. He gave me a nod and I reset the circuit breaker. As soon as I pulled the CB, the Bleed Air Off advisory light went out and the Right Start Valve light illuminated - indicating that the start sequence for the right engine had begun. We both noticed the problem immediately and reached for the right condition lever simultaneously, but not before the right propeller had started rotating. 
Fortunately, our maintenance personnel were well clear of the unexpectedly turning propeller. Our constant admonitions to stay clear of the prop arc at all times paid off in this case. 
Here is what happened. When I placed the condition lever into ground stop to discontinue the start, I had not pulled it back all the way into the detent. Although normally I give the condition lever a little jiggle to ensure that it is seated, in this case, for some reason, I did not. Since the right condition lever was not locked into place, the start relay was never deenergized. As soon as the port bleed air valve opened, bleed air began to flow, the starboard start valve opened and the prop began to turn. 
What did we learn here?  First, always know the position of your cockpit controls. My failure to ensure that the condition lever was set properly could have resulted in severe injury or death to one of our maintenance personnel. Second, safety procedures, when followed, can prevent a small error from becoming catastrophic. Although our right propeller should never have started turning, the procedure to always stay clear of the prop arc kept our personnel safe. Had one of our enthusiastic ADs run up to the engine to start troubleshooting after the initial failed start attempt, the results could have been tragic.
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