Literally a Smoking Alpha

By Lt. Casey Delcour, SH-60B 

Ever have the feeling that this was going to be a good flight? That day, I did. I was halfway through HSL-40, and it was one of my last flights before entering our Tactics training curriculum. The flight was scheduled as an early evening night flight to work on familiarization maneuvers as well as basic systems knowledge. The weather was CAVU, and the IP was everyone’s favorite.

After a quick brief, we crew swapped and taxied for runway 05. On the way out, I realized my lip light was disconnected. I struggled with it a bit but finally got it connected to the battery pack. We took off into the clear, cool summer night, which was rare for Mayport, FL that time of year. After knocking out all our fam work, we departed to the South, I reviewed the after takeoff checklist, but was a bit thrown when my lip light was inop. So I grabbed my flashlight, did a quick review and adjusted the lighting. Then all of a sudden, there it was, a slight smell, just a whiff that seemed wrong.

So I waited a minute, but then it crept back again. I was sure this time; it was definitely was an electrical smell. I immediately told the instructor and asked him if he smelled anything. He didn’t, nor did the crewman, but we decided to check all the electrical gear just in case. With that the crewman strapped into his gunner’s belt and came up the tunnel. He went from box to box but couldn’t find any indications or “hot to the touch” boxes. While he was searching, I continued running through different sources in my mind. First the radar, maybe ESM, then the smell rose up again. I told the instructor that I definitely smelled something and there was no doubt. He quickly responded “Roger, now what?”  with a patient smile painted on his face. As a crew, we decided to proceed with the Cockpit Fire Unknown Source Emergency Procedures, and turn the aircraft toward home. 

About that time, the crewman worked his way up to the cockpit and he began to pick up the smell as well. Unfortunately, the source remained a mystery to him. As it got more prominent, the pilot began to smell it as well. My budding aircraft systems knowledge left me stumped, since the smell came after turning on mission power and did not clear upon securing it. It is a common source in this case for the SH-60B community. It was all too intermittent. The burning was gone, but the flight was still over. I began to knock out the landing checklist, so I decided to try my lip light one more time.

Damn the battery pack was hot! And all at once, it was clear. I felt around the battery pack, and safely removed it from my helmet. All that remained was a gob of plastic from a standard battery pack only an hour or so earlier. With a 16-syllable expletive that only comes after realizing that your helmet was a potential Class Alpha, I notified the rest of the crew as to what the source was. The instructor and aircrewman had a good laugh, and told me to put the battery pack in my helmet bag until we finished the flight. The IP also gave me a high mark for emergency procedures that flight.

During a post flight inspection of my gear in the paraloft, we figured out what happened. The battery pack had the standard 9 Volt style connectors on top where the lip light power cord connects. While taxiing, I had pushed a wire on the power cord into the female connector on the battery pack. This caused an intermittent short with the two AA batteries causing the case to melt. 

Obvious lesson learned: When you preflight your gear, make sure you rig your lip light. Or how about:  Don’t get distracted by your gear while taxiing. You create a dangerous situation by losing situational awareness of the aircraft’s environment and you can’t concentrate fully on the delicate task at hand. However, the greatest lesson I walked away with that night was experiencing a flight crew working together on a problem. There was a good amount of trust given to me, a very junior pilot. junior pilots, speak up when you feel or smell something out of the ordinary. It will keep the hop that way.

Lt. Delcour flies with the HSL-42 Proud Warriors, NS Mayport, Fla. 

