The Little Things

By Ltjg. Chris King, SH-60B
It was November in the Sea of Japan, approximately 100 miles north of the island of Honshu. I had been studying for my level 2 tactical checkride, and all of my preparation was about to pay off because I finally was scheduled for the flight. I hoped I would still perform well despite my usual uneasiness the night before a check ride. 

It was a bright and early day and I was out of bed by around 0630. I had a fitful night’s sleep so, I figured the least I could do was get some breakfast in my system to keep my performance up. The helicopter aircraft commander (HAC) and I did the requisite systems brief at 0800 and afterwards went to CIC for our 1000 event brief. During the brief we were notified about the possibility of a delay due to a schedule change for the ship’s RAS. To top it off, as a typical day underway would have it, we were also tasked with an unannounced passenger transfer to the carrier.

As takeoff time drew near, the ship announced that due to a slight delay in the RAS, they were now going to set flight quarters as soon as possible in order to get us off the deck early so we could make our overhead time on the carrier. I went out ahead of the HAC to start preflight while he was looking at the aircraft discrepancy book. I went through my usual preflight of the bottom/tail of the helicopter and I was finished before the HAC got out to the flight deck, however, I should note that I was not in a rush because I felt my pre-flight had become second nature. My point being that there is only one way to do it right, and it takes the same amount of time to do it that way, every time.

I decided to climb up on top of the aircraft with the HAC to help with that portion of the preflight so we could save a little time. Preflighting the top, which includes the rotorhead, is something that usually takes me a little longer than the bottom because one is less of a habit than the other. 

Before takeoff, the landing safety officer called the flight deck pitch-1 and roll-2, but it sure felt like more as I had a little trouble comfortably keeping my footing on top of the aircraft. The only portion of the preflight I completed on top was the hydraulics bay and the No. 1 engine. On the No. 1 engine, I visually checked all the usual things that NATOPS requires; the oil level, the fuel filter and oil filter pop out display indicators, and the oil cap. I also checked some other common things. Such as the power available spindle and load demand spindle play, general security of the fuel lines, thermocouples, and engine mounts. I even checked under the engine for any FOD. Lastly, I made sure the engine access/work platform was closed and secure. 

I climbed down from the aircraft as the HAC finished up the last section up top and then we strapped in, ready to go as they called away flight quarters. We went through our checklists, and then started engines; APU up and good, No. 1 engine up and good, No. 2 engine up and good. Ready to engage rotors, amber deck…”rotors engaged.”  
All gauges and lights looked good, the checklists continued. Seconds later, the master caution light illuminated with a “No. 1 ENGINE OIL PRESS” caution light, and simultaneously the maintenance final checker was at my door knocking on the window, giving us the cut signal. He then opened to door to yell over the aircraft noise, “A lot of oil is leaking out of the No. 1 engine, shut it down!”  A glance at the gauges showed the #1 oil pressure falling off, fluctuating between the yellow and the red. I saw the HAC reach up and call to kill it, “No. 2 engine power control lever (PCL) coming off” I heard. I responded, “Understand No.1 engine?”  Then I saw him put his hand on the No. 1 PCL and I rogered up with concurrence. Unfortunately, between the aircraft noise and the final checker trying to communicate to me with my door open, I had been unable to hear that the HAC had already called for me to pull the PCL off several times. We got it worked out and called to the landing signal officer for rotor disengagement; a few moments later we had the main engines off and the rotors stopped.

The leading petty officer walked out and asked us to shut it all the way down while they assessed the situation. I just sat there in my seat thinking, “Wow, I’m glad we hadn’t taken off yet, I can’t believe we almost lost an engine just like that.” Within about 30 seconds, one of the maintainers climbed up to check the engine and I heard the words “Oil cap.”  I cursed under my breath. 

Thinking back to my preflight, I had only checked the oil cap visually, with “visually” being the key word. It looked like it was secured properly, but the truth was that it wasn’t installed securely…or so I found out the hard way. After some reflection, I remembered back to when I first started primary flight school. One of the big things my on-wing hit on as a technique for preflight was to touch all of the fuel/oil caps and make sure they were installed securely. He would touch each one to make sure the latch was flat. Over time, I had forgotten something so basic, and it finally caught up with me. This experience has shown me the potential outcome of missing such a small detail.

I also ran over in my mind what might have happened if that oil cap had held on just a little longer before allowing the oil to sputter out of the engine. If we had gotten to the point where we were pulling power on the transition from a hover to forward flight from the back of the ship my day would have ended much differently. More than likely, we would have lost the No. 1 engine and would have been reduced to a single engine with a heavy aircraft and a full tank of fuel. Worst case, I know simply from doing practice emergency procedures is that single engine failures are not an easy thing to recover from in that flight regime. Even if we had made it up and away, it would still have been far from over because, we would have then had the challenge of getting back to a ship’s flight deck with only one engine. 

Something I’ve learned from this experience, is that a mere glance may someday be the one “small detail” that could potentially cost you, and those who depend on you, everything. Attention to detail is paramount in our line of work and if you start to feel something is becoming routine, you should revisit the basics and re-evaluate yourself since there won’t always be someone else there to do so.

Ltjg. King flies with HSL-51.

