Practice Like You Play

By Ltjg. Regan Hanson, Cessna 172, TH-57
So you are sitting in your aircraft and you notice the plane captain giving you the fire signal (a figure eight in the air), what do you do? We are required to demonstrate an emergency egress once a year during our NATOPS evaluation and routinely follow the procedure in a roundabout way when we exit the aircraft normally, but how often do you practice an emergency egress with full gear on? 

While going through initial flight training (IFS), which is a program that allows future naval aviators to get up to 25 hours in a Cessna 172 or equivalent. My third flight was on a cold January day at Eglin AFB. I was in the front seat with my instructor and my buddy was in the back seat. We primed the engine a little too much and after attempting to start, we all noticed smoke coming into the cockpit. In order for everyone to get out safely I had to let my friend in the backseat out first because of a peculiar locking mechanism in the Cessna seat that prevents me from getting out unless I push the seat all the way aft, which would prevent anyone in the backseat from exiting. Well this is no easy task as the release lever is on the inboard side of the seat in a narrow area. After my buddy got out, the instructor managed to get out and grab a fire bottle. However I was still stuck in the aircraft unable to get to the release lever. 
The next thing I hear is, “It’s on fire Regan, get out man, get out.”  
A few seconds later I was able to get out in time to see the entire nose landing gear and sides of the engine compartment on fire before being extinguished. We were all OK and the plane was back in the air about three days later. Things could have been worse, but luck was on our side. The problem was that we practiced an egress from the front seat with no one in the back, so when time came to exit the aircraft immediately, I had to adjust my procedures.  

Vance AFB was where I spent my primary and intermediate days, and was also the site of my second engine fire. I was sitting in the mighty Tweet after engine one had a good start. Upon starting engine two, our PC gives the figure eight and says, “get the #$*! Out.” Without hesitation, I shut down engine one, and as we had been trained to do, I disconnected all my cords and harness and jumped right out of the aircraft and got to the safe distance a good 10 seconds before my instructor because he chose to exit on my side of the aircraft, where the number one engine is located. The fire went out on its own, but one thing had eluded me during the egress. The AF has their students wear multiple pages of local area information on two kneeboards. Naturally I didn’t take those kneeboards off and I supplied the flight line with about 20 pages of FOD, while my instructor took the time to secure his before and during his egress. The FOD did not cause further damage to any other aircraft luckily, and I firmly believe that getting out of the aircraft safely without undue delay should be the primary consideration in this situation. But had I practiced an egress with parachute and kneeboards on, I might have been able to safely egress the aircraft without sending FOD all over the flight line. 

When I moved onto advanced in the TH-57, I entirely expected to get some kind of engine fire, and I was fully prepared at this point in time to handle it correctly without any possibility of extra injury. Fortunately for me, the only incident I had was a post shutdown engine fire that required minimal steps to put out without even having to egress the aircraft. 

 But how ready are you to not only execute your NATOPS procedures but to also egress the aircraft safely with full gear, cords attached, harness locked, kneeboards on and any other devices or aircraft components that may be in use, such as armor wings?   

Try practicing it one time with everything on and you will be 10 steps more prepared to exit the aircraft safely. 

Some people would say I’m unlucky because I have had three engine fires in three different aircraft, but I consider myself fortunate for these reasons: none of the fires caused serious damage to the aircraft or personnel, I learned how to stay calm and collective during a possible hazardous situation, and I was able to learn from my mistakes and pass them on. I think I’m lucky in that respect.

By Ltjg. Regan Hanson flies with HSC-21.
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Mr. Stewart,

Please consider the following articles for publication.
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