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"September 29, , I-ght?" trees. I don't know 
1998 was a day why or how, but Are you allwhere everything • suddenly I found 
went wrong. I 
was flying a B47Dl out of Oxford, 
Mississippi, doing 137 and 91 work 
for the Federal Government's Boll 
Weevil eradication program. On 
the early morning of Tuesday, 
September 29, the weather was 
clear, and dawn was breaking with 
a gentle wind out of the east. After 
completing my normal routine of 
pre-flight and greasing, I headed 
out, circumventing the town to meet 
my nurse truck driver who carried 
extra fuel and chemicals that would 
be neededfor the long day's work 
ahead. 

Approximately one-half to three­
quarters of a mile west of the air­
port I experienced what appeared 
to be a bird strike in the rotor sys­
tem. A few seconds later I experi­
enced a brief minor vibration in the 
cyclic, which lasted only a fraction 
of a second or so. I looked down 
and saw only canyons and trees so 
I decided to return to the ai/port to 
make a precautionary landing for 
further inspection. About halfway 
through my turn the entire ship 
went into violent shaking and 
oscillations. Almost immediately 
the cyclic and ship were uncontrol­
lable. I tried to level the ship with 
the game plan of activating the 
hydraulic bypass, which is located 
on the floor to 
my right. I quick­
ly looked outside 
to get a mental 
picture of my 
attitude when 
directly in front 
of me was the 
brown roof of a 
house. I was 
shocked that I 
had lost that 
much altitude, 
and I knew there 
were folks sleep­
ing in that house 
and I had to get 
out of there. 

Raising the collective, it became 
clear to me that whatever was par­
tially broken in the rotor system 
was getting worse because now 
even flying with both hands holding 
the cyclic it took more strength that 
was in my being. 

Somehow, I managed to clear 
that house, but I knew it was only a 
matter of time before the ship 
would tear apart. I lowered the col­
lective just enough to allow me 
some time to regain control so I 
could milk enough air time to get 
down somewhere safe. Then direct­
ly in front of rne I noticed an open­
ing in the trees, which I recognized 
as the airport grounds. Ifelt that if 
somehow I could make it through 
that clearing over the road and to 
the grass on the other side I could 
at least try to slide or roll it in. I 
remember thinking about my land­
ing options and having the thought 
that this ain't gonna be pretty, but 
at least there were no more houses 
or people to contend with. Just as I 
had this thought, I saw a flicker of 
yellow coming through the trees 
fimn my left to right on the road 
ahead of me. I knew that moving 
object had to be a school bus. I 
looked to Illy right and there at my 
two o'clock was a grove ofpine 

myself giving every­
thing I had to get that helicopter 
into those trees. It seemed like a 
lifetime, but the helicopter began to 
make a right turn. It was at that 
moment, with the trees directly in 
front of me, that the reality of the 
situation hit me like a ton of bricks. 
I am going to die. I remember very 
clearly yelling at the top of my 
voice, "God please help rne." 

It was then I noticed that the tree 
tops were spacedfar enough apart 
that once the rotor blades broke off; 
the helicopter could get through 
them to the road on the other side. I 
knew I had to get this helicopter 
down now. I gave it evelything I had 
to drive the helicopter into the base 
{~f the trees and ever so slowly the 
helicopter responded into a steep 
right diving turn. 

In an instant it was ovel: I could 
hardly believe it ... I \vas alive! 

My seat harness was holding me 
upside down suspended in mid ail: 
Then I thought "I'm on FIRE!" My 
entire back was burning something 
fierce. I tried to reach up with my 
right arm to turn off the master 
switch but my arm would not 
move--l could not even feel it. I 
knew that no matter what, I was not 
going to burn alive. I reached up 
with my left hand, unsnapped my 

seat belt, and 
fell, hitting the 
earth on all 
fours. I then 
turned my 
attention to a 
small opening 
just to my left. 
Could I get 
out? I had to 
tlY. Crawling 
and squinning I 
somehmv man­
aged to exit the 
helicoptet: 
Standing up, I 
walked down to 
a waiting red 



car parked on the road. 
I heard a female voice 
asking, "Are you all 
right? Are you all 
right?" I couldfeel 
myself going into shock, 
and I remember asking 
her to please call an 
ambulance. All I remem­
ber then was the back of 
my helmet hitting the 
ground, but I felt no 
pain ... no pain at all. I 
rolled my head to the 
right and just before I 
closed my eyes I saw a 
large round tire come 
into my field of view. I 
looked up and there in 
front of me was the 
school bus. 

I was not able to 
understand all the nois­
es and sounds, and I had no idea 
how long I lay there, but my eyes 
were beginning to burn and I real­
ized that the malathion I was car­
rying On board must have somehow 
gotten into my eyes. I tried to tell 
someone that my eyes were burn­
ing, but no one seemed to hear. 
Then the pain got unbearable while 
the noises and sounds seemingly 
moved around me at the speed of 
light. I couldn't hold on to them 
long enough to respond. As I lay 
there, a quiet blackness began to 
slowly engulf me, and I remember 
thinking this was it. Then this calm 
voice said to me, "Gerry, you 
asked and I answered." Next thing I 
remember is lying in the hospital 
emergency room. The doctor 
infonned me that I had taken a 
very hard shock to my system, and 
while it appeared that I was 
bruised over 70 percent of my 
body, nothing seemed to be broken. 
I had a deep laceration on my right 
ann, and one over the bridge of my 
nose caused by my helmet visor. I 
had cuts over several areas of my 
body caused by barbed wire when 
the helicopter was impaled on an 
eight-foot fence post. "Other than 
that, you are a very lucky man," he 

stated, while at the same time 
telling me they decided to keep me 
overnight to determine !f there was 
any internal bleeding. I walked 
out of the hospital two days later 
and returned to my motel room so 
I could heal enough to fly my 
airplane home. 

While I was sitting in the motel 
room, the local police stopped by 
to check on me and deliver some 
personal belongings, as well as 
invite me to be their guest at an 
Ole Miss football game 

After inspecting my helmet, I 
could hardly believe my eyes as to 
the destruction it had received. 
"Flight Suits," who sold me the 
helmet, replaced it with a custom 
blue one with the inscription, "You 
make the clouds your chariot and 
walk on the wings of the wind" on 
the back. They were so pleased 
with its peiformance they put that 
broken, beat-up helmet in their dis­
play case for all to see. 

Today, when asked about the 
importance of wearing a helmet, I 
equate it to a saying I used to tell 
my flight students about preflight­
ing. "The pilot who flies without a 
preflight is a walking dead man ... 
he just doesn't know it yet." In my 

opinion, the same is true for the 
helicopter pilot or crew who does 
not wear a helmet, especially for 
those like myself who fly EMS or 
Law Enforcement. 

The NTSB findings were that 
three feet of the training edge of the 
blue blade was missing and unac­
countedfor, due to an improper rotor 
repair that occurred about a month 
earlier. But, that is another story." 

Our thanks to the pilot who 
contributed this story and photo­
graphs. For more information we 
recommend reading the National 
Transportation Safety Board Report 
MIA98LA254. 

We certainly agree with the doc­
tor's statement that this pilot is a 
very lucky man to have survived 
this high-energy impact crash. 
Luck, however had little to do with 
the handling of this crippled air­
craft, and with the decision-making 
during this brief and terrifying 
descent. 

The decisions to avoid the 
house and the school bus were 
instantaneous, on-the-spot rational 
choices. Choices that put the wel­
fare of others before the welfare of 
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WHAT.S YOUR ANSWER ?
 
~???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? 

•QUESTIO • 

"Tell us about something you did in your helicopter operations that you later considered to be "stupid," 
but yet you were able to complete the missionlflight without any significant damage or injury." 

or e-Illail: 
jszymanski@bellhelicopter.texLrOn.com 

Heliprops Administrator 
Bell Helicopter Textron 
P.O. Box 482, Mail Stop 08283S 
Fort Worth, Texas 76101 

!lJ(ai1!Lour 
~~ ANSWERS to: 

Yes!
 
I would like to receive 

my own copy of the 
HELIP PS newsletter­

Please complete this coupon and return to the address below. 

Name __=============- Title --::================~
 

Company ---:=======-======:::===::::::-:=::=:::=:=====-======~
 

Address ---'-:===============::::;;-__---==============,
 
City --=======- ~ State --=====; ' 
Zip	 ---'- Country ---"--'--__ 
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The primary objective of the HELIPROPS program and the HUMAN AD is to help reduce human error related acci­
dents. This newsletter stresses professionalism, safety and good aeronautical decision-making. 

Letters with constructive comments and suggestions are invited. Correspondents should provide name, address and 
telephone number to:	 Bell Helicopter Textron, Inc.
 

Jim Szymanski
 
HELIPROPS Administrator
 ~/MJ 

~P.O. Box 482 Hellprop5
Fort Worth, Texas 76101 

or telephone: 817-280-2428 For Helicopter Safety Information, visit 
The National Aeronautics and Space Agency (NASA) 

or e-mail: jszymanski@beIJhelicopter.textron.com at their website: Safecopter.arc.nasa.gov II
 


