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Bird Strike
 
."... he following story was con­
l.,..... tributed by a reader. Thanks. 

"We use our letRanger as a 
survey platform. Many of our 
potential job sites are not easily 
accessible from the ground by 
either vehicle or foot. The heli­
copter allows us the luxury of 
having everyone who needs to 
look at the site have a good look 
before making our proposals. 
Then during the work we occa­
sionally move people and equl/J­
ment as necessary. 

On this particular flight I flew 
three men to the Lancaster Airport 
just south of Dallas where their 
car was located. I dropped them 
offjust after dusk. The flight back 
to my helipad would take just 
about an hOll/: The route back 
home was mainly over open CO/tn­

try - farms and ranches. I was by 
myse(f and feeling good; enjoying 
the flight on a beautiful night. 
There were lots of stars; but I 
think the moon had not yet risen. 
It was dark. 

Ahout 30 miles north of home I 
passed the dam on the south end 
of the lake. This is wondeljul farm 
and ranching country with small 
towns scattered around. 

When all of a sudden, without
 
a bit of warning, Crash, Whoosh,
 
Bang!
 

I was dazed by the impact andI the sudden, massive rush of air. 
The chin bubble in front of me had 
been smashed inwards throwing a 
blizzard of stuff up into me. My 
right leg took a hard hit and was 
hurt. I had no feeling below the 
right knee. My immediate reaction 
was that I had been shot by a 
hunter. This shook me up pretty 
bad. 

When my thoughts cleared 
after just afew seconds I recog­
nized that it was a bird that had 
blasted through the chin bubble, 
past my pedals, and was now 
plastered against the bulkhead 
immediately below and in front of 
my seat. Strangely enough almost 
immediately I also noticed that 
there was another hole in the 
upper left hand side of the co­
pilot's windscreen 

With a cruise airspeed of 
around 110 kllots the blast of air, 
mixed with feathers, plexiglass, 
blood and guts was staggering. 
After I understood what had hap­
pened my first conscious decision 
was to slow the airspeed in order 
to reduce the torrent of air coming 
through the hole in the chin bub­
hie. I got it hack around 50-60 
knots and it got better. Next I 
noticed that I had lost 400 feet of 
altitude. It later upset me that I 
had lost so much altitude before I 
knew it. I don't really know how 

that happened. I don't remember 
if the aircraft went through some 
pitch and roll excursions; but I am 
fairly certain that I did what 
almost all helicopter pilots do in 
an unusual situation - lower the 
collective. That would explain the 
loss of altitude. 

My right leg was a mixture of 
pain and numbness. I couldn't feel 
or move my foot itself; but I could 
control the pedals. I knew I could 
fly the helicopter and make a nor­
mal landing. 

It took only seconds to sense 
that the aircraft was.flying OK. 
My next conscious decision was to 
try to .fly the remaining 20 minutes 
back to my helipad. 

I was in the middle of no­
where. My helipad was as close as 
any other prepared landing spot, 
and my CPS told me exactly how 
to get there. 

Even at the reduced airspeed 
the airflow was substantial. 
Somehow I thought it would help 
to open the sliding window in my 
door, so I did. There was no 
noticeable change, so I left it 
open. 
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As I continued toward my heli­
pad my right ankle and leg 
remained numb, and the wind 
through the hole in the chin bub­
ble made me very cold. I landed 
without incident, and was met by 
one of my family members. 

After shutting down I sat in the 
seat for a while to calm my 
nerves, relax that I had landed 
safely, and move my right leg 
around. The feeling in my right 

ankle and foot returned and I was 
able to get out and walk around 
without any problems. 

Afier we were able to in!Jpect 
the aircraft that night and then in 
the morning light we determined 
that I had hit three different birds. 
One came through the right chin 
bubble, the second hit and broke a 
hole in the upper left corner of the 
copilot's windscreen, and the third 
was wedged between the rear 
landing gear cross tube and the 
fuselage on the left side. 

During the cleanup I found a 
glob of bird flesh plastered to the 
center of the airspeed indicator 
glass, with a long drip of con­
gealed blood oozing down from it. 

I took one of the bird carcasses 
to a local university where it was 
identified as a Merganser. 

The aircraft was repaired and 
returned to service. 

I reflected on this experience 
rnany times since. 

I never knew that birds would 
fly at night. Maybe I spooked 
those birds into flight when I 
crossed over the lake. Maybe 
some hunters or fishermen 
spooked them. 

I also recognize that I was very 
lucky. I could have easily been 
disabled if the bird had come 
through the upper windscreen; or 
blinded if the blast offeathers, 
plexiglass, and stuff had hit me in 
the eyes. 

But the strongest thought that 
came out of this experience is that 
whatever happens, the first thing 
to do is to fly the aircraft. " 

This episode has several items 
that deserve mention, but the most 
obvious is that a Bird Strike can 
be a very serious matter. 

How can that be? Those cute 
little sparrows and mockingbirds 
that flit around your house seem 
much too tiny and soft to pose any 
threat to us humans. After all, 
birds always flyaway when we 
approach them. Their survival 
instincts have them programmed 
to take to the sky to escape earth­
bound creatures intent on catching 
and eating them. This fly-away­
from-danger technique has been 
very effective, and will always be 
what a bird will do. 

This pedestrian-to-bird rela­
tionship should not affect our 
thinking when in the cockpit of an 
airborne flying machine. When we 
are flying we are in the birds' 
domain. They are not programmed 
to watch for us. When they do 
spot an approaching aircraft they 
will generally do what they do on 
the ground - flyaway from 
approaching danger. 

But they don't always spot us. 
They may be too busy flying for­
mation on the goose ahead, or 

I
searching the ground for a field 
mouse dinner. 

Birds are everywhere. We have 
to watch out for them. Why?I 

Consider the following NTSB 
Reports: 

FTW97LA354/206L. 

"A bird struck and sheared the 
cyclic push pull tube during the 
helicopter's cruise flight at 800 
feet MSL. The helicopter started 
shaking violently and cyclic 
inputs did not correct the attitude 
of the aircraft. When the pilot 
lowered the collective full down 
and rolled the throttle to the idle 
position, the helicopter entered a 
near level attitude with a slight 
left bank. At about 15 feet AGL, 
the pilot applied full aft cyclic and 
pulled pitch for the landing. The 
helicopter touched the ground in a 
left sideward movement and 
bounced before coming to rest." 

NYC98LA072IMooney 

. ..2015 eastern standard time, 
a Mooney M20J ... was substan­
tially damaged when it collided 
with a goose while on approach to 
the Wilkes-Barre/Scranton 
International Airport ... the pilot 
was not injured. Night visual 
meteorological conditions pre­
vailed ... " 



NYC89LA079/Cessna 150 

"The flight instructor with a stu­
dent pilot in control of the airport 
took off and at approximately 500 
feet AGL, a 4 pound bird flew 
through the left side windshield 
striking the student pilot on the left 
side of the face. The flight instruc­
tor was not injured ... took control 
... and landed immediately." 

YC87LA030/206B 

"The on-demand cargo flight 
encountered a bird strike enroute 
from New Jersey to Jamaica, New 
York. The pilot received serious 
injury to the eye and cheekbone 
but was able to accomplish an 
emergency landing in a parking 
lot without further damage or 
injury." 

NYC8SLA214/Grumman 
American AA-S 

"The pilot reported that the 
flight was uneventful until he was 
in a descent ... he said that a large 
bird suddenly appeared in front of 
the aircraft and collided with the 
right wing. The bird strike put a 
large hole in the right wing root, 
severed a fuel line, and damaged 
the right fuel tank, but the aircraft 
landed safely." 

MIA97IA237/Boeing 737 

"When descending into Tampa 
at an altitude of 4,000 feet msl the 
flight struck a large bird. The First 
Officer's Number 1 window shat­
tered both panes of the wind­
shield, sending glass into the 
cockpit, and into the forward gal­
ley. The flight landed without fur­
ther incident. The Captain and 
First Officer were taken to the 
hospital to have glass removed. 
According to the pilot's statement 
they saw other birds before the 
bird strike, and they described the 
birds that they had seen with 
wings spans of 4 feet. .. " 

MKC86LA02S/Boeing 727 

"During a night arrival, a 
Boeing 727 ... was vectored for 
an approach to runway 32L. 
While descending through about 
5,000 feet MSL ... the aircraft 
collided with a flock of snow 
geese ... After landing damage 
was found on the radome, leading 
edge slats, and on the forward 
fuselage." 

BF094LAOS8IPA38 

"The pilot was doing a straight­
in approach to runway 14 at 

Wilmington, 
Delaware, at 
night when 
the aircraft 
struck birds. 
The airplane 
was descend­
ing through 
1,800 feet 
MSL. .. The 
pilot reported 
he experl­
enced a loss 
of electrical 
power, yaw 

control problems, and a partial 
loss of engine power. However he 
continued to the airport and land­
ed ... Examination of the airplane 
revealed the battery case, firewall, 
and wings were damaged ... and 
there was debris in the engine air 
inlet. " 

I think you get the idea. 

A hawk, buzzard, goose or 
duck packs a big wallop when it 
strikes at high speed. A high­
speed head-on collision with a 
one pound bird can generate a 
force over two tons! If a bird 
strike can sever a control tube, 
penetrate a windscreen, and punch 
a hole in a wing leading edge, 
imagine what one can do with a 
direct hit on you. 

A mid-air collision with a bird 
can be as serious as a mid-air col­
lision with an aircraft. Just as you 
must see-and-avoid other aircraft 
you must also take precautions for 
bird strikes. One precaution might 
be the wearing of safety glasses, 
or using the visor in your helmet. 

Obviously, a bird is harder to 
spot than a much larger aircraft. It 
may not be possible to see a bird 
until it is too late to avoid it. That 
doesn't mean that you can't be 
looking for them, contemplate 
where they will be, and be pre­
pared to take evasive action. 
Apparently birds also fly at night. 
Unfortunately they do not have 
position or landing lights. You do. 
Perhaps using both could help. 

You must recognize that you 
share the sky with other flying 
creatures. It's up to you to see and 
avoid them. 
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