HELICOPTER
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Providing airborne security of the 91st Space Wing’s missile field from the air, four members of the 54th Helicopter Flight at Minot look to become the stars of the show for a week during Guardian Challenge 2004 May 2 to 7.

Pilot Capt. Eric Compton, co-pilot 1st Lt. Brian Luce, flight engineer Tech. Sgt. Brad Heath and crew chief Shawn Jacob’s mission is two-fold, airborne security and flying operations crews, maintenance folks and parts to and from the missile complex like “Minot Air.”

“Anytime an asset is moved from the missile field to the base or vice versa, we’ll escort the convoy,” Captain Compton said.

The first challenge the team faces is getting to the competition. They’re required to fly one of Minot’s own UH-1N Huey helicopters to California. They must leave four days early since a helicopter can only fly about 200 miles before it must be refueled.

During Guardian Challenge, the helicopter team participates in tasks to test every aspect of their training from land navigation to precision flying, said Sergeant Heath.

“[First,] The judges will tell us to put the security forces in at a certain point, and they ask us how long we think it will take,” he said. “There will be an observer on board, and they’ll be watching to make sure we stay with in certain altitudes and air speed restrictions and make it to our landing zone within the allotted amount of time.”

The hover competition specifically tests the crew’s flight engineer, according to Lieutenant Luce.

“A cord and a bucket of water hang below the helicopter, and we have an obstacle course we have to fly the bucket through,” the co-pilot said. “Sergeant Heath will be lying on his stomach hanging out the side of the helicopter while talking us through the course. We won’t be able to see the obstacles, so he’s going to have to tell us [how to move.]”

The final competition is a reconfigure where the team must restructure the inside of their helicopter to accommodate a different scenario. 

“Our configuration right now has seats set up, and we’ll have to [remove them] to fit six patient litters,” Lieutenant Luce said. “After that, we get in and run checklists all the way up to engine start.”

Training for the competition isn’t much different from doing their daily mission, said the lieutenant.

“We’ll do flights to simulate each of the scenarios, but we’ll also fly together for the next month, just so we as a crew get used to each other,” he said.

Although this is everyone’s first competition, the team has enough talent to bring home the gold, according to Lieutenant Luce.

“Captain Compton is an instructor, I’ve been an aircraft commander for six months and Sergeant Heath’s been a flight engineer for 10 years, so we’ve got a pretty good crew,” he said.

The crew said they are most excited about the trip out to Vandenberg, the lieutenant said. 

“We never get to fly off station anymore, so flying in different climates and terrain environments is going to be great,” he said. “We get to go to different airports with faster and heavier traffic, so it’ll be a good experience for us.”.
