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BLADES II

High Country

(The autobiography of a rescue-helicopter pilot continues)

‘as told to’ J. William Turner

Copyright 2012 by (James) J. William Turner

Smashwords Edition

(Original version copyright 2004 by (James) J. William Turner)

As a boy, I had survived bereavement, homelessness, and severe burns. I had also saved a baby, and found myself a new home and family. Now in my late teens, I was finally able to begin a career in helicopter aviation, while saving the lives of three children and meeting a very special girl.
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​CHAPTER 1 – LEARNING THE ROPES
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Saturday, 6 July, 1996 - I moved into the Hill’s home in time for the start of the third term at my new school, Elwood Grammar, two days later. I had promised Arthur that I would study hard, and, having missed two terms, that is what I then did. With some extra after-hours tuition, I was able to catch up by the end of that term. I was grateful for all the support and care coming from the new adults in my life.

The best part of my new life, though, was visits with Brian during every holiday. We took turns to go and stay at the other’s house. Brian came south in April and September, and I went north in January and July. Shane and Maria became like an uncle and aunt, and I was permitted, after a while, to call them by their first names. And as we went through our teenage years, good old Brian was even more of a brother and best friend. But he could still irritate me at times. For instance, he went into puberty several months before I did, even though he’s three months younger. For weeks and weeks, I got explicit e-mails from him about various personal aspects of his sexual maturity and activities in bed before going to sleep as if the kid was obsessed. I didn’t know how much of it was exaggerated, so I would e-mail him back “as if,” and “in your dreams.” At least the bragging had stopped by the time my hormones kicked in.

And so it came as a surprise that throughout his adolescence Brian was like me when it came to romance. He seemed more interested in hanging out with his friends, instead of dating the several girls who flirted with him. For me, it was just shyness and my love of flying and fishing. For a show-off like Brian, I had no idea why he couldn’t be bothered. Neither did he, for that matter. The word ‘gay’ even came to my mind.

But that was then. Now I was seventeen, Brian was sixteen, and both of us were in Year Eleven. He e-mailed me that he had been going with a girl in his class, finally. Meanwhile, I had started on my aviation career. I could never have predicted the dangers, traumas, and personal crises that flying would bring my way over the coming twelve months.

Sunday, 9 April 2000 - Our small, four-seater aeroplane was shaken gently by the mildest of morning turbulence as it flew low over the wooded hills east of Melbourne. Dotted with small bush towns, the Dandenong Ranges were the last stretches of high country to be crossed before the city’s sprawling suburbs would appear beneath us. We had departed from Moorabbin Airport two hours earlier and enjoyed a brief sightseeing flight past the skyscrapers of Melbourne City. Following that, I had flown the aircraft along a two-hundred-kilometre oval-shaped return route via the ski resort of Mount Baw Baw. Most of this had been over rugged inaccessible areas of deep remote valleys. It was certainly not the sort of country in which to be lost, as two young boys from California were to discover later in the year. Although the season was too early for snow, the prominent bare-topped mountain had still been an easy landmark for my two passengers and me to pick out from the many lower peaks in the Great Dividing Range. The light cloud cover and bright sunshine had made for an enjoyable excursion for all of us over the high country.

I had begun my flying lessons on the very Sunday of my sixteenth birthday just over a year before. Under the instruction of a fixed-wing instructor recommended by Arthur, I had trained on small aircraft at Moorabbin. Every Sunday during each school term and almost every spare day during the holidays, I had been there. It was not that I liked flying Cessnas, but that I simply had no choice. Because of the high cost of helicopter flying lessons, Kath and Paul insisted that I first prove my commitment to flying by obtaining a cheaper full private aeroplane licence. If I showed enough enthusiasm in this, the much more expensive helicopter-endorsement training would then happen.

Overcoming my disinterest in fixed-wing aircraft, I had completed both the practical and the theory subjects of the course by the end of the January summer holidays. In my opinion, piloting aeroplanes did not offer the same flexibility and thrill as helicopters. But my new licence, at least, allowed me the freedom of independent flight. And now, five days past my seventeenth birthday and after sixteen hours of instruction by Arthur over eight weeks, I was making rapid progress through the Gold Star Aviation’s helicopter syllabus.

I had often thought about my helicopter training during flights in the previous few weeks, and this trip was no exception. Being at six hundred metres above mountainous terrain did not stop my mind from wandering as I remembered the flying I had shared with Arthur during our lessons together, especially the very first lesson.

Sunday, 6 February, 2000 - A light breeze was blowing across the airport when Kath drove me to Arthur’s hangar on that first Sunday morning in February. I had said very little on the drive to the airport, but my enthusiasm and impatience for the lessons to begin had been obvious over the preceding days. As I stepped from the car, I smiled at my foster mother. “Thanks, Kath. I’ll see you here at four thirty. Wish me luck, ay.”

Kath smiled back and chuckled. “You’ll be ‘right, Jules, have a good day.”

I waved at her as she departed, and entered the hangar. “Yo, Arthur, you here?”

“In the office, Jac!” Arthur’s voice echoed around the building’s steel walls. He rose from his seat to offer his hand when I walked in. Congratulating me on passing my flight exam the previous Sunday, he apologised for “missing all the fun.”

Having grown thirty centimetres during my adolescence, but still lightly-built, I stood nearly the same height as Arthur as I laughed and accepted the handshake. “Hah, you call landing a small plane in a strong crosswind during a licence test fun? I almost needed a big change of undies.”

“Well, I know the examiner and he said you did a top job,” Arthur continued. “Anyway, just wait until you start landing choppers in a gusty wind. You’ll need a lot more than a change of underwear.”

When I said it sounded cool, Arthur accused me of getting a bit cocky, which is how pilots often die. And with that in mind, he had decided to start me off in a two-seater for our first trial-instructional flight. He wanted to see what sort of real talent I had. His decision came with a stern reminder that it was nothing like a regular aeroplane.

Arthur led me from the office outside to the pad where the small training helicopter was parked. Here, he walked me through a procedure I was destined to repeat countless times. Together, we completed a thorough, mandatory pre-flight inspection of the aircraft prior to boarding. My heart was racing from a surge of adrenaline as I finally strapped myself into the pilot’s seat for the first time in my life. As a young kiddie, I had dreamt of this moment so often, and now it was here.

Doing my best to control the excitement growing inside my gut, I listened carefully and attentively as Arthur briefed me, before starting the engine. The whine of the motor grew in volume, and the overhead rotor blades began to turn. Their speed was very slow at first, but became faster by the second. I felt the familiar vibration of my seat as the blades’ rotation reached the correct rate to warm the engine prior to take-off.

Suddenly, Arthur’s commanding voice blared through my headphones via the intercom, overpowering the noise of the engine. He instructed me to take hold of the control column and put my feet on the pedals. He was first going to try me out in a hover, so I did as I was ordered. With nervous anticipation, I lightly grasped the handle of the black ‘stick’ (known as the cyclic control) with my clammy right hand. As Arthur increased the throttle slightly (using a twist control on the collective control lever between the seats), the engine noise became a low roar. The machine lifted gently off the pad to a height of two metres, where he held it stationary at that altitude. “Okay, Jac, your moment of truth. I’ll let go of the cyclic only first. Treat it gently.”

As he released his grip on the cyclic control, the helicopter tilted slightly to the left and moved in that direction. But I moved the cyclic to the right instinctively to correct, and it levelled immediately. I then easily maintained the hover that Arthur had started. He was happy and told me to take us forward a short distance. I pushed ahead ever so slightly on the cyclic to lower the nose of the helicopter. It then began to move slowly. Five seconds later, I gently pulled on the cyclic to return the nose to its original position. The helicopter stopped ten metres from its starting point with its altitude unchanged. Arthur was even happier, and said for me to do it again for twenty metres. I repeated the manoeuvre with ease and total precision. His next command was, “Now drift to the right using the cyclic.”

The helicopter banked in that direction by a couple of degrees. It slipped to the right for a few metres, before I levelled out once more. I reckon Arthur’s heartbeat was increasing with mild excitement. He said later that never before had he taken on a student who appeared to possess the innate ability that I was showing, but he wanted to be certain. “I’m going to take my feet off the pedals now, Jac. All I’ll manage is the throttle and rotor pitch control with the collective. You ready?”

The concentration must have showed on my face as I nodded and pressed on the pedals to familiarise myself with their feel. “Yeah, I’m ready.”

Arthur slowly removed his feet. The helicopter spun thirty degrees to the right. But without hesitation, I applied the correct amount of pressure on the left pedal to arrest and reverse the spin. The aircraft was soon pointing in its original direction. I then held the hover and Arthur’s reaction said it all. “Yes! Yes! Well done! Now, go forward slowly and turn to the left. Sock it to me, Jac!”

Again with little effort, I carefully piloted the helicopter across the ground and commenced a shallow bank and turn to the left, leaving Arthur ecstatic. He had me repeat the manoeuvre to the right, which I did with the same ease and precision. I learned later, that at that moment, there was no doubt in Arthur’s mind that I, a mere teenager, was not just a natural-born pilot, but potentially a very exceptional one. He was keen to test my skills in other aspects of flight.

Arthur took over control and we accelerated away from the helipad towards the sea. At two hundred kilometres-an-hour and an altitude of five hundred metres, we crossed the beach near my old fishing spot, the Mordialloc Pier. Once out over the water, Arthur guided me through a high-speed bank and turn to the right, followed by one to the left. He then took his hand off the cyclic while keeping control of the collective. He told me to repeat the turns without his help, which I did perfectly. After another series of turns, Arthur decided the lesson was nearly over, and with newly found confidence in his student, he told me to set course for the airport. It wasn’t until we commenced final approach that he took back full control for landing. It had been one of the best days of my young life.

Sunday, 9 April 2000 (continued) - The aeroplane banked and dropped suddenly as it entered a patch of strong turbulence. My mind was shaken from daydreaming about my first helicopter lesson. With Moorabbin now less than thirty kilometres distant, the flight would soon be over, and it was time to prepare for landing.

My photojournalist friend, Wesley Auld, was my rear-seat passenger who had come along to do some aerial photography. He was to drive my other passenger and me home in time for a delayed birthday barbecue in the garden. He told me how weird it was that I could fly passengers in an aeroplane, but was not old enough to go for my driving licence. He was not the first person in my life to tell me that back then, and would not be the last over the coming twelve months.

I glanced across at my front-seat passenger who was looking away from me through the window at the scenery below. It was the first weekend of the autumn break, and Brian had flown in from Darwin the day before. Having him down for my birthday, and going to Darwin in July for his, was so important to both of us. Not seeing him during my two months as a street kid and three months in hospital had made me realise my friend’s importance in my life. Like me, Brian had also grown to stand nearly a hundred and eighty centimetres, but had done so much more quickly, the lucky beggar, and it had taken me eighteen months to catch up. Now having him as one of my first passengers since becoming licensed was great and very special.

Ten minutes after commencing a slow descent at the edge of Melbourne’s suburban sprawl, I banked and turned the aircraft to the left. We were lined-up on the designated runway. It should have been a routine final approach, but air thermals were rising rapidly from the bitumen runway’s surface heated by the strong sun. These up-currents caused the aircraft to float down the runway a metre above the ground, stopping it from landing. Facing what is always a difficult situation, I finally had to apply forward pressure on the controls to force the aircraft onto the ground, causing it to bounce three times along the runway before settling into a smooth roll. “Happens all the time on a hot day, guys,” I grinned confidently in an attempt to conceal some mild embarrassment at the rough landing. “Just as well nothing’s damaged, ay.”

“Except my haemorrhoids,” Wesley muttered sarcastically as I turned from the runway onto a taxiway and headed for the aircraft parking area.

Brian and I looked at each other and smirked. We had both got used to the man’s habit of making smart aleck cynical comments about small things after years spent reporting and photographing wars, disasters, and political crises around the world.

“Cheer up, Wes,” I said. “At least no one was shooting surface-to-air missiles at us.”

I looked around to see Wesley grunting and smiling to himself at my equally sarcastic reply. In the three years and nine months since my transfer from hospital to Wesley’s uncle and aunt’s house, he had come to know me very well. He had observed my subsequent series of many painful skin-graft operations for the follow-up story he had been writing for a newspaper. I think Wesley saw in me much of himself. Both of us had faced death at a young age, Wesley from extreme cold and then a criminal’s bullets, and me from extreme heat. We had summoned from within ourselves a strong will to survive. But there had been some problems for me.

Tuesday, 27 August 1996 - I had coped fairly well with the pain of the treatments, the discomfort of the compression-garment, and the limitation on playing sport. But I had not coped with the cruel teasing from a handful of other students at school beginning on my first day there. Because I was never threatened with violence, I avoided using martial arts. At first, my new friends had stood up for me wherever possible, but the insults continued in the playground until the day I lost my temper late in the year, and hit back hard.

Kath was at home when the Principal’s secretary phoned and asked her come to the school. A boy had been sent to hospital after I punched him in the face. Until then, both she and the school authorities knew nothing of the torments. But three girls who really liked me, and were scared that I might be expelled, reported the teasing. As a result, I was given a stern warning and a three-day suspension to the end of the week. Except for my victim, who had a crack in his cheekbone, the other kids were also given warnings in front of their parents, plus a week of detention. The teasing stopped, and I guess I learned a good lesson about not letting problems reach get to the point of violence. It was a pity I was to forget this lesson at the end of the current year.

Sunday, 9 April 2000 (continued) - I returned the aircraft to its parking spot and cut the engine. The silence in the cabin when the propeller stopped spinning was broken only by the sound of our seatbelts being released. We alighted from the aeroplane, and I secured tie-down ropes to solid metal loops on the wing struts and beneath the tail. After returning the flight documents to the aircraft owner’s office, we walked to Wesley’s silver BMW. The motor of the expensive car roared to life, and we drove from the airport heading for my home. With a combined birthday
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