After all these years…

Huey still guards MFO skies
By Sgt. 1st Class Rhonda M. Lawson
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SINAI, Egypt – In a technological age where “new and improved” products continue to make their predecessors obsolete, it’s surprising to know that some machinery isn’t only built to last, but still performs its function expertly.


Aviators with the Multinational Force and Observers, serving on the Sinai Peninsula, are proving this everyday with the UH-1H Iroquois helicopter, commonly known as the Huey.

“It’s stood the test of time,” said Chief Warrant Officer 4 Robert Wagner, MFO Aviation Company senior maintenance officer.  “Fifty years, and it’s still truckin’ along.”


“It’s holding up extremely well; it’s a testament to the design that it’s lasted this long, and more importantly, it’s maintained its significance for the service,” added Aviation Company Commander Maj. Robert Peden.  “It’s been able to perform the mission so well that the Army has not been able to get rid of a light utility helicopter mission, and there’s not a better aircraft for it.”


The Huey dates back to the mid-1950s when a design competition was held to find a new medical evacuation helicopter to replace the outdated Bell Model 47/H-13, which had served the military well during the Korean Conflict.  The Huey, then Model XH-40, was in a dead heat with the Kaman H-43, but eventually became the helicopter of choice, principally because it was manufactured by the same company that produced the helicopter that had proven itself in Korea – the Bell Helicopter Company.


The Huey carries with it a rich history.  Backed by Col. (later Maj. Gen.) Spurgeon Neel, known as the father of the Huey, the aircraft was many times pushed past its prescribed limits in real-world operations.  The Huey was later used during combat operations during the Vietnam War, transporting infantry units to improve their speed in getting to the fight.  However, the aircraft itself was unarmed and after some were shot down, Bell developed armed Hueys.  This model, the UH-1B, made the Huey the Army’s first gunship.


Since its initial procurement, the Huey has undergone 13 model changes, and has flown millions of flight hours in support of various Army missions, cruising at 90 knots and carrying 4,000 pounds of external cargo or 220 cubic feet of internal cargo.


The Huey’s rich history is what attracted people like Peden and Wagner to the aircraft in the first place.  Peden explained that flying an aircraft such as the Huey made him proud.


“I was happy that I went to Flight School and did all my initial training on the UH-1,” he said.  “I knew after a certain timeframe, it would be gone, and I wanted to fly on the UH-1.  It’s an awesome opportunity.”


As for Wagner, he extended to do an additional year with the MFO so he could continue to lead the Huey’s maintenance team.


“It was like stepping back into time and getting back into that groove that I’ve done for more than 20 years in the maintenance field as enlisted and as a test pilot,” he said.  “For me, it was like putting on an old pair of boots.”


Under Peden and Wagner’s leadership at the MFO, the UH-1 logs an average of about 2,100 hours per year without failure or major incident.  The Aviation Company pilots routinely fly to the MFO’s outposts that line the Eastern border of the Sinai, as well as transporting the MFO’s Civilian Observer Unit as they observe, report and verify compliance of the Treaty of Peace between Egypt and Israel.  However, the Huey’s main job is its intended purpose – medical evacuation.


“This is a unique company, and it performs multiple missions that are unique to this company,” Peden said.  “We’re the only Army aviation company that performs a MEDEVAC mission.  This company flies both internal and external movement, observation, VIP, resupply, but our No. 1 priority is MEDEVAC for the entire Sinai.”


“There are not many aircraft in the Army that get the title, ‘warhorse,’” Peden added.  “It’s the first military aircraft designed specifically for military use.  It received the distinction of being a warhorse after Vietnam, and it’s been able to maintain that over the years it’s been in the Sinai.  The pilots come here knowing that they’re going to fly the UH-1 – an old aircraft not generally in service throughout the Army – and they’re proud to come here and fly the aircraft in a specific mission for the MFO.”


This says a lot for a model that’s been around since 1974, and has served the MFO continuously since its inception in 1982 with no major incidents or deaths.  In fact, the oldest Huey in the MFO has been around since 1969, according to Wagner.


“The UH-1 has been in numerous environments for many years, and dollar-for-dollar, flight hour-for-flight hour, the UH-1 has always performed,” he said.


Having an aircraft that’s withstood the test of time has proven to be an advantage for the Aviation Company.  Part of that advantage is being small enough to land at the MFO’s many remote sites, some of which, when viewed from above, are no larger than a postage stamp.


“It’s well-suited for us because of the environment that we operate in,” Peden said.  “The infrastructure in the Sinai doesn’t allow for a much larger aircraft.  A desert environment is tough for any aircraft, to include the UH-1.  It doesn’t get anymore difficult than flying desert (operations) at night with the different environmental conditions, and in mountains, but you’ve got to weigh the disadvantages with the advantages, and for us, there are far more advantages than disadvantages.”


With all of the advantages to having an aircraft with so much experience, Peden admitted that there is a downside as well.  He explained that the company usually receives a low number of experienced pilots on the Huey.  Currently, few pilots have the opportunity to train on the Huey, and since only a handful of installations still have the aircraft in their inventories, even the more experienced pilots have to be retrained once arriving at the Sinai.


“The schoolhouses aren’t supporting (the Huey) and the major rebuilding facilities that the Army uses don’t support the UH-1,” Wagner added.


Warrant Officer 1 Lori Hemmie, who’s only been with the Aviation Company a few months, is one of the more fortunate pilots who trained on the Huey while in Flight School.


“I was pretty lucky to fly the UH-1, which is a pretty rare occurrence.  Only about four students out of every class gets to fly the UH-1,” she said.  “I think it’s a pretty good opportunity because there are many aviators in my generation who won’t get to fly the UH-1.”


However, she admitted that the Huey can also be a double-edged sword.


“I’m not getting experience on the advanced systems that are on the other helicopters, but I’m getting much more of the ‘pilotage,’” she explained.  “You don’t have a lot of backup to rely on.  In that way, I’m at an advantage – I get a lot more confidence in myself instead of just confidence in the helicopter.”


“It’s the old ‘stick and rudder’ with the UH-1,” Wagner added.  “It doesn’t have any advanced systems on it for navigation or mission equipment.”


Currently, most military installations use the UH-60 Blackhawk for medical evacuations.  Plans to replace to UH-1 have been tossed around in recent years, but nothing definite has come to light.  Eventually, he said, the UH-60 will replace the UH-1, although it is uncertain how those plans will affect the MFO.  Until it happens, Peden said he’s content with flying the Huey.


“The reason they’ve never come up with a solution to replace it is because there just isn’t another aircraft that performs the mission as well,” Peden said.  “That’s why it’s well-liked here in the Sinai, and that’s also why it’s well-liked by the pilots who fly it.”


Editor’s note:  Historical information for this story came from The Bell Helicopter Textron Story; Changing the Way the World Flies, by David A. Brown (Arlington, TX: Aerofax Inc., 1995), supplied by the U. S. Army Aviation Center at Fort Rucker, Ala.
