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WIND TUNNEL


For comic book heroes, the ability to fly usually requires a magic ring or mutant powers. Inside a special building on Fort Bragg, all it takes is the flip of a switch.  


The octagonal-shaped building near Smoke Bomb Hill houses the military free-fall school’s vertical wind tunnel free-fall simulator, which replicates the experience of free-falling through the air.

Approximately 500 students a year from the Military Free-fall Basic Course use the wind tunnel, as well as the Golden Knights parachute demonstration team, Special Forces units, Marines, Navy SEALs, and the 82nd Airborne Division’s Long Range Surveillance Detachment, said Randy Matthews, the wind tunnel’s operator and mechanic.
In fact, virtually every military servicemember qualified to perform High Altitude Low Opening parachute jumps has had to train at some point in Fort Bragg’s wind tunnel, Matthews said.
“This wind tunnel is the strongest and has the largest flying surface of any in the world,” said Matthews. “It’s the closest you’ll get to free-fall without jumping out of a plane.”
To use the wind tunnel, you enter a padded, vacuum-sealed room on the second floor of the building. Inside the room, in the middle of the floor, there is a web of netting covering the opening of a duct. The duct leads down to a massive, 7-by-5-foot fan. This is what produces the wind tunnel’s wind.
The fan runs on a 3,600 shaft horsepower engine that can create wind speeds of 225 feet per second. Once Matthews or another operator flips the switch and starts the motor, the fan begins blasting a column of air up through the duct. 
For those up in the sealed room, the effect, once the wind hits, is sort of like being the winning ping pong ball in a lottery drawing. All they have to do is lean over the netting and the wind coming out of the duct does the rest of the work, shooting them up into the air and sending them whirling and spinning around the room. 

At that point, knowing the right procedures to gain control in the air is crucial. 
Mastering those procedures was the goal on Sep. 10, when members of the LRSD conducted training inside the wind tunnel. Some of the techniques they worked on included varying their free-fall rates, performing movements to the left, right, front and rear, and executing right and left turns. They also spent time practicing emergency procedures, such as what to do in case of a total parachute malfunction.

Up in the air, the members of the LRSD sometimes seemed to be swimming as they made knife-edged movements to the left or right. At other times they would appear to catch a sudden gust and rise dramatically high into the air, then come swooping back down to just inches above the netting. 

Body control was extremely important to all the movements the LRSD paratroopers were practicing. In a free-fall, arching your body increases your fall rate, while expanding into an X-shape slows you down, said Matthews. 

The LRSD received informal instruction that day from Master Sgt. Alfred Brown, a former military freefall instructor now serving with the 82nd Airborne’s 782nd Main Support Battalion. Although he was there unofficially, everyone paid close attention to Brown’s advice. Maybe that was because he has more than 2,700 free-falls to his name. 

Despite all his real free-fall experience, Brown insisted that virtually free-falling inside the wind tunnel is the more difficult task to execute correctly.

“Flying inside the tunnel is a lot harder,” he said, “If you can master it in there, free-falling comes naturally.”
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