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Humphreys pilot marks 10,000 accident-free hours milestone
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8th Army Public Affairs Office

      CAMP HUMPHREYS, South Korea – The 8th U.S. Army commanding general presented three recognition plaques to a Camp Humphreys pilot after he logged his 10,000th accident-free hour in the sky.
     Chief Warrant Officer 5 Kenny Collier accomplished what few pilots have Sept. 22 while flying an RC-12H "Guardrail" signal intelligence collection airplane in South Korean airspace for the 3rd Military Intelligence Battalion (Aerial Exploitation) based here.
      Collier, the battalion standardization officer, said his inspiration to fly was clearly in the joke he shared with a friend during the 100-mile trip road march from Pope Air Force Base near Fort Bragg, N. C., to Rockingham and back.
      "We ought to learn to fly," Collier, then a sergeant first class in Army Special Forces, told 1st Lt. Donnie Broome, his Special Forces operational detachment leader, during the long, tough march as they saw some Army helicopters pass overhead. "Flying is much easier on the body."
      Broome is now a brigadier general, and Collier learned to fly. After 11 years as a noncommissioned officer, including tours of duty with the Special Forces in Vietnam, Collier applied for helicopter flight school. He graduated from flight school in 1980 and pinned on aviator wings.
      "My first goal was to get flight time any way I could," said Collier. "The greatest goal I could think of at the time was to get promoted to Chief Warrant Officer 2 with over 1,000 hours of accident-free flight time."
      In addition to military missions, he volunteered to fly for the Fort Bragg sports parachute club in order to log flight time.
      From a humble beginning in aviation, Collier has logged an impressive record over the years. He has flown 360 hours combat time and 300 hours "imminent danger" time during U.S. Army Special Operations Command missions in Operation Just Cause to oust Panamanian dictator Manuel Noriega in 1989 and during Operation Desert Storm in 1991 to evict Iraqi forces that had invaded Kuwait.
“He’s conducted operations in all kinds of environments that were challenging and dangerous and yet he conducted his operations safely,” said Lt. Gen. Charles C. Campbell, 8th U.S. Army commander.
      Broadening his flying abilities, Collier learned to fly fixed wing aircraft. He now is qualified to fly various military aircraft, including special operations helicopters and intelligence-gathering airplanes. 
      "I'll fly anything that's got lift," he said.
      He prefers a good, steady lift at all times, not the faltering lift he experienced in a UH-1 "Huey" helicopter during a harrowing Special Forces training mission in 1984 near Fort Bragg.
      "We were doing a night rooftop extraction of four soldiers when the tail rotor blade broke," said Collier. "The Huey went into a spin as four soldiers dangled on ropes below me."
      Collier said he fought for control and was able to get the soldiers to the ground.
      "I had about three seconds to get it right. I pushed the collective down to take the spin out, then rolled the throttle to let the Huey settle," he said. "Then I pulled up on the collective. The soldiers hit the ground, but they were still attached to the ropes." 
      He said he was able to keep the spinning helicopter under enough control to crash-land it nearby.
      "The soldiers got dragged a little, but I was able to get the helicopter down without crashing on them," said Collier.
      He received an Army aviation "Broken Wing" award for saving an aircraft and lives during a situation that could have resulted in fatalities or aircraft damage. 
      Not all of his emergency landings were nail-biters. In fact, he said one incident - while he was flying VIPs on a Piper Cheyenne 2 airplane - was downright funny and a bit embarrassing.
      "All of a sudden the airplane started vibrating," he said. "I couldn't figure out why, so I landed the plane as a precaution."
      Naturally, the general and his staff had to get off. Collier said he found out later that the vibration had been caused by a broken air conditioner shaft. He said he took quite a ribbing from fellow pilots for being forced down by a broken air conditioner.
            Collier retained his "accident-free" status because pilots are not held responsible for mechanical failures such as broken parts.
      Though he passed 9,000 hours of accident-free flight time during a previous tour in Korea in 1999, Collier said he wasn't sure when he'd actually make the 10,000-hour mark revered in the Army aviation community.
      "I just knew I was close," he said. "I had also casually told someone that I wanted a big-screen television as a gift when I passed 10,000 hours."
      He got his wish, sort of.
      Pae Kwang-chong, the battalion flight operations clerk, knew Collier was close and alerted everyone, including battalion commander Lt. Col. Steve Johns, who arranged a surprise. 
      When Collier landed after his record-setting flight, he was picked up at planeside by the commander's staff car.
      "I was told that the colonel was really mad about something and wanted to see me immediately," said Collier. "That's supposedly why the car had been sent to pick me up."
      Instead of taking him to Johns' office, however, Collier was taken to a hangar where the entire battalion had gathered to celebrate his accomplishment of reaching the magic 10,000 hours of accident-free flying time.
      "They even had a cake that looked like a big-screen television," said Collier.
      Collier - who has been in the Army for 35 years - said he really appreciated the celebration.
      "I've only known two pilots who broke 10,000 hours," he said. "I'm the third."
      The 3rd Military Intelligence Battalion Safety Officer Chief Warrant Officer 4 Dave Hennies said reaching the 10,000 hours of accident-free flight time is an extraordinary achievement.
      "It's unattainable for most Army aviators," said Hennies. "You have to be assigned to units that do a lot of flying."
      Collier, who has four years left in the Army, has set his sights on another goal. He wants to fly jets.
      "I've always wanted to fly jets," said Collier. "It's just a matter of a two-week course at Warner Robins Air Force Base in Georgia and two more weeks in a flight simulator."
      In the meantime, he'll continue his tour as the battalion standardization officer and fly missions for the 3rd Military Intelligence Battalion in South Korea. 

“As a noncommissioned officer and as a warrant officer he is about standards,” said Campbell. “Knowing the standard, enforcing the standard, and influencing others through rigorous training to be able to perform to that standard.”
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