C-17 Airdrop, Summer 2006

Lt Col Greg Pyke

The main goal of this summer’s C-17 airdrop is proof of concept.  Before, all airdrops in the C-141, LC130 and older aircraft at the pole were computed by the navigator.  He would figure out a sight angle, he knew his ground speed and the ballistics of the cargo and chute.  When the drop zone (DZ) crossed his sight angle (navigators had many techniques on sight angle, one was drawing a grease pencil line across the front windscreen)  he would start a stop watch for a given number of seconds and would count down and call green light, the co-pilot would then release the load for the drop.  This is a very low tech delivery method , not very accurate but very reliable if you could see the DZ.  The C-17 has done away with the navigator and flight engineer and replaced them with computers.  These are far more accurate, and in normal conditions some what reliable.  But as all of you know the South Pole is not a normal place and the Air Force and Boeing would like to know a drop will work near the pole when the plane is flying in grid mode.  The pilots have run the profile in the simulator with mixed results and Boeing “thinks it should work just fine”.  Boeing has installed a special data collection computer on the C17; we will be using the data to help with any future software upgrade for polar operation which might be needed.    
The type of delivery method we will use on this drop is called a heavy equipment drop. We will be dropping 4 ea-16 foot platforms weighing between 16,625-17,765 pounds for a total weight of 68,500 pounds.  This type of system can drop road graders, fuel bladders or other large equipment that needs a softer landing.  This system employs a drogue chute, then an extraction package that will pull the cargo out of the aircraft, then deploy the main chutes (1 to 8 main chutes depending on the weight).  After the load lands, the main chutes will release so the cargo is not dragged by any wind.  The Type of drop we use to deliver food, fuel barrels or supplies that can hit the ground a little harder is called a container delivery system (CDS).  This load, when released, will simply roll out the back and the chutes will deploy from a static line just like a paratrooper. 
There are very few options for relief for the folks who winter over.  We want to make sure airdrop is a viable and safe option before it’s needed in an emergency.
Some past airdrops on pole from http://www.southpolestation.com/trivia
Summer 1956-57
First cargo airdrop to Pole (as yet unoccupied), a C-124 Globemaster

Heaviest recorded C-124 airdrop at Pole...
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the first of 2 D4's (10/21), 9 tons, using

5 100'-diameter "G-11" chutes rigged 235'

above the tractor.

Winter 1981 

First midwinter airdrop at Pole these resupply drops lasted till 1995, and were discontinued due to email, supply system improvements, greenhouses, and budgets...

Summer 1991

5 airdrops at Pole which delivered modular building pieces.  At that time the drops were on the skiway because there were very few obstacles, ie 10 meter telesscope. (this was not on southpolestation.com/trivia, but I was there for this one) 
Winter 1999

The world and the news media focus in on the midwinter medical problems

which bring on the first airdrop since 1995. (I was also lucky enough to be chosen to fly this mission)
