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Richard Hayes of Southern Lakes Helicop-
ters did some remarkable flying when he 
piloted his Raven II to a safe landing after 
the helicopter’s tail rotor was destroyed. 
	 Hayes was flying with doors off at about 
4500 feet and 100 knots on a venison  
recovery operation in New Zealand’s Fiord-
land National Park when something exited 
the helicopter and destroyed the tail rotor 
and tail rotor gear box. 

	 Feeling a "thump" reverberate through 
the airframe, Hayes reduced airspeed to 
about 70-80 knots and tried the pedals to 
no effect. Still in control of the cyclic and 
collective and knowing  he could steer the 
aircraft as long as he continued forward, 
Hayes decided to fly until he found a suit-
able place to land. 
 	 Located in the southwest corner of New 
Zealand's South Island, Fiordland National 
Park is a rugged land characterized by 
steep fiords, snow-capped mountains, un-
broken forests, and lack of clear, flat areas.  
 	 The R44 was lightly loaded so it didn’t re-
quire a lot of power and, more importantly, 
after the tail rotor's demise, the R44's em-
pennage remained intact. 

	 The R44 features a large vertical stabiliz-
er to equalize the torque of the main rotor 
and to help control the helicopter in the 
event of a tail rotor failure - the scenario 
Hayes faced. Without the empennage and 
tail rotor, the helicopter would have spun 
uncontrollably.  
	 For 30 minutes Hayes nursed the crip-
pled helicopter along, then about 10km 
east of Te Anau Aerodrome, Hayes saw an 
agricultural airstrip and decided to set the 
aircraft down. At 40 knots he executed a 
running landing, skidding 45 meters and 
stopping without injuring himself or fur-
ther damaging the helicopter. 
	 Coincidently, the previous week Hayes 
conducted running landings under condi-
tions simulating a tail rotor failure as part 
of the New Zealand CAA Annual Compe-
tency Check Ride. Check ride requirements 
prepare pilots for virtually any situation.  
This practice enabled Hayes to land the 
crippled helicopter safely and, until now, 
had resulted in Hayes having flown 25,000 
hours without an accident.

Little remained of the tail rotor  
and tail rotor gear box following the accident.

Ph
ot

o 
Cr

ed
it:

 H
el

iw
or

ks
, N

ew
 Z

ea
la

nd

The R44 Raven II's tail rotor was destroyed,  
but the empennage remained intact.
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Pilot Flies R44 to Safety After Losing Tail Rotor R44 Surpasses R22
production R44 in February 1993.  Since its 
introduction the R44 has become the best 
selling helicopter in the world.
 	 There have been several models of the 
R44: Astro (1993), Raven (2000), and Ra-
ven II (2002). (When the Raven II debuted, 
the Raven was designated the Raven I.)  
Significant product improvements include  
hydraulic power controls, fuel-injected  
engine, and air conditioning, which is an 
option exclusive to the Raven II. 

     The R44 has played noteworthy roles in 
several aviation records. In 2000, Jennifer 
Murray flew an R44 when she became the 
first woman to fly solo around the world 
in a helicopter. Her R44 is displayed at the 
Smithsonian National Air and Space Mu-
seum in Washington D.C. In October 2002, 
Quentin Smith and Steve Brooks piloted an 
R44 Raven II to the North Pole, the first pis-
ton-powered helicopter to make the jour-
ney. Three years later, they took a Raven II 
to the South Pole - marking another first for 
a piston-powered helicopter.
	 R44s are flown throughout the world 
for a variety of purposes including leisure, 
tourism, business, flight training, property 
development, and utility line inspection. 
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Frank Robinson pilots R44 serial number 0001 during 
a test flight at the Torrance Airport, circa 1990.

Along the R44's assembly line, Robinson  
employees build new R44 helicopters.

Safety Tips for Doors-Off Flying
Before removing any doors for ventilation,  
pilots should review Safety Notice 30 that 
strongly recommends pilots never fly with 
the left door(s) removed. Fatal accidents 
have occurred when an object has blown 
out the left door and struck the tail rotor.	
	 When flying with doors off, especially the 
left door(s), take the following precautions 

•	 Always stow loose items securely with-
in the cabin. Many times the problem is 
caused by an object that becomes loose 
during the flight.

•	 Preflight the person sitting in the left 
seat. Make sure nothing (e.g., pens, pen-
cils, glasses, etc.) is in the shirt pockets, 
and ensure cell phones and pagers are 
removed from waist belts.  

• 	 Tell passengers to keep their heads and 
extremities within the helicopter's cab-
in. Injuries can occur, particularly at high 
airspeeds. 

•	 When reinstalling doors, be sure to in-
stall the cotter pins in the door hinges.  
Doors have come off in-flight due to 
missing pins. 


