
State Police Aviation Unit History 
 

• The Unit starting in the ‘40s with 3 Aeronca Chiefs and a Bonanza using former 
military pilots that were working as troopers. 

 
• Aircraft were assigned to the divisions and supervised by each division 

 
• Troopers flew part time as needed in addition to their regular duties 

 
• Part time pilots did not stay as current / proficient as needed, and in 1950, the 

Department experienced its only fatal aircraft crash in Gloucester. Troopers 
Thomas and Porter were attempting to deliver a message to a family in 
Gloucester county by dropping a canister out of a low flying airplane.  Trooper 
Thomas lost control of the aircraft at low altitude and crashed nearby. 
 

• The unit operated the same way through the 50’s 
 

• In the early 60’s, the Department replaced the low power 2 seat aircraft with 
Cessna 182’s – the same airplanes we have today 
 

• As is usually the case, a big event in 1969 changed the course of the 
Departments Aviation assets 
 

• Hurricane Camille came through Virginia and widespread flooding in Nelson 
county occurred.  During relief efforts, one of the Departments Cessnas was 
substantially damaged while attempting to land on Rt29 in Lovingston.   
 

• In May 1970, another Cessna was crashed in front of SPHQ. 
 

• Following the accidents and review of the response to Camille, it was determined 
the Department could use helicopters to perform the rescue/ relief mission.  The 
decision was made and the Department took delivery of 2 Hiller helicopters in 
1970. 
 

• The transition to rotary wing aircraft was rocky to say the least.  In 1970, N30VA 
was damaged departing the Bedford area office. 1972, the same aircraft was 
crashed at Hollins college in Roanoke following a maintenance mishap where 
tools were left on the deck jamming flight controls.  Unfortunately, Trooper 
Burnett was seriously injured in that crash. 
 

• The other Hiller was then replace in 1976 with a Bell Jetranger 
 

• N30VA was once again crashed near VA tech in 1979 with no injuries to the pilot 
and was also replaced with a Jet Ranger. 
 



• At this point it was clear that something had to change in light of the damaged 
aircraft and injured pilots.  
 

• As a result of careful study, the decentralized nature of the aviation assets was 
recognized as a key factor in the problem, and in 1984 the Aviation Unit was 
formed. 
 

• This was also the same time frame that Medevac was coming into its own as 
viable method of delivering patients from accident scenes to trauma centers. 
 

• A need was seen in the Richmond area, and with the help of a JLARC study 
supporting this need, the Department entered into a 1 year pilot program with 
Chesterfield County, MCV, Henrico , Colonial heights and Goochland to staff a 
helicopter with a medic. 
 

• April 1984, Medflight 1 went into service  at Chesterfield Station 14 
 

• The 1980s saw the rapid expansion of the Unit. 
 

• The unit moved to the Chesterfield facility in 1987 
 

• The Unit opened a base in Manassas (1985), purchased a Bell222, and 
expanded to a second Medflight operation in Abingdon. 
 

• The success of the Medflight mission quickly outgrew the small Jetrangers and, 
in the early 90’s, Twin engined BO105 were purchased for the mission. 
 

• In 2000, the Jetrangers were retired for the more powerful Bell 407. 
 

• Another JLARC study was conducted and a need for another Medflight operation 
was identified in the Lynchburg area.  Partnering with Centra Heath, the 
operation started in 2001 
 

• The BK117, forerunner of the EC145, was also purchased around this time and 
put into service at the medflight 1 program. 
 

• In 2009, a state budget crisis’s forced the closure of the Manassas base and the 
sale of a helicopter and airplane 
 

• 2010, Centra health made the decision to go with a private helicopter service to 
expand their inter-facility work leaving the department with no medical staff  for 
the medflight 3 program; effectively ending the program after 9 years. 
 

• Before the closure of MF 3, new aircraft had been put on order to replace the 
aging BO105’s. They were eventually put in service in 2011 and both MF1 and 2 
were equipped with the most advanced aircraft the Department has ever owned. 



 
• Also in 2011, money from the Oxycontin settlement was available to introduce 

NVG’s into our operation. 
 

• That time frame also came up on the time for major overhaul or replacement of 
the Bell 407s that had been in service for a decade.  A study of the options 
available showed it was still the best airframe for our mission, so the decision 
was made to overhaul, and upgrade some of the equipment. 
 

• This was a costly and time consuming process that all 4 aircraft have now 
completed.  Cost savings, it cost and average 1.5 million to rebuild each aircraft 
vs 5 mill to replace the same aircraft with new. 
 

• The new modifications include improved avionics with onboard weather, traffic 
and terrain warnings.  Improved glass observer doors, mapping system, 
improved FLIR monitor, DVR recording, and modifications to the interior to 
quickly change from medical to transport configurations. 
 

• In May 2016, the Department took delivery of a new Cessna 206 airplane with a 
FLIR 380 camera system. This new asset performs critical surveillance missions 
at a much lower cost and has the ability to remain aloft for much longer times 
then a helicopter.   

 
(Provided by Lt. Jay Cullen, Unit Commander) 


