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ne theory claims that helicopters are

so ugly, the earth repels them into the

sky. No matter how you think helicopters

fly, for the average person, helicopters seem pret-

ty remote from our daily lives. 

Talk with Mike O’Leary, owner and president

of WorldWind Helicopters in Renton, and you’ll

change your mind. Mike started WorldWind in

1992 with one pilot and one helicopter.

WorldWind has expanded to four of each, with two

new helicopters on the way. Whether it’s your

family, your power, your safety or your entertain-

ment, World Wind has touched your life.

“Our helicopters regularly patrol power lines

and pipelines, looking for problems,” said

O’Leary. “When windstorms hit, Puget Sound

Energy is on the phone to us. We fly their inspec-

tors into mountainous areas to find the broken

lines. A couple of years ago, we helped PSE find a

break in a major line between Issaquah and

Easton. PSE said that if we hadn’t found it, people

would have been without power for a week

because there were so many lines down.”

helicopters

Super Bowl heroes
Another windstorm happened the night before the Super Bowl. O’Leary

smiles.

“We have a letter from the President of PSE saying that over 250,000

people got to watch the Super Bowl because we found the break so they could

get their crews to the right spot.”

When avalanche danger shuts down I-90, WorldWind is one of the few

companies authorized by the state to drop explosives on the unstable snow so

the road can be reopened. 

World Wind also provides services on the ground. Its large maintenance

shop is used by the KOMO 4 and KIRO 7 traffic helicopters, and the hangar is a

dandy party place after high school graduation.

“Every year for the high schools, we are part of the all-night, no-alcohol par-

ties put on for graduating seniors,” said O’Leary. “We clear out the hangar. They

have decorations, music, games and refreshments; and we give helicopter rides.

We think it’s worth it to give them a safe alternative to drinking and driving after

graduation.”

When hikers or skiers need to be flown to the hospital, WorldWind is called

because the standard helicopter ambulance isn’t trained to go into the backcountry.

When I-5 was flooded earlier this year, WorldWind was busy flying

patients to Seattle hospitals because no regular ambulance could

drive through the flooded areas.

Beauty orBeast?Beauty orBeast?
Story and photos by James Bavendam
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Part of daily life
“In the next few weeks we have to re-qualify all

the pilots for fire season and water bucket drops” said

O’Leary. “So, if you look out over the lake, you will be

able to see the helicopters practicing with their water

buckets.”

“We also help with evacuations. Not long ago there was

a group of Boy Scouts in the way of a fast moving fire. We

got rid of the water bucket and flew to their campsite and flew

out 14 Boy Scouts.”  This saved emergency crews from hav-

ing to go in to get the kids.

World Wind even gets into the area of entertainment. “The

Amazing Race 10” started at the docks just south of the company

hangars. World Wind provided helicopters as camera ships for the

Jennifer Lopez movie, “Enough,” carried film crews for “Gray’s

Anatomy,” and had an on-screen role as the medevac for the season

finale in 2006. That was shot on the top of the KOMO 4 building in

Seattle.

O’Leary shakes his head. “A lot of things we do affect people’s

daily lives in ways they don’t think about. I hear people

say helicopters are dangerous and they don’t like heli-

copters, until they actually need them.” 

Mike O'Leary and his Bell 205++ Helicopter. It will be
eclipsed by a Bell 210 in a month or two.
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