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To all the pilots I have met and all the
passengers I have carried. You are one giant family.
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What motivated this book? First of
all, my fifty-year love affair with flying. Second, my admiration,
often tinged with awe, for the many people I met along the way who
gave up whatever more lucrative careers might have been out there
to do what they most loved doing, which was to fly. Since what I
flew were small airplanes and gliders, out of small airports and
landing strips, the professional aviators I met were mostly not
airline pilots or corporate pilots. They were airport operators,
flight instructors, weather flyers, environmental flyers, glider
pilots, tow pilots, or just pilots for hire. And quite a few of
them loved fixing airplanes almost as much as flying
them.

 


So this book is partly a memoir of my own
life in the air and partly a set of profiles of some of those
remarkable flyers whom I came to know over the years. On the ground
I have been a physicist and a teacher, in the air an earnest
amateur. There’s no physics in this book, but I haven’t been able
to resist doing a little teaching—for instance, about old and new
ways to navigate, the different kinds of lift available to glider
pilots, and the hazards of box canyons.

 


If you’re not a pilot but thinking of
becoming one, whatever your age, you might enjoy this book. If you
want to learn a little more about the lure of the sky that goes
beyond anecdotes, scary or amusing, these pages might be for you.
And if you’re a fellow pilot, you might like to compare my
experiences and observations with your own.
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There is something about New
Mexico that beckons one aloft—endless skies, gorgeous mountains,
mesas rising nearly vertically from the desert floor, cumulus
clouds piled up like gobs of whipped cream (sometimes, when you fly
through them, they feel more like potatoes not fully
mashed).

 


That’s where I got hooked on flying. It was
1953. I was 27. I had had only one previous flight in a small
plane. A year earlier, a sixteen-year old boy with a pilot’s
license, the son of a security guard at the Princeton lab where I
was working, invited me for a flight in a Piper Cub (Piper J-3, as
it was officially called). I was entranced as he did spins (illegal
with me aboard) and buzzed his girlfriend’s house (also illegal).
The seed was planted.

 


I had just earned a Ph.D. in physics at
Princeton and was spending the summer at the atomic laboratory in
Los Alamos. A couple of years earlier, I had been a junior member
of the H-bomb design team there, and had then worked at a satellite
lab of Los Alamos in Princeton. So I had saved a bit of money. For
$1,700—most of my savings—I bought a new Plymouth in Trenton, New
Jersey, and drove west in it. But once I got settled again in New
Mexico, something clicked in my brain. I needed to fly.

 


In nearby Española I found a buyer for my
lovely new Plymouth, and parted with it for, if I remember
correctly, $1,600 (the loss was not greater because at that time
new cars cost more in New Mexico than in New Jersey). Then I
invested $200 in an old Chevrolet, and looked for an airplane. A
Los Alamos pediatrician wanted to sell his little two-place Ercoupe
in order to buy a fancier four-place Bonanza. We negotiated a price
of $1,100. I had enough left over to pay an instructor to teach me
to fly it.
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 I had to keep my airplane
at the Santa Fe Airport, some forty miles from Los Alamos. At the
time, no private flying was permitted from the Los Alamos airstrip.
That airstrip, long, wide, and paved, was located atop a mesa at an
elevation of 7,171 feet.[1] From aloft, it looks a bit like a giant aircraft carrier
docked against the Jemez Mountains. The only planes that landed at
Los Alamos at the time belonged to a New Mexico carrier called
Carco (founder and owner Clark Carr, an Albuquerque pilot and
businessman), plus the occasional government plane. Carco ferried
people back and forth between Los Alamos and Albuquerque, sixty
miles away (ninety miles by road), in small planes, four-seaters
and six-seaters, some with one engine, some with two. That meant
that, for me, the best part of any trip from Los Alamos to the east
or west coast was the half hours spent at the beginning and end of
the trip in a Carco plane. I always graciously let others board
ahead of me so that I could take the remaining seat up front next
to the pilot.

 


Carco pilots, some of them grizzled Old-West
types—including Clark Carr himself—did what they could to propagate
the myth that landing at Los Alamos, with its thin air, gusty
winds, and up and down drafts, was far too tricky for an ordinary
pilot. Actually, it was probably the Atomic Energy Commission’s
concern for security more than Mr. Carr’s influence that kept
private pilots at arm’s length. Mr. Carr’s exclusive contract
persisted, with or without private pilots. Eventually, in 1960, the
restricted zone over the town and neighboring canyons was reined in
to cover only the laboratory areas, and private pilots began to use
the airstrip. From my first flight out of Los Alamos in 1970, when
I was living there, to my last, in 1995, when I was visiting, I
logged some eighty landings (and takeoffs), flying several models
of Cessna aircraft as well as a Stinson, a Beech Bonanza, a Mooney,
and a Bellanca Viking. It was manageable. One small problem was
that almost all landings had to be made to the west and all
takeoffs to the east on the single strip, to assure that
approaching and departing planes didn’t fly over any lab buildings,
and to take advantage of the west-to-east downslope of the runway.
(Occasionally, in a roaring wind, takeoffs uphill or landing
downhill were permitted.) In the late afternoon, landing at Los
Alamos could be made interesting by having the bright southwestern
sun full in your face. As one Carco pilot said to me after
negotiating such a landing (as usual, I was riding in the
co-pilot’s seat), “I couldn’t see the runway, so I had to feel for
it.”

 


The Santa Fe Airport was managed by Charlie
Boyd. He sold gas, ferried business people around the state, flew
missions for the United States Forest Service in his Piper Super
Cub, taught student pilots how to fly—and may have cut the grass,
too. His airport had one paved runway and a couple of grass runways
at other angles, used when the wind favored them. The Santa Fe
Airport later became the Old Santa Fe Airport after the city built
a bigger and better one a few miles away. The new one had three
paved runways, one of them long enough to accommodate commercial
airliners. (There was a time in the 1960s when you could board a
TWA or Frontier or Trans-Texas flight in Santa Fe. After that, you
had to drive to Albuquerque to get on a long-distance flight.)
Still later, the Old Santa Fe Airport became an industrial park and
State Police Headquarters. You would be hard pressed now to find
evidence that it was once an airport.

 


[image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_34353f79.png]

 


My first flight with Charlie in my Ercoupe
occurred on July 3, 1953, and lasted half an hour. This made for
the first entry in my log book, under the heading “Dual.” Still
sitting there on page 1 of the first of my seven log books is the
signature C. J. Boyd and the notation C (for Certificate) 37769.
(See end photos.)

 


The Ercoupe (usually pronounced AIR-coop) is
a remarkable plane. Like most small planes at the time, it was
built in a wave of airplane production right after World War II.
More small planes were turned out in 1946-1947 than in all of the
preceding years combined, and it’s likely that the 1946 single-year
production has never been matched since. It was a gigantic peak.
(And, as you might guess, most of the companies engaged in making
planes then are no longer in business.) The Ercoupe was, for its
time, quite advanced. It had a metal skin of shiny aluminum (I say
“had” although quite a few of them are still flying). Most others
of the period—the Aeroncas, Taylorcraft, and Pipers—had skeletons
of steel rods covered with stretched fabric (many of those are
still flying, too). The Ercoupe had a tricycle landing gear,
meaning that it had two main wheels toward the middle of the plane
and a nose wheel up front. On the ground, it sat more or less
level. The competition had mostly “conventional” landing gear—two
wheels further forward and a small tail wheel, or sometimes only a
metal tail skid, at the back. Such a plane sits on the ground with
its nose angling up toward the sky. This arrangement was the norm
in the 1930s—thus the term “conventional”—but the tricycle gear has
long since become the norm. The famous old DC-3, a workhorse of
early airlines and of the military in the 1940s (and still flying,
too!) had a conventional landing gear. Every airliner since has had
tricycle gear.

 


And the Ercoupe was fast. With an engine of 75 horsepower
(the earliest models had 65, later ones 85 horsepower), it could
cruise at 100 miles per hour, thus easily passing automobile
traffic below (actually, I have encountered headwinds so strong
that freeway traffic on the ground was passing me). The
fabric-covered “tail draggers,” as they were called, with similar
engines, putted along more in the range of 80 to 90 miles per hour.
The Ercoupe was designed—and eventually manufactured and sold—by a
brilliant and little appreciated engineer named Fred
Weick.[2] Back in the early 1930s he was an expert on propeller design
and on the design of cowlings, the metal covers over engines. In
the late 1930s he conceived the Ercoupe and had the savvy to make
it as well as design it. His factory was located in Riverdale,
Maryland, not far from the University of Maryland campus in College
Park. Much later, when I was involved in selecting a site for a new
physics building at that very place, I helped myself to a piece of
the black pavement of the airstrip from which all the new Ercoupes
had flown away from the factory, before that strip, on behalf of
commercial development, was destroyed. That piece of runway,
lacquered to keep it from blackening everything it touches, sits
now on my desk as a valued paperweight. A colleague who was with me
in 1992 when I asked that the car we were riding in stop so that I
could get out and collect my piece of the runway said, “Ken, you’re
weird.” He didn’t appreciate the romance of the air.
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When learning to fly, the student pilot sits
in the pilot’s seat but is not the “pilot in command.” Charlie had
that honor. The rules of the sky are not unlike those of the sea;
there is always a captain in command. Most of the two-place planes
of the time—the “tail draggers”—had tandem seating. The student sat
in front where the instruments and more of the outdoors were
visible. Sitting behind, with at least a partial set of duplicate
instruments in view, and ready to shout as needed, was the
instructor. The Ercoupe, again ahead of its time, had side-by-side
seating. The student sat on the left, the instructor on the right.
Both types of airplanes had linked controls available so that the
instructor could take over if necessary. Most tail draggers had a
“stick” for each pilot, a vertical rod hinged at floor level
between the pilot’s legs. Moving the stick fore and aft controlled
the elevator on the tail to lower and raise the nose. Moving the
stick left and right controlled the ailerons on the wings to bank
the wings left or right. In the Ercoupe, and in many later planes,
a wheel attached to a horizontal rod performed the same functions
as a stick. The wheel could be pushed in or pulled out to control
the elevator, and could be turned left or right to control the
ailerons.

 


The tail draggers—and, in
fact, every other airplane ever built, so far as I know, from Piper
Cubs to Boeing 747s, except
the Ercoupe—also had rudder pedals, linked
together so that if the left pedal moved forward, the right pedal
moved back. Rudder pedals control the rudder on the tail. Pushing
the left pedal makes the rudder swing to the left, causing the flow
of air past it to push the tail to the right, which in turn swings
the nose to the left. Pushing the right pedal does the opposite.
So, to go left, push left; to go right, push right. For a short
time, this caused me a problem when I was introduced later that
year to flying the Aeronca Champ, a classic taildragger. At first I
couldn’t get out of my head my childhood experience with a kiddie
car. In the kiddie car, the child’s feet rest on the two ends of a
front axle that can swing. The rule is: To go left, push with the
right foot; to go right, push with the left foot—opposite to the
rule in the airplane. This short-term problem was postponed for me
because of the Ercoupe’s lack of rudder pedals. This doesn’t mean
the Ercoupe had no rudder. It did. Its rudder control was
interconnected with the aileron control so that the wheel performed
three functions, not two. This was an innovation that didn’t catch
on.

 


Actually, the main function
of a rudder is not to turn the plane. Turning is accomplished by
banking, thus controlled mainly by the ailerons. What the rudder
does is keep the controls “coordinated,” so that the direction in
which the plane is moving through the air and the direction in
which it is pointing are the same. Rudder pressure must be applied
when entering and leaving a turn to keep this coordination. The
problem is that there are times when the pilot doesn’t
want the controls to be
coordinated. This occurs when landing in a cross wind. In
coordinated flight (mandated in an Ercoupe), the nose of the plane
is pointing in the direction the plane is moving relative to the
air, but not necessarily relative to the ground. Relative to the
ground, the airplane is “crabbing,” with its nose tilted somewhat
into the wind as it moves above the runway. So when an Ercoupe
lands in a crosswind, it must execute a quick fouetté just after
touching down, swinging its nose from whatever angle it had
relative to the runway to alignment with the runway. With separate
rudder control, the pilot can deliberately fly uncoordinated in the
final approach to the landing (with crossed controls, as it’s
called). Then the airplane, just before landing, has its upwind
wing lowered a bit and its nose pointing along the runway. Now it’s
crabbing relative to the air but not relative to the ground. (Years
later, at La Guardia Airport, while I was waiting my turn to take
off, I watched a parade of commercial jets landing in a cross wind.
Their pilots maintained coordinated flight, with the planes’ noses
not perfectly aligned with the runway, until just before touchdown.
At the last moment, they kicked—perhaps literally—their planes into
uncoordinated flight, pulling the nose around to point down the
runway. The passengers got a smooth ride and a relatively gentle
touchdown. No fouetté required.)

 


[image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_34353f79.png]

 


Once during my five weeks as a student pilot
in Santa Fe, Charlie Boyd invited me to accompany him on a Forest
Service mission over the Jemez mountains. I sat in the back of his
Super Cub. (This plane is “super” in that it is a little larger
than the old original Cub and a good deal more powerful. Like the
original, it has fore-and-aft tandem seating and is a
stick-and-rudder plane.) Charlie’s job that afternoon was to look
for picnickers or campers who might be violating the current ban on
camp fires, and perhaps incidentally to see if he spotted anyone
who might appear to be in trouble. From aloft there wasn’t much he
could do to enforce rules or to provide help, but he could report
back and get someone on the ground to take action. Sure enough,
before long we spotted a pair of what appeared to be consenting
adults next to a campfire. Charlie decided to convey a message from
the air. He lowered a wing, put the plane into a steep “slip”
(achieved with crossed controls), and slid down into the canyon
that sheltered the offenders. He flew low over them, waggled his
wings, and then climbed out of the canyon. We didn’t have a chance
to see if they got the message.

 


Charlie, had, of course, noticed before
pulling off this stunt that he would have a way out. Among pilots,
“box canyons” are famous killers. A pilot can find himself between
canyon walls too close together to allow the plane to turn around,
and with an end wall too high to outclimb. Charlie loved to fly,
and looked for any way to add a bit of spice to a flight. On this
one, after completing his reconnaissance, instead of descending
gradually from his altitude over the Jemez toward the Santa Fe
airport, he flew level, arriving directly over the airport about
3,000 feet above the ground. Without giving me any advance warning,
he pulled the nose up steeply, holding it there until the plane’s
speed fell below what was needed to sustain flight (a condition
known as a stall—something determined by the aerodynamic condition
of the plane, not the condition of the engine). Then, as the nose
started to fall, Charlie moved the stick briskly as far to one side
as he could, and at the same time pushed the opposite rudder as far
forward as it would go. This is crossing the controls with a
vengeance. The result, if it is executed properly, is a spin
(sometimes known as a tailspin). With its nose pointing steeply
downward, the plane corkscrews toward the ground like a winged
maple seed. After spinning down 2,000 feet, Charlie stopped the
spin, leveled out at traffic-pattern altitude, and turned around to
flash me a big smile.

 


Spinning inadvertently, especially near the
ground, and especially with an unseasoned pilot at the controls, is
serious business. In the early days of flying, it accounted for
many crashes and fatalities. Even now, spins ending tragically
happen too often. It was precisely to prevent spins that Fred Weick
left rudder pedals out of his Ercoupe. He didn’t do it just to make
his plane easier to fly, but to make it safer. A meritorious goal,
but in the end, the need to be able to cross the controls for
useful purposes trumped this safety consideration. An airplane (or
glider) without rudder pedals is now an anachronism.

 


I have known other pilots like Charlie. They
give the impression of being daredevils, but they aren’t. They are
skilled and they are careful. They always have in mind a way out if
things don’t quite go as planned. They might want to be viewed as
cowboys, but they are calculating cowboys. They are fearless but
not foolish. They know what they are doing and they don’t risk
their lives for no good reason. Mostly they die of old age, or at
least some cause other than an airplane accident.

 


==========

 1. This official elevation is for the
highest point on the runway. Out west, where sloping runways are
common, the difference between the high end and low end may be
significant. Once, when gaining altitude after taking off from the
airstrip at Eagle Nest, New Mexico, I glanced at my altimeter and
noticed that I was well below the elevation where I had been when
beginning the takeoff run.

 



2. Fred Weick tells his story with co-author James R. Hanson
in From the Ground Up: The Autobiography of an Aeronautical
Engineer (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press,
1988).
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Charlie Boyd

1895-1974
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Photo courtesy of the National Air and Space
Museum, Smithsonian Institution (SI 2006-6849)

 


 


 When Charlie Boyd was
born, in 1895, aviation consisted of occasional ascents in hot-air
balloons and short hops in primitive gliders. When he died, in
1974, jet planes were spanning oceans. The big event between those
two dates that nearly everyone knows about is Charles Lindbergh’s
non-stop flight from New York to Paris in 1927. But Lindbergh
wasn’t the first to fly the Atlantic. The first trans-Atlantic
flight took place eight years earlier, and Charlie Boyd, although
not part of the flying crew, had a hand in the success of that
mission. On May 8, 1919, three giant flying boats, named NC-1,
NC-3, and NC-4[3] (NC for Navy Curtiss), each with a crew of six, took off from
the waters near Rockaway Beach, New York, close to the present site
of JFK Airport. More than three weeks later, one of them, NC-4,
touched down in the harbor of Plymouth, England, having hopscotched
via Chatham, Massachusetts; Halifax, Nova Scotia; Trepassey,
Newfoundland; Horta and Ponta Delgada in the Azores; and Lisbon,
Mondego River, and Ferrol in Portugal. (NC-1 and NC-3 made forced
landings on the ocean after covering most of the distance from
Newfoundland to the Azores. NC-1 sank, but not before its crew
members were rescued by a Greek freighter—embarrassing in a way
because Navy destroyers were cruising in the vicinity to provide
rescue services if needed. NC-3 miraculously stayed afloat despite
damage and rough seas, and, more miraculously still, drifted two
hundred miles to a harbor in the Azores, where the crew fired up
its engines and taxied the last few miles. No air-crew lives were
lost.)

 


In mid-March 1919, Charlie Boyd, a 23-year-old Navy
Machinist’s Mate, was sent to Rockaway to help get the four (later
three) planes ready for the great adventure. These were
big planes. Each had
four 400-horsepower engines, carried 1,800 gallons of gas, weighed
14 tons loaded, and stretched 126 feet from wingtip to wingtip. A
few months earlier, one of them, NC-1, had carried fifty-one men
aloft (a planned fifty plus one stowaway), a record at the time. On
May 1, a week before the NC’s—affectionately called Nancys—took
off, Charlie and other members of the ground support crew left New
York on the converted mine sweeper Aroostook for Trepassey,
Newfoundland, arriving there on May 3 as part of what the historian
Richard K. Smith called the “great Naval invasion” of
Trepassey.[4] On board the Aroostook
were extra airplane engines and no end of
assorted tools and equipment for the use of the support crew, as
well as extra bunks and food for the larger-than-normal ship’s
complement. Charlie and his crew mates were expected to work their
magic on the big planes and their engines before their long hop to
the Azores, and then later to tend to their needs in
England.

 


On May 10, two days after leaving New York,
NC-1 and NC-3 reached Trepassey, where, as Smith put it, “gangs of
machinist’s mates” swarmed over them. NC-4 limped in five days
later, on May 15, with one very sick engine and assorted other
problems. Again the support crew “swarmed.” They worked all night
and all the next day, installing a new engine and fixing other
problems. By late afternoon on the 16th, the three planes were
ready. They roared down the bay and were on their way to the
Azores.

 


Some time that night—the
night of May 16-17—the Aroostook’s
captain weighed anchor and headed for Plymouth,
England, intending to arrive there as soon as possible after the
Nancys touched town. As it happened, he and the support crew,
reaching Plymouth on May 23, had a week to relax before NC-4 made
its triumphant if belated appearance. Talking to a reporter fifty
years later, Charlie Boyd said that he and fourteen crew mates had
been in Plymouth to welcome NC-4. When I first read that statement,
before unearthing the chronology outlined here, I was mightily
puzzled. How, I asked myself, could Charlie have serviced a plane
just before its takeoff from North America and been in England to
greet its arrival there? As Richard Smith put it, “An airplane was
obviously not the quickest means of crossing the Atlantic in
1919.”

 


 The task of Charlie and
his crew mates in Plymouth was to make sure NC-4 was in shape for
some ceremonial flights around western Europe, then to take it
apart and see to its shipment back to America, and finally to
reassemble it in Central Park in New York City for an admiring
public. The historical record does not make crystal clear that
Charlie was part of the Central Park exhibition, but it seems
likely, for he wrote in one Navy document[5] that he was stationed
in New York City for the month of July 1919, his last month of
service in the Navy. According to a newspaper article at the time,
the support crew of NC-4 served as security guards around the plane
twenty-four hours per day while it was on display in Central
Park.

 


After his honorable discharge from the Navy
on August 7, 1919, Charlie set about trying to fashion a career in
the still very new field of aviation. For a while, it was touch and
go. He had to work on automobiles as well as airplanes, but
eventually he gave up auto repair and became a full-time pilot and
aircraft mechanic.

 


Over the years, Charlie was strangely
reluctant to talk about his role in the 1919 trans-Atlantic flight.
Periodically, reporters tracked him down: in 1929 on the tenth
anniversary of the event, in 1939 on the twentieth anniversary, in
1944 on the twenty-fifth anniversary, and again in 1969 on the
fiftieth anniversary. The 1929 report says that Charlie agreed to
be interviewed only after a friend urged him to. The 1939 report
says he had to be reminded about the event before discussing it. He
was a bit more voluble in 1969, but several still-living friends of
Charlie say that he never talked with them about his role in the
1919 flight.

 


Nevertheless, it was evidently meaningful to
Charlie, for he carefully preserved two souvenirs that are now in
the possession of his step-grandson. One is a 1919 medal
commemorating the “First Annual Aeronautical Expedition New York,”
attached to a red, white, and blue ribbon and mounted in a case
that also contains a handwritten inscription by A. C. Read, the
NC-4 pilot: “Presented to Chas J. Boyd by A. C. Read [who] Piloted
the NC4, First Aircraft to Fly the Atlantic Ocean 1919.” Charlie’s
other souvenir of that flight is a large barometer inside whose
case is written, “Trans Atlantic NC 4 Flight May 16-31 . . .[with a
list of en route stops] . . . C. J. Boyd M. M.”
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Charlie Boyd was born in Clinton, Missouri.
The details of his early life are lost in the mists of time.
There’s no evidence that he attended college, although his later
patents and his meticulous drawings in support of them suggest that
he may have had some engineering training. In 1930 he secured a
patent on an airplane with folding wings. Whether it was ever
constructed I have not been able to ascertain. In 1936 he invented
an automobile lubricator and, with the help of “several” traveling
salesmen, sold more than three hundred of them around the
Southwest: $7.50 for the large model, $3.75 for the small one. He
reportedly made many other inventions.

 


Charlie joined the Navy in February 1918,
some ten months after the U. S. entered World War I. His assignment
as a machinist’s mate presumably reflected mechanical skills that
he already possessed, although, in the ways of the military, it
could have been unrelated to particular skills. After he left the
Navy in August 1919, he went back to the Midwest in search of
opportunities in aviation, and the following April went to work as
an airplane mechanic for Harry Rinker in Salina, Kansas. Rinker,
who described himself on his letterhead as “Aviator,” paid Charlie
$45 per week to keep his one airplane flying. Through passenger
rides, demonstrations, banner towing, photography, instruction, and
lectures, Rinker hoped to make a living in his chosen profession of
Aviator. When business slowed after a few months, he let Charlie
go, and not too many months after that, folded up his
operation.

 


I have not been able to find out when and
how Charlie learned to fly. When he moved to Amarillo, Texas in
1927 it was to open a garage and filling station. By 1929 he was
building an airplane in the back of his garage and by the late
1930s he was managing the Amarillo Municipal Airport. In 1938 he
participated in a grand celebration called “National Air Mail
Week.” On May 19 of that year, an overwhelming 1,700 volunteer
pilots flew a total of 134,000 miles for the United States Post
Office Department to make it possible for every American in every
small town to post an airmail letter and have it winging its way
toward a destination on that same day. Charlie’s assignment, in the
course of a few hours that afternoon, was to fly from Amarillo to
Happy, Texas to Tulia, Texas, to Silverton, Texas (serving also
Quitaque, Texas), to Lubbock, Texas, and back to Amarillo,
delivering and collecting mail pouches at every stop. (In Amarillo,
commercial airliners took over.) In Happy, Charlie reported, “Field
small and close to town; large crowd.” In Silverton, he reported,
“Field looked like a lake so landed north of town.” Leaders of the
towns with no designated landing strips furnished Charlie with
drawings and instructions such as, “There is a small farm just west
of the open space. This open space begins just South of the Section
House and nearly even with the stock pens.

 


If the pilot will land along side of the
little farm he will avoid the wires along the railroad track.”
Speaking a few weeks later, Postmaster General James Farley was
able to say that “not a single letter was lost nor a single pilot
killed.”

 


As early as 1930 Charlie was supplementing
his automobile business by working on damaged airplanes, but it was
some years after that before he could make a living in aviation
alone. He moved from Amarillo to Santa Fe probably around 1944 and
managed Boyd Aero Services there for thirty years. (He was 79 when
he died in 1974.) Like so many in aviation, he had to piece
together an income from a variety of sources. He taught students
(including me). He flew passengers with the means and the need to
get somewhere quickly. He flew the noted nature photographer Laura
Gilpin around her beloved Southwest. He flew for the Forest Service
and for the New Mexico Fish and Game Department.

 


One of his jobs for the Fish and Game
Department was “planting” fingerling trout (“trout fry”) in the
cold, high-altitude lakes of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains (some
above 11,000 feet). He practiced by dropping water from a special
hopper on his Super Cub onto a small target at the Santa Fe
Airport, and became widely admired for his precision in dropping
thousands of the trout fry exactly where they should go in the
middle of small lakes. Most of this work was done soon after dawn
before turbulence and up and down drafts interfered. Even so, it
was tricky work. I can see Charlie flashing his trademark smile at
a drop done just right.

 


Everyone who knew Charlie has some story to
tell. The manager of the airport in Las Vegas, New Mexico (not to
be confused with Las Vegas, Nevada) told me one such story. On a
dark and stormy night, Charlie was preparing to take off from Las
Vegas to make his way back to Santa Fe. His friends in Las Vegas
counseled him against it, urging him to stay the night and fly home
in the morning. Charlie’s answer was, “If the trains can make it, I
can make it.” What he intended to do was follow the Santa Fe
Railroad line as it snaked through canyons and up and over Glorieta
Pass on its way to the smoother terrain near Santa Fe. Charlie knew
that there were signal lights along the track at one-mile
intervals. He knew the country intimately and figured he could see
from one signal light to the next and let them guide him home. It
worked. He took off and he made it.

 


Another story I heard from at least two
sources is the cat story. It seems that a wealthy woman had hired
Charlie to fly her and her cat to a cat show in either Las Vegas,
Nevada or Long Beach, California (memories differ). The cat was
quite agitated in its cage as the flight got under way, but calmed
down after a while. Somewhere over Arizona, the woman asked Charlie
if it would be OK to let the cat out of the cage. He said, “Sure,
but be careful. My upholstery is brand new.” The cat, once free,
became agitated again and started to claw the new upholstery on
Charlie’s Cessna 190. Not being able to catch the cat, Charlie
rolled down the window on his side (this plane had windows like
those in cars that were cranked up and down). The cat, in its
rampage, leaped out the window and was last seen with all four paws
stretched out as if anticipating a soft landing 3,000 feet below.
According to one second-hand teller of this tale, Charlie, biting
down on his unlit cigar, said, “Well, whadda ya wanna do now,
lady?” She reputably answered, “Keep going. I’ve got to get me a
new cat.”

 


Charlie’s obituary says he “was noted for
his ability in stunt flying and in demonstrations as how not to fly
an airplane.” What that tells me is that he simply loved to fly. He
loved to make people think he was reckless. Once, for instance,
when a strong wind was blowing he lined up his Super Cub at the
hangar pointing into the wind toward the big tetrahedron that
indicates wind direction, roared toward it, hopped over it, and
landed beyond it, all within the space of a few hundred feet.
Charlie died old and in bed. He is known to have had only one
mishap, when he snagged a power line while landing at night in
Santa Fe. He did some damage to the airplane but not to himself—if
you don’t count the psychological impact.
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Charlie was also noted among his flying
peers in New Mexico for his abilities as a mechanic. He had no peer
in repairing fabric-covered airplanes and had the unusual ability
to weld aluminum. He had an A&P (aircraft and power plant)
license that authorized him to repair planes, but not an IA
(inspection authorization) license that allowed him to sign off on
their airworthiness. For years he had an arrangement with Gilly de
Baca in Las Vegas, New Mexico, whereby Charlie would do the work
and Gilly (who had an IA license) would sign off on it. Gilly had
so much respect for Charlie’s work that he just did a quick
walk-around and then took care of the paperwork. When Gilly
retired, Charlie was in a fix—or thought he was—because his
cantankerous personality had led to friction with all the other
people in the flying business in the Santa Fe area. Here’s the
story of how things worked out all right after all, as told by Fred
Duran, a mechanic and an IA who worked for, and later became the
president of, Post Aviation, a principal fixed-base operator in
Santa Fe.

 


“Charlie called the FAA and said, ‘How am I
going to get this plane inspected? Cuss, cuss.’ And the guy at the
FAA said, ‘Well, the closest person to you is Fred Duran.’

 


‘Where the hell is he?’ Charlie said.

 


‘Well, he’s over at Post Aviation.’

 


‘Well, how the hell is that going to work? I
don’t like those SOB’s at Post.’

 


‘Well, you’ll like him. He’s nice
enough.’

 


“Charlie called me and you could tell he was
just mad as hell over even having to call me. He said, ‘You’re Fred
Duran, right? Well, I’ve got a Pawnee here to inspect. I did a
major repair on it and it needs relicensing.”

 


‘Fine, Charlie. What’s convenient for you?’
He was taken aback that I wanted to know what his schedule was. He
said, ‘Well, I’d like to have it done by tomorrow.’

 


‘What time of the day?’ I said.

 


‘Well, can you be here at 9:00 in the
morning?’

 


“‘Yeah, I’ll be
there.’

 


‘Another thing,’ he says, ‘I don’t know how
to do paperwork. Gilly always did that for me.’

 


‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it
for you.’

 


“So I went over and opened the hangar door
and this beautiful Pawnee’s sitting there but it was buttoned up,
not open as you’d expect it would be for inspection. And he says,
‘I suppose you’re going to ask me to open it up.’

 


‘Charlie,’ I said, ‘When a whippersnapper
like me wants to insult you by wanting you to open your plane to
look at it, if I were you I’d take offense at that. I just need to
see the log books. And I’ll do a walk-around and admire your
work.’

 


“Suddenly I could do no wrong. He was
showing off all his work and how he re-covered the tail. It was a
beautiful job. It really was. We got through the walk-around and
went into his office. I did the paperwork. Nothing to do by then
but I’d better go have lunch with him. Then after having lunch I
had to see his shotgun loading equipment. Pretty much took me most
of the afternoon to get away from him.”
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All of Charlie’s flying compatriots seem to
agree. He was a superb pilot, a superb mechanic, and an ornery
cuss. But I guess he had a way with the ladies. According to Mary
Lou Montgomery, the daughter-in-law of Charlie’s second wife:
“Charlie Boyd was a wonderful, kind-hearted person. He had lots of
young friends. He knew everyone in Santa Fe.“

 


==========

 3. NC-2 was left behind as an unflyable
“hangar queen.” She had graciously donated a wing to NC-1, whose
own wing had been lost to surf when a storm had come up while she
was at anchor in the bay.




4. Richard K. Smith,
First Across! (Annapolis, Maryland: Naval Institute Press, 1973).
The Aroostook was
the maintenance support ship. Some of the other ships in the
“invasion” were destroyers that were to take up positions at
fifty-mile intervals along the entire trans-Atlantic route. of the
planes.

 


 5. In this same document, the dates
Charlie lists for his time in Rockaway, Trepassey, and Plymouth
don’t track exactly with the Aroostook’s log, but he does record
that his embarkation for overseas service was on the
Aroostook. Some of what
I report here as fact about Charlie’s service are only my best
surmises based on available evidence.
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After about three weeks, Charlie
Boyd either got tired of me or got too busy with other things. I
was passed laterally to another instructor, who, in turn, handed me
off to another (still under Charlie’s oversight). On August 8,
1953, five weeks into my flying career, I had logged eleven hours
of dual instruction and was feeling about ready to solo. But events
intervened, and that great moment didn’t occur until December, four
months later. Another great moment was looming on the calendar, my
upcoming wedding. I traveled back to Princeton, my bride-to-be
traveled with me to Los Alamos, we were married, we honeymooned in
Colorado and Utah (in the $200 Chevrolet), and we drove to
Bloomington, Indiana, where I was to take up my new duties at the
university there.

 


Once we got settled, I made my way to the
local airport, Kisters Field. I explained my small dilemma to John
Myers, the airport manager: My airplane was 1,500 miles away and I
wasn’t authorized to fly it to Indiana. He put me in touch with a
congenial undergraduate who had just earned his flying license and
was eager to log more hours. For the price of a bus ticket to Santa
Fe and gas money for the flight back, he was more than happy to do
it. Come Thanksgiving time, he carried out the mission. In early
December, an instructor in Bloomington took me through my paces,
and on December 10, having logged twelve hours of dual instruction
with four instructors, I soloed. After a short dual flight that
day, the instructor said, casually, “I think I’ll have a cup of
coffee. Why don’t you take it up.” He ambled over to the operations
shack as if totally unconcerned, and take it up I did. I was pretty
sure he was glued to the window watching my takeoff and landing,
but he hinted at no anxiety. Afterwards, I got the traditional
congratulations from the few people who were gathered, but escaped
their scissors, probably because I was wearing a dress shirt.
According to tradition, the newly soloed pilot has his or her tee
shirt cut off (yes, even if it’s a her). With a marker pen, the
shirt is labeled with the pilot’s name and the date, and hung on
the office wall.

 


Dual instruction doesn’t end with the solo
flight. By the time I took the exam for a pilot’s license in
February, I had accumulated eighteen hours of dual instruction, on
top of 25 hours of solo time. Fifty years later, my log book shows
that out of my total flight time of 4,504 hours (I stopped flying
in 2003), 159 hours were flown with an instructor. These flights
with instructors were for many purposes—checking out in new
airplanes, learning to fly gliders, learning to fly on instruments,
taking instrument competency check rides, and taking annual check
rides in tow planes and gliders.

 


Today the average student pilot, before
taking the private pilot exam, amasses more time, both dual and
solo, than I did. I did not have to take a written exam or submit
to “ground school” instruction. I did not have to learn how to
navigate by radio or how to keep the plane upright in a cloud. I
couldn’t have: My airplane had no radio navigation equipment and
had no gyroscopic instruments, which are necessary to retain
control with no outside visibility. In fact, because I took my
flight test at a small, uncontrolled, unpaved field in Franklin,
Indiana, I didn’t even have to use my rudimentary communications
radio.

 


I used the rest of that academic year to
build time, flying to various destinations in Indiana and in
neighboring states, sometimes with a passenger, sometimes in a
gaggle of two planes when a fellow pilot would rather fly his own
plane than ride with me. A couple of times, I flew into Meigs field
on the Chicago lakefront, a field later made famous as the home
base in the Microsoft Flight Simulator program. When a friend gave
me that program and I tried it out, I kept crashing on the runway
or in Lake Michigan. I gave it up, deciding that flying airplanes
was a lot easier than flying a simulator on a home computer.
Naturally, when I had a “business” reason to fly, such as attending
a meeting or giving a talk, I tried to go in my own airplane. My
Ercoupe carried me to Ohio State University and to the University
of Michigan that spring.

 


And, as I am about to narrate, painful
though it is to do so, I made one flight to Washington, D.C.

 


It is said that along about 100 hours of
experience, pilots are prone to get overconfident and to do stupid
things, sometimes not surviving their stupidity. My turn to exhibit
astonishing stupidity came after eighty hours of flying. I had to
attend a meeting in Washington at the end of April 1954 and decided
to fly myself there—in an airplane with no navigational radio, no
gyroscopic instruments, and a communications radio that was
marginal at best. I found a graduate student who wanted to come
along and we set out on April 28. After stops in Cincinnati and
Galipolis, Ohio, we had to call it a day in Elkins, West Virginia
because clouds sat low over the mountains farther east. We found a
motel within walking distance of the field. In the morning we
checked the weather. The clouds of the night before were gone and
the forecast was for scattered to broken clouds east of the
mountains over Virginia, with ceilings (distances from the ground
to the bases of the clouds) of 1,000 to 2,000 feet. It sounded OK
and we charged into the air. (It shouldn’t have sounded OK.
“Scattered” is encouraging; “broken” is not.)

 


Then, as so often happens, reality didn’t
match the forecast. As we cleared the higher mountains, we saw that
the clouds to the east were neither scattered nor broken. They were
solid, in a flat stratus layer that seemed to stretch indefinitely
ahead of us. The sensible thing, of course, would have been to
execute a 180-degree turn and fly back to Elkins. Instead, I pushed
on until I was sure (pretty sure), according to the clock, that I
was past the high ground and over the low country of central
Virginia. I descended to just above the top of the stratus layer in
order to get some sense of how thick it might be. My altimeter
showed about 2,500 feet above sea level. Since I expected the
ground in this area to be around 300 to 500 feet above sea level,
and since the ceiling was forecast to be at least 1,000 feet, I
reasoned (if you can call it reasoning) that the cloud layer could
hardly be more than 1,000 feet thick. I thought (if you can call it
thinking) that I should be able to descend safely through it
without proper instrumentation. I leveled off just skimming the top
of the cloud layer, then throttled back to a low power setting and
held the speed to about 85-90 miles per hour, enough to assure a
fairly brisk descent. Down we went. Indeed the cloud was only about
1,000 feet thick, but it seemed an awfully long time to get through
it as we slid down through the murk. When green fields appeared
mistily beneath us, we were not flying level anymore, but spiraling
downward in a bank of about 30 degrees.

 


I quickly leveled out, giving no hint to my
passenger that there was the least danger or that this sort of
thing wasn’t something pilots do every day. “Well,” I said to him,
“with this much haze and this low a ceiling, we should not try to
fly on to Washington. Let’s look for an airfield.” Of course, I had
only the sketchiest idea of where we were. I headed northeasterly
and—good luck—almost at once an airport appeared, a small one with
grass runways. We landed, tied down, and then learned that we were
in Culpeper, Virginia.

 


By now, you can surmise that this tale of
ineptitude and bad judgment has a happy ending. In fact, it has an
amusing little twist.

 


A bus brought me and my passenger to
Washington that afternoon. My passenger went his way (he had not
planned to return with me in any case) and I checked into the hotel
where I had a reservation. I learned that the first bus to Culpeper
in the morning left at 5:00 a.m. I caught it. The bus driver was
kind enough to drop me a relatively short walk from the airport,
which was unmanned and unguarded at that hour. I made my way to my
plane, untied it, did the pre-flight, and took off for Washington,
intending to call Washington National Airport when I was about
thirty miles from it and get clearance to land there. But my
troubles were not at an end. My radio failed to work. No response.
My map showed a little suburban airport in northern Virginia not
far from Washington National. I landed there and found it, too,
unmanned. Moreover it seemed to have no public telephone. I walked
out to a neighboring road, stuck out my thumb, and caught a ride a
mile or so to where a public phone was visible on a corner. From
that phone I called the control tower at Washington National and
explained my situation, asking if I could land in order to get my
radio fixed. The controller could not have been more accommodating.
“Can you be over the field at 11:00?” he asked. I checked my watch,
and said, “Yes, I think so.” “Good,” he said. “Fly across the field
heading west to east at 1,200 feet, at exactly 11:00 o’clock, and
look for a light. Make a right-hand pattern to land on runway
3.”

 


I rushed back to the road, stuck out my
thumb again, and was lucky again. I got back to my plane and into
the air with a bit of time to spare, circled near the small
airport, then headed east as directed. Looking down toward the
tower, I saw, sure enough, a green light aimed at me, signaling
that I was cleared to land. Once I was on the ground, a “Follow Me”
jeep led me to a parking space. The radio got fixed and I departed
two days later. To this day, I have never met another pilot who
landed at National Airport without a functioning radio.

 


I guess you could call the return trip
anticlimactic. It took seven-and-a-half hours in the air bucking a
head wind, with fuel stops in Huntington, West Virginia, and
Lexington, Kentucky, before settling onto the grass in
Bloomington.

 


Descending through that
cloud near Culpeper was not the only dumb thing I have ever done in
the air, but it is probably the dumbest. I never tempted fate quite
so blatantly again. One among my serious errors that day was
trusting that the ceiling over Virginia would be about as forecast.
It didn’t take me long to learn that weather forecasting, at least
for a particular location, is full of uncertainty. Remarkably,
although area forecasting improved greatly over the next fifty
years, predicting conditions at a particular airport for a
particular time is about as chancy now as it was then. The
atmosphere is a complex and tricky system that can outfox the best
computers. The butterfly effect is real.[6]

 


In the years ahead, I did become a pretty good and pretty
careful pilot. Apart from the general accumulation of experience,
the biggest contributor to safety (and sensible behavior) was
earning an instrument rating, something I did in 1960, adding a
commercial license a year later. The instrument rating, if kept
alive through regular use and/or regular check rides with
instructors, allows a pilot to fly through clouds under control
from the ground, and to make instrument approaches to many
airports. Needless to say, using the rating requires that the
planes one flies have all the right instruments to make such flight
practical and safe.

 


In 1958, before I had an instrument rating,
I had an experience that illustrates well the difference in safety
between flying (legally) through clouds and ducking under them. I
was on my way from Bedford, Massachusetts, near Boston, to College
Park, Maryland, a suburb of Washington, DC, flying an Ercoupe,
which, like my earlier one, had no gyroscopic instruments. Because
ceilings were low in the northeast (not quite so low around
Washington), I planned to make an end run around New York City,
heading west across Connecticut, crossing the Hudson River well
north of New York, then angling southward toward my destination. As
I approached the Hudson, I was “scud-running” under a 1,000-foot
ceiling with visibility of two or three miles. The Hudson, where I
chose to cross it, was wide—too wide to see from one side to the
other on that particular morning. Out over the river, the water,
the horizon, and the sky merged into a single murky grayness.
Descending quickly to 500 feet, I could make out the water surface
well enough to tell which direction was up. I pushed ahead until
trees and houses appeared on the far shore. I landed at the first
airport I could find, in New City, New York, and waited for the
weather to improve (which it did). Had I had an instrument rating
(and a suitable airplane), the flight would have been safe and
simple. Instead, it was pushing to the very limit or a little
beyond the limit of safe flying.

 


There. Almost full disclosure. Now I have
described two occasions when my poor judgment put me in grave
danger. Descending through the cloud layer near Culpeper and
feeling my way across the scarcely visible Hudson happened early in
my career, a high-risk time for any pilot. A third near-brush with
disaster came later, more the result of negligence than poor
judgment—if there’s a difference—and fortunately ended without
mishap, too. I’ll come to it in Chapter 7. Every close call remains
vivid.
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By the time I reached 1,000 hours a dozen
years after my first flight (ten years of flying, actually, because
of two leaves of absence for study and research in Europe), I felt
that I had become a reasonably safe and a reasonably sensible
pilot. When I stopped flying after fifty years, I estimate that I
had made 8,000 landings, give or take a thousand, at more than 450
different airports and landing strips, from Burris Ranch in New
Mexico (where the strip doubles as a driveway) to O’Hare
International in Chicago, flying some 55 different models of
airplanes and gliders, the biggest of the lot capable of holding
six people, the smallest accommodating the pilot alone with no
passengers. The airports and air strips where I touched down were
in 42 states plus Mexico and Canada. Only once did I damage an
airplane (actually a glider) on landing.

 


Another time, I came perilously close to
landing a retractable-gear airplane with the gear up—the kind of
event that has embarrassed many a pilot. On that occasion, I was
just about to land at Washington National Airport (this time with a
radio) when, at the last moment, the tower asked me to change to a
different runway—probably because a following jet was getting too
close. That entailed turning and climbing a few hundred feet before
turning again and descending again. I raised the landing gear for
the maneuver and was close to touchdown on the revised runway when
at last I remembered that the gear was now up. I was saved by a
little mental check list that I liked to run through on final
approach. It’s called GUMP, and stands for Gas

 


(is the correct tank feeding the engine?),
Undercarriage (is it down?), Mixture (is it set correctly for the
airport’s altitude?), and Prop (is the pitch set properly in case
power needs to be applied to go around?).

 


Then there is the hazard of an engine
quitting in the air. This happened to me only twice—the same
engine, actually, quitting twice for the same reason, the
accumulation of ice blocking air from entering the carburetor.
Since the plane in question (an Aeronca Champ) had no electric
starter and had to be hand-cranked, having it stop in flight
created a challenge. The first time it happened, I was high over
the Indiana countryside practicing spins. (Why spin on purpose? To
reduce the surprise and alarm factor in case of some future
inadvertent spin. And because it’s fun.) So, for the first time in
the air, I was looking at a stationary propeller. Fortunately, I
had room enough to dive, causing the propeller to spin and enabling
me to restart the engine. The second time it happened, with the
same plane, I was in the traffic pattern at a small airport in
Hinsdale, Illinois, on a frigid January day in 1957. I was able to
glide down and land on the runway in what is known as a dead-stick
landing. (It’s actually the engine, not the stick, that is dead.)
Then I had to get out, spin the prop by hand, jump back in the
plane before it left me behind, and taxi to parking. Glider pilots
like to say that gliders are safer than power planes because they
don’t have an engine to quit.

 


==========

 6. It was the MIT meteorologist Edward
Lorenz who famously asked, in 1972, “Does the Flap of a Butterfly’s
Wings in Brazil set off a Tornado in Texas?”


 





 


[image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_m61f7ef08.png]

 


 John Myers

1916-1991
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“When John wasn’t at the airport, what did
he do?” I asked John Myers’ sons Chuck and Dow.

 


“He went to the airport,” answered
Chuck.

 


“And took us with him,” added Dow. “He
needed the extra hands.”

 


“I can hardly remember a single vacation as
a child,” said Chuck. “That airport was Dad’s life. We grew up
there.”

 


Since Chuck is now a professional pilot and
Dow, an enforcement officer with Indiana’s Department of Natural
Resources, expresses regret that he didn’t complete his flight
training, their father’s single-minded dedication to aviation must
have drawn them toward flying more than it pushed them away from
it.

 


I knew from personal experience that John
Myers was wedded to his job as manager of the Bloomington, Indiana
airport. Wedded, as “in sickness and in health”—in his case, in
good weather and bad, in lean budget years (mostly) and generous
budget years (occasionally), in constructive and corrosive
political climates, in accident-free years and years with tragic
deaths. Of course, being wedded and being in love are not always
the same thing. But John was in love with his job. When he retired
in 1982 at the age of 65, he had just about as much bounce and
enthusiasm as he had when he started the job twenty-seven years
earlier, in 1955. His carrot-topped head had lost none of its curly
luster, and he was still trim. His smile came as easily, and the
light in his eye was as strong.

 


It was only in the first few years of John’s job as an
airport manager that I lived in Bloomington and flew from Kisters
Field (now more blandly named Monroe County Airport). But often in
the years that followed, I stopped in Bloomington for gas or a
vending-machine meal, and made a point of greeting John when I
could. If it was winter, he might be exceeding the speed limit on
his snow plow as he careened around the airport. If it was summer,
he might be riding his mower in shirt sleeves, keeping the one
remaining grass strip in perfect condition. If I didn’t find him,
it might be because he was out ferrying Herman Wells, the president
of Indiana University, somewhere or was up with a student or was in
the private hangar of one of the local corporations, tinkering with
an airplane. The one place I rarely found him was behind a desk.
Yet somehow he accomplished the needed paper work, and somehow
cajoled the airport board and the county into putting up money for
a longer paved runway, a control tower, an ILS[7] approach, and new
hangars. (The Federal government did its part, too.)
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John Myers was born in Bloomington in 1916,
and died there in 1991, at 75. When he left high school in 1934 at
17, he went to work in a local quarry (the area is famous for its
limestone—if you don’t believe it, have a look at the Indiana
University campus). As he told it years later to a friend, he woke
up so sore and stiff after his first day on the job that he decided
that there must be an easier way to earn a living. Instead of going
back to the quarry for a second day, he joined the Navy, and spent
the next twenty years in Naval aviation.

 


John’s Navy record says he completed three
years of high school. His sons say he graduated. Since, as I knew
first hand, he was both smart and conscientious, I can’t imagine
that he was having any trouble with his studies. Perhaps there was
something in this teenager’s life—other than the quarry—from which
he wanted to escape. We’ll never know.

 


John’s Navy record doesn’t reveal how he got
into aviation. Then, as now, pilots were almost all college
graduates, so he had no chance to enter pilot training. Maybe
someone recognized his mechanical aptitude. Maybe he himself
applied to become an airplane mechanic. Maybe he was assigned at
random. In any case, the Navy trained him to become an aircraft
mechanic, and he must have been good at it. In later life, the only
thing John liked more than fixing airplanes was flying them.

 


John’s initial training—in boot camp—was in
Norfolk, Virginia. Like every other fresh enlistee, he started on
the lowest rung of the ladder, as an Apprentice Seaman. He emerged
from boot camp as a Seaman second class, and was sent to the USS
Lexington for a week (who knows why), then to the USS Saratoga for
six months and on to the USS Black Hawk for another half year. (The
Lexington and Saratoga were aircraft carriers, the Black Hawk, a
destroyer tender.) This was, in principle, a period of peace, but
it wasn’t quite, since at the time the Japanese were busy invading
China and the Chinese were busy fighting back. That was, in fact, a
very bloody war, and the United States wasn’t wholly above the
fray. In 1936 and 1937, John served on a destroyer, the John D.
Ford, and earned a China Medal for the time that ship spent in the
waters off China. Whether he was shot at or did any shooting the
record doesn’t show.

 


John’s sons inherited a China scrap book
from their father that looks all the world like the photographic
record of any curious American tourist. It contains pictures of
Chinese cities, Chinese peasants, and Chinese buildings, as well as
the Great Wall of China. There’s no record of how John took these
pictures or when (except we know it was in the 1930s). The
scrapbook only reveals that John had a great curiosity about China
and took advantage of the opportunity the Navy gave him to check it
out.

 


Early in 1938, John was assigned to a heavy
cruiser, the USS Indianapolis, and promoted to Aviation Machinist’s
Mate third class. Yes, a cruiser, not an aircraft carrier. At that
time, the Indianapolis and cruisers like it kept a complement of
four scouting aircraft on board. These were seaplanes that were
lowered to the water by a crane for takeoff and hoisted back on
board after landing. There’s no evidence that John flew any of
these, but he must have been itching to do so.

 


With a war in Europe under way and rumblings
in the Pacific, John ascended through the enlisted grades more
swiftly—to Aviation Machinist’s Mate second class in 1940, to
Aviation Machinist’s Mate first class in 1941, and to Chief Petty
Officer (Aviation Chief Machinist’s Mate, to give the exact title)
in 1942. At that level, as a sailor without a college degree, he
encountered the Navy’s version of a glass ceiling. It was many
years later, around 1950, that he was finally named a Warrant
Officer, a rank to which enlisted sailors with at least thirteen
years of service and specialized technical knowledge can ascend
(but ascend no further). In his case, it seems likely that the rank
was awarded to recognize the fact that he was a pilot and an expert
on aircraft maintenance.

 


During the first part of the U.S.
involvement in World War II, John found himself in a patrol
squadron that flew slow, heavy, reliable PBY seaplanes on patrol
duty on both the Atlantic and Pacific sides of the Panama Canal
Zone, mainly looking for submarines. One can surmise that on some
of these flights, which could last up to thirteen hours, John
volunteered to go along in order to provide relief to a pilot by
handling the controls for him for some part of the flight. It’s
only speculation, but it seems likely that as time went on, he
learned to take off and land the airplanes as well as to handle
them in the air (all this, of course, in addition to his skill in
maintaining the planes).

 


In mid-1942, John was assigned to an
aviation training unit in Norfolk (and given the “Chief” title), no
doubt to put all his knowledge to work as a teacher. After
two-and-a-half years there, he moved on for briefer assignments in
St. Louis and San Diego. When the war ended, in the summer of 1945,
he was back with an operational unit, “AirPac Pool” (Air Forces,
Pacific Fleet).
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While still in the Navy, John capitalized on
the abilities as a pilot that he had somehow acquired (his Navy
records are totally silent on how and when he did it). In 1947, he
soloed a Piper Cub in Norfolk and a month later gained his Private
Pilot license. The next year he earned a Commercial license and a
flight instructor’s rating. And the year after that (1949) he added
the multi-engine rating. Somewhere along the way, he also earned an
A&P (Aircraft and Powerplant) license and an IA (Inspector’s
Authorization), enabling him to certify the airworthiness of
airplanes. (Military skills don’t transfer automatically to these
civilian designations. He had to demonstrate his skills all over
again.)



 


John was moving fast on the personal front,
too. In late 1947, June Freund (pronounced FREE-und), a pretty
eighteen-year-old from San Diego, was visiting her sister Kay and
her sister’s husband Rudy in Norfolk, where Rudy was a Navy buddy
of John. Rudy thought it would be a good idea to introduce John
(31, and eligible) to June, and June to John. June can’t recall now
whether John proposed on their first date, but she’s sure it was
within the first week after they met. She seemed as willing as he
to jump. Presto. They were engaged. In early 1948, no more than a
couple of months after first meeting, they hopped in a car and
started west. They got no farther than South Carolina—a day’s
drive—in the unmarried state. After finding an official there to
perform the ceremony, they proceeded on to San Diego and John’s new
assignment in wedded bliss. Their first child, a daughter Ellen,
arrived on Christmas day that year.

 


When I spoke to June in 2005, I asked her
what it had been like to be married to someone in love with
aviation. “Oh, it was wonderful,” she said. “Just great. You know,
he taught me to fly—just in case. And did you know that he built an
airplane himself? It took a year.” I hadn’t known.
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When John left the Navy in 1954, he and June
and the four children they had accumulated in six years of marriage
headed back to John’s native Indiana town, Bloomington, where they
bought a 167-acre farm. John promptly rented the acreage to local
farmers—keeping only a garden and a few cows and chickens for his
own family—and headed for the nearest airport.

 


Here’s how a local pilot, Len Keen,
described meeting John: “ I had just arrived in Bloomington in the
fall of 1954, to start work as a pilot for Rogers Construction. I
went to the airport, and the first person I met was John Myers. He
was sitting on a bench, just sitting there looking out over the
airport. We got to talking and I invited him along on my first
flight in Rogers’ Twin Bonanza.

 


It didn’t take me long to learn that John
was an excellent pilot and an excellent mechanic.”

 


John secured work as an airplane mechanic
and flight instructor, and within a year was hired by the county to
manage the airport, a job he held for twenty-seven years. It was in
the early part of that service that he checked me out in an Aeronca
Champ—the same one whose engine decided to stop running while I was
doing spins over Bloomington and while approaching the Hinsdale,
Illinois airport.

 


In Bloomington, John and June had two more
children. The first of these (their fifth) was a girl who died in
infancy. The next (their sixth and last) was a son, Paul, who, like
his older brothers Dow, Chuck and Bert, was drafted for airport
work as soon as he was old enough. According to Chuck, “We learned
how to drive by the time we were big enough to see over the
steering wheel because on weekends and holidays we had to plow snow
or drive tractors and mow the grass. It seemed like it just snowed
on weekends and holidays, when we were available.”

 


When John retired in 1982, it was under a
cloud. His two youngest sons had been helping themselves to gas and
some other supplies at the airport, and it came to light—not a huge
amount, about $4,000 worth over five years, but big enough to be a
painful embarrassment, or worse. To shield his boys, John said he
had authorized what they did. He was allowed to resign without
penalty.

 


That didn’t stop him from flying and working
on planes. Aviation remained his life. When he died almost ten
years later, he had logged some 12,000 hours flying airplanes and
who knows how many hours working on them. He flew up until two
weeks before his death. “He wasn’t sick,” his older sons told me,
“he just wore out.”

 


Here’s a tribute I heard from his old friend
Len Keen. It wasn’t delivered at the funeral. It wasn’t part of a
eulogy. It was just a remark Len made to me in conversation. “When
I was coming back to Indiana in nasty winter weather, I always knew
I could get into Kisters Field. Weir Cook was much less reliable.
[Weir Cook is the main airport serving Indianapolis.] John would
stay up all night plowing the runways if he had to.”

 


==========

 7. Instrument landing system, making it
possible to land when the ceiling was as low as 200 feet and the
visibility as low as half a mile. Before the ILS was installed,
there was a more rudimentary radio landing system with requirements
for ceiling and visibility both about twice as
great.
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I didn’t intend to become a glider
pilot. It just happened.

 


One of the reasons I liked being President of New Mexico Tech
in Socorro was that it gave me lots of reasons to fly. Not long
after I arrived there in the summer of 1975, I went out to the
local airport, and told the airport manager, Ray
Smith,[8] that I would need to fly hither and yon but had no plane of
my own. “Don’t worry, Ken,” he said, “I’ll keep you flying.” And he
did. Among other jobs, Ray bought and sold planes, and he let me
rent anything from his current inventory, always at a fair price.
(In fact, he let me do the bookkeeping. At the end of each month, I
figured out how much I owed him and sent him a check.) In the
course of my first year in Socorro, I flew Cessna models 172, 177,
182, and 206, a Piper Comanche, a Piper Lance, a Piper Arrow, a
Piper Super Cub, and a Beechcraft Bonanza.

 


Then, in the spring of that first academic
year, an intriguing new plane arrived in town. It was home-made.
The Navy, which provided funds for thunderstorm research at New
Mexico Tech, had agreed to convert one of its drones (a
zero-passenger plane) to a single-seat experimental aircraft whose
purpose would be to fly into thunderstorms lugging a bunch of
instruments to find out exactly what was going on inside the
storms. Every pilot knew, some from hard personal experience, what
thunderstorms held—lightning, rain, hail, monster up and down
drafts, and bone-jarring turbulence. But there had been
surprisingly little in the way of careful measurements of these
things. Thus the plan was hatched to make the Special Purpose
Technical Vehicle for Atmospheric Research, or SPTVAR (lovingly
pronounced Spitfire) and have the Tech group use it to learn
more.

 


The drone had been constructed using the
body and wings of a Schweizer 2-32 glider—the largest in the
Schweizer family—with a 200-horsepower engine and a tricycle
landing gear bolted on. A company headed by

 


J. William Bullock[9] in Colorado Springs was commissioned to turn the drone into a
piloted aircraft and add the wires and hardware necessary to make
it serve its intended purpose. Bill had flown atmospheric research
missions before, including deliberate penetration of thunderstorms,
and was well known to some of the New Mexico Tech researchers. He
was small in stature (5’ 7”, 145 lb) and had a fair-sized ego. He
made the cockpit large enough—just large enough—to accommodate
someone of about his size. He was to fly the plane and had no great
interest in expanding its roster of pilots.

 


Like Charlie Boyd and other professional
pilots I have met, Bill Bullock projected a devil-may-care
fearlessness. (He once said to me, in his best John Wayne voice,
“When those golf-ball-sized hailstones started hammering my
windshield, it got my attention.”) And, like Charlie Boyd and the
others who outlived the actual cowboys of the air, he was a
careful, skilled pilot who flew always with a safety margin, always
with a way out. It’s more than just an instinct for
self-preservation that keeps pilots like Bill Bullock alive to
enjoy old age. It’s true professionalism, skill combined with
respect for the elements and the drive to learn more and more and
fly better and better.
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We physicists love the Navy. Right after
World War II, it became a leader in government largesse to physics,
and kept up its good work in the years that followed. When Bill
Bullock and “Spitfire” arrived in Socorro, the plane remained the
property of the Navy, and a research administrator in Washington
kept a fatherly eye on it. Among the researchers in Tech’s premier
atmospheric research group was Charlie Moore, who was burning to
learn more about the insides of thunderstorms and was glad to have
Bill Bullock, apparently of sound mind, eager to fly into the worst
that the New Mexico sky had to offer.

 


Once the plane was in Socorro, Bill and
Charlie and others from the thunderstorm group went about hanging
an assortment of instruments from its wings—to measure electric
fields, temperature, raindrop and hailstone size, amount of
precipitation, and so on. Observing all of this, it occurred to me
that there must be times when the plane needed to be test-flown in
good weather or needed to be ferried to another airport for
service. I told Charlie Moore that I would be willing to handle
such chores to relieve Bill Bullock of total responsibility.
Charlie knew that Bill would not consider this such a wonderful
plan, but Charlie himself liked the idea and—using the same
persuasive powers that worked with the Navy—convinced Bill to
consider it. To assure himself that

 


I, a well-meaning amateur, might fly his
plane without damaging it, Bill flew right-seat with me in one of
the higher-performance Cessnas on the field. “For an amateur,” he
pronounced after that flight, “you are a pretty good pilot. It’s
OK.”

 


Then there was the Navy. Charlie Moore
sought the permission of his research mentors in Washington for me
to fly the plane. These gentlemen put their heads together and came
up with an answer: Yes—provided Dr. Ford has a license to fly
gliders. (The airplane’s wings, you see, were glider wings.) Well,
I had no such license, but the Navy provided an interesting
solution to that problem. It would cover the cost of my glider
training. On April 28, 1976, I had my first glider lesson. On June
9 I soloed. On July 25 I became a licensed glider pilot. On August
7, having met the Navy’s condition, I flew the “Spitfire.”

 


My glider training took place at Coronado
Airport, a field on the northern fringe of Albuquerque that catered
to private pilots and their planes. Coronado’s one paved runway
parallels the nearby Albuquerque-Santa Fe highway. Not far distant
to the east are the towering Sandia Mountains, rising precipitously
more than 5,000 feet above the valley floor. The area offers superb
conditions for soaring in the spring and summer. Several of my
training flights lasted more than an hour, and they could have
lasted longer. On a typical day, uneven heating of the ground by
the sun generates “thermals”—rising columns of air—here and there
across the valley floor by noon. More thermals pop up over the
sides of the mountains. A glider pilot need only find one of these
to stay up, or, with luck, glide from one thermal to another
without losing too much altitude in the sinking air between them.
Besides thermals, another source of lift was the upsweep of a west
wind encountering the Sandias.

 


On one training flight, I was flying along
the mountain crest, at an altitude close to 11,000 feet, within
hailing distance of tourists on the crest a short distance below,
and thinking how marvelous it was to be so far above the sea, yet
so close to people and trees. My instructor tapped me on the
shoulder. “No farther east,” he said, with a tone of urgency. I was
too pleased with myself and this wonderful flight to be thinking
carefully. Lift, when you’ve got it, can be intoxicating. I knew at
once what he meant. Had we strayed over to the downwind side of the
crest, we might well have encountered sinking air, in which case
there would be no getting back up and over the crest and returning
to Coronado. Instead we would have glided down the east slope and
landed who knows where, many miles from where we wanted to be. I
banked back toward the west and we made our way to Coronado.

 


Because I already had a license to fly
powered planes, the requirements for getting a glider license were
not onerous. I needed ten solo landings, the written recommendation
of my instructor, and a flight test and oral test by a licensed
examiner, who had to be someone other than the recommending
instructor. Within six weeks, I had accomplished the ten landings
and some five-and-a-half hours of solo time in the air, and secured
the needed recommendation. I had also decided that soaring was so
much fun that I would keep at it even after meeting the Navy’s
condition. So I joined the Albuquerque Soaring Club and arranged to
be tested in one of the Club’s gliders in Moriarty, New Mexico.
Moriarty is a tiny town forty miles east of Albuquerque at an
elevation of 6,200 feet. This high up, runways need to be long, and
Moriarty’s strip (then grass) stretched for nearly a mile.

 


The examiner I drew was the legendary glider
pilot Al Santilli, who, at that time, had already logged thousands
of hours in gliders (by the time he turned 90, in 2004, he had log
books bulging with 6,000 hours, and he was still flying). Al, as I
quickly learned, was a born teacher. The oral part of my exam
consisted mostly of listening, not answering. (One of the things
said by members of the Club—affectionately—was that if you were in
a glider and needed to find lift when Al Santilli was on the
ground, fly to a place directly above him.) Although not trained as
a meteorologist, there wasn’t much about weather he didn’t know. I
managed to pass the flight test, and Al became my mentor and friend
as I tried to improve my skills for the next nine years until I
moved away from New Mexico. After several of my unsuccessful
efforts to fly a glider 500 kilometers, Al lectured me on what I
might have done wrong and always concluded with “Keep trying.” We
kept in touch, and he urged me on until finally I did make it.
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When first learning to fly a tail-dragger
with rudder pedals, I had to overcome my kiddie-car syndrome, as I
recounted in Chapter 1. With gliders, a different anxiety dogged me
at first. In a power plane, if you flare for landing a bit late and
bounce when you touch town, you can apply some power and make the
second touchdown a smooth one. If you make the mistake of
approaching a short strip too high and too fast, you can apply
power, gain some altitude, go around, and do better the second
time. And if you are about to land and find the strip blocked by a
departing or taxiing plane (or a Jeep, or a deer), again you can
apply power, abort the landing, and try it again. In short, the
question that bothered me was: How can I count on making good
landings and safe landings without an engine?

 


As I soon learned, there was no real basis
for my anxiety. A glider is different, in ways that make it
possible to get down smoothly without incident (and, of course,
without an engine). Almost all gliders have “spoilers” that can be
deployed above or below the wings to greatly increase drag and
cause the glider to descend along a steep path. The pilot, sensing
a path that is too high, can extend the spoilers and descend
steeply in order to touch down near the beginning of the runway. In
a typical approach, spoilers are adjusted during the descent to
control the angle and the touchdown point. It is not difficult in
general to hit a target point on the runway within a hundred feet.
The bounce, too, is an uncommon event. Sitting in a glider, the
pilot’s rump is no more than a foot off the ground just before
touchdown, so it’s relatively easy to gauge the height and
accomplish a smooth landing. As to avoiding a taxiing plane or
errant Jeep that suddenly appears where you were planning to land,
that is rarely a problem either. The glider can be set down on
grass beside a runway instead of on the runway, and it needs
relatively little real estate on which to touch down and roll to a
stop. Five hundred feet is normally enough. So the glider pilot
trying to avoid something on the ground can land short of the
obstruction, land beside it, or land beyond it. In fact, on a busy
summer afternoon at a gliderport, it’s not unusual for a glider
pilot approaching for a landing to see a couple of other gliders on
the ground that have landed moments earlier. Since they can’t taxi
out of the way, they must sit there awaiting someone to come and
tow them aside. Entanglements in situations like this are extremely
rare.

 


One of the gliding techniques I learned from
Al Santilli is porpoising, which is the art of alternately raising
the glider’s nose (to go slower) and lowering it (to go faster)
while flying straight ahead, the intent being to minimize the loss
of altitude while covering a given distance. Porpoises apparently
have great fun porpoising. The glider pilot hoping to get back to
the home airport late in the afternoon despite being uncomfortably
close to the ground and despite the absence of any strong thermal
lift, is more likely to be sweating than having fun. But he or she
will smile as broadly as a happy porpoise if the technique pays off
and the landing takes place on the airport, not in the adjoining
neighborhood.

 


One of Al’s old friends,
Paul MacCready (born 1925), introduced the “speed to fly” concept
(to which I return in Chapter 5). For every glider, there is a best
speed to fly through rising air, sinking air, and still air to
minimize the loss of altitude over a given distance. Actually,
MacCready had in mind a more sophisticated concept, the speed to
fly through sinking air between thermals to minimize the
total time for a
cross-country task that includes many ups and downs. That’s what’s
important in competition flying. More or less the same idea applies
to flying straight ahead through areas where the air is rising
slightly, sinking slightly, or doing neither, when the pilot’s goal
is just to reach the airport, not necessarily in the shortest
time.

 


Imagine that you are five miles from your
home airport. It’s late in the day, there are no more strong
thermals, and you are 1,200 feet above the airport’s elevation.
Will you make it? If you can maintain a 30-to-1 descent profile,
you will lose about 900 feet in five miles, arriving 300 feet above
the airport. Definitely dicey. Various factors could make you and
the ground meet before you get there. So you point toward the
airport and adjust your speed moment to moment. When you encounter
a bit of weak lift, you pull back on the stick and slow down. When
you encounter a bit of weak sink, you push forward on the stick and
speed up. If you are Al Santilli, you will sense exactly what speed
to fly for each condition you meet during those five miles, and you
are likely to arrive over the airport at a comfortable height of,
say, 600 feet. That’s porpoising.
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Two days after Al Santilli decided that I
deserved a glider license, I went up with Bill Bullock in a Piper
Lance, a retractable-gear plane many notches above a Cub, for a
biennial check ride. He put me through my paces and decided again
that it was not too great a risk to the property of the United
States Government to let me fly “Spitfire.” At the next
opportunity, ten days later, after an intervening trip to the east
coast in that same Lance, I shoe-horned myself into Bill Bullock’s
pride and joy, listened to his last-minute admonitions, and took my
first flight—two flights, actually, so I could practice a couple of
landings. All went reasonably well. For a “home-built,” it handled
normally with no surprises. This was the first time—but not the
last—that I flew in a single-seat powered airplane. I always found
it a little unsettling—and just a bit exciting—to take off in a
plane that I had not first flown with an experienced pilot beside
me or behind me.

 


A few days later, I took “Spitfire” up for
two more short flights and two more landings. I was ready to do my
duty to the Navy and the Tech researchers. But, for reasons that I
can’t now reconstruct, I never flew the plane again. Yet, it was
because of “Spitfire” and the United States Navy that I became a
glider pilot.

 


[image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_m773b0de6.png]

 


Much about flying gliders
is the same as flying power planes. Much is different. In both, if
you want to lower the nose, you push forward on a stick or wheel.
In both, if you want to bank to the right, you move the stick or
wheel to the right. In both, if you want to pull the nose to the
left (or maintain coordinated flight as you enter a left turn), you
push with the left foot against a rudder pedal. In short, they have
the same control surfaces that aircraft have had for a hundred
years: ailerons, elevator, and rudder. And both have the same kind
of stability. If you push the nose of a power plane or glider
downward and let go of the controls, the nose will come up again of
its own accord. If you slew the nose left or right with the rudder
and take your feet off the pedals, the nose will straighten itself
out. Both also have the same lack
of stability for banking. In either kind of
aircraft, if you lower a wing and let go of the controls, the wing,
in general, won’t right itself. In fact, over time, it may even
steepen its bank. This can give rise to the well-named graveyard
spiral. If a pilot can’t see a horizon outside the plane and has no
gyroscopic instruments (or no ability to use them), the aircraft
can enter a steepening spiral whose final outcome may be collision
with the ground or water. This can happen in a cloud, or it can
happen at night in perfectly clear weather over water or
unpopulated land. It is believed to be what led to the untimely
death of John F. Kennedy, Jr. in 1999. It’s what happened to
me—with time for recovery before it got out of hand—near Culpeper,
Virginia.

 


Despite all the similarities, there are some
significant differences between gliders and airplanes (apart from
the obvious difference in motive power). Being generally slower,
the glider tends to need more robust motions of the controls to
make it do one’s bidding. The glider is likely to be slicker, so
that in still air it loses altitude at a very parsimonious rate.
(The Space Shuttle is a glider that breaks this rule. Its rate of
descent rivals that of a rock.) To me the greatest difference
between gliders and airplanes is in the level of skill required to
be really good at flying the things. After a few hundred hours,
with an instrument rating, and with regular practice, a power pilot
can get safely from one place to another and has about as much
finesse as he or she is ever going to achieve. (Judgment is another
matter. It matures over a longer time.) For a glider pilot, the
room for improvement in skill is limitless. Glider pilots are like
athletes. They can be like kids tossing a ball back and forth in
the backyard, or like softball competitors at the company picnic
(that’s where I am), or like Big Leaguers in the World Series.
Athletes at both ends of the spectrum can throw a ball and catch
it. Glider pilots at both ends of the spectrum can stay up on a
good day and put the glider down at an intended spot. Otherwise
they don’t have much in common.

 


What, exactly, is the skill that the best of
the glider pilots possesses (a skill that I am a very long way from
having)? It is finely tuned senses, judgment based on countless
prior flights, and (as with athletes), fierce competitiveness. The
best of the glider pilots is aware of incipient lift that others
don’t notice, knows at what speed to fly, in what direction to
head, when to circle to gain altitude, and when to leave a thermal
in search of a better one. The top glider pilots, like top
athletes, have star power. They know each other and are known to
the soaring fraternity. They consistently outperform us
mortals.

 


And for us mortals, the chance to keep
getting a little better and better is one of the attractions of the
sport.

 


==========

 8. Ray Smith’s profile begins after
chapter 7.

 


 9. Bill Bullock’s profile begins after
chapter 8.
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 Al Santilli
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Al Santilli doesn’t like power planes. He is
afraid of them. They have engines that can quit. He prefers
gliders, and has spent 6,000 happy hours in them.

 


Al acknowledges that glider flying is more
of a challenge than power flying, but he argues that it’s less
risky. To be sure, he had to bail out of a glider once, but in his
scale of scares, that doesn’t measure up to the time he unknowingly
flew a Piper Cub Special with a broken engine from Hobbs, New
Mexico to Albuquerque. That was in the fall of 1947, when he was
33. He was in the Army at the time, based in Albuquerque, and he
was flying both gliders and power planes in his spare time. Like
most pilots, he looked for excuses to fly, and one weekend decided
to use a PA-11 (aka Piper Cub Special) that he and three other men
owned to visit a soaring friend in Hobbs, three hundred miles away.
With its beefy 90-horsepower engine, the PA-11 cruised at 100 mph,
a big step up from the original Cub. On the way south to Hobbs on
Saturday, Al probably fueled up at Roswell. On the way back the
next day, because of deteriorating weather and the limited amount
of daylight still left, he bypassed Roswell, flying nonstop to
Albuquerque. He tied down the plane and went home.

 


The next morning, Al had a phone call from
Al Fiedler, a mechanic at the airfield. “Santilli,” he said, “what
did you do to that airplane?”

 


“Nothing,” said Al. “I just shut it down and
went home.”

 


“Well,” said Fiedler, “I can’t turn the
propeller. It’s frozen.” Al checked with his co-owners and then
told Fiedler to fix it if he could. After Fiedler dug into the
problem, he found that in one of the two magnetos (the devices that
fire the pairs of spark plugs in each cylinder), a spacer to keep
ball bearings aligned had disintegrated. So long as the engine kept
running, the ball bearings stayed in their track and did their job.
When the engine was stopped, the ball bearings fell into a heap,
the teeth on a drive gear jammed, and nothing would turn.

 


Al was shaken up by this experience. Between
Roswell and Albuquerque there’s a lot of rugged terrain. “I got
pretty close on that one,” he told me. “Since that particular
experience I haven’t built up much time in power planes.” Al had
logged about 250 hours in power planes before that flight to Hobbs.
If now asked his total time in power planes, he says “about 250
hours.” Actually, although he dedicated his life to soaring after
that, he did log another twenty or so hours in power planes. His
PA-11, he said, “ran like a top” once it was fixed, and the next
spring he took Lois, his wife-to-be, up in it to fly over Mount
Taylor, a beautiful isolated mountain in west central New Mexico
(one of the Navajo’s sacred mountains) that rises to an altitude of
11,300 feet and is snow-capped much of the year. Al declines to
speculate on whether that flight advanced his courtship. I suspect
it did.

 


Now about that bail-out. It happened not
long after the Hobbs-to-Albuquerque flight that so unnerved Al. He
was making his second flight in a glider he had just purchased from
a pair of Army sergeants. The first flight had gone without
incident. Before the second flight, meticulous as always, Al
checked the glider and found nothing amiss. But right away during
the tow, he realized that something was wrong. He heard a snapping
noise, and found that he could move the stick fore and aft several
inches with no response from the elevator.

 


It wasn’t easy to stay in position behind
the tow plane. Here’s Al’s description of what happened: “I nursed
it as far as I could on tow till I got high enough. After I
released, it was still unmanageable so I jettisoned the canopy and
jumped out and here I am talking to you. I landed near Ken
Schultz’s Buick place.”

 


Al surmised afterward that the glider’s
elevator may have suffered more stress than it could take on its
trip by land to Albuquerque. The sergeants had towed it behind a
car on an open trailer with the elevator clamped but exposed. Al
figured they had been driving at 50 mph or more into a fierce
headwind, subjecting the glider to a gale of 80 mph or so. The poor
elevator couldn’t quite take it.

 


“Do you always wear a parachute when flying
a glider?” I asked Al. “Yeah, absolutely, I do,” he answered,
“except when instructing or examining candidates for a license.”
(When Al examined me, and when he gave me a little extra
instruction later, neither of us wore parachutes.)

 


Al hasn’t had to use a parachute since that
time, more than sixty years ago, when he floated down toward Ken
Schultz’s Buick place. But he’s come close. What worries most
glider pilots even more than a glider coming unglued in flight is a
mid-air collision. On a good day near a gliderport, the sky can be
full, some gliders being towed out, some approaching to land, and
some circling in close proximity to one another as they share a
thermal. Vigilance is needed. Al has never had a mid-air collision,
but he has kept count of the near misses, and can recite the
details of all seven of them. Five occurred near Moriarty, New
Mexico, home of the Albuquerque Soaring Club; one near Hutchinson,
Kansas; and one near Elmira, New York. “As I discovered by talking
to the other pilots afterwards,” Al told me, “none of them saw me.
I fly defensively, and I was lucky. I just happened to see ‘em in
time.”

 


Now in his nineties, Al is still flying.
When I talked to him in the fall of 2005, he said, almost
apologetically, that it had been two weeks since his last flight.
Coping with his wife’s recent death, he explained, and his move
into a new apartment, had been occupying his time. But he hoped to
get back into the swing of things, as he put it. “And, just the day
before yesterday, I buttoned up my Libelle [his present glider, a
high-performance ship imported from Germany] after dismantling all
the inspection ports and having it re-examined for another annual
inspection. It is fit to fly.” Whether Al is the oldest active
pilot I haven’t been able to determine. There are no official
records of such things. My unofficial inquiries suggest that as of
2006 there were no more than two or three nonagenarians still
boring holes in the sky as “pilots in command.”
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Al Santilli was born in Providence, Rhode
Island in 1914, the only child of Camillo and Maria Bridget Louise
(Mary) Santilli, both immigrants from Isernia, Italy. Camillo came
first; Mary followed. Camillo, because he was a mechanic, was
exempt from the draft in World

 


War I, but in 1918, when Al was four, he
contracted influenza and was disabled for the rest of his life,
with seriously damaged eyesight. Al’s mother Mary became a
seamstress and draperer, and money was always tight in the Santilli
household. Al earned his own way from a young age.

 


Al learned Italian before he learned
English, but he had mastered English pretty well by the time he
entered kindergarten (Providence was ahead of its time with
required kindergarten). His playmates were mostly from immigrant
families, too, but from various countries with various languages,
so English became the common currency for this bunch of kids.

 


Al is small in stature. Even in grade
school, most of his fellow students towered over him. “I learned to
watch out for the bullies,” he told me. “Size was the governing
factor. But I could run fast, and they didn’t catch me. That was
one of my concerns when I was growing up.” One thing not of concern
to Al in school was academics. He excelled in his classes. In high
school, chemistry and physics were his favorite subjects. He
started flying gliders in the tenth grade, and by the time he was a
senior, he began to see the links between science and soaring. “The
whole thing was so fascinating I couldn’t learn fast enough,” he
said.

 


How did an impoverished lad from the
immigrant community get into soaring? It started with a chance
encounter with a Jenny, a World War I biplane. Al, still in grade
school, had been taken by his parents to a farm near Providence,
where they were in search of an inexpensive supply of milk. There,
in the farmer’s field, sat the Jenny. While his parents were
talking to the farmer, Al, enthralled with the airplane, was
chinning himself on one of the metal hoops below the Jenny’s lower
wing, mounted there to keep the wing from dragging the ground. The
Jenny’s pilot, instead of shooing Al away, picked him up and sat
him in the pilot’s seat. Looking back on that first encounter with
an airplane, Al said, “I decided then and there I was going to fly.
Every time an airplane would come by I’d listen for its drone.”

 


In high school, Al made model gliders and
model airplanes (the latter with rubber-band power) and flew them
competitively. The Providence Journal sponsored model-plane
contests and featured some of Al’s best-performing models in its
pages. As he said later, “That was quite a motivation. And one of
the best things,” he added, “was competing in Boston, forty miles
to the north. One of my heartbreaks,” he added, “was to lose a
36-inch-span twin pusher model that went down in Boston Harbor. But
I had brought spare material. I stayed up all night to make a
replacement model and competed the next day.”

 


In 1930, at sixteen and in the tenth grade,
Al found a way to fly real gliders. The adult son of a local
minister got interested in flying, bought two gliders, and formed a
soaring club in Providence. Al was first in line. He didn’t have
much money but he had gumption. “I went to the neighbors and to
local businesses: ‘Can I do something for you this week?’ And I
went to the airfield and offered to do any kind of work that they
wanted: coiling ropes, splicing ropes, and all that.” When he was a
high-school senior, a representative of the U.S. Commerce
Department (responsible for aviation) came to the glider field and
said to Al, “Hey, kid, do you know that you’ve got to have a
license to fly that thing?” So Al got a learner’s permit,
belatedly, and before long a private glider license.

 


In the summer of 1932, after graduating from
high school and before enrolling in Brown University as an
engineering major, Al went to what was then the nation’s premier
soaring center, Elmira, New York, and competed, winning a cup for
reaching the second highest altitude in the event. His stellar
high-school record got him into Brown with scholarships and loans.
He was so eager to finish his education that he didn’t take a job
on the outside. He just let his debts build up. But financial
exigencies did not get in the way of his passion for soaring. “I
couldn’t devote much money to gliding,” he told me, “but I did
devote quite a bit of time to it. It was during my undergraduate
years that I got some hands-on experience repairing gliders.”
Following his college graduation (cum laude) he also started flying
power planes and got his license in a Piper Cub.

 


Between his 1936 graduation from Brown and
his induction into the Army in 1942, Al worked as an electrical
engineer, first on radios and prototype televisions for Philco,
then on instruments—especially weather instruments—for Karl Otto
Heinrich Lange, a Harvard professor who had a business on the side
(not a new phenomenon). In his soaring activities, he got as far
afield as Wichita Falls, Texas, where he made his first lengthy
cross-country flights. It was in Michigan in 1939 or 1940 that he
did his only damage to a glider (not counting the one that later
came unsprung in flight over Albuquerque and precipitated the
parachute jump). Al was flying a primitive glider that had no
spoilers to steepen his descent and no shock absorber on the single
wheel. He didn’t recover quickly enough from a slip on the approach
to landing and touched down hard. “I stopped,” Al told me, “came to
a halt very nicely, did not overrun the landing area, and saw the
grass looking at me between my feet and the rudder pedals.”
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Shortly after Pearl Harbor, Al submitted a
proposal for an automated weather station to be located in
Trinidad, to help in antisubmarine warfare. He was forthwith
invited down to Ft. Monmouth in New Jersey for an interview. The
interviewing officer, a Colonel Mayer, said, “Santilli, you’re
wasting your time where you are right now. Are you registered for
the draft?” Al said that he was. “Well,” said Colonel Mayer, “don’t
do anything. If you get called, get in touch with me. I can’t tell
you anything more.”

 


“Lo and behold,” Al told me, “within a very
short period of time I got a telegram. ‘Second Lieutenant Santilli
report for duty at Ft. Monmouth.’”

 


As it turned out, Al spent twenty-three
years in the Army. Except when he was in the South Pacific in World
War II and at NATO headquarters in Europe after the war, he didn’t
let it interfere with his soaring. His assignment to Albuquerque in
1947 was fortuitous, placing him right in the middle of some of the
country’s finest soaring conditions. He married Lois in Albuquerque
in 1952, and, after his discharge in 1965, he stayed. His wife’s
death came after fifty-three years of marriage. He’s just getting
used to living alone.
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Al joined the Albuquerque Soaring Club in
1965 and is still an active member, having served as its president
twice, its treasurer at least once, and, of course, its resident
instructor and examiner. He is also the unofficial teacher,
lecturer, and mentor for all the other pilots in his orbit,
regardless of their experience. His knowledge of weather, soaring
lore, and soaring technique is seemingly limitless. He can lecture
on any subject until his audience, be it one person or several,
begins to nod off. I, for one, thought until very recently that Al
was trained as a professional meteorologist, since there didn’t
seem to be anything about weather he didn’t know (and wasn’t
willing to impart).

 


As with so much else in soaring, there are
amateur practitioners (such as me) and professionals (such as Al
Santilli). Through disquisitions to anyone willing to listen, Al
does his best to turn the amateurs into professionals.
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Al Santilli died on June 25, 2007, at the age
of 93, a few weeks after this book was first published. He flew
until shortly before his death.
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 At five minutes past
seven in the evening on July 1, 1996, I was three thousand feet
above Nevada’s Minden-Tahoe Airport, nestled in the single-seat
cockpit of glider N45TH, almost exactly where I had been seven
hours earlier after releasing from a tow plane and setting out to
fly five hundred kilometers without an engine. That’s roughly the
straight-line distance from Boston to Baltimore or Cleveland to
Chicago, a bit more than Phoenix to San Diego. I was savoring
victory. I had piloted the Rolladen-Schneider[10] LS-4 from Minden to
Tinnemaha Dam in the Owens Valley south of Bishop, California, and
back, a round-trip distance by great-circle reckoning of 511
kilometers, or 317 miles. I estimate that if my glider had been
equipped with an odometer keeping track of my passage through the
air, with all the twists and turns and circles, it would have
recorded about 700 miles that afternoon. But to the Soaring Society
of America (of Hobbs, New Mexico) and the Fédération Aéronautique
Internationale (of Lausanne, Switzerland), only the great-circle
distance matters. I had, at last, completed a task—the second of
three—that would add to my quest for a diamond soaring
badge.

 


These certifying organizations also take no
interest in total vertical travel. To get from one place to another
in a glider, you actually spend most of your time going up or going
down. During the course of the afternoon, I had probably climbed
more than 60,000 feet and descended an equal distance. So add
twenty to twenty-five miles of vertical travel to my 700 miles of
horizontal travel.

 


[image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_77e32af1.png]

 


My first effort to fly a glider 500
kilometers had been in 1982, when I made it from Moriarty, New
Mexico to a pasture in White Deer, Texas, a distance of 440
kilometers (275 miles). There, for the first and last time, I
damaged a glider in landing, thanks to a culvert overgrown with
grass that looked every bit like smooth ground from the air. I
touched down just short of the culvert and came to an
all-too-abrupt stop as the glider’s nose encountered the far side
of the culvert. Thanks to shoulder belts as well as a lap belt, my
psyche was the only part of me that was bruised, and damage to the
glider was fortunately minor.

 


Other efforts had followed, in Arizona and
in Nevada. Some of these flights ended back at the departure
airport when rational thought told me that I still had a chance to
get home but had no chance to make the targeted distance. Some
ended at other airports, often untended. At a paved landing strip
in Green Valley, Arizona, a motorist drove up to see if I was all
right after watching what appeared to be (and was) an exciting
landing in a turbulent crosswind at the fringe of a thunderstorm.
Fortunately, I pulled it off and even touched down gently. At a
crop-duster’s dirt strip in Ak Chin, Arizona, I hailed a pickup
truck that happened by and was taken to a telephone. At Luke Air
Force Base #1, an abandoned military field northwest of Phoenix
where weeds were waving their green wands through cracks in the
macadam, an officer who was overseeing rope descents from
helicopters was kind enough to drive me to a nearby bar/hamburger
joint—after first dressing me down for landing without
authorization on government property. He calmed down when I pointed
out that with the sun low in the sky, the lift all gone, and no
engine to help me, I really did not have the option of landing on
non-government property. At a little-used Marine Corps dirt strip
in Sweetwater, Nevada, I was able to make radio contact with
another glider pilot—one still aloft. He relayed to home base my
request for a tow plane to come and pull me out.

 


The landing in the White Deer, Texas pasture
wasn’t the only one of my “outlandings” where the ground was too
rough or the space too tight to permit being towed back into the
air. As a general rule, a tow plane can come and retrieve a glider
only if the glider has landed at an airport or on an airstrip
intended for power planes. Occasionally, an open field may be large
enough and smooth enough to permit the tow plane to come in and tow
the glider out, but normally when a glider ends up in the
boondocks, it must be disassembled and its wings, tail, and body
placed carefully in a special trailer, usually one designed
specifically for the particular glider. It is then towed home by
car or truck and reassembled. This is not as miserable an
experience as you might think. Every glider is designed for just
such an eventuality, and the disassembly and reassembly go quickly,
at least if handled by two or more people.

 


On my flight to White Deer (toward an
intended target farther east in Oklahoma), my friend Kalman Oravecz
provided support. He had flown gliders in Hungary before moving to
a faculty position at New Mexico Tech. Kalman dreamed of flying
again, and just to feel a part of the adventure, he drove a pickup
a hundred miles from Socorro to Moriarty, then continued nearly
three hundred more miles pulling a trailer for the glider I was
flying, a Schweizer 1-26 (made in America). He and I met up with
the help of a previously agreed-on communication link. I was to
call the Flight Service Station in Amarillo, Texas, by radio if
possible, otherwise by phone after landing, letting the government
servants at the Station know my whereabouts. I called from the
ground. The Flight Service people, friendly as usual, and curious
about my little exploit, let Kalman know where I was when he
checked in with them late in the afternoon. By the time we met up
in White Deer and got the glider taken apart and put into its
trailer, it was after dark. Then we had a good dinner, found a
motel, and headed back to Moriarty, New Mexico the next day.

 


Once, at a ranch in New Mexico, I landed on
grazing land, picking a spot within half a mile or so of the ranch
house so that I could walk there and phone for help. I was greeted
at the door by a beefy rancher who, after hearing my story, asked,
suspiciously, “Did you hit a cow?” Only when I assured him that I
had not did he unblock the door and invite me in to use the phone.
On still another occasion in New Mexico, I landed in an
entrancingly lovely and smooth field of wild flowers, remote from
habitation. A few hours later, well after dark, I was walking
northward along a dirt road in the general direction of the town of
Mountainair, when a vehicle finally came along. The driver stopped
when I hailed him. It turned out to be the Sheriff, out looking for
me.
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No one would have to look for me this time. Using the
standard glider frequency of 123.3 megahertz, I called the Soar
Minden office and reported my altitude and
location.[11] Tony Sabino, Soar Minden’s owner and manager, came right back
on the radio: “Tango Hotel [his shorthand for my call sign, N45TH],
the gear handle is the one in front of you on the upper left.” In
other words: Quit fooling around. Lower the landing gear and get on
down here. In my euphoric state, I was in no hurry to stop flying,
but I followed Tony’s advice. At a quarter past seven, I rolled off
the runway on the glider’s single wheel to a smooth stop in the
staging area and lowered my left wing to the pavement—one of my
better landing performances, executed before an audience of half a
dozen people awaiting my arrival. There was Tony, hand-held radio
in one hand and a bottle of champagne in the other, together with
some fellow pilots, a few of whom had attempted distance flights
that day. I turned off the radio and the battery switch in the
glider, closed the valve that linked an oxygen tank in the back of
the glider to a face mask I had been using on and off during the
day, raised my bubble canopy, and accepted a plastic cup of
champagne while someone snapped a picture of my broad smile. Tony
was not one to waste good champagne pouring it over a pilot’s head,
which was fine with me. I half suspected that he had a way of
reintroducing fizz so that he could use one bottle several times. I
learned later that the photo of my grinning face just after landing
proved useful. Tony showed it at one or more promotional talks he
gave to prove that even a seventy-year old couldn’t miss with Soar
Minden’s equipment and guidance. (He added the flourish that my
500-kilometer flight occurred on my seventieth birthday, a
statement within a couple of months of being true.)

 


“Yours was the only successful distance
flight today,” said Tony, raising his glass. “The blue thermals
defeated the rest.” It was a dry day, one in which “blue thermals”
predominated until late in the day. A blue thermal is a rising
column of air that is not topped by a cloud, so nothing marks its
presence. It can be found only by chance or good guessing. On a
not-quite-so-dry day, small cumulus clouds sit atop thermals,
making them easier to find.

 


As I was unfastening my harness and starting
to clamber from the cockpit while accepting the congratulations of
the assembled welcoming party, it came to me that my last bathroom
visit had been eight hours ago. “Excuse me,” I said, “I need a pit
stop.” As I made my way to the small terminal building to take care
of that need, others rolled my glider to its resting space and tied
it down. I returned to it to remove two water bottles, an empty
packet of Peanut M&M’s, an unopened package of cheese crackers,
a microphone, the oxygen gear, a map, a sweater and jacket (for the
possibility of spending the night in the desert), and the
all-important camera and recording barograph.

 


A recording barograph of the kind I used
contains a soot-coated piece of tinfoil wrapped on a small cylinder
against which the sharp tip of a pen rests. As the cylinder slowly
rotates (once around every four hours), the pen, actuated by air
pressure, makes a running record of the glider’s altitude. This
seemingly crude device is surprisingly accurate, once it is tested
in a low-pressure chamber and certified. On my flight it served two
purposes—to show that I made no intermediate landings and to show
that I did not exceed my legal limit of 18,000 feet above sea
level. (Among a glider pilot’s nagging worries is forgetting to
turn on the barograph before takeoff. To avoid the awful
embarrassment of completing a flight for which a record is needed
and discovering that there is no record, the pilot includes in his
pre-takeoff check list, “Listen for the ticking of the
barograph”—or the equivalent cautionary phrase if the flight record
is to be made by an electronic GPS unit.) In the United States, no
one can legally venture above 18,000 feet unless in contact with
and following the instructions of controllers on the ground. At
their discretion, controllers can make an exception to this rule by
opening temporary “wave windows” for gliders. A wave window is a
chunk of airspace maybe ten miles by ten miles in size and
extending up to some altitude chosen by the controllers—say 25,000
or 30,000 feet, or even unlimited. Within this confined space,
glider pilots can venture as high as they are able without any
moment-to-moment communication with the ground, while the
controllers route powered aircraft around the window.

 


There were no such windows for my flight, so
I had to stay under 18,000 feet. It wasn’t easy. In a glider,
altitude is money in the bank—the more of it you have, the more
numerous your options and the better your chance of going where you
want to go. If you are riding a thermal up through 16,000 and
17,000 feet as I did several times that day, it takes willpower to
leave the thermal and move on (and down) when the altimeter edges
toward 18,000. I exercised that willpower three times at 17,800.
Tony, examining and measuring the barograph record that evening,
claimed that I had busted 18,000 at least once. “Not according to
my altimeter,” I said. Fortunately, the powers that judge these
matters decided that my apparent infraction was within the limits
of uncertainty of the device.

 


A camera is used to prove that the pilot
reached the claimed turn point, in my case Tinnemaha Dam. The
camera, mounted rigidly on the left side of the canopy, looks
outward along the left wing. This means that I had to be making a
left turn south of the dam as I snapped the picture (actually,
several pictures, just to be sure).

 


It means, too, that the left turn should be
banked steeply, say about 60 degrees. To catch a view of the dam in
a shallower bank would require flying farther past it before
turning and thus wasting time and miles. Tony, my official
observer, had to load the film in the camera, close it with wire
and a lead seal, reopen it upon my return, and supervise the
development of the film. You wouldn’t think that there are cheats
in the sport of soaring, but maybe there are. The certifying
organizations are careful.

 


A glider pilot who wants to do more than
linger in a thermal near home base on a Sunday afternoon performs
tasks and earns badges. The A, B, and C badges recognize basic
skills. Then—with ascending challenge—come the bronze, silver,
gold, and diamond badges

 


 (followed, for a few,
by the 1,000-kilometer diplome[12]). The three
achievements needed for the diamond badge are a flight of at least
300 kilometers over a closed course that has been designated in
advance; a flight of at least 500 kilometers, which need not be
closed and need not be designated in advance; and a flight that
includes an altitude gain of 5,000 meters, or 16,400 feet. I had
completed a 300-kilometer diamond triangle in New Mexico back in
1980, and my diamond altitude flight was nearly three years in the
future. It came on March 27, 1999. I released from one of Tony
Sabino’s tow planes at around 10,000 feet above sea level, dropped
to 9,500 feet while probing for lift, and then rode a mountain
wave[13] to a little over 27,000 feet, from where I got a spectacular
view of Lake Tahoe and the Sierras, in relative comfort in my heavy
flight suit, gloves, wool socks, and boots. (It’s cold up there and
gliders have no heaters.) I earned, finally, diamond Badge Number
858 in the United States, Number 6343 in the world.

 


==========

 10. Like many of the finest gliders,
made in Germany.

 


 11. Most aircraft communications
channels lie between 118 and 136 megahertz (MHz), a seemingly small
slice of the radio spectrum, but one into which more than 700 voice
channels are now crammed. This slice lies somewhere between the
high end of the FM radio band (108 MHz) and TV Channel 7 (174-180
MHz). Most of the assigned aircraft frequencies are specific to a
particular location, such as an airport control tower, but a few
are more “generic,” being available for a particular kind of
communication nationwide, such as glider pilots talking to one
another or to a ground station.

 12. Yes, diplome, not diploma. French
is the language of the awarding organization.

 


 13. A mountain wave is undulating air
generated by wind over a mountain range. I’ll discuss this kind of
lift in Chapter 5. It can extend far higher than the mountain
tops.
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 Tony Sabino
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When an elderly man in a suit walks into the
office of Soar Minden at the Minden-Tahoe Airport in Nevada, what
Tony Sabino sees is a wallet. When an impecunious young flyer walks
in, what Tony sees is someone in need of cheap housing, a free
meal, and the loan of a car. In both cases, he responds
accordingly.

 


Tony has been the owner and manager of Soar
Minden since 1988, and has kept it afloat—or aloft—all that time,
against a not-always-friendly airport management and in the face of
competition from another soaring operation on the field (an
operation that folded in 2004). He is hard-nosed businessman and
benevolent father-figure rolled into one.

 


The young and the old, the well-off and the
not-so-well-off, the Japanese and Europeans and Americans, all in
search of good soaring, keep coming back to Soar Minden—I among
them. Tony provides good gliders (or sailplanes, as we like to call
them) as well as a helpful array of extras, such as parachutes,
gloves, fleece-lined boots, barographs, oxygen masks—and advice. He
encourages adventurous flying and he gets you into the air without
a lot of standing around. It helps that Soar Minden—possibly the
largest and most successful commercial glider operation in the
world—is located in fabulous soaring country. Tony advertises 360
days per year of soarable weather, and that’s pretty close to the
truth. The sun and the desert contribute strong thermals. The
nearby Sierras contribute strong waves (see Chapter 5).

 


As of 2006, fifteen years after he took over
personal management of Soar Minden (he was owner and overseer in
absentia for a couple of years before that), Tony’s inventory
consisted of a dozen gliders, five tow planes (four in service and
one being overhauled), and eight golf carts—plus a meter-maid cart.
His average number of customer glider flights per year is about
5,000. He describes his business as about one-third American
pilots, one-third foreign pilots, and one-third scenic rides for
non-pilots. His annual cash flow is around three-quarters of a
million dollars (including fuel sales for what he calls planes with
whirly things on their front ends). If he has a financial officer
or business manager to keep track of it, it isn’t obvious. He is,
as the saying goes, a hands-on manager.

 


Before taking over the management of Soar
Minden, Tony spent twenty-two years in the military, eleven as an
enlisted man in the Air Force and eleven as an officer in the Navy.
It all started in 1969, when, in the course of a few months, he
dropped out of college (he says he flunked out, but he may be
exaggerating), got married, took a job at Bethlehem Steel, and
enlisted in the Air Force. The enlistment was his way of avoiding
the draft and possible Army service in Vietnam. Although he didn’t
go to Vietnam, he touched down in a lot of other places: the United
Kingdom, Korea, Diego Garcia, and various bases in the United
States. It was in the UK that he took up soaring and literally
touched down (many times). Later, at Andrews Air Force base in
Virginia (home port for Air Force One), he gained his private and
commercial glider licenses and his license to fly power planes (the
ones with whirly things up front). His last assignment was to the
Naval Air Station in Fallon, Nevada, just seventy-five miles from
the Minden-Tahoe airport and his target, Soar Minden.
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Tony Sabino was born in New York City in
1948, to a mother who was a physician and a father who was in
retail sales at Macys. When Tony was just seven, his father treated
him to a fifteen-minute seaplane ride around New York. Tony
describes it as a memorable experience, but isn’t quite willing to
say that that’s when the flying bug bit. That moment may have come
years later during his first months in the Air Force, when he was
stationed in England. As he puts it, “While there, casting about
for things to do other than drinking beer, I fell in with RAF folk
and joined the RAF gliding/soaring association. I learned to fly
with the RAF in a club-type atmosphere and I found that very
rewarding and very warm and good and I stayed with it for many
years.”

 


Stayed with it indeed until the present
moment, although it must be said that Tony hardly has time to fly
for fun any more. Getting other people into the air and witnessing
their achievements is where he now finds reward. Still, over the
course of the years, he has spent more than 1,000 hours aloft in
gliders—as well as a “couple of hundred” in power planes.

 


Tony’s family moved from New York to New
Jersey when he was young and then on to Baltimore, Maryland. In
1966, at the age of seventeen, he graduated from Baltimore
Polytechnic Institute (which sounds like a college but is a high
school). He spent about two years at the nearby University of
Maryland before he “flunked out” and took the life-changing steps
mentioned above: marriage, working for a steel company, and joining
the Air Force.

 


In due course—but not pell-mell—Tony
fathered three sons, all while he was in the Air Force. The first,
Tony (known as A. J.) was born in 1972. Then came Paul in 1976 and
Sean in 1977. All three of these boys, when in their teens, worked
at Soar Minden, and all three soloed gliders at age 14, which is
the earliest legal age to do so. Sean told me that for him working
at the airport was a privilege, not a chore. He could fly a glider
with an instructor aboard when he was twelve, and had to wait
impatiently for his fourteenth birthday to fly alone. Tony paid his
sons not in money but in flying time, and this seemed more than
fair to the boys

 


In the Air Force, as a supply and club
manager, Tony migrated through the enlisted grades from Airman to
Staff Sergeant. In his free time, he diligently flew when he could,
and diligently studied when he could. Thanks to the University of
Maryland’s overseas program, he could take courses both in the
United Kingdom and in Korea. After eight years of part-time study,
he earned a bachelor’s degree in business. In the eyes of the
military, this suddenly made him officer material.

 


Tony chose to cash in this officer potential
by transferring to the Navy, where he became an Ensign and
eventually a Lieutenant. Such inter-service transfer is not the
norm, but Tony managed it. If strings were pulled to make it
happen, Tony isn’t saying. Paradoxically, by moving from the Air
Force to the Navy, he moved closer to aviation, not farther from
it. He became an aircraft maintenance officer, in which capacity he
was authorized to fly the planes he and his crew serviced, to see
if the planes and their instruments performed properly. Not a bad
policy. What better motivator for quality and safety than to have
the person who supervised an airplane’s repair be the first person
to fly it? This policy even got Tony into a jet trainer, the T-2
Buckeye.

 


Checkout flights brought practical rewards
for the maintenance officer, too. The officer who flew more than a
few hours per month was rewarded with a handsome salary bonus known
officially as flight pay, and unofficially as “flight skins.”
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Like many military officers looking toward
retirement while still young, Tony had to give thought to what to
do next. Once established in Fallon, Nevada, his last Navy post, he
cast an eye toward Minden and took the plunge to buy the Soar
Minden operation nearly three years before his retirement from the
Navy. He hired a manager until he could take it over personally,
and since 1991 it’s been his life and his passion. “This is
certainly the nicest flying place in the world,” Tony told me, “and
day for day the best flying place in the world.” He meant this
remark to encompass both the place and the service he provides. He
can be forgiven for saying so. And he may be right.

 


Indeed all those wonderful soaring
conditions wouldn’t be much use if there weren’t a Soar Minden or
similar operation to provide the necessities of flight. Think what
is needed just to soar in a wave up to 25,000 or 30,000 feet
looking down on the mortals below. Not just a glider and a tow
plane to get it launched. Also a barograph, a tank of oxygen, a
face mask, a radio and a microphone, a pair of very warm boots and
gloves to match, a heavy jacket, a deal with Air Traffic Control to
open a wave window, and words of wisdom on what to do if trapped
above a cloud or if the oxygen system seems to be malfunctioning.
Tony provides all of that.

 


The radio is not just for chatting. At least
for novice pilots, Tony or one of his deputies calls the pilot at
high altitude every ten minutes or so, to check for possible
hypoxia, or oxygen deprivation. If the pilot responds with slurred
speech or illogical statements, or sounds excessively euphoric, or
doesn’t respond at all, the peremptory command from the ground is,
“Hold that mask tight over your face, and get on down here!” At
those altitudes, a pilot with no oxygen at all remains conscious
for only a few minutes. With some but not enough oxygen, the pilot
remains conscious but develops one or more odd symptoms, which
someone with Tony’s experience can detect from the way the pilot
talks. The converse problem, hyperventilation, is not so easy to
detect—and is not so serious.

 


I asked Tony about Soar Minden’s safety
record. In eighteen years and perhaps 75,000 glider flights, there
has been only one fatal crash in one of his gliders. That occurred
in April 1997, when a relatively low-time pilot (30 hours in
gliders), in his first solo flight in a high-performance ship,
jettisoned the glider’s canopy—whether accidentally or
intentionally no one will ever know—and augered into the ground
after apparently being knocked unconscious by the canopy frame as
it disengaged. The other serious accident I learned about from Tony
occurred in 2005, when one of his customers failed to lock the
canopy on his glider. When the canopy popped loose in flight, the
pilot crash-landed, destroying the glider he was flying as well as
one he landed on top of, and put himself in the hospital for a
while.

 


Of course, Tony’s planes are not the only
ones flying in the Carson Valley around Minden, and there have been
other fatalities there, quite a few of them over the years. In one
twelve-month period in 1999-2000, there were three fatal glider
crashes near Minden, claiming four lives. The most widely-reported
of these involved Donald Engen, 75, a Navy vice admiral and
director of the National Air and Space Museum, flying in a motor
glider with that plane’s owner, William Ivans, 79, a former
president of the Soaring Society of America. For unknown reasons, a
wing sheared off the plane, and both men were killed in the ensuing
crash. (“Motor glider” may sound like a contradiction in terms, but
it isn’t. Some gliders have small motors that can be run briefly to
enable the glider to get launched without the help of a tow plane
or can be fired up when a pilot runs out of lift and doesn’t care
to land on some inhospitable patch of ground. In some motor
gliders, the engine’s propeller folds neatly inside the fuselage
when the motor isn’t running, rather like a convertible top tucking
itself inside the rear end of a car.)

 


As to his personal safety record, Tony
admits to only one goof-up. He once failed to latch a canopy
securely. After it popped open in flight, he landed safely. The
glider was damaged, but he wasn’t.
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At Soar Minden, Tony is entrepreneur,
promoter, hand-holder, and gruff uncle. He personally serves as the
official observer for many pilots seeking badges of one kind or
another—maybe a hundred in a year. He’s worried about the decline
in the number of young people taking up soaring. His clientele,
like the population in general, is graying. I asked Tony’s friend
Sam Whiteside, a glider pilot, glider instructor, and real-estate
salesman, what makes Tony tick. “Who knows?” he answered. “He has
to run a business. Some customers find him incredibly annoying.
Others find him incredibly gracious. One thing’s for sure. He is
never mean.” Tony’s second wife, Kathleen (who died of cancer in
2005) was an important part of the gracious side, Sam told me. “She
hosted dinners and helped out many of the pilots, especially the
young and not-so-wealthy ones from overseas.”

 


I told Sam my own assessment of Tony:
abrasive but lovable. “That’s about it,” said Sam. “The abrasive
part is his business side. The lovable part is the real Tony.”
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At the beginning of my flying
career, when I was scooting around the Midwest in my little
Ercoupe, and at the end of my flying career, when I was trying to
cover ground in a glider, I used the same method of navigation: a
finger on a map. The government provided (and still provides) maps
called Sectional Charts that show the towns, road, lakes,
railroads, and rivers more or less as they appear from the air.
Back in 1954, if I was planning to fly, let’s say, from
Bloomington, Indiana, to Decatur, Illinois, I drew a straight line
connecting those two cities (more exactly, connecting their
airports) on a Sectional Chart, then made little tick marks every
ten miles along this line.

 


(I had a handy ruler scaled for the chart.)
I knew that at my plane’s speed of 100 miles per hour, it would
take six minutes from one tick mark to the next in the absence of
wind. With a brisk tailwind of 20 knots, it would take five
minutes. Flying into a 20-knot headwind, it would take
seven-and-a-half minutes. So, once established on my route, I would
pencil in the time that I passed a tick mark and the estimated time
when I would reach the next one. When I got to the next one, I
could see whether I was a bit ahead of or behind schedule, and thus
whether I was estimating the wind correctly. If I got a bit
confused and couldn’t identify a particular point under a tick mark
because everything on the ground looked more or less the same, I
would just keep going in the same direction and identify my
location at the next tick mark. The method worked fine. It was said
in those days that if a pilot could find the way to a point ten
miles from the home airport, he (or she) could fly anywhere. It was
true. (Out west, it can be easier. You take a bead on a mountain
fifty miles away and fly toward it. I remember years later, in
flying from Socorro to Denver via Alamosa, Colorado, I had radio
navigation equipment aboard, but hardly needed it. From thirty
miles south of Alamosa, I could see the little round white house
that held the radio beacon and used my eyes instead of my radio to
fly right toward and over it.)

 


In a glider flight, it’s still
finger-on-the-map navigation, but the line and the tick marks serve
a different function. The line is certainly not a path that can be
followed. It’s more like a long arrow pointing to your destination,
serving to remind you how far off a direct route you are as you
weave and circle toward your goal. The tick marks play a safety
role. They help you figure out how far you can glide from whatever
altitude you’re at if you run out of lift. Suppose, for example,
that you are flying a glider with a lift-to-drag ratio of 40. This
means that under ideal conditions in still air, and flown at the
right speed, it will fly forty miles forward for one mile (about
5,000 feet) of descent. To be conservative, allowing that you might
not fly at just the right speed, that squashed bugs on your wing
might reduce the glide performance below its advertised value, and
that you might encounter down drafts, you decide to base your
estimate of how far you can glide on a twenty-to-one instead of a
forty-to-one ratio. Then you figure that in twenty miles, you are
unlikely to descend more than a mile. So if you are 6,000 feet
above an airport that is twenty miles ahead, you are in pretty good
shape. Even without any significant burbles of lift along the way,
and with judicious porpoising, you should arrive over the airport
at least 1,000 feet above the ground (having descended 5,000 feet
in twenty miles). Having a way out is always on the glider pilot’s
mind, and when the air doesn’t cooperate with your planning, that
“way out” may be a pasture, not an airport.

 


Navigating by radio is completely different,
and quite satisfying in its own way. It’s office work. Just you and
the instruments in a confined space. Your world is the cockpit.
What you, the pilot, are trying to do is make those instruments do
exactly what you want them to do. It is only incidental that you
are in an airplane that is moving through the air. You feel—at
least I always felt—that you are controlling the instruments, not
controlling an airplane. If, for instance, my altimeter read 5,900
feet when it should have read 6,000 feet, I didn’t feel that my job
was to move the airplane back up a hundred feet. It was to make the
altimeter needle move back to 6,000 feet, to restore that needle to
its proper position. A gentle tug back on the wheel or a slight
rotation of the trim knob accomplished that result. To me an
especially rewarding flight was one in which I disappeared into the
mist moments after takeoff and emerged from the mist an hour or two
later to see a runway stretched out ahead of me a few hundred feet
below. It was a bit like time travel. The world contracted, and
when the world expanded, I was somewhere else.

 


In the dark ages of radio navigation, there
was the

 


A-N beacon, now thankfully
interred. It made even seasoned airline pilots curse their fate. It
used a low-frequency radio signal (below the AM radio band) to
guide planes to an airport or a point near an airport. You
navigated not by looking at a display on your instrument panel but
by listening to scratchy, staticky sounds on your earphones. If you
heard a steady tone, you were on course. If you heard the repeated
dot-dash of the Morse Code letter A, you were off course on one
side. If you heard the repeated dash-dot of the Morse Code letter
N, you were off course on the other side. If you were just a
little off course, you
heard the A or the N barely audible over a background roar. The
electronic trick was to have the transmitted A’s and N’s mesh
perfectly, each filling in the blanks of the other, along a narrow
slice of directions, with the A’s or the N’s being stronger in
other directions. A series of A’s is [image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_452c9108.png] , etc. A series of N’s is [image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_m233a9c96.png] , etc. You can see that if you superimpose a
series of N’s on top of a series of A’s with just the right timing,
you get [image: tmp_95cc6742e32b540224ec450f70959fb0_iELyXz_html_m13be4cd6.png] , a steady tone.
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Diagram of A-N radio beacon

 


Suffice it to say that not a pilot alive
mourns the passing of the A-N beacon. Still, it was better than
looking out the window on a dark night and hoping to see some
lights below, which is what Lindbergh and his fellow airmail pilots
had to do in the 1920s.

 


Then came the very-high-frequency
omni-ranges, the VORs, which are still in service. (It was a VOR
station that sat within the small, round white building that let me
navigate to Alamosa by eye.) Nowadays a pilot dials in the digital
frequency of a VOR station (not far above the FM radio band).
Gauges on the instrument panel then obligingly reveal the pilot’s
distance and direction from the station. In the early days, it was
only the direction, not the distance, that was available, and the
frequency was found by a kind of trial and error using a “coffee
grinder” radio. The pilot turned a knob that caused an indicator to
slide across a radio dial as the signals of different stations
faded in and out. Upon hearing the call sign of the desired VOR
station, the pilot gently twiddled the dial back and forth to
optimize the signal, just as my grandfather did to get the best
reception of The Lone Ranger.

 


Now the VOR, even with its digital magic, is
becoming obsolete, as the Global Positioning System (GPS) takes
over as the primary means of navigation. (Only in the final stages
of approach for landing are radio aids still important.) GPS, now
common in cars and boats and in hand-held units used by hikers, is
familiar to many people other than pilots. Talk about digital
magic? We take GPS for granted, but its operation depends on the
latest in electronic and satellite technology, and even makes
practical use of special and general relativity. If only Einstein
had lived to see it.

 


Even glider pilots are taking their fingers
off the map as GPS units enter their cockpits. Since a glider has
no engine turning a generator to keep a battery charged, the number
of electronic gadgets that a glider can accommodate is limited by
the ability of a battery to keep it all going for many hours.
Fortunately, those gadgets get smaller and smaller and less and
less thirsty for electric power, so the glider pilot can talk and
navigate all day without fearing that it will all go dead. One big
edge that GPS gives a glider pilot in competition is the ability to
shave off distance at designated turn points. Without GPS, the
pilot must fly far enough past a turn point to wheel around in a
steep bank and take a picture of the point, to verify that the
corner hasn’t been cut. With GPS, the turn can be made closer to
the point, with the GPS unit dutifully recording the track to
provide later evidence that the pilot didn’t cut the corner. GPS
accuracy is measured in meters, not kilometers.
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In a glider, it’s little help to know where
you are if you can’t get where you’d like to go. Lift is
everything. On a good day—a day with thermals popping up all
over—it’s no great trick to stay up in one area. The challenge,
even on a good day, is to go somewhere, to get from A to B.
Usually, this necessarily requires flying through a good deal of
air that is going down, not up.

 


Broadly, there are three kinds of lift. Two if by wind and
one if by sun, so to speak. If wind near the ground encounters an
upslope, it is swept upward. This is called ridge lift. You can see
it at the seashore when an onshore breeze is pushed upward by a
sand dune near the beach, allowing gulls to glide back and forth
without flapping their wings. In Pennsylvania and extending on down
into West Virginia and Tennessee there are ridges hundreds of miles
long running from northeast to southwest. When the wind is
right—strong and from the northwest—These ridges produce lift that
can keep glider pilots aloft all day, if they have the endurance
for it. The region is known as the world’s longest diamond mine
because its ridge lift enables glider pilots to cruise more than
five-hundred kilometers—”diamond distance”—often at strikingly high
speed. Ridge flights of twice that distance have in fact been
accomplished.[14] I have never done this kind of soaring but I admire the
pilots who do. It entails flying a few hundred feet above the trees
in turbulent air hour after hour, vigilant every second for changes
in wind or updraft, alert every moment for the possibility of
having to turn aside and land in a nearby valley.

 


Once in Chamonix, France, I had the pleasure
of watching a more relaxed kind of ridge soaring. Pilots (or maybe
they should be called jumpers), hanging from a kind of rectangular
parachute called a paraglider, leapt from the top of a high cliff
and glided down toward the valley below. Sometimes, catching ridge
lift, they soared back and forth like hawks, remaining aloft, even
ascending.

 


Another kind of wind-generated lift is the
mountain wave. It is very distinct from ridge lift because it can
extend tens of thousands of feet above the ground.

 


A wave is set up when the wind is blowing
briskly across a mountain range and the speed of the wind increases
as the altitude increases. When this “gradient” exists, the air
downwind from the mountains can undulate up and down in a wave
action that has enabled some record-breaking glider flights to more
than 40,000 feet. (The record is 49,000 feet. My own highest wave
flight went to 27,200 feet. That was exciting enough—and cold
enough.) The only visible mark of a mountain wave is a possible
“lenticular” cloud, formed when moisture in the air condenses into
droplets as the air is cooled by its rising motion in the wave.
Lenticular clouds differ from ordinary clouds in that they sit
still over a location on the ground, rather than moving with the
wind. Pilots use waves mainly to reach for high altitude, but
sometimes use them to get from A to B.

 


It’s a common misconception that wind is
always needed for lift. Not so. The lift that glider pilots are
most familiar with is thermal lift, generated by the sun whether
there is wind or not. On a sunny summer morning, the sun goes about
its business of heating the earth. Inevitably some spots will be
heated more than others—a gravel pit more than a grass field, for
instance. This means that the air near the ground is also unevenly
heated. Hot air rises. Cooler air falls. This bubbling near the
surface leads at first just to light breezes and mild turbulence.
But along about late morning or midday, something major happens.
Here and there the air over a warm patch of ground rises more
forcefully, drawing surrounding air into itself and gaining a life
of its own. This thermal column may extend upward a thousand feet
or so as it starts to flex its muscles, and later in the day on up
to ten thousand feet or more. It may be a few hundred feet across
or more than half a mile.

 


It can live for hours and will move with the
wind far from where it was triggered. (Thus the pilot cruising over
a gravel pit in search of lift may find nothing there. The thermal
triggered at that spot could be long gone.)

 


Like a child who has flown the coop, a
thermal, once free of its birthplace, may be large, strong, and
independent. A glider pilot circling in a thermal can expect to
ascend at a rate of at least 200-300 feet per minute, and perhaps
as much as 1,000 feet per minute (the latter rate more likely in
the west than the east). If there is enough moisture in the air, a
thermal will have a headdress. The rising air cools, the moisture
condenses, and a small cumulus cloud forms atop the column. If the
top of the cloud looks like a cauliflower, it means that air is
still rising within it, creating an uneven upper surface. The
glider pilot has a good chance of finding lift under the
cauliflower cloud.

 


If the cloud looks more like whipped cream,
with a smooth top, it may be the legacy of a thermal that has gone
out of business. The glider pilot flying under the whipped cream
cloud is likely to be disappointed.

 


Sometimes thermals can line up shoulder to
shoulder to form what is more a wall than a column of lift. The
clouds topping the thermals then join into a single “cloud street,”
a pilot’s delight. In a usual columnar thermal, the pilot must
circle, sometimes steeply banked, to stay within the zone of lift.
The art of thermaling is staying “centered,” to take advantage of
the strongest lift the thermal has to offer. Under a cloud street,
the pilot can cruise along in a straight line, maintaining or
gaining altitude without a care in the world—until the cloud street
ends.

 


The principle of soaring cross-country using
thermal lift is simple. You gain altitude in a thermal, depart the
thermal when its lift weakens or it is about to carry you into its
headdress cloud (or into the instrument-control zone above 18,000
feet), then fly straight until you find another thermal, circle in
it, and so on. In practice, getting from A to B is not quite so
simple. There is the considerable danger that you may not find that
next thermal, in which case you will be looking for a suitable
place to land. And even if you do succeed in finding one thermal
after another, the clock is the enemy. It takes time to gain
altitude in a thermal, and the more altitude you lose searching for
the next thermal, the more time it takes to regain altitude in it.
Even on a good summer day, there may be only six or seven hours of
thermal activity, so the question is: How far can you go in that
time?

 


A whole science of cross-country flight using thermals has
developed. Back in 1954, the pioneer American glider pilot Paul
MacCready (later known for his designs of human-powered and
solar-powered aircraft) published the concept of “speed to
fly,”[15] which is the best speed to fly when angling down through
sinking air between thermals. Many a glider sports a “MacCready
ring” around its airspeed indicator to help the pilot figure out
what that optimal speed is. Nowadays a little computer in the
cockpit performs the task. The “speed to fly” is counterintuitive
because it’s faster than you think it should be. If you find
yourself in sinking air, your natural tendency is to slow down to
the “minimum sink” speed in order not to lose altitude any faster
than you have to. But by going faster, you spend less time in the
downdraft. And by going still
faster—by adopting MacCready’s “speed to fly”—you
minimize the total time you spend going down and then up, which in
turn maximizes your average speed over the ground. It’s all about
getting from A to B.

 


Several of my unsuccessful efforts to fly a
glider 500 kilometers started at Estrella sailport south of Phoenix
(es-STRAY-ya if you’re a purist, es-STRELL-uh if you’re not).
Estrella was owned and operated by Les Horvath, a charismatic
émigré from Hungary who excelled in both cross-country and
aerobatic soaring, and aggressively promoted both in his adopted
country. He summed it all up for me one day. “Ken,” he said, “When
in doubt, fly faster.”

 


==========

 14. Flights in mountain-generated wave
have gone even farther. As of 2006, the world’s record distance
flight in a glider, set in Argentina in 2004, was 2,192.9
kilometers (1,362.6 miles).

 


 15. He had developed and implemented the idea in 1947-48,
sharing it in the pages of Soaring
magazine in 1954. Preliminary ideas of the same
kind date from the 1930s.
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 Les
Horvath
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Some time in late 1967 or early 1968, Les
Horvath, who was then 31 and living in upstate New York, called his
younger brother Stephan in California, and said, “Stephan, I want
to build an airport.” Stephan, who, like Les, was an accomplished
glider pilot (both had started flying as teens in their native
Hungary) didn’t hesitate a moment. “Let’s do it,” he said (or words
to that effect). So they agreed that Les would scout in the east
and Stephan would scout in the west.

 


Les and Stephan had done well since getting
off the boat in New York eleven years earlier with no money, no
contacts, and no English. Les by now had a wife, three children
(all boys), a good job, and a nest egg he planned to use, one way
or another, to nurture his passion for soaring. Stephan, two years
younger, also had a good job, a nest egg, and a family—a wife and
two daughters. To Les and Stephan, with brains and confidence to
spare, creating a new airport and turning it into a world center
for soaring seemed a perfectly reasonable ambition.

 


In August 1968, Stephan called Les and said,
“I have a place I want you to see. Come on out and let’s look at
it.” Over the Labor Day weekend, they got together in Phoenix, and
drove out to a spot on government land about 25 miles south of the
city. It looked promising. They were confident that abundant
sunshine over the desert country would provide good thermal
activity pretty much year-round and that the nearby Estrella
Mountains, rising more than 3,000 feet above the desert floor,
would provide ridge lift, and probably wave activity as well.
Although Les had only a student license for power planes at the
time, he managed to rent an Aeronca Champ at a suburban airport,
and used it to size up the area. When, close to the Estrella
Mountains, he encountered a thermal updraft vastly stronger than
anything he had ever experienced before, he said, like Brigham
Young looking down the west slope of the Wasatch Mountains 121
years earlier, “This is the place.”

 


On April 1, 1969, nine
months after first laying eyes on the site, Les and Stephan had
leased the needed land from the Federal government, built three
runways and an apron, bought two gliders and a tow plane, spread
out a big parachute for shade, and were open for business. Here’s
how Les describes the first customer who showed up that day: “This
guy jumps out of his car and he says, ‘Here I am. Let’s go!’ He was
an airline pilot from New York City and he read a blurb in
Soaring magazine that
these two Hungarians are going to make an airport southwest of the
city of Phoenix and he decided there’s only one place it could
be—it’s gotta be here. So he just took some dirt roads and found
us, and he paid for a flight.”

 


Eighteen years later, when Les sold the
airport, his inventory consisted of fourteen gliders (including a
motor glider), three tow planes, a hangar, an office building, a
swimming pool, and two outside johns. He was employing twenty-five
people, including an assortment of part-time instructors and tow
pilots, and his wife Betty as the office manager. His sons by that
time were grown and gone, but they had helped out earlier. Stephan
had gone on to other things after about four years in the business,
his half being bought out by Les. Les himself stayed on to manage
the airport for a couple of more years after he sold it. He could
rightfully claim to have built one of the most successful
commercial glider ports in the world. (I won’t get into the
question of Minden vs. Estrella. Both are outstanding soaring
centers. Both have provided me with wonderful experiences in the
air.)
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Les Horvath was born in Budapest, Hungary in
1936, the first of four children. Stephan arrived two years later.
Then came another boy and a girl. Les’s father worked as a
maintenance electrician in a factory. His mother stayed home with
the children except when she had to take temporary farm jobs to
help make ends meet. Les was a child during World War II and came
of age under the Communist dictatorship that followed.

 


It was the unsuccessful revolution in 1956
and the return of the Soviet tanks that triggered his desire to get
out. As he put it, “I was supposed to go into the army, and I just
wasn’t going to be in the Red Army.” His implacable hatred of
Communism makes him, even now, extremely sensitive to political
winds that blow in America.

 


Les completed eight years of formal
education and, at age 14, went to work in his father’s factory as
an electrician’s apprentice, with his father as a boss. He had a
friend and neighbor, less financially pressed, who was able to
enroll in a two-year electrician’s school. When Les turned sixteen,
he borrowed the friend’s books, studied them for three months, and
passed the electrician’s exam. With Les bringing in money and his
mother supplementing the income a little, the family was getting
by, and Stephan was able to stay in school.

 


At age ten, Les built a radio that worked.
At eleven, he fashioned motor-driven machines from heavy paper. A
few years later, he and another friend started building model
gliders, some sophisticated enough to circle in thermals. The
friend designed, Les built. In the spring of 1954 (Les was
seventeen), this friend disappeared every weekend. “Finally,” says
Les, “I caught up with him. I say, ‘What’s going on?’ and he says,
‘Next Saturday I’ll take you some place and I’ll let you see what’s
going on.’ So the next Saturday I went with him and we ended up at
the glider port.” That shaped the rest of Les’s life.

 


Actually, his first experience in a glider
that Saturday scared him to death. He and an instructor were
“winched” to an altitude of 700 or 800 feet. (To be “winched” is to
be pulled aloft by a long cable attached to a motor-driven winch at
the far end of the field.) Once they cut loose from the cable, the
instructor showed him that if the stick is moved to one side, the
wings tilt and the glider enters a bank. The instructor’s draconian
method of teaching in a first flight was to allow the bank to
continue until the glider was upside down, then to take over the
controls, right the ship, and land it. “When we landed,” says Les,
“I kissed the ground, and I said, ‘Never again. This is not for
me.’ But all week long, the experience was bugging me.” The next
Saturday, Les was back at the field. A year later, he had
accumulated 220 flights, most of them no more than a few minutes in
duration, the longest being 45 minutes. In all that time, he had
been pulled aloft by a tow plane only once. The other launches were
with a winch or a bungee cord.

 


All this glider training was free, courtesy
of the Soviet Air Force. Les had to go to ground school, learn
every detail of the glider’s construction, learn to pack a
parachute, and pass the same rigorous physical exam as a MIG pilot.
He was shouted at and hit. It was expected that if he survived the
screening process, a MIG pilot is just what he would become.
Instead he made his way to America and became one of the world’s
preeminent glider pilots. He likes to say of motor-driven flight,
“I have no use for a power plane other than to get somewhere. It’s
the same as cars. You turn the key, you go where you want to, you
turn the key, and you do what you came to do.” By now, Les has
logged over 10,000 hours in gliders and about 500 hours in power
planes.

 


With their parent’s acquiescence, if not
exactly their blessing, Les and Stephan made their way to the
Hungarian-Austrian border, leaving Budapest on Sunday, November 18,
1956 for an uncle’s house nearer the border, and going on to the
border two days later. It was a few weeks after the Soviets had put
down the Hungarian revolution and less than a week since the boys
decided to leave. Les was twenty, Stephan just shy of eighteen.
They said goodbye to their parents and younger siblings, not
knowing whether they would be back in a couple of days or never. It
turned out to be never. Some friendly border guards accepted a
small bribe and they were in Austria. (Les left home with two
weeks’ salary in his pocket, Stephan with a watch he thought he
might sell.)

 


The Austrians put Les and Stephan and some
other border-crossers on a train to Kematen, a small city between
Vienna and Salzburg. There, within a couple of weeks, they secured
an immigration visa to America and were taken under the wing of
Catholic Charities, which temporarily took over the management of
these young men’s lives—and payment of their bills. With a crowd of
other emigrés, they were transported by train from Kematen to
Bremerhaven, Germany, and, in a crossing that must have taken about
ten days, by ship from there to New York. They arrived in New York
on January 16, 1957.

 


Thanks to Catholic Charities, they were not
cast adrift in the big city. They were bussed to Camp Kilmer in New
Jersey, where they spent two weeks. Because jobs for electricians
were reportedly available in Buffalo, New York, Les and Stephan
were put on a bus to that city, where, indeed, Les found work in
nearby Lockport. After another week, Stephan, who lacked specific
journeyman skills, was placed in a job at a state mental hospital
in Poughkeepsie, New York. After about six months, Stephan, by then
fluent in English and possessor of a driver’s license, took off by
car with a friend for California. Les stayed in upstate New York
until the brothers rejoined in Arizona nearly a dozen years after
their arrival in America.
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For years, Les’s passion for soaring lay
dormant. By the time he joined a soaring club in Utica in 1965,
nine years had passed since his arrival in New York. He had a good
job, a wife, three sons, and some savings. Then he started soaring
in earnest, logging more hours in a year than all the rest of the
club members combined. He took the club glider to Cooperstown,
where he found a tow pilot who would pull him aloft winter and
summer. Within a year, he had bought his own glider, a Blanik (a
sturdy medium-performance metal ship made in what was then
Czechoslovakia). It was in just such a plane that he had had his
only aerotow in Hungary. He sold the Blanik two years later before
moving to Arizona.

 


Les has a certain style, which endeared him
to me and many others. He says that his experiences with the
military in Hungary taught him how not to treat customers and how
not to teach students. When I called him late in the day—it must
have been at least 8:00 p.m.—after landing at an auxiliary Air
Force base in Arizona, he acted as if it were the most routine call
in the world; he didn’t betray any of the anxiety that, by that
time, he must have been feeling. (“Where is that guy? Why hasn’t he
called?”) “So the Air Force wants me to pick you up before 8:00 in
the morning,” he said. “I’ll be there at 7:30.” At 7:25, after my
surprisingly comfortable night in the small cockpit of the Grob 102
and after a breakfast of water and cheese crackers, I heard the
buzz of an approaching Piper Pawnee. It touched down at 7:30. As we
were connecting the tow rope from the Pawnee to the Grob, Les said,
“I’m going to fly as fast as this bird will go with a glider in
tow, so you better trim nose down. I’ll be flying close to some
mountain peaks. Don’t be alarmed. That’s the way I like to fly.” It
was a very agreeable flight back to Estrella.

 


As to how Les likes to fly, here’s his
description of a show he put on in his glider many times at annual
air shows held in Mesa, Arizona: “After my aerobatic routine, I
would be at a thousand feet approximately over the point where I
wanted to touch down. I’d dive down steeply to pick up speed, pull
up to a 45 degree up angle, do a half-roll, and then finish like a
loop from the half-roll into a vertical attitude, and continue over
the top until I’m pointed straight down at the ground. I’d pull out
of the vertical dive, leveling a foot above the ground, touching
down on the taxiway and rolling to where the people were standing,
opening up the canopy as I came to a stop.”

 


Was Les crazy? No. He pushed the envelope,
as they say, but he wasn’t crazy. Just very, very skilled. “You
know,” he told me, “I had thousands of hours in gliders by the time
I did this routine, and I didn’t start doing it near the ground. I
started doing it at high altitude, perfecting it there.”
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Les is a fierce competitor. Back in 1978 or
1979 he finished first in international competition in flying for
speed over prescribed courses, and he has finished in the top five
a number of times. He has also won aerobatic championships, and
some of his students and protegés have done so, too. Once, for
reasons that seemed to hinge more on personalities than skills, Les
was excluded from being part of the American team in an
international competition in Texas. He contacted a Hungarian pilot
who was planning to come and compete, and that pilot, without ado,
arranged for Les to get a Hungarian passport (“almost overnight,”
Les said), so Les traveled from Arizona to Texas to compete as a
Hungarian. He finished a creditable 12th in a large field, and was
not entirely disappointed to see a rival on the American team
finish 18th.
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I once asked Les if he had ever had any
outlandings that led to interesting stories. And whether he had
ever had an accident. “Well, a couple of outlandings that might
qualify,” he said, “and one accident for sure.”

 


One outlanding came in Ohio during a contest
in 1986. To get back to base, Les and the other pilots had to
penetrate a nasty squall line containing heavy rain and strong
downdrafts. I’ll let Les tell the story: “There were screams on the
radio. One guy went in there and got totally disoriented, with his
speed building. He was screaming his head off. [He got control and
survived.] I found a little area that looked just a little less
grim than the rest. I was 6,000 feet above the ground when I
entered the squall line and I was probably 200 feet above the
ground when I came out. I can’t see forward because the cold rain
caused moisture to condense on the inside of the canopy. I can
still see out the side, and here’s this fenced yard, a big yard,
and I’m in a 35 [a Schweizer 1-35, furnished to Les by the
Schweizer factory in Elmira, New York], which is a very good short
distance lander, really excellent. So I’m making the turn, and I
see kids running out of the building—it was the backyard of a
school.

 


“I said, ‘Damn. I can’t do this. I’m just
gonna turn.’ I can’t see forward, I don’t know what’s there. So I
put my glider into a side-slip so that I can go between two poles
at the far side of the schoolyard and get the hell out of there.
The moment I got through that opening, I kicked the rudder to
straighten it, and I was touching down.

 


“It seems like only moments later this big
guy is coming at me. I barely got out of the glider and he’s just
nonstop shouting. He’s very angry and he’s ready to punch me in the
nose. He was telling me that I’m gonna drive my goddamn car with
the goddamn trailer into his field and I’m gonna crush all his
crops (he must have had a bad experience), and I’m saying, ‘No, I’m
not. No, I’m not. No, I’m not.’ Finally, one of those ‘No, I’m
not’s’ stopped him. ‘You’re not? You’re not gonna?’ ‘No,’ I said,
‘I’m not. So far I haven’t done any damage to your crop. Here’s my
wheel; it’s in a row between the crops. And my wing just went down
after I stopped. I haven’t damaged anything. My crew’s gonna walk
in. Piece by piece, we take the glider out of here to solid ground,
out of your crop, and we’re gonna put it into its trailer over
there.’ He’s quiet for a moment and then suddenly he says, ‘Well.’
We were just good friends from then on.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/23353
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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