5/3/04, Monday

Yesterday, after my flight on Saturday (5/1/04), I got out my hand-held GPS at Albert Lea, marked the latitude/longitude coordinates, and measured the distance to my land-out site. It was 165 statute miles, as the crow flies. My longest flight to date. And, while it’s harder to measure this, perhaps my best flight ever. It made my energy level for the trip back—trailering the Pilatus glider back to Bensons, then reassembling the glider at Benson’s, then driving back to Duluth—very high. The 2.5 hour drive from Benson’s to Duluth was sunny, partly due to the weather, and I’m sure, partly due to the high I was still riding from the flight.

The weekend started out on Friday for me. Dick Huber and I caravanned glider trailers down to Faribault (thanks to Andy Power for helping me with disassembly), met up with Leon Zeug, and our then caravan of three trailers made its way down to Albert Lea. We arrived in daylight. Amongst others, Kathleen Winters and Jim Hard were there. Kathleen was going to fly the next day, with Jim crewing. We learned that Jim Hanson was going to put together a barbeque at his house for the arriving pilots. We tied down our glider trailers, and in retrospect, should have assembled our ships, but left that until the morning. More on that in a moment. I was staying at Chez Tent, and so that was assembled as well. After a very welcoming evening at Jim Hanson’s and his wife’s place (thanks to the both of you for all the food and your gracious hospitality!), bed was calling out. 

At 6:30am, I poked my head out of my tent, and saw clear blue sky. Wow! The prediction was for an iffy day. At 8am (after I was so antsy talking to my girlfriend on my mobile phone for an hour, I had to get off the line and get to my glider), I started glider assembly on the Pilatus. My tent neighbor, Curt, helped me out with the wings. Paul Campobasso and his wife, memory serving, helped out too. While we were rigging, Jim Hard came by with some sheets of paper, and a smile. I looked at the paper, which was the soaring forecast for the day, and the soaring indices were negative all the way up to 10,000 feet. Interpretation: A BOOMER!!! The full impact didn’t really hit me until the end of the day, but we should have been launching our gliders at least by 11am. The cumulus clouds started popping by 10am or so. By the time of my actual launch at 1pm, the day was starting to look saturated with cumulus. At the pilots briefing at 10am, I declared my intent to head South. I had been wanting to make for Ames, Iowa, where a friend of mine lives, but under Kathleen and Jim’s encouragement, I set my goals for as far South as the day would take me. Eric Bluhm and I agreed that he would be my ground crew, and he would equip the Pilatus with his ham radio/gps tracking system, and put the ground station in my truck. This would allow him to have a map positioning trace of both myself in the glider, and the truck—so he could drive, following me from the ground.

After having a stomach sinking feeling of seeing Jim Henry launch, and release while at perhaps 20 feet (he had a canopy failure, but landed safely), I pushed out, climbed in, did my checklist, and with Eric running my wing, launched. I released at 2,000’ feet in very strong lift. I estimate it took only five minutes to climb to 7,000 AGL. A boomer indeed! I committed myself to heading South, and started on my way. 

At various points throughout the flight, I faintly heard Eric on the radio. We’d used the main antennae on the glider for the tracking system, putting a “rubber ducky” on the glider radio. I transmitted back the few times I heard Eric, but later I found out he didn’t hear me. A hand-held radio seems necessary in my future, both for times like this and to have a radio in my truck for my ground crew. It would have been better to talk to Eric about my direction and plans. I kept a mainly Southern direction, following I-35, because I’d told Eric this and wanted to keep with that. If we could have talked on the radio, I would have likely changed to a South-East heading—the clouds looked better in that direction, and that was straight downwind.

I tried to keep my low altitude band at 5,000 MSL but was mostly unsuccessful at that. I dropped down a couple of times at least to 3,000 MSL before finding lift. This flight achieved my personal highest in-state altitude of 8,000 MSL. It wasn’t feasible to maintain that altitude though. The virga (precipitation from clouds that doesn’t make it to the ground) decreased the visibility at altitude. Another sign that I should have launched earlier in the day. At several times during the flight, there was very nice cloud streeting. I was near cloudbase, flying at 60 to 70 knots, and ascending or keeping my altitude! 

I’ve debated to myself about whether or not to include this part in this writeup but, it seems best to document this as it might help other new cross-country pilots. This flight was, in some ways, my first true cross-country flight. I started from a new airfield, landed out in a farmer’s field, and was flying over fully new terrain. I had three sectionals with me, but hadn’t much practice in reading those particular maps. Plus, this was my third technical cross-country flight (including some navigation, and landing a glider at a new destination at a significant distance from a starting field). This said, for part of my flight I was “lost.” I knew I was heading South, and that was certainly easy. I had reasonable confidence that Eric Bluhm was tracking me (while I couldn’t have a conversation with him due to the radio issue, I had no indication from him that the tracking system was having problems, and some ways into the flight he radioed that he had me visually, and so I assumed the tracking system was operating fine). However, after I ran to the edge of the Omaha sectional, I made a map reading mistake. Instead of turning over the Omaha map, and following down to Ames, I switched over to the Kansas City sectional. Clearly the mistake of someone inexperienced in using sectionals, and someone who had likely not spent enough time in reading the maps on the terrain in this area. In my own defense though I had never flown this far before. And, additionally, this was a very salient learning experience! (Being trained in part as an experimental psychologist, this makes for interesting anecdotal data on human problem solving!).

At this point in the flight I could clearly see a large city off to the West. From my (incorrect) map reading, I thought it was Kansas City. I doubted at that time the reality of my assessment (I’d driven to Kansas City before and I didn’t think I’d flown far enough yet for that!), but still it was a large city, likely with air traffic restrictions, so I gave it wide berth, flying to the East. Continuing the South, I flew over a river (later finding out it was the Des Moines River—the large city was Des Moines), and getting South of the river, the lift stopped working. Getting down around 2,000 AGL, I started eyeing up the farmers fields. Eric later told me that there were airfields in the area, but I hadn’t seen any since crossing the river, and the fields looked good, plus I had a slight bias towards farmers fields—I wanted to get more experience in landing in fields! (not to mention, my map reading was entirely off, so the map was no help at all). Dropping lower to around 1,500 AGL, I was upwind and to the North of my intended landing field, getting set up for a right hand pattern, landing into the wind. I had spotted an object in the field, but it looked too large for a fence post (again, in talking to Eric later, he suggested the object might have had wires projecting from it—I didn’t think of that, but will learn from that experience). It turned out that this large object in the field was a windmill, and I kept well away from it. I landed at 5:30pm, in the middle of a field, which had to be at least 2,000’ square, if not larger. I was very excited. I had only landed once (no bouncing), and the rollout was reasonably short. The field was nearly perfectly flat. Dirt only, no crop. Landing into the wind, I put the ship down along the very shallow furrows. The glider had made almost no disturbance to the field—the farmer would have hopefully no reason to be upset. My flight was more comfortable than my Silver Distance flight from Bensons to Faribault. On that flight, I was too cold. With only a long-sleeved shirt, jeans, and boots—staying near cloud base got me too cold. On this flight, I had a gliding sweater my mother had knitted (it fits on like a hospital gown), and my torso and arms were warm enough. My legs and feet though felt the cold. Next time: Thermal underwear and warmer socks!

I then called Eric on my mobile phone and gave him my latitude/longitude off my handheld GPS. Eric was now homing in on my location and would be there shortly. My next order of business after calling Eric, should have been to start the glider disassembly. I was so excited though (this was my first farmer’s field landing in the Pilatus) that I called my mother! Then I texted my girlfriend, and called a friend of mine in Ames. Around that time, Eric arrived, neatly pulling up along the furrowed rows. Glider disassembly went relatively smoothly, and we pulled out of the field around 7:30pm, still in good daylight. We talked briefly with the farmer, and he was fine with our use of his field—he was only concerned that we might have been stealing something! The drive ahead of us was reasonably substantial—we arrived back at 11pm. Eric was good company on the way back—sharing in the excitement of my flight! When we got back to Albert Lea, Eric was taunting the absent power pilots (who were not there)—you silly pilots who need engines!!! Thanks again Eric!

All in all it was a fantastic day. Kathleen made her Diamond distance—a flight of some 320 statute miles to SE of Kansas City (way to go Kathleen!!!), and Paul Campobasso made his 5 hour duration—completing his Silver Badge!!  I hear from Kathleen that Dick Huber completed his Silver as well!

