“50 Flags to Kitty Hawk”

Daily Progress (or Regress) Report

Day 4 – Sunday, August 17th, 2003

by John Gobel

Since yesterday we only got as far as Orange Municipal Airport in Orange, MA., we were hoping for good weather and an opportunity to make up some mileage.  Orange is also known as Jump Town, USA since they have a major parachute jumping center there, so last evening we watched 40 to 50 parachutists jump out of perfectly good airplanes, scatter all over the skies, then make these feather-light touchdowns pretty much on target.

The whole things raised the hair on the back of our collective necks.  Geez, you’re just stepping into space, for crying out loud!  No engines, or anything!

Even though they were doing a lot of fancy floating through space, our parachutes still had one thing over theirs – we could go down and UP!  So of course, when they were done jumping, we went up to show off that feature.  They were impressed (we think).

So here we are Sunday morning, still recovering from having covered only about 20 miles yesterday, all revved up and ready to go by 5:30.  Dunbar, who escaped certain calamity by some cool piloting and a major dose of luck after he had an engine failure on his approach, was scheduled to fly the first leg of today’s trip from Orange Municipal to Albert Farms (the original destination yesterday).  Joining him were Bill Grusik and Robin Paradis.  The flight was smooth and uneventful, which makes for dull reporting but for excellent flying.

Albert’s Farm is just what it says – a farm that Mr. Albert owns, onto which he built a wide sidewalk and called it an airstrip.  Flying into it was easy, since we had the GPS coordinates, but finding it on the road was once again a challenge.  So of course, the drivers got lost, but only mildly, considering previous episodes, and got there in time.

From Albert’s Farm (in Worthington, MA) to Red Hook, NY was the next leg of about 55 miles (about a 2 hour flight).  Flying it were Doug Sukeforth, flight leader, and Mike O’Donnell and John Gobel as wingmen.  All three were ecstatic about being in the air rather than having to drive and being a semi-constant state of “lost.”  All three had a nice takeoff, and the underwhelming crowd of Mr. Albert’s three cousins wildly applauded.

The flight again was uneventful.  Had a good tailwind, calm skies, so we truly enjoyed the scenery of the New York countryside.  Due to the miracle of GPS technology, we found another little strip in the middle of nowhere.  Totally deserted, so our beautiful landings (less one, who made several landings out of one, and who shall remain nameless, but who if he had a name would be Irish with an O’Something) were not covered by the massive news media.

Once again our drivers were a little lost, but it was incredibly remote so we gave them the benefit of the doubt.  Except one.  John’s driver Roger was setting records for his incredible and inscrutable ability to be in a pack of 3 to 5 big trucks and trailers and still get lost.  To make a long and sad story short and sad, he finally showed up about almost two hours after the others.  John went through all stages of the classic stress reaction – denial (he can’t possibly be lost), to anger (I’ll kill the SOB), to self-pity (I’ll just hide behind this tree and cry for a while), back to anger (after I kill the SOB I’ll stick knitting needles into his lifeless corpse), to humor (I’ll paint a mustache onto his lifeless corpse).  Anyway, Roger eventually showed up – you DO NOT want hear his explanation – it was incredibly lame but it was his story and he was sticking to it.

It was getting pretty gusty by then, but Doug and Jerry Sukeforth (also known as the “Death-Wish Brothers”) decided to make the next leg, which was from Red Hook, NY to Randall Airport in Middletown, NY., about a 48 mile leg.  They did a great job negotiating the winds, had a good tailwind, and made it to Middletown in good time.

The rest of us drove there to spend the evening.  Saw some very good looking sheep along the way.

Roger did not get lost.  Also, he did not drive.

The airport manager at Randall did not know we were coming, and was not crazy about us showing up unannounced (probably wouldn’t have been happy even announced).  But John earned his keep by using his diplomacy (some refer to it as bullshit) to smooth the way, and the airport manager let us stay the night.

Had another team meeting that night, and we covered the basics again – stay together, be responsible for the person behind you in a caravan, etc.  We planned the next day, which was to fly to Hacketstown, NJ, from there to Robbinsville, NJ, and possibly to Southern Cross airport in Williamstown, NJ.  We all faced tomorrow with trepidation, as folks are different in New Jersey and the friendly receptions we’ve received may not hold up there.

People are getting tired, mostly from the driving and the getting lost, but spirits are good.  Not much snapping or growling.  However, nobody seems to be singing “Oh What a Beautiful Morning” at 4 AM, which has been the standard wake-up call up to now.

After 4 days, we think we’re doing pretty well.  We’ve covered 7 of the 19 legs, and 309 miles.  We still have 473 miles to go, with 12 legs.  However, some of the more difficult flying is behind us, and the rest of the difficult flying should be over in a few days.

