“50 Flags to Kitty Hawk”

Daily Progress (or Regress) Report

Day 5 – Monday, August 18th, 2003

by John Gobel

Mike O’Donnell, Ken Paradis (a ringer brought in by Robin Paradis), and John Gobel were up at the usual 4 AM, ready to fly by sun-up at 5:30.  The first leg today was from Randall, NY, where we stayed last night to Hackettstown, NJ. John was in the lead today.

The take-off was done in the twilight (some would have said darkness), but all went well after Mike finally started his engine, and Ken finally got his radio working, and John finally found his sunglasses in the dark.  But, we were only 10 minutes late getting off the ground.

Weather was excellent, with a good 10 mph tailwind, no major mountains, and no thunderstorms.  About half way, we encountered solid fog groundcover, but we climbed up high enough so we could see that it thinned out about 10 miles away.  We deviated from our course slightly to stay near some big hills that were sticking our through the fog cover in case we had an engine failure.  Anyway, it did clear up after a while, and we were finally in New Jersey.  We were about to test New Jersey’s reputation as the most unfriendly state in the Union.

Now many of us who have driven through New Jersey have seen the Jersey Turnpike and vicinity, so we could generally see why Jersey is regarded as the armpit of the nation.  To be fair, though, northern Jersey is quite beautiful with rolling hills, beautiful fields and vegetation – a lot like Maine, but with more people.  Anyway, we got to see some of this very nice countryside.

The we landed in Hacketsstown.  We quickly found out that the “unfriendliest” reputation was well earned.  We landed at an airstrip that was labeled as a public airfield on our (old) maps, but was in fact private.  The owner was most ungracious about our arrival, but this time Doug Sukeforth did his bid as the Maine delegate to the United Nations, and was able to charm them into letting us do our flag exchange, and landing/takeoff.

So we did that, and waited for the drivers with our rigs.  The next leg was from Hackettstown to Robbinsville, NJ (yes, STILL in New Jersey), and Dunbar Seamans and Jim Holloway were the two pilots flying this 44 mile leg.  They took off from Hackettstown, with the light winds behind them, promising a good flight.  Dunbar repeated to himself a few dozen times “Don’t forget your emergency fuel supply, don’t forget your emergency fuel supply…”.)

Our rigs finally got there, with only minor lost episodes, as these small (and especially “private”) airports are not marked on the roads.  Oh, there was one exception – the driver of John’s rig, Roger.  

Apparently, after yesterday’s episode, and after John had the other drivers vow that they will NOT lose Roger, there were 3 rigs, with Roger in the middle.  However, Roger miraculously escaped this truck sandwich somehow, and was nowhere to be seen or found.  Robin stayed with John as they waited for Roger.  Robin tried to console John who did not have enough energy to be murderous, but who just quietly wept by the roadside.  Robin provided him with about 30 or 40 Kleenex tissues.  Further helping John to see the brighter side of this dismal situation, Robin cheerfully reminded him that “It was so difficult to find this place that I truly do not expect to see Roger today.”  

Again, John went through all the stages of severe stress, the denial, anger, vows of revenge, incredulousness, more anger, and finally more anger.  After 3 and a half hours, and not having any way to contact him, John finally called the state police.  They said that they do not generally look for lost people, but John explained that Roger was not a well man, so the state police said they’d log it in.  John’s rationale was that anybody that can get lost from in between to big trucks and two big trailers cannot be a well man.

About two minutes after the state police conversation, Roger shows up!  Cancel the state police call – sorry, sirs!  Again, Roger had an incredible story, and he was sticking to it.  John’s pulse returned to under 200, and they got on way again, driving to Williamstown, another dreaded New Jersey stop.

Saw some really beautiful sheep along the way.  Also, a couple of pretty good looking cows.

In the meanwhile, Jim and Dunbar arrived from Hacketsstown (also known as “Crabby People Town, USA”) at Robbinsville, where they were also greeted with general hostility.  New Jersey was determined to maintain its reputation.  But, Jim and Dun had a very nice flight.

Jerry Sukeforth and Bill Grusik had driven to Robbinsville (they did not get lost – a true miracle!).  Jim wanted fly another leg, as his mother and ex-wife were going to meet him at the destination of that leg in Williamstown, NJ. They both got to see Jim land.  We’re pretty sure his mother was rooting for him to make a safe landing – we don’t quite know what his ex-wife may have been rooting for.   So Jerry, Bill, and Jim took off as soon as the previous flight of Dunbar and Jim landed, and had another successful leg with favorable winds and bright sunshine.

The flight from Robbinsville arrived at Williamstown, New Jersey at the Southern Cross airport.  As was to be expected, there were many New Jersey people there.  The three fliers, and the rest of us driving all met there.  

Then another miracle happened.

The people were incredibly friendly!  We checked our maps – we must be lost.  But no, we were still in New Jersey! The airport is owned by an old-timer pilot, with old vintage aircraft all over the place, and he and the others there were just very curious about our trip, and very courteous and helpful to us.  We took showers, he gave us tomatoes, let us use his phone line for transmissions to the website, etc.  It was a very pleasant surprise.  Hope nobody in the neighborhood noticed all this genuine hospitality, because they’d probably report him to the State Ministry of Unfriendliness!

The HERO OF THE DAY award today went to Jerry Sukeforth.  After we all gathered at the Southern Cross airport, and before we had our daily meeting, he forced us all to stand up (grumbling, grumbling), walk this way (what is this, we’re going to hold hands now?), stop here (gee whiz!).  He led us to a big rosebush, and said “OK, now everybody, stop here and SMELL THE ROSES!”  We all had a good laugh, but it did a lot to remind us that this truly is a lot of fun, and we’ve got to stop rushing around and enjoy this once-in-a-lifetime adventure.  Thanks, Jerry!

Had a very good flying day today, so after 5 days, we’ve covered 10 legs and 446 miles.  We have 9 legs and 336 miles to go.  Tomorrow, we’ll have two big bodies of water to cross.  John Gobel and Bill Grusik are scheduled to take first leg in the morning, going from Williamstown (Southern Cross) to Smyrna.

Roger is still alive.  We have duct-taped him to the bumper of one of the trucks, however.

