“50 Flags to Kitty Hawk”

Daily Progress (or Regress) Report

Day 6 – Tuesday, August 19th, 2003

by John Gobel

We spent the night at Southern Cross airport at Williamstown, New Jersey after having completed the tenth leg of our journey. A few of the guys went ahead to our next stop, Smyrna, Delaware so they’d be ready when the flight crew coming from Southern Cross arrived. 

Did you notice something great in the previous sentence? It said Smyrna, DELAWARE. We were finally about to be out of New Jersey. Although, to be fair, the last stop there was excellent.

Bill Grusik and John Gobel were scheduled to fly the Southern Cross to Smyrna leg (about 45 miles). They took off at some ungodly hour, at the legally allowed 30 minutes before sunrise but still pretty much dark. Not a good idea seeing that Bill tripped over his steering pedals and John mistook a nearby John Deere lawn tractor for his plane.

Since this leg included crossing the Delaware river for about a three mile stretch (which explains why only two people went on this leg), Bill and John each had a life vest and a flotation device which you could activate before you hit the water and which would allegedly keep your plane afloat, but you were on your own. A neat little contraption that I viewed with mixed emotions. On one hand I did not want to have an engine failure and end up in the Delaware River, on the other hand I was really curious to see how this device would work.

Again we had a slight tailwind and were able to make that leg in about one hour and 45 minutes - at least 15 minutes before running out of fuel. We only had one incident when John performed his rendition of “Oh what a beautiful morning” on the radio. Bill tried to ram him in the air and a few small birds swooped down at him in a threatening manner.

Smyrna is actually a private grass strip cut out of a corn field – very picturesque. The owners are a very sweet lady named Barbara and her husband. She took lots of pictures, which she’ll regret when she has them processed since some of our characters are so shady that their pictures don’t develop.

Mike, Dunbar, and Robin were ready at Smyrna. Flags were passed, and the official flag-passing picture was taken. John and Bill handed over the flotation devices and life vests to the Smyrna crew who had to deliver them to Doug and Jerry (“the Death Wish Brothers”) so they could do the long water legs over the Chesapeake Bay. The boys were then away to the next destination, Cambridge, Maryland, a 58-mile leg.  

This was a long leg, so the emergency fuel tanks had to be used. All three pilots had tested these on the ground and they worked fine. So far, so good. Can you guess what comes next? Here are two clues: fuel and Dunbar. The plot thickens. 

So after about an hour and a half, Dunbar decides to open his emergency fuel tank so it could drain into his very low main tank (he learned his lesson a few days ago when he had an engine failure when he ran out of fuel). He reached behind him to turn the fuel switch on and to his depressing amazement he can’t reach the switch! Now, he did test this on the ground, but not with his lap belt and shoulder belts on. With these on, he found that it couldn’t be done. He could get close – within a few inches, but not quite there.

So here is his dilemma. He might be able to do it if he takes his restraining belt off and sort of half turns backwards. But that involves sitting on this dinky little seat at a thousand feet without any restraints to keep you in – a very depressing prospect. He left that option as a last resort.

Being very clever, Dunbar looks around and sees the grease pencil that is attached to his kneeboard. With a sigh of relief, he uses it to extend his reach and flip the little switch. By the way, the switch is a small lever coated in plastic. The grease pencil is a grease pencil. A bad combination – each of the numerous tries had the same result: slipping off.

Now the dreaded “no seat belt” option is looming closer and closer. But just then, another stroke of genius strikes him. He remembers his long Bowie knife he carries for survival situations. Perfect to extend his reach with the only downside being that he can accidentally cut off the valve switch and all the gas gushes into his back instead of into the tank. Worth the risk considering the alternatives. 

Then, the happy ending. Dunbar activates the switch with the knife, nothing is cut off and he won’t run out of fuel for at least another hour. Borrowed some luck from 2007.

The rest of us drove to the other side of the Chesapeake Bay to Tappahannock, Virginia. Beautiful countryside. Saw some incredibly beautiful sheep along the way. Could have sworn one of them winked at me.

Now we’re approaching one the most exciting parts of the trip – crossing two large bodies of water. Dunbar, Mike, and Robin did their job – got the flag and the flotation devices to the edge of the water at Cambridge MD. Now it was up to the only two pilots who actually volunteered for these legs – who else but the Sukeforth brothers, Doug and Jerry.

Crossing bodies of water is psychologically traumatizing but, of course, not really any more dangerous than landing in the deep woods. However, none of us but the Death Wish Brothers wanted to do it. 

There are always quite a few barges on the Chesapeake Bay, so the emergency landing scheme of the boys was to land on a barge. Their alternate plan was to land close to one. 

Both the water legs were relatively short, 32 and 35 miles, so Doug and Jerry flew both and had quite an enjoyable time doing it. At first they gained several thousand feet of altitude to have gliding ability (the smart move), but then they came down to several hundred feet, as the winds were a lot more favorable there. Anyway, without being able to test the flotation devices, both arrived safely at the start of leg #15 at Tappahannock VA. Yes, Virginia!

For volunteering to fly the mentally most difficult part of the trip, Jerry and Doug get the Hero of the Day award for day six

We flew four good legs today for a total distance of 165 miles. We have completed fourteen legs and covered 611 miles – still have five legs and about 200 miles to go. We’re getting more organized and while it’s not exactly in military precision, it’s a lot closer to the way we planned it.

Don’t have time to do the feature on the ground support crew today but will do it tomorrow.

Nobody driving got lost today. Not even Roger. I figured he’d at least fake being lost, just to see me going into convulsions. 

