“50 Flags to Kitty Hawk”

Daily Progress (or Regress) Report

Day 7 – Wednesday, August 20th, 2003

by John Gobel

Last night we arrived at the Tappahannock Virginia Airport with. Jerry and Doug Sukeforth carrying the flag across a bunch of water. Jerry called his wife to let her know he was still alive to which she jokingly replied, “Thanks, I just wasted all that money on the extra premium for your life insurance”. We’re pretty sure she was joking.

In case anyone had doubts about our mental acuity, here is a little episode to illustrate that we can learn from our mistakes. Doug and Jerry were coming in to Tappahannock Municipal and realized they had a strong crosswind. Flash backs of Jaffrey NH started screaming at Doug. Visions of broken wheels and axles danced in their heads and they wisely improvised. Nearby was a community golf course. All normal ultra-light pilots want to land on a golf course. There’s something so inviting about all that beautiful smooth grass – it’s almost sensuous (provided you stay out of the sand traps). Doug and Jerry went for it and made good landings on the driving range portion of the course. 

Most golf course owners are not happy about such landings but the people here were just fabulous. They invited us to use their shop facilities including showers, office phone, bathrooms, etc. True Virginia hospitality, certainly deserved a bottle of wine.

By the way, throughout this trip Doug Sukeforth has been distributing bottles of wine to individuals whose domain we invaded, intentionally or otherwise, and who have been nice to us. Very effective and gracious. Thanks, Doug for your thoughtfulness. This wasn’t part of our planning process but was a great improvisation.

We’re getting close and the weather looks good all day today so we started leg 15 from the tenth tee of the Tappahannock golf course to New Kent County Airport in Quinton Virginia. Flying this leg were a bunch of us - Jim Holloway, Mike O’Donnell, Dunbar Seamans, Ken Paradis (Robin’s brother) and John Gobel. The only challenge on takeoff was to go between the flag on the green and the sand trap on the right. We used a five iron.

Again, an uneventful flight. Good to fly those but no story in it. We did have several people with GPS or radio malfunctions. We think the hot humid weather and the vibration inherent to our aircraft take a toll on this delicate electronic gear.

Jim, Jerry, and John sat out the next leg from New Kent County to Wakefield VA, about a 36-mile trip, while the other five guys were up in the air. We had a quick turn around in New Kent and started the second leg of the day still almost on time. This plan is really coming together – it’s scary.

Well, there was one little hitch. After landing at New Kent, the five of us were waiting for the eight trucks and trailer rigs. And within just a few minutes, they started arriving. Six of them. Yes, John’s rig (with Roger driving) was missing again. The one ray of hope was that Doug’s rig and his driver Zeke were also missing. The cloud over the ray was that Zeke could have been following Roger.

So now Doug could also share in the sublime misery that John knew so well. They got together and formed a support group. They worked out a 12-step recovery program. They started the process to get the group listed on the Internet. They gave it a name: Pilots In Soul Searching Extended Depression (the acronym is catchy). John taught Doug how to mask the uncontrollable twitching that comes from imagining what is happening to your truck, trailer and plane. 

Finally, a half-hour later (modest by previous standards) both Roger and Zeke showed up. Apparently each was trying to follow the other one. They both greeted us with what has become Roger’s standard greeting, “Where the hell you guys been?”

The New Kent County Airport was again nice, with the staff very helpful and friendly and, like all the other Virginians we’ve met they were very supportive of our adventure. The next group got ready for the leg from Kent to Wakefield, about 36 miles. This group was Doug, Bill, Mike, Dunbar and Ken Paradis. No funny stories, no problems - we’re getting good at this (although we could use some funny stories).

The group arrived at Wakefield in good time; landed on a nice long runway. The eight rigs all arrived within minutes. Yes, I said eight! Found out that we had just one little problem.  The airfield was fenced in and the two gates were locked. Couldn’t drive in to bring the planes out and couldn’t push them out. Oh, and it was unmanned. 

Doug offered to disassemble the gates if we gave him an adjustable wrench and a hammer but it was a little inconsistent with the “nice boys from Maine” image we’ve been trying to project so John vetoed it. Now it was up to him to solve this problem. So, John called all the numbers in the ladies room and found out the secret to the gates. If you drive your vehicles close to it, the underground sensors open the gate. Who’d a’ thought?

Did you know that Wakefield claims to be the peanut capital of the world? We had lunch there at the famous Virginia Diner and peanuts were definitely the theme…  peanut butter on eggs?

The weather was still good so we decided to go for the third leg today, which was from Wakefield to Suffolk Airfield, about a 33-mile leg. Flying it were Jerry, Bill, Iron Mike (his third leg), Robin, and John. Equipment was getting a little shaky by now. Several people have had bad GPS’s and several radios have stopped working. We’re still maintaining pretty good flight discipline and contingency plans for these kinds of failures are being implemented. Of course, radio failures are always fun, since most of time the person can hear but cannot transmit. Here is a sample of when that happens.

“Eagle One, this is Eagle Three. It appears you can’t transmit. Click your mike if this is affirmative.”

Eagle One clicks his mike, as is the proper contingency action.

“Eagle Flight this is Eagle Three. We have a great trip ahead as we won’t be able to hear the bitching and whining from Eagle One.”

“This is Eagle Five. Thank God, Eagle One is sort of a wussie wanting to take showers all the time.”

“This is Eagle Six. You’re right. Plus he’s always late and his wife dresses him funny.”

You get the idea – Eagle One is, of course, helpless to give clever responses to this bantering so he saves it all up for when we land. 

The crew arrived in Suffolk Municipal all safe and sound. The trip, however, was probably the roughest yet, with lots of thermals and gusts. But if the other guys go, you go, and after a while it becomes routine.

By this time it was late afternoon. The wind was starting to die down, so we decided to go the next leg, which would put us in the position for “Next stop, Kittyhawk!” That leg went from Suffolk to Currituck County Airport in North Carolina, about 38 miles. It is the final staging area before approaching First Flight Airport in Kittyhawk. 

Volunteering to fly that leg were Jerry, Doug, Bill, and Iron Mike. Mike won today’s Hero of the Day award for flying all four legs and being the flight leader on two of them. Mike looked to be a little punch drunk by the end but with that award you have to be upbeat and positive which he unfailingly is. Great team player!

Since The Hero of the Day award selection is made by the group leader John, it would be sort of difficult to give himself the award, so he asked the group what sort of action he would have to take that would merit getting the award himself. The consensus answer was that he would have to fly over a nudist colony real low, take lots of pictures without getting shot down, show the pictures to us all (but after examining them too make sure none of the people in them were any of our relatives), and then thoroughly destroy them before we met our loved ones in a few days.

Then, and only then, John could have the Hero of the Day award. As you can see, we have a tough group here.

The flight crew from Suffolk to Currituck Airport took off in the late afternoon. They ran into a pretty stiff headwind of about 10 MPH, so they decided to go to the alternate and get fuel. Contingency planning at it’s best and working!

The ground support crew is notified and they divert to Chesapeake Regional Airport in Norfolk VA bringing fuel. The rest of us drive to Currituck. Saw another herd of magnificent sheep. We couldn’t resist – we walked up to them and struck up a conversation. Tried to talk them into coming back to the campsite with us to share a bottle of Woolite, but they all had curfews they said. Likely story.

The group at Chesapeake Regional decided it was too late to take off so they asked that the other two ground crew members (who were in Currituck by now) go back with their rigs - which they did. Another additional hours drive without complaints. A few deep sighs, that’s all.

The ground support crew has been great in all aspects of this trip (except navigation by a few). It simply could not have been done without them. Not only have they been driving on all sorts of back roads, they’ve helped set up camp, coordinate sites at airports, and provide many other things to this effort. They are truly an integral part of our team. Here is a quick summary of the crew.

Mike Cassidy - recruited by Mike O’Donnell. Mike has become the leader of the ground support crew as he is a solid navigator with good mature judgment.

Felix Zelenkewich (Zeke) – recruited by Doug Sukeforth. Zeke is the best at staying with the caravan. He can stay within a few feet of whomever he is following – no matter what the speed. There are no red lights for Zeke. Also a great guy.

Ken Paradis – Robin’s brother. Technically he is a part of the ground support crew as he’s been driving a lot but he also flew a few legs in Robin’s plane. He’s from California but grew up in Maine.

Gordon Sukeforth – recruited by the Sukeforth brothers (recruited might be a kind word here, kidnapped might be better). Gordon has also been our computer support – he has a GPS hooked up to his laptop that shows exactly where he is at any time so he can get anywhere. He has been invaluable to the effort, getting weather reports as well as directions.  A few wrong turns he made, and which we all followed, were not computer errors, just simple left/right confusion. 

Roger Chase – recruited by John Gobel. Roger has the best sense of humor of all of us, once you recognize it. He is also an excellent and experienced driver and a fellow ultra-light pilot though he doesn’t fly powered parachutes. Roger helps out with anything we ask of him. Great guy. 

On the downside, here some other facts - no names will be used. Two are out on a work release program. One is in a witness protection program One gets several calls daily from Columbia, and one is scheduled to return to the Institution for the Criminally Insane next Tuesday. Perfect fit for the equally colorful group of pilots we have.

Things have gone surprisingly well. In one week we have covered about 750 miles in eighteen legs and are within one flight of our target. Our original plan estimated 10 to 14 days optimistically and we’re well ahead of that.

Morale is great - lots of laugher, good camaraderie and everyone is getting along very well. I think that general exhaustion has made everyone pretty mellow…

We’re all waiting for a call from Dolly. She promised she’d call 

