“50 Flags to Kitty Hawk”

Daily Progress (or Regress) Report

Day 8 – Thursday, August 21st, 2003

If you remember from yesterday, Day 7,  in our unbridled enthusiasm to make four legs in one day, we tried the Suffolk to Currituck leg late in the afternoon, but strong winds kept the flight crew of Jerry Sukeforth, Doug Sukeforth, Bill Grusik, and Iron Mike O’Donnell from making it all the way.  Wisely, they diverted to Chesapeake Regional airport in Norfolk, VA.  Again, contingency planning paid off, as all the boys had the alternates punched into their GPS, and could make it there.

By now, most of us don’t remember what day of the week it is or what the date is – it’s all a blur.  One of the most frequently asked questions is “What day is this?”  Another one is “Do you always smell this bad?”

So this morning, Doug, Bill, Jerry and Mike had to make the rest of the aborted trip, from Chesapeake Regional to Currituck County airport, about a 22 mile flight.  Child’s play compared to some of the 55 mile legs we’ve taken.  The rest of us were already at Currituck.

Morning fog kept them from taking off until after 9 AM, and they all arrived safe and sound at Currituck  a little after 10 AM.  So once again, we were all together, all 8 pilots and 5 ground support crew (more accurately, 8 ½  pilots, and 4  ½ ground crew, since Ken Paradis has flown some more legs in Robins plane).  We’ve had so much good luck along the way that we should call ourselves the Lucky 13 – who said 13 was an unlucky number?

The temperatures generally have been between 90 and 100 degrees most days, and only dropped to about 80 at night, and being outside practically all the time, we were doing a lot of sweating. (Of course, some of the things we do in our powered parachutes makes us sweat even in zero degree temperatures.)  Anyway, Jim Holloway was our Personal Hygiene Officer, and after consultation (and sniffing) with others, he and the rest of us unanimously agreed that today, Thursday, would be a “Let’s Get Spiffy” day, so we could all clean up ourselves and our gear in preparation for our invasion of Kitty Hawk tomorrow morning.

Oh, there was one more reason to take a day off.  Doug’s huge fan club was flying in to see the momentous occasion of landing at Kitty Hawk, and they wouldn’t be here until this evening.

Some of us actually laundered clothes!  Found a Laundromat! Found out how to use the machines!  Found out how to use the driers! Found out you can buy these cute little packets of detergent at the Laundromat! The part about deciding what goes with colors or whites was too confusing, so we just dumped everything into the same load, but still, what an accomplishment!

So now, we were down to the last leg – a 33 mile flight to Kitty Hawk.  The National Park Service and the EAA representatives would be there, with radio and press people, and probably lots of tourists at the site.  

John made the final coordination with the Kitty Hawk staff, telling them our planned arrival time, our planned route, and our planned arrival scheme of flying over the Wright Brothers Memorial (a huge stone statue) and over the  huge park flag, sitting on top of a 100 foot pole.  Our flight would be in formation, and we would make a sort of a victory lap and then land at the First Flight airfield in Kitty Hawk, NC.  The National Park Service, who is in charge of that whole facility agreed to our plan, and only asked that we leave both the Memorial and the Flag Pole in their original position of upright.

We met that evening for the last time as a group and went over the invasion plan, which went like this:

We form into three groups. Each group would fly in a staggered diamond formation, the intent of which is to be able to see the two planes in front of you.  It looks like a standard diamond but the corners are staggered.  Looks like this:


The Red Eagle team was comprised of John Gobel flying the point, Jim Holloway flying left wing, Robin Paradis flying right wing, and Bill Grusik flying closure.  John is the Flight Leader.

The Blue Eagle team was comprised of Doug Sukeforth flying the point, Mike O’Donnel flying left wing, Dunbar Seamans flying the right wing, and Jerry Sukeforth flying closure. Mike is the Flight Leader.

The White Eagle team was the ground support crew comprised of Ken Cassidy in the lead, with Roger Chase, Zeke Zellenkewich, Ken Paradis, and Gordon Sukeforth following.  Ken is the Team Leader.

The reason we formed up like this is that since we’ll have 8 powered parachutes in the air in relatively close proximity, and we wanted to fly over and land as a group, it was very important that we do not have any mid-air collisions or some other spectacular but equally  painful mishaps.  The two formations would be separated by about 4 minutes (less than 2 miles), which would allow the Red team to form into a line formation for landing as the Blue team was coming over for their fly-over.

The Red team’ s first plane would be in the air by 6:30 AM, and the Blue team’s last plane would be in the air by 6:45 AM.  Once in the air, we’d form up, get the 4 minute separation, and we’re on the way – target, Kitty Hawk by 8:15 AM, Friday, August 22nd. 

We put our game faces on.  This was a little like flying your last mission in a combat zone – you do NOT want to screw up anything.  Even though you’ve done all elements of the mission hundreds of times, the last time takes on a special significance.  You just do not want to have your obituary to read “One day before he was to go home, John Gobel flew his last assigned mission and made an idiotic, stupid, moronic mistake and he created a 5 foot crater in a beautiful green field.  Thank God he’s gone so he does not pass on those idiotic, stupid, moronic genes to the next generation.”

Anyway, we’ve come such a long way, and we’ve done many difficult things right, and now we had just more to go.  It was exciting.  Can’t wait ‘til tomorrow morning.

The HERO OF THE DAY  award today goes to Gordon, Zeke, Roger, and Ken Cassidy. Their instant and positive reaction to altering plans mid-course and providing support to the pilots stuck in Chesapeake Regional airport late at night was exemplary.  They were there on time this morning after only a few hours sleep. I’m not sure if they knew WHERE they were, but they were there!

Dolly still hasn’t called.  And that’s even after I told her “There will never be another ewe!”
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