JEFF SKILES
COMMENTARY / CONTRAILS

Last Flight
Delivering my airplane to its new home
By Jeff Skiles

The ceilings are only 1,100 feet or so for the start of our journey across the heartland. Only yesterday they were forecasting
fabulous clear blue skies for our flight. But, apparently such is
not to be; this morning the weather prognosticators are far less
exuberant. Low overcast for our route, and an unwelcome eastbound headwind. Once again they have missed the mark in
their Nostradamus-like predictions.
In their defense, the art of interpreting the swirls and patterns
of winds and isobars must be akin to gaining enlightenment from
the observation of tea leaves, and is often proven to be just
about as accurate. But, part of being a seer is disseminating
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hope, and they have indeed done so
today. The forecast portends improvement in just a few hours. Of course, I
have seen such divination carry on for
days with salvation always just a few
hours away.
I’m not really sure that I want to
begin this journey anyway, because this
flight is both a beginning and an end. I
have sold my airplane to a fine gentleman
from Canada, and we will both share this

PHOTOGRAPHY bY JIM KOEPNICK

journey to its new home, a journey of
anticipation and excitement for one, and
melancholy for the other.
While the ceilings could be better, the
visibilities below the glowering overcast
are decent enough for our flight from
Brodhead, Wisconsin, to Edenvale,
Ontario. Our route today will first take us
in a southerly direction around the south
side of Chicago. After leaving the Windy
City behind, we will strike out across the
broad back of Michigan and pass into
Canada at Sarnia. Here we will satisfy the
customs officials before completing our
final leg into Edenvale, about 50 miles
north of Toronto.
This is the final day of a weekend flyin at Brodhead, my home airport. One
last end of the season fling before everyone settles down to winter. In maybe two
short months the first drifting snow of

I have sold my airplane to a fine gentleman from Canada, and
we will both share this journey to its new home, a journey of
anticipation and excitement for one, and melancholy for the other.
winter will shut down Brodhead completely, a period of hibernation that will
last until the first robin of spring.
The gymnastics of breathing life into a
Jacobs radial is a well-remembered drill.
I pull the big “Y” control yoke with the
two round wooden wheels back into my
chest to gain access to the controls.
Seven strokes of the primer for a cold
start, throttle cracked. Then, I mash the
start button with my left hand, and after
a few blades have passed by up ahead, I
reach underneath with my right and turn
the ignition to “battery” and then get
back on the throttle. The engine coughs a

few times to signal its displeasure at
being awakened thusly and then sets into
a loping rumble. The airplane shakes as
blue smoke blows past the windows,
burning out the oil that has seeped into
the cylinders overnight.
I turn the ignition lever to “both,” and
then we sit with the engine shaking for a
minute, then I push the prop control to
flat pitch and retard the throttle to counteract the couple hundred rpm we gain;
instantly the engine smoothes out (don’t
ask, it’s a Jacobs thing).
Snaking our way to runway’s end we
are joined by many other aircraft doing
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the same. Certainly some of them will
be accompanying us on our flight
across America as they head back to
their homes in Illinois, Indiana, and
Ohio. The brightly colored wings of
the antique and classic aircraft contrast
sharply with the flat, gray light of the
overcast day.
As I run through my mental
CIGARTIP checklist in preparation
for flight, I think of how I always had
planned to make a proper paper checklist
for the Waco, but somehow that never
quite happened.
Controls…Instruments…Gas…
Altimeter…Run-up…Trim. I don’t know
that I ever knew what the “I” and “P”
stand for, but CIGART always seemed to
do just fine.
We throttle up and bound down the
Brodhead runway one last time. As our
wheels leave the grass we waggle our
wings in salute to the weekend revelers
below as the Waco sets course to a
new future.
The visibility proves to be decent
enough at 900 feet above the ground.
I am reminded of what an Alaskan pilot
told me while we sat in Whitehorse
waiting for the fog to burn off. “Once
it lifts to a 100-foot ceiling you can fly
up the highway just fine, just make
sure you have enough visibility ahead
to watch for semis.” Fortunately we
won’t be mixing it up with trucking
traffic today.
I see that a fellow aviator has joined
us for our trip. A rather annoying fly
careens around the cabin as flies are
wont to do. He doesn’t seem to like being
a part of our little adventure. Maybe he
senses his fate. Edenvale is no Eden for
flies. It was 90 degrees yesterday in
Brodhead; it is 60 today in Ontario. I try
and herd him to the window that is rolled
down a few inches for ventilation. If my
small fly friend could arrange to be
sucked out in the slipstream, it would be
of great benefit to both him and me, and
he could be the highest flying fly in his
entire fly family. But, alas, he is too fast
for me, and I resign myself to his
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annoying companionship for the remainder of our trek.
As we round Rockford, Illinois, my
Waco’s new owner, Dave, spots another
aircraft headed home. We fly along in
distant formation, too far away to identify the aircraft, yet too close to ignore
its presence. Eventually its superior
speed gets the best of us, and we are
alone once more.
The ceiling has slowly drifted up to
1,500 feet or so, and even better, some
thin patches in the clouds foretell a possible breakup of the overcast ahead.
Here on my last flight, I muse
about my relationship with this living,
breathing mass of metal and fabric. It is
remarkable how this airplane and I have
grown so close. The great round steering
wheel feels so natural in my hand, the
staccato sound of its engine so soothing
to my ear. The capabilities and limitations of the airplane are clear to me.

Here on my last flight, I muse
about my relationship with
this living, breathing mass
of metal and fabric. It is
remarkable how this airplane
and I have grown so close.
I know it so well that I can’t seem to
make a bad landing in the airplane, and
believe me, bad landings seem to be no
problem in other aircraft I fly.
In landing, I prefer to wheel land it at
all times. No flare. Just add a little power
and feel for the runway with those long
spring shocks. After the wheels chirp,
keep the tail up and steer with the rudder, gradually moving the steering wheel
forward toward the panel until it will
move no more. Then let the tail fall gently to the ground. This works in even the
strongest of winds.
South of Lake Michigan the clouds
break up completely, and we fly on in
bright sunshine. Is it Illinois or Indiana

below? I’m not really sure, so much
alike they appear. We adjust our course
more northeasterly toward the airport
of Brooks Field on the eastern outskirts
of Kalamazoo.
I am impressed with what I see
below. I have never flown low over
Michigan before. It turns out to be a
most delightful place, little postage
stamp farms, lots of trees and lakes,
truly a more compact landscape than
the rest of the Midwest. Kind of an
endless sea of hobby farms stretching
to the horizon.
Too soon, our destination of Brooks
heaves over the horizon. I have selected
Brooks as being perfectly placed to
meet all the vagaries of international
relations. Specifically, U.S. Customs and
Border Protection requires an eAPIS
manifest to be filed no sooner than one
hour before departure, and you must
estimate your time and place of border
crossing. Canadian CANPASS requires
notification of possible arrival no
sooner than two hours but no more
than 48 hours prior to arrival, estimated to the nearest 10 minutes, please.
You must also file an FAA flight plan for
flights across the border so that the
F-16s can find you. If I have just lost
you in the bewildering array of crossborder regulation, believe me, you
haven’t heard the half of it.
Regretfully, on Sunday, Brooks only
has a self-serve pump and no Internet,
a blow to my customs notification
plans. A few sailplane pilots come over
to offer help, but their brand of flying
really doesn’t lend itself to assistance.
I’m guessing no one soars across the
border. While Dave gases up his new
steed and gazes in shock at the fuel
receipt spit out by the pump, I file all
the required reports and gain the necessary permissions on the small screen
of my iPhone. It takes an hour. I’m
very frustrated!
In the air once again the agitation
ebbs away, and I slowly lose interest in
my vow of only minutes before to write
a column solely aimed at lambasting

the Customs and Border Protection
eAPIS system.
We pass out of the country at Port
Huron and shortly thereafter land at
Sarnia. The airport is deserted; not even
a customs agent sees fit to come out and
celebrate our arrival. A quick call to
CANPASS yields a cursory welcome to
Canada, and then we are in the air again
for Edenvale. We don’t even shut down
the engine.
Very shortly I will no longer have an
airplane. I have owned only two in my
lifetime, a humble Cessna 140 with limited curb appeal and this bright red Waco
with an abundance. But I’m thinking of
something a little simpler right now.
I could see owning a Piper J-5 or its
newer cousin the Super Cruiser. That’s a
definite possibility. I’ve also always really
liked Cessna 170s, though. I don’t know

why exactly. Maybe it’s the rounded tail,
or how they stand so tall on their gear.
They seem like an honest, solid airplane.
And, as I think about it, the 170 is just
about the only Cessna airplane that I
haven’t ever had the occasion to fly.
As I am lost in thought, the flat and
unremarkable farmland of southern
Ontario passes quickly, and too soon we
are looking at the windsock of Edenvale.
Dave is thoughtful enough to allow me one
last landing in my Waco, and very soon the
prop is ticking to a stop on the ramp.
I must say, Edenvale doesn’t look
like a friendly place for a tube and
fabric biplane from the 1930s—all concrete, metal hangars, and spam cans
of various manufacture—but it is now
home nevertheless.
My association with this 1935 Waco
custom cabin is over, and it occurs to

me that I may never see my ship again. As
we drive away, I turn around for one last
look at the magnificent red biplane gleaming in the sun now low on the western
horizon. If airplanes have souls, this survivor of 78 years certainly has shown me a
warm and generous one.
As we round a corner, my Waco fades
from sight and, even more disconcerting,
from my life. Now I own a hangar, but no
airplane. Prudence would dictate that I
either sell the hangar or buy an airplane
to house in it. I’m not really sure which I
will do at the moment, but should I cross
paths with a really nice Cessna 170B in
the near future, I may just find it hard to
resist the temptation.
Jeff Skiles, EAA 336120, is EAA vice president of communities
and member programs and the former owner of a 1935 Waco
biplane. Contact Jeff at jskiles@eaa.org.
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