KOSH

JEFF SKILES
COMMENTARY / CONTRAILS

KBIE

KGUP
KINW
KABQ

KFFZ

Flight Home
Experiencing a new airplane
BY JEFF SKILES

NINE MONTHS AGO in my November column, “Last Flight,” I wrote
about the ﬁnal ﬂight in my Waco as I ﬂew with its new owner home
to Ontario. David’s enthusiasm for his new purchase was perfectly
countered by my melancholy as I knew that very soon I would see
my Waco for the last time. For every winner there is a loser. For
every death there is a new birth. The yin and the yang of life that
together form a whole.
But now I am on the other side of that equation as I ready my
new airplane for its delivery flight home. There’s something satisfying about bringing an airplane to its new airport of residence
from a very great distance. It affords one a period of time to get
acquainted, to figure out how it likes to fly, to assess what
works, maybe what doesn’t, and mull over what you would like
to change.
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My ﬁrst airplane, a Cessna 140, was purchased only 20 miles away from where I
live. Consequently, the delivery ﬂight was
quite short and hardly enjoyable. Delivery
ﬂights should allow you to experience new
places, beautiful vistas, and interesting people to forever cast the experience in your
memory. The 140’s ﬂight had none of that. I
ﬂy farther to a pancake breakfast.
My second purchase, the Waco, was
located in Allentown, Pennsylvania,
necessitating a nice two-day trip across
America’s heartland allowing the Waco
and I to slowly grow accustomed to one
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another. I brought traveling companions,
and we stopped along the way to share my
new purchase with like-minded Waco aﬁcionados. I learned that an airplane as
singular and unique as a Waco comes with a
ready-made social network, so sparsely are
Wacos scattered across the land that owners must ﬂock together for mutual support.
THE SKYWAGON

My current not exactly new but new to me
airplane, a 1968 Cessna 185, was located even
farther away on the other side of the continental divide in Phoenix, Arizona. The ﬂight
home from the warm and sunny Southwest
promised a nice long period for the
Skywagon and I to get to know one another.
I spent many hours planning my route
home to take advantage of the most promising scenery. Alternate routes were
developed in case the winds were too
strong in the high passes. Friends were consulted to dispense expert knowledge.
“Be careful not to ﬂy too close to the
downwind side of a ridge…never ﬂy when
the winds are more than 20 knots in the
passes.” As it would turn out, none of it was
of value as I arrived in Phoenix to pick up
my new airplane.
TEST FLIGHT

For the ﬂight home I was accompanied by
my friend and colleague Bret Steffen, EAA
director of education. Bret is certainly a
very agreeable companion for this adventure. As co-workers we have taken
personality proﬁles and discovered that we
are almost exact opposites, which perhaps
is why we get along so well—the yin and
yang again.
I hadn’t actually ﬂown the aircraft when
I looked at it a month prior, so a test ﬂight
was part of completing the sale. So, before
Bret and I departed for points east I went
aloft with the previous owner, John, just to
verify that the Skywagon was relatively
straight, or as straight as a 44-year-old airplane can possibly be. His lovely wife, also
a pilot, rode in back as they said goodbye to
their beautifully kept 185. I fondly remember my Waco and tried to be understanding
of their plight. They had made the 185 their
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own with new paint, interior, and modiﬁcations, but now the big Cessna had to go to
make way for an LSA as they both transitioned to a new sort of ﬂying with the
passing of years.
As we descended for landing at Falcon
Field I could well surmise the feelings in
John’s heart, as his prized aircraft was
about to disappear over the horizon with
someone else at the controls.
“Would you like to make the landing?” I
offered. “I have many landings ahead in this
Cessna; you have only one.”
He gratefully took the controls and
accomplished a touchdown that should bolster his remembrance of the day. A perfect
landing that closed the circle on his tenure
with the Skywagon.

Delivery ﬂights should allow
you to experience new places,
beautiful vistas, and interesting
people to forever cast the
experience in your memory.
After the paperwork was signed and the
insurance coverage was activated, I found
myself loading my new airplane for departure. As always when buying a used
airplane, once the sale was complete the
extras appeared, all those many small items
that seem to have become loosely attached
to the aircraft.
In the case of the Skywagon, I found
myself making room for the windshield
V-brace that is part of the float kit, various
cowl inlet and pitot tube covers, ski and
float fuselage attach fittings, and the far
rear seat. Even though the Cessna 185 has
no more cabin space than a Cessna 182, it
was originally certified as a six-seat aircraft with the last two passengers
intimately sharing the baggage compartment. Clearly this arrangement could only
be deemed suitable for small children.
While I couldn’t ever imagine myself using
the Skywagon as a six-seater, the various
pads and fittings allowing it to be

employed as such were dutifully loaded on
board. Mentally I had already picked out
the shelf in my own hangar where all of
this equipment will rest until I in turn sell
the Skywagon to the next owner.
After all this detritus was tucked away,
John produced the “box.” All you aircraft
owners know what I’m referring to. The
box contains all the paperwork that legions
of previous owners couldn’t quite ﬁgure out
what to do with, old articles copied from
magazines on various topics, assorted fuel
receipts, copies of all the purchase paperwork from a sale made ﬁve owners ago, and
a detailed description of the annual done in
1977. No one pretends that any of this information has value, but nobody wants to be
the one to eighty-six it either so it goes in
the box, and I packed the box away with all
the other stuff I don’t see myself needing.
As a matter of fact, the Skywagon came
with so much ancillary junk that there was
barely room left over for our bags. I had a
feeling of satisfaction as I stuffed the last
of the luggage, parts, and papers into the
baggage compartment and slammed the
door shut.
John and his wife left quickly, something about a tennis tournament at their
retirement development. I think that more
than likely they didn’t want to be around to
witness the departure of their beloved
Cessna as Bret and I readied for takeoff.
THE ROUTE HOME

My endless hours spent planning a leisurely sightseeing flight home was
completely for naught as strong winter
weather was the rule this late January
afternoon. We’d be lucky to get out now or
face being stuck for days.
My plan to file IFR for Albuquerque, a
plan that seemed perfectly practical sitting
at 800 MSL in Wisconsin, ran afoul of the
clouds and possible icing along our course.
At a loss for an alternative plan in this foreign environment I decided to ask those
who should know. So I strolled into the
FBO and found one of its pilots to help me
figure the best way home. Local knowledge is always best, particularly when
shared for free.
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My new friend verbally charted a crescent-shaped course departing directly
north out of Phoenix to Winslow, Arizona,
then turning eastward over Gallup, New
Mexico, then to Albuquerque, and on to
points east. Albuquerque is the last hurrah
of the long line of Rocky Mountain peaks
before the land gives way to the endless
grasslands of the high plains. After a quick
check of the weather, the plan seemed to
hold both the promise of easy VFR weather
and cruise altitudes below 10,000 feet,
barely below it that is.
We topped off the tanks and were off.
The ﬂight started off pleasantly enough as
the terrain climbed below us and we in turn
drifted skyward. But the winds also
increased. They were blowing on our tail to
be sure, but the roiling air currents produced increasing turbulence making our
ride fairly rough.
While these gale force winds would
have made mountain passes impossible, the
terrain below was predominantly ﬂat. So
we bounced along in the winds and thermals to Winslow. We deviated from course
for a must-see view of the meteor crater,
but otherwise the view was of endless, barren high desert with little passing below to
excite the imagination.
Gallup fell into our wake as the turbulence made Bret and me begin to question
our ambitious goal for the day. Bumps are
tiring and the day was already getting
long. Approaching Albuquerque the
winds seemed to peak, and both Bret and
I had enough. We were tired of the constant gyrations of the aircraft. With the
promise of a clear path home in the morning we descended for landing at Double
Eagle II Airport.
It all seemed like the right thing to do
until I listened to the ATIS. The winds were
just as strong on the ground as in the air,
35-45 knots blowing anywhere from 20-40
degrees off the runway heading. As usual
with such strong winds they were swinging
around so much that it was impossible to
calculate a crosswind component, and this
would be my ﬁrst landing in my new airplane to boot. Maybe I shouldn’t have
offered John that last landing in Phoenix.
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Having at least one under my belt would
feel good right about now. I technically met
the insurance requirements because of
some 180 time logged decades ago, and I
have plenty of recent large taildragger
experience in my logbook, but the winds
were blowing the tumbleweeds across the
runway at a NASCAR-like pace.
I always wheel land in stiff winds, and
the technique proved equal to the task this
time as well. As is often the case in such a
gale, landing is the easier part of the equation. Taxiing to the ramp was a bear. But
soon the Skywagon was facing into the
wind, dancing mightily against tie-down
ropes. The door to the FBO was closed due
to a 6-foot high pile of tumbleweeds, but
entrance was gained through the side, and
soon we were enjoying dinner while listening to the howling wind rattling the rafters.

My endless hours spent
planning a leisurely sightseeing
ﬂight home was completely
for naught as strong winter
weather was the rule this late
January afternoon. We’d be
lucky to get out now or face
being stuck for days.
CLEAR, CALM, AND BEAUTIFUL

As often happens in such situations, the
wind blew so hard that it blew itself out
overnight, and the next morning dawned
clear, calm, and beautiful. On our early
drive to the airport the tans of the landscape were a perfect backdrop for the
oranges and purples cast by the rising sun.
Amazingly, our hotel van driver turned out
to be a pilot and had ﬂown his Bonanza to
Oshkosh many times. The drive to the ﬁeld
was full of conversation about the upcoming day’s ﬂying.
Soon we were in the air, and after a
quick jog north around Sandia Mountains
and an equal diversion south to clear the

peaks of the Sangre de Cristo range, we set
course for home.
GPS is a wonderful thing. You can tune
in a place a thousand miles away and head
directly there. Pure magic! Bret brought
along his Stratus ADS-B receiver, and that
combined with a ForeFlight app gave us the
weather up ahead as well. Amazing!
We were shooting through a corridor
between weather systems with a 12-hour
window of VFR weather. We should be
able to make it all the way home.
The Plains states have a whole lot of,
well…plains…endless prairie grass with
few man-made features to destroy the
passing landscape. As we headed northeast the open plains slowly turned to
ranches, and the ranches to farms, and by
noon we were on approach to Runway 36
in Beatrice, Nebraska.
Somehow my two days in the southwest had left me with the impression that
winter was over. Beatrice relieved me of
this misconception as it was in the grips
of an icy chill. We fueled, paid, and left
about as fast as was possible. At least the
cabin heater worked well!
After another three and a half hours in
the saddle we were tucking the Cessna
away in its hangar. It’s unbelievable that
you can wake up in New Mexico and be
putting the airplane away in Wisconsin
before dark. A satisfying delivery flight
to be sure.
And what of my new Skywagon?
Pictures online, pre-purchase inspections, and test flights can only go so far.
Now that I have worn the aircraft like a
glove and have my first landing story to
tell, I can say that I got a good one!
Fast, IFR-capable, great-looking, and
it’s the perfect airplane for me. Still, it
could use shoulder harnesses, and an
engine analyzer, not to mention GAMI
injectors, and…
Note: A B.A.S. inertia reel shoulder harness
system was the ﬁrst addition to the aircraft
after I brought it home.
Jeﬀ Skiles, EAA 336120, can be reached at
jeﬀreybskiles@gmail.com.

