Forward

This is a portion of a more complete writing that I have worked with for some
time, attempting to pen many of my aviation experiences. It is a draft, and thus
has some errors that should be removed in later editing.
I have purposefully omitted much of my history from this document. Most of
these stories are on the “lighter” side of my aviation past. If you are truly
interested in flying, especially recreational aviation, you may find my writing
enjoyable. This document contains some full chapters and some excerpts from
other chapters. A number of chapters were omitted.
In no way were any of my past experiences criminal in any way, many however,
were a bit more than I wish to convey at this document. My formative years in
aviation were mainly from ages 17 through 22, and that was a long long time ago.
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A Fear of Flying

From my early years, I was aware that my father had trained as a pilot in the Army Air Corp. I was
certainly interested in his flying tales as a child, but by the time I heard those stories, the fear of God in
regard to airplanes had pretty much been instilled in me by my overly protective mother. Having but
one child that she desperately did not want to lose, she would constantly warn me, “Don’t you ever get
in an airplane! They’re dangerous!” She was far from hypocritical on this issue. I never knew of her
leaving the ground once up to that time in my life.
My father had on a few occasions flown at least in a small plane during that era, but I had never been
invited--not until about my 6th year. I can still remember finding that my father was trying to arrange to
have a local pilot take us up. There was a small sod airfield not two miles from our house, and he knew
some of the pilots who used the strip. Dad put subtle pressure on me to go, while trying his best to get
me past my fervent fear of flying, but I would have no part in it. I simply trusted my mother’s judgment
much more than my father’s. My no-fly rule came nowhere near reevaluation until around 1965, when I
was 15.
Never being a sports fan of any kind, except perhaps an early desire to play little league baseball, I
certainly had no interest in watching sports on television. However, when the most interesting thing on
our three TV channels happened to be “The Wide World of Sports,” I had been known to give it a glance.
After all, it might be fun to see, in the announcer’s words, “The thrill of victory and the agony of defeat.”
One Saturday I was working on one of my many electronics projects. Yes, I was a geek as a teenager,
and some say nothing has changed to present day. I well remember the project I was working on that
day. My grandfather, Ernest (Pop) Nickerson, was there in the living room with me while I worked. That
Saturday, as usual, “The Wide World of Sports” was on. The fact that the event that day was an
aerobatic contest did not faze me in the slightest.
As I worked, I heard the announcer begin to describe a movie clip they were about to show. Someone
had mounted a movie camera in a biplane--probably, a Bucker Jungmeister or a Pitts Special, but I did
not know one airplane from the other at the time. It was a biplane, as I distinctly remember the two
wings, and it seemed white in the black-and-white program. I looked up from my work to see the plane

rolling and looping. I was amazed. I could see the horizon rolling as the plane seemed stationary. It was
a pilot’s-eye view from the open cockpit of what was a state-of-the-art aerobatic plane from the mid
60s.
I will never forget how it impressed me. Sitting on the floor of our living room working off of the large
rectangular coffee table that dominated the room, I said to myself, “I will do this!” I was strongly
impressed, but I still had years to go before I started flying, with little thought of aviation in the
intervening years.
My second inspiration came when a friend of the family, an Assembly of God preacher named R. G.
Hancock came to visit. He had been a long standing friend of my family and would frequently visit,
accompanied by his wife Margie. On one particular day, he asked me if I wanted to go to the airport in
my hometown of Springhill, Louisiana, simply because he was interested in learning to fly. On the way
to the airport, I noticed a plastic protractor-looking object in his car. I asked what it was and he told me
it was a plotter, a device used to plan cross country flights.
He told me about that time that you could actually buy a plane for about $900 or so. It would not be a
fast or very capable plane, but it would be a plane and it would fly. It turned out that he was talking
about an Aeronca Champion, a mid 1940s design of which many are still flying to this day. That
nourished the seed that was planted a few years earlier. I realized that I could probably swing that kind
of money by hook or crook and then I would be able to fly! Still, I took no action, but the seed was
planted, watered, and growing.
My time came in January of 1968 when a close friend, Richard Craighead, told me that they taught
flying lessons in Magnolia, Arkansas, about a 35-minute drive from Springhill. Since we were always
looking for a destination to go in my 1967 Ford Mustang, we decided to drive after high school to
Magnolia and check out the flying lessons. I very much remember arriving that day and meeting the
instructor that did most of the teaching.
Mike Hennessy was a soft spoken duster pilot that made some extra income teaching aviation at the
Magnolia airport. We asked him how much it cost, and he said we could get a 30-minute introductory
flight for $15. I had that much money on me at the time, and told him that we wanted to go up.
Hennessy said it was late and he did not want to fly that day, but he would fly with us the next day. I
have had the thought that just maybe he was hoping that if he put us off one day, we might not come
back! But we did.

Coming back the following afternoon Richard wanted, as he always did, to be the first. I was not
about to relinquish my rights, just because he wanted to be first. We finally agreed to flip a coin, and I
won. I got in the airplane and Mike taxied out to the active runway and we took off. Surprisingly, I was
not worried about my safety, even after my mother’s earlier and very liberal application of stark terror.
It was another world. The houses, buildings, roads, and vehicles looked like miniatures, like looking
down at a model railroad layout. I had just never seen the world like that. I took to flight instantly. I
was surprised that the strange sensations I expected and feared never happened.
I can still remember turning the plane for the first time, pushing on the rudder pedals with my feet
and moving the wheel. It felt right, completely right, as I could feel the machine responding to my
control inputs. I could feel the rudder force with my feet. I tried to memorize just how much horizon to
keep over the cowling of the engine. In telling my mother what I had done, I remember saying, “It’s
almost like I have done this before. She just looked at me and said, “Well, maybe there is something to
that. You know your father was a pilot.”
The Cherokee 140 trainer felt like a jet fighter jet to me. Little did I know at that time how I would
later feel that the Piper Cherokee was well below my personal performance minimums. It was a fairly
good trainer and forever impressed me with low wing planes, even though most of my planes through
the years were high wing.
Against my mother’s wishes and desires for me, she paid for all of my flying lessons. She well knew I
was going to fly one way or the other, so she simply decided to go with the flow. Richard’s parents did
not care if he flew, but he could not afford flying lessons. His father preached at a small Church, and had
a wife and three other children, so my mother agreed to play for Richard’s training as well as mine, but
Richard had a major distraction—Evelyn June McMullen.
Evelyn and Richard reminded me of Romeo and Juliet without the balcony. It was a syrupy sweet
relationship, and they were both completely enamored with each other to a depth I had never before
witnessed. Richard could not possibly take flying lessons in Magnolia, if Evelyn was free to see him in
Springhill, so his flying progress at that time was somewhat stunted.
In the winter of 1968 upon reaching a total of but slightly over 8 hours of flying time, my instructor
turned to me and said, “Do you have your student pilot certificate with you?” This certificate was
actually a medical certificate I had to obtain at an FAA medical examiner’s office. The small piece of
yellow paper also doubled as a license, once signed by a certified flight instructor. I did not have it on

me that day, so the unexpected first solo was unfortunately postponed. I never forgot it again, as the
second time my instructor was willing to let me solo, it was definitely in my wallet. I still can’t believe
that I did not have my physical with me that day, as I in one way worked so hard to get that paper.
As a side note, something I have not admitted to many people is my nearly complete fear of doctors.
Had I known that a physical was required to fly an airplane, I would have never started flying. I was
lucky that I got totally hooked on aviation prior to knowing this fact. Yes, my fear was that great. My
white coat syndrome has been with me from my childhood. People who know this side of me probably
can’t easily believe how I have done the things that I have with little or no fear, and at the same time
struggle to muster as much courage that I can dredge up to go get my physical every year or two.
To a large extent, my mother and grandparents were hypochondriacs, and some of their paranoia
rubbed off on me as a child. My fear was not pain or needles—what many fear from the physicians’
visit; it was having the doctor find something terribly wrong with me. I remember my first airman’s 3rd
class physical. I was 17 years old and scared to death that I would not pass, even thought I knew of
nothing wrong. Dr. Webber, an older physician, whose office was in Magnolia, had just checked my
blood pressure when I asked him, “Is it okay??” He responded, “In my entire medical career, I have
never had a patient ask me that question during a physical.”
I can remember many of my physicals through the years with varying levels of fear, including my third
one where the doctor made me lay down for what seemed to be an eternity, while his nurse
occasionally checked my pulse rate, which was obviously higher than optimal. Apparently, it must have
eventually moved toward the normal range, so I got the most valued slip of paper.
After failing to solo on that first occasion due to lack of paperwork, I placed the physical in my billfold
to await my next big chance. Finally it came. I flew for several more hours with Mike before the
elements were right, the planets were in the proper alignment, and all else was right with the world
before I had my second opportunity to solo, but this time I was ready!
The one thing I remember from my first solo flight was the dual controls of the Cherokee, just as I
broke ground at the Magnolia airport. I looked to my right at the empty seat, and just for an instant at
the control yoke on the right side of the airplane, where the instructor usually sat capable of taking
charge if necessary. The memory of my moving my control yoke and seeing his move in like manner is
etched into my memory. I would assume that image is due to the fact that I, and I alone, was the only

one in charge of my life—no longer was there anyone on that other control to save me should the
unthinkable happen. The plane was mine alone to command.
Upon landing for the third time, my shirttail was removed by a pair of scissors and kept, nailed to the
wall of the old hanger in Magnolia. It didn’t however take its place on that wall alone. It became one of
many already on display there, and one of many to be nailed to that old wooden wall in the years to
come.
It was a good start, as I went on day after day, getting as much flying time as I could, until finally I
earned my private pilot license in June of 1968 just a few days after I graduated from Springhill High
School and less than two months after I turned 18.

Strong Desire and Unbridled Opportunity

I wish to take a side bar with the reader for a moment to explain a phenomenon that few recognize
and even fewer truly understand—a perfect storm of opportunity, creativity, and unbridled desire to
experience the world on an individual’s own terms. Few ever experience it, but I was lucky enough to be
both caught up in it and not have it destroy me.
My father and mother were prominent citizens of the small town where I was brought up, Springhill,
Louisiana. My father spent more money than he ever earned, and my mother earned more money than
she knew how to spend wisely.
My mother started a women’s clothing store in 1946 in Cullen, Louisiana, a small town just south of
Springhill. She and her mother bought a few thousand dollars in dresses and lady’s suits and quickly
sold them to the town folk. Soon they reordered and repeated their good fortune. Within a few
months they invested in a building in Springhill on Main Street and opened the “Fashion Shop,” one of
the first and few upscale clothing stores for women in the area. Their business grew almost faster than
they could order new stock. My mother had a fabulous income for that day. My father and I were both
recipients in her hard work and good fortune.
In 1960, my father left my mother for a raven-haired Cajun from Baton Rouge, who had worked for
the State. Leaving my mother with a huge pile of his accumulated debt, she paid it off in two or three
years, as her business grew, and afterwards moved to a new and much larger location.
My mother had far more money than parenting skills. This became evident when she freely shared
her good fortune with me, yet almost totally neglected any semblance of guidance. My good friend Paul
Davis once told my wife a few years ago, “Gary raised himself!” This is probably not far from the truth.
Now, back to the phenomenon…
Placing nearly unlimited resources at the disposal of a teenager with an overly active imagination and
a strong desire to achieve is a dangerous but unique scenario. I was indeed placed in that position.
Many parents believe that such actions always result in a poor outcome for the child. This can be the
case, but sometimes it yield amazing returns.

In my opinion I didn’t turn out too bad overall. I have a great engineering education, a good job as a
full professor of Applied Physics at Louisiana State University - Shreveport, and a wide-ranging set of
skills. I have never smoked pot, taken drugs unnecessarily, and I’m not an alcoholic. Actually, I would
have fewer of my attributes and almost none of my skills had my mother not allowed me the latitude to
explore my limitations and push my boundaries. Am I recommending my early lifestyle? Oh My God,
No, but if the child does not take a bad life turn and lives to maturity, the experience can be more than
rewarding.
I am saddened when I see parents trying to teach their children “the value of a dollar,” and in the
process harden them, embitter them, and stifle their creative side. There is a happy medium, but
children need to have many supervised opportunities, and be provided with the resources to pursue
their dreams if at all possible. My mother made some serious mistakes, but I was lucky to live over them
and develop into a fairly well rounded individual. As I continue with my story, keep in mind her
mistakes, my opportunities, and the balance between the two.
After I earned my private pilot’s license, I made my first landing in Springhill, my home town. Jeral
Slack, my cousin and owner of the flying service in Magnolia, always thought that a student pilot would
be most dangerous at their own airport, and therefore had nixed the idea of me going there as a
student. He was probably right, but eventually the fledgling pilot must leave the nest for parts known
and unknown. Within a few months, I had learned to fly various Cessna aircraft, mainly at my home
airport, but my gold standard was a tailwheel airplane for which I had no exposure, or even an instructor
for training.
My initial chance to learn to fly a tailwheel plane came that summer on a trip back to Magnolia. I
joined a flying club that owned a 65 horsepower Aeronca Champion Model 7AC. A local Magnolia man,
a member of a flying club had earlier given me a ride in the Champ. Little did I know at the time how
inexperienced he was in the small tailwheel aircraft. He took off and flew around Magnolia and almost
lost control of the Champ on landing. I thought to myself how this was not at all like the Cherokee, and
that it would take some training to do the transition.
One of the main local pilots in Magnolia, Jimmy Johnson, was also a member of the same club, so I
asked Jimmy about an instructor for the “Champ.” I believe it was Jimmy who gave me the name of a
local man who gave tailwheel instruction. I got the fellow to come out to meet me, and give me an hour
or so of dual instruction. But during the preflight of the Champ, he noticed that the right aileron was
chaffing on the wing. It had rubbed the dope (coating on the fabric) off of a small spot that covered the

fabric on the aileron, so he refused to fly the plane. I have often wondered if his main concern was the
aileron or the 6’ 5” tall 150-pound 18-year old that he realized he had agreed to teach.
But, Jimmy said to me a few days later, “You are a member of the club, so you can just go taxi it if you
want.” This sounded great to me, so I immediately got in the plane and had him prop me off starting
the engine with nothing more than a strong arm. As I taxied out, I resolved to myself to be really
careful, not realizing the danger was not so much in flying the small plane, but in the medium-speed taxi
that I was about to learn on my own!
In a tail wheel airplane the center of mass is behind the main landing gear, where lateral force is
applied through the wheel’s contact with the runway. Not if, but when the plane starts to swing left or
right, the mass wants to keep going, as it is behind the point of applied force. Once this process starts, if
left to its own, it will continue until the tail is out in front of the plane’s main gear. Usually the plane tips
over on its wing in this process and substantial damage can result. This process of “losing it” is called a
ground loop, and has occurred many times to even experienced pilots. I was not an experienced pilot,
as I had never been solo at the controls of a tailwheel airplane before that day.
When a tailwheel plane starts to go left or right on its own, the pilot must apply opposite rudder to
correct the action in a similar way as done with tricycle geared planes. But once this action is taken by
the pilot, and the plane is moving in the corrective direction, the pilot must anticipate a point where the
swinging airplane must be stopped from swinging. The main difference between a tailwheel and tricycle
geared airplane is that once the corrective action is taken, a correction to the corrective action is needed
at some point in time to stop the plane on the correct path. This quick exchange of rudder deflection is
called “walking the rudders” and it is a totally foreign concept for anyone that has never flow a tailwheel
airplane.
That day in Magnolia, I would taxi out to the end of the runway, stop, and then turn the plane around
and taxi to the other end. There was no traffic that day, so I kept doing the back and forth thing for
some time. I don’t remember how many times I did this, but I got faster and faster with each taxi,
thinking that landing would be the real acid test, certainly not the taxi. I actually got the tail up allowing
the plane to roll on the two main tires, a situation I should have never attempted to teach myself.
I had a few close moments, but maintained control. Looking at this now, I had to some degree
developed the main skill, which was to simply get the tail off the ground and place it back. Herein rests
the danger of the tailwheel airplane. At slow speeds this type of plane is not terribly difficult to taxi, as

things happen so slowly and the rudder actually steers the tailwheel. At higher speeds close to takeoff
speed, the vertical stabilizer on the tail keeps the plane strait and makes for stability. It is the transition
speeds that can be dangerous, where the speed is fast enough to lose control and slow enough that you
do not have the weathervaning effect of the vertical stabilizer. Nevertheless I survived this first critical
situation in an unknown airplane, not even knowing until later what I had done, and how absolutely
dangerous it was. I never soloed the Champ, but had built some solid experience that day at the
controls of a plane Jimmy should have never allowed me to even taxi. It would be a number of months
later before I actually soloed my first taildragger. Still I had had plenty to do learning to fly a number of
other planes with standard tricycle gear.
Not only was I interested in aviation, I was also highly interested in girls. I shrewdly calculated that
girls must love pilots, and I planned to take full advantage of this assumed weakness in women. I took
aim at one or two of the who’s who ladies from my high school. Cheerleaders were my prey, but
unfortunately they were more interested in the ride to see their house than in me. I was to find my
earlier supposition was actually correct to some extent, but it would take a much improved aeronautic
skill level to develop groupies. All that would come years later. I was still one string bean-looking very
tall thin kid--not exactly what the women were looking.
With the exception of attempting to teach myself tailwheel technique, all of my aviation experiences
to date had been controlled and supervised. I was however on the brink, at the start of what would be a
fascinating journey into both danger and development, all enabled by opportunity and desire to become
something I only could dream about. I was well on my way.

Airbatic Spelled Backward

In September of 1968 I bought my first airplane, a Citabria. The name comes from “airbatic” spelled
backwards. Although a rather cheesy spelling of aerobatic before the crafty letter reversal, the Citabria
has become synonymous with the basic aerobatic training machine. It was a 1965 model with a 150
horsepower engine and a fixed pitch propeller. This two-seater had a stick instead of a control wheel,
the same configuration as the 7AC Champ I almost “accidentally” taught myself to fly.

One Skinny Kid with First Airplane a 1965 Champion Citabria
I was told falsely that you can’t destroy a Citabria in the air. A complete aerial outlaw I will simply
refer to as Al emerged at the Springhill airport during this period of my flying. Al hated the FAA with a

passion I had never seen before or since. He hated rules. He hated for anyone to follow anything but
their own desires, in regard to the way they flew. Al taught aviation at the Springhill Airport for some
time without an instructors rating. He simply used another instructor’s certificate number to sign log
books, or at least that was the rumor. There are possibly a number of pilots in or around Springhill who
never got the required dual instruction from a certified instructor, simply because Al, capable or not,
may not have had the FAA rating to teach, or if he did, it had perhaps been suspended or revoked.
Al attempted to have two types of influence on me in those years. He tried to instill the concept that
the FAA was totally contemptuous and rules did not have to be followed. The second thing he pushed
me toward was how to fly on the edge, a dangerous thing to teach an 18-year old guy who already had
too much testosterone, but amazingly enough, it was something that ultimately helped me obtain the
things that I so wanted in aviation.
One of the local student pilots from Springhill back in those days told me that he was having trouble
holding his altitude. He kept climbing and diving. Al cured his ills by having him fly a pipeline right-ofway below the tree line! Flying this close to the ground forced him to not lose altitude, as he would
quickly be into the ground. Looking back at this practice, it was more than stupid, but Al was steeped in
stupid.
Telling me, and also attempting to show me, how a Citabria was indestructible; Al once took me up in
my own airplane and demonstrated a tail slide. This maneuver involves pulling the nose of the plane
straight up until it totally stops in mid air. Rather than attempting to rotate the axis of the airplane until
the nose is pointed downward to fall, the plane is held in the vertical position until it starts to fall
backward tail first. Airplanes in this configuration act like arrows dropped feathers first. They gain
speed falling backward, and then at some point switch ends, so that they can fall arrow tip down.
The problem with the tail slide is that if the plane gains too much speed falling backwards, it will
switch ends violently yielding high loading on the wings, not to mention high stresses on the flapping
control surfaces. To this day I do not know if Al attempted to recover inverted or fumbled a right side
up recovery, but he allowed the Citabria to fall backwards for some distance and failed to pull back on
the stick, which would have yielded a positive G recovery. He apparently did nothing or pushed too far
forward on the stick allowing the plane to take heavy negative G loading yanking both pilot and
passenger (me) out of our seats violently. Luckily the plane stayed in one piece. Al had much more ego

than skill or brains. Looking back, what he did, and what he taught were both extremely dangerous, if
for no other reason than his allowing the airplanes to approach or exceed its design limits.
As mentioned, I got the Citabria in or around September of 1968. With a minimal checkout, I was on
my own and used the plane to commute to college at Northwestern State University in Natchitoches,
Louisiana. I was one of only two students at Northwestern who owned airplanes. My desire was to
learn aerobatics, but my problem was that nobody taught aerobatics, no one close to me at least.
Although Al had shown me a loop and allowed me to try it a few times, I was far from being competent.
During those years, my father occasionally visited me from his home in Baton Rouge. He knew that I
flew and was eager to talk about my experiences, so I asked him about those early days in the Army Air
Corp. I have thought many times since about what he told me. It was like looking through a time
porthole back to 1929 aviation. This was pre WWII aviation--between the wars. What he told me that
day changed my skill level forever, and created another valuable stepping stone on my path to much
bigger and better things, obtaining the skills I desired.
My father told me about how “flying by the seat of your pants” would either make or break a pilot of
his era. He said many cadets could not learn this necessary feel for the airplane. I knew what he was
talking about, but his words bothered me considerably, as I wondered if I actually had what it took.
Could I really learn to do this? Was I able, or was I one of those who would have been washed out from
the program back then? I knew this skill wasn’t important to “modern pilots,” or to the FAA, but it was
very important to me. I wanted to be a real aviator, not an airplane driver.
In the old planes such as the Consolidated PT-3 that my father flew, the pilot had to “feel” the plane.
In turns either left or right one must first roll the aircraft in the direction of the turn, but this alone is not
enough. Rudder must be applied by pushing the rudder pedals to create the full turning measure. Too
much rudder and the plane skids around the turn slinging the pilot to the outside of his circular path.
Too little rudder causes the plane to slip toward the inside creating a force on the pilot to the inside of
the turn. Most pilots today have very little if any ability to feel the plane underneath them, to use the
rudder in the correct manner. Many modern planes require little rudder force to turn and the use of the
rudders are not emphasized to a large extent in modern training.
The pilot, that can feel what the aircraft is doing, feels the plane literally through their rear where it
comes in contacts with the seat. This sense of feeling the plane is what my father was taught in regard
to the flying of that day. Actually, this sense of feel extends to many aspects of the pilot-plane interface.

Such things as G loading, inner ear orientation, visual cues, and the sights and sounds of flying all factor
into a person’s oneness with the airplane. In modern-day terms one might use the phrase “kinesthetic
senses” to describe what the pilot is monitoring as he flies.
The older planes had virtually no instruments, so all flying in those days was by sight and feel. Some
can and some just can’t feel the airplane beneath them. Worried about my ability to do so, prompted
me to cover the only indicator in my instrument panel that would show slip or skid, the “ball.” Instead, I
used my lower parts to try to sense the plane’s actions. But, I needed more than simple turns to
challenge my butt. So I taught myself the “wingover” a maneuver where a pilot pulls the nose up as
they roll the plane to 90 degrees of bank. The object is to obtain a 180-degree change of direction while
reaching the 90 degree bank angle half way through the maneuver. The wingover can be performed
sloppily by many pilots, but perfectly by almost none. Even when a pilot is allowed to watch the ball
that indicates skidding and slipping, few pilots can keep the ball centered indicating perfect rudder
coordination.
Covering the ball with a piece of black electricians tape forced me to feel the plane, to keep it
coordinated. I must have done thousands of wingovers with and without the ball covered. Finally, and
to this day, I can perform a wingover with the ball completely centered, based on my early days of
practice in the Citabria.
I well remember flying out east of Natchitoches, Louisiana in the Cane River country. I suddenly and
inexplicably decided to attempt my first solo loop. All my former attempts at a roll had met with near
disaster. Perhaps the loop would work better? Once my courage was mustered to an adequate level, I
dove the plane to gain speed and then pulled back on the stick raising the nose higher and higher. In
theory if you can keep pulling the nose of the plane upward, eventually you will see the horizon up-sidedown. Then through more pulling on the stick you will begin to dive downward and at some point pull
to the original upright position. Well, that is the theory. Not so easy to do however if you are not
properly trained.
As my nose came up higher and higher my speed bled off too quickly. I was simply not pulling hard
enough. Before I even got onto my back fully, I was totally out of airspeed and the plane started into a
nose-high inverted stall. I felt the loss of control in the stick and rudder as I started to fall inverted. I
remember trying to get the plane right-side-up, but to no avail. I remember laughing later about putting
the control stick in just about every corner possible with no effect. I fell for some distance on my back

upside-down before the nose finally dropped through, and the plane started gaining speed. This broke
me from attempting the loop, at least for several more months.
Being a college student at Northwestern State University, I went to the library and checked out a book
by Roscoe Turner. The 1938 edition was a secondary training manual for the Army Air Corp. The book
covered the basic aerobatic maneuvers cadets were expected to learn. At night I would try to memorize
what to do the next day, then when the time came try it, usually with little success.
On one occasion, my friend Richard Craighead, the same friend who took his first flying lesson with
me, came to visit me at the university. It was a bright sunny day when I flew out north of Natchitoches
over the Red River to try a few maneuvers. Richard was the official “book holder” as he sat in the back
seat tightly grasping the Turner book to be used—of course only if necessary. On that day, I distinctly
remember trying a slow roll from what I read to be the correct technique from the book.
My roll attempt was not a failure, it was a miserable epic failure, as I pulled the plane’s nose up about
15 or 20 degrees above the horizon before adding full aileron, starting a fairly fast roll to the left. My
problems came when I was inverted hanging there on my seat belts. I rolled out too soon, as I started
feeling the one negative G of force on my body. This in turn caused the engine to quit, as it had a
carburetor instead of fuel ejection, as most modern planes do now. It was not a natural to me at that
time to simply roll the plane out of the inverted position to the upright position.
Rather than rolling, as a skilled aerobat would do, I pulled back on the stick in an attempt to keep
pulling until I was right side up again. This maneuver is called a Split-S, but in the deliberate version of
the maneuver, you start at a much slower speed before you start pulling back on the stick. This
prevents excess speed, as the maneuver finishes. The result that day was a massive gain is speed and a
massive G loading on the wings, as I pulled back way to hard trying to keep the speed manageable at a
reasonable G loading. To aggravate the situation, the engine started running as the plane began to see
positive G force again.
The problem is that if you do not overload the wings with too many G’s, you gain far too much speed.
If you pull too hard you can limit top end speed, but the G loading can exceed what the plane and pilot
can take. On that day I tried to “middle of the road” both speed and loading, but managing both to stay
within limits was a difficult situation.

It was the first and last time I came very close to totally blacking out from high G loading. I literally
lost my ability to see, as the blood raced from my head from the artificial gravity being produced in the
pullout. Totally blind in broad daylight, I just kept pulling, as the plane and I were both right on the
edge. I won’t say here how fast the plane got in that dive, but it was faster than I had ever traveled in
that plane before or since! Eventually I had the plane back in level flight, and my vision quickly returned.
I then turn around and ask Richard to read that section of the book to me again on how to roll a plane.
After that we attempted round 2. Through the years, I have pulled high G loads thousands of times and
have never come anywhere close to blacking out, but that day I was lucky!
As with many things in my life, my first roll in the Citabria was by accident. I had taken a friend, Paul
Davis, on as an informal student with the intent to teach him to fly my Citabria. Paul was a natural pilot
and did well, especially considering that he had the aviation version of Wild Bill Hickok as his instructor.
That day we were out near Emerson, Arkansas where I was teaching Paul wingovers, a maneuver I had
well mastered by that time. One component of the wingover involves the application of aileron while at
the 90 degree bank angle. Failure to add aileron against the direction of bank will allow the plane to roll
inverted. The unwanted rolling is further aggravated in planes such as the Citabria, which have high lift
wings. Apparently that day Paul did not know, or had not been taught properly.
Executing the wingover nicely up to the point of vertical banking, Paul was the man. Unfortunately or
perhaps fortunately, he did not put opposite aileron into the maneuver at the half way point, resulting
in us rolling onto our back. I well remember yelling from the back seat, “I’ve got it!” as I grabbed the
stick and rolled the plane a full 360 degrees coming out on the same heading that we entered. I said,
“My God! We just did a roll!” It was a sloppy roll, a big round barrel roll, but it was a role and we had
done it.
About a week later I was flying back home from college when my heart really started racing. This
seldom happened outside of a doctor’s office, but when it did, it often signaled to my brain that my
subconscious was about to do something it shouldn’t. I knew what I was about to do and I was
genuinely nervous. I knew that it was time to recreate Paul’s mistake and attempt to recover the same
way I had done a week earlier. I got enough altitude to Split-S out if I really screwed up. Pulling the
nose up higher and higher to do what would have been a wingover, I reached the 90 degree bank point.
Rather than giving opposite aileron via the stick, I forced the stick hard in the direction the plane wanted
to roll. I held it fast as the plane rolled and I recovered. I thought, “I did it! I did a roll!”

I did several that day each one was a bit better than the one before. Soon, I could come out on my
initial heading. This was a quantum leap in my learning without a teacher. Or one could look at it a
different light, in that I had a fool for an instructor. Either way, within a few weeks I had mastered the
barrel roll. As I tightened the barrel roll, it morphed into the aileron roll, which is simply a fast tight
barrel roll.
Once I had the aileron roll mastered, it was fairly easy to roll to inverted, hold it there and roll out.
Being able to fly inverted was not difficult after learning how to get there and get out. Pretty soon I was
performing the hardest of all rolls, the slow roll. This was accomplished simply by doing slower and
slower aileron rolls. Of course during this process I eventually tried the dreaded loop again learning to
do it properly also. Combining the loop with my ability to roll the plane allowed me to achieve the
Cuban eight, the Immelmann turn, and a proper split-S.
In the hammerhead turn the pilot pulls the nose of the plane vertical while bleeding off the plane’s
speed to nearly zero. Right before the plane stops going upward, a hard push on a rudder pedal, usually
the left one, causes the plane to switch ends pivoting more or less in the center. The danger with this
maneuver is waiting too long to push, and allowing the plane to slide backward gaining speed and then
switching ends, as Al had done with me earlier. Not only is there a danger of structural damage to a
plane from excessive wing loading, you can also fold an aileron, elevator, or rudder backward over their
supporting structure. But, none of the scenarios happened, and within a few tries I had the maneuver
totally under control. I discovered that you simply learn when to push the rudder to pivot. Some pilots
look at the airspeed, but I never do this, as feel is much better than instrument indication for me. It’s all
part of flying by the seat of my pants.

Hitting the Spot

Learning to fly back in Magnolia, Arkansas, in 1968 was something of a humbling experience for me. I
never, during the primary training process, thought more of my ability than I should, and I certainly
never thought I was gifted as a student pilot. Like all students, I had my both strong and weak points.
Radio work and tower-controlled fields were avoided at all cost, simply because I was not good at
working with any form of Air Traffic Control (ATC). I think part of it was fear of authority. I was so afraid
of doing something wrong in the ATC environment; I wound up doing it wrong. If I had a strong point, it
was probably the maneuvers, which I seemed to have little trouble learning.
My real problems with flying did not emerge until sometime after I got my private pilot’s license.
When you are 18 or 19 you have little to no judgment. Mixing a lack of judgment with the lure and
excitement of sport flying is a bad combination. Add in the fact that I had little or no parental control,
and the concept that you are invincible at that stage of your life, and you have a deadly combination. I
also began to see that I could fly better than most in the style of flying that I loved. It was a perfect
storm of ingredients for producing either a proficient pilot or a dead one. Let’s see, did I mention that I
taught myself aerobatics? Oh yes, I had a strong aviation self image.
Everything about an airplane to me was feel, feel, and more feel. I wanted to be one with my plane. I
wanted the plane to be an extension of my body, brain, and all associated actions in between. I wanted
to be the best seat-of-the-pants pilot ever. Instruments meant nothing to me. Sophisticated radios and
navigational systems were of no concern. I wanted to have the best command of the plane possible,
just me, the stick, rudder pedals, and throttle.
I did at that time not realize that I was actually a huge work in progress, not a finished pilot. I was very
competitive and sought to show my skills anywhere and everywhere possible. The reader may assume
this is an isolated model for aviator development, but it is more common in youth than most people
imagine. Frankly, I thought way too much of my meager skills, at the time I started my real trek into
aviation. I would not say that there are no old bold pilots, but I would say that there are not many. I
was registering about an 11.5 on my boldness scale which runs from 1 to 10.

Exaltation and humiliation are often times the fraternal twins of progress. I was indeed making some
progress and knew the twin sisters pretty well, never better than when there was any kind of
competition. In those early years at the Springhill Airport, it was the custom of the day to hold spot
landing contests.
The rules were quite simple. On the downwind portion of the traffic pattern, the pilot throttles back
his engine power to an idle opposite a spot marked on the runway close to the approach end. He is not
allowed to use any more power with the exception of giving some quick throttle input to “clear the
engine.” This small burst of power assures that the plane’s power plant is ready to deliver full power if
needed to save one’s bacon if you got too low and too slow. The clearing can’t be used as a boost in
power. It must be fast and the throttle returned to the idle position quickly. No slipping or skidding may
be employed, and the use of flaps is definitely out. That was no problem for me, as I didn’t have flaps on
that early Citabria. The glide is adjusted by shortening or widening the traffic pattern at the point of
turning the downwind to base leg. Small changes in speed that can affect glide are allowed.
I practiced spot landings until I had the procedure down pat. Although I had entered several spot
landing contests, I remember one in my hometown, where the pilots put up money to enter. It drew
about 20 pilots in all, some students and some professionals. I was determined to win. As a matter of
fact, I put my reputation on the line by telling everyone I was going to win the contest. Someone might
have said, “Well, George is probably going to win the contest.” I would say, “No, I’m going to win it,” of
course with a smile.
Most everyone hates people who brag. Back then I had no problem with anyone bragging, just as long
as they could deliver. Actually, I admired Mohammad Ali in that he would tell everyone he was going to
knock some opponent out, and then he would go about doing it.
I do believe that I so irritated everyone with my confidence that they were all hopping that I would
completely screw up. I’m not sure that there were not a few secret desires to have me crash on landing,
well, as long as it was past the spectator area on each side of the runway near the spot.
We drew numbers to see who was going to go first. I can’t remember my number, but I flew toward
the last. There were some very close scores such as one pilot who came about 3 feet from hitting the
mark. All I had to do was to fall short of this outstanding score and I was toast. The other pilots would
have their hero and it would remove me from my bragging rights.

I got opposite the spot, pulled off all my power, and preceded to judge my drift, my speed and the
angle I needed to achieve success. As I turned onto final approach my speed and position looked
perfect. I was, so to speak, in the pipe 5 by 5. Everyone was focused on my plane and the spot, as I
flared for landing, slowly bringing up my nose to the 3-point landing configuration which was required
for tailwheel airplanes. The tension grew. The moment was at hand. Could he do it? They were all
hoping I couldn’t. Just then the moment of truth arrived.
I hit the spot dead on, not one foot short and not one foot long. As I taxied back, I saw the longest
faces. They were all disgusted at my performance. I knew what they were thinking, “The smartass
Boucher kid hit the damn spot!” Since I could not see the wheels when it actually hit the runway, I was
really surprised that the group had not made up a story about me being 4 feet shy of the mark just to rig
the contest. I do believe all would have gone with this, had someone come up with the idea, but they
were honest. My ego was further inflated.
I won’t go into some of my more humbling experiences just yet in my writings, but I can assure the
reader that I had them, my share and some other poor pilots share. Most of those near misses
happened well over 40 years prior to this writing. Every negative experience I had shaped my life in
some positive way. One by one, those experiences molded my behavior, taught me that I was not
invincible, but mortal, and above all showed me that God, through my mother’s prayers, kept his hand
on me growing up. I had many times come close to the proverbial edge, and escaped, all the wiser from
my experiences.
Such trial by fire either removes a pilot from further participation in life (not to mention the gene
pool), or it simply builds strength of character and judgment. That is of course unless the person is a
complete fool. I was grateful that I was alive after my early foolishness to continue my quest toward
becoming a good aviator.

Chapters Skipped Here

The Texan

My next quantum leap in aviation came in February of 1972, when I decided to purchase a North
American AT-6D. This airplane often called “The Texan” was an advanced trainer used in WWII for the
last stage of cadet training before placing the young pilots into a fighter such as a P-47 Thunderbolt, P51 Mustang, or an F-4U Corsair. I had a couple of hours of flying time in an AT-6 with a renegade pilot
named Isaac Newton “Junior” Burchinal, who would give instruction in any airplane he owned that
would also fly, and he owned many old warbirds.
My first encounter with an AT-6 was at Burchinal’s personal airfield called “Flying Tigers,” located just
west of Paris, Texas. I had flown into the small airport in my first Citabria around 1969 and told Junior
that I wanted to get a ride in an AT-6. Burchinal did not like me at the start, probably thinking I was too
cocky for a young pilot. Whatever his reasons, he decided to humble me by taking my money for the
ride and allowing a test pilot from Hughes Aircraft who happened to be on the field that day to take me
for my first AT-6 ride. At the time I did not know the test pilot’s hidden motive, which was to make me
sick.
What Junior did not know was my tolerance for aerobatics, and the fact that I never had an airsickness
problem. I got one wild ride, feeling like I had been tied to a bucking bronco, and a wild one at that. The
unnamed pilot did everything in his playbook and the outcome was good for me and bad for Junior, as
his designated test pilot failed to obtain the desired results by pushing my envelope. It was more than
worth my $20 or so for the ride. A ride in his P-51 cost a total of $30. My, how times have changed!
Sometime later, I returned to Flying Tigers to get an hour of dual with Burchinal in the AT-6. I had
been flying my Citabria and I had learned to be rough on planes. If I wanted the nose up 30 degrees it
went with no hesitation and stopped at 30 degrees. If I wanted to turn I turned sharply. I had never
flown anything like an AT-6 and I had not realized what a different world that was.
That day we took off and went through some stalls, turns, maneuvers—what would have been typical
for a first lesson for transition to the old trainer. Junior said little or nothing until we were firmly on the
ground. I felt as though I had picked up the feel of the large plane quite well, as we stepped out onto
the soil of the small airport. Little did I know what was about to befall me.

Junior started hollering, yelling, and scolding me in a most angry fashion. He told me that I was the
worst pilot he had ever had the misfortune to fly with! He said, “You have no feel for the plane. You will
never learn to fly this airplane. You are as bad as an astronaut that came out here a while back to get a
checkout. He too had no ability to learn anything!” As this tirade continued, I just sat there and took it.
I did not talk back, as I had figured this would be far from the thing to do at the time. I did however
have a grasp of what irritated the Baptist preacher/pilot.
A number of months later, and most probably after he forgot about his early encounter with me, I
flew back to his field for yet another hour in the AT-6. This time I was going to show him what he
wanted. We went up and you would have thought I was flying a jumbo jet crammed full of
octogenarians. I was fluid in motion. Everything flowed, as one maneuver gently morphed into another.
When we got on the ground and debriefed, he told me I was one of the best and smoothest pilots he
had ever taught in the AT-6. He was completely full of praise for my performance. I did not remind him
of how far I had come since the last time he flew with me. I accepted his praise just as I had his criticism
earlier, but at least I had 2 hours in an AT-6. Now that I think back, the fate of the poor astronaut who
ever he was probably forever remained unredeemed.
One interesting story about Junior Burchinal was when he was giving a lesson in his Stearman. He
often times got want-to-be pilots that had no natural ability to fly the machines in which he specialized.
After repeated attempts to iron out one of his student’s landings in the Stearman, he said, “Okay! I got
the plane! Now take your right hand and grip your right ear.” The student reached up and took hold of
his right ear at the top. “Now, take your left hand and do the same with your left ear.” The student did
the same, now holding both ears with both hands. The final blow came when Burchinal said, “Now Pull
Your Head Out of Your Ass!!!” Junior was unique, and taught with an old school flying cadet swagger.
Once I bought a ride in his P-51D for $30. The Mustang fighter was not built with a second seat as it
was, during WWII, filled with radio equipment as well as armor plating. These items had been removed
and a small jump seat had been installed. The seat had no controls. It was simply a seat. I took that
seat that day for what would be a ride I would never forget.
We took off from Flying Tigers and went south of Paris, Texas, to the open fields. I would have
estimated our altitude at around 3000 feet when he pulled the plane slowly to the vertical. This is a
maneuver you will probably never see any current Mustang “Hot Shots” try at the airshows. The engine

torque of the Mustang is legendary and you have to have a great deal of skill to go vertical to the slow
speeds that Burchinal took the plane that day.
It was something between a hammerhead turn and a wingover, as he slowly pulled throttle back on
the fighter to gracefully pivot over the top. I will never forget a small speck of dirt on the floor as it
slowly floated up in front of my eyes and stuck on the bubble canopy. It was perfect coordination as the
plane slowly nosed down straight at the ground gaining speed. Junior started a roll as he descended. I
was not able to see the airspeed indicator, but I knew we were closing on the ground and gaining a
formidable amount of speed on the downward line. Slowly he stopped rolling and started pulling, as we
pulled between 3 and 4 G’s in the pullout. At the bottom we were about 50 feet off the ground and
moving at around 325 miles per hour! I know something about the speeds because I asked later.
We did a few rolls and came in for a low pass down his runway also at around 325 miles per hour. I
have never seen anything move past my field of vision as fast as I did that day. Objects at a distance did
not stay at a distance long. They simply passed us at a phenomenal speed. It was one of the most
thrilling airplane rides I have ever experienced.
I could certainly not have afforded a Mustang, but I could possibly afford an AT-6, which was the
closest I could come to a fighter. In WWII they trained in Stearmans, then AT-6s, so my next logical
plane should be an AT-6. After all I was told I had a good feel for the plane (second flight) and gasoline
was at or less than $0.40 a gallon.
I had never actually landed an AT-6, but I reasoned that I could pick up the heavier faster airplane
skills easily and thus cut a deal with the owner of an AT-6D in Norwalk, Ohio named Dean Ortner. Even
though I had a commercial pilot’s license, I was a lousy navigator. I decided I needed some help, so I
asked a good friend, Larry Varnado, a young instructor in the aviation program at Northwestern State
University. I knew Larry could navigate well, and I could fly well, so the partnership seemed a good one.
One February morning we left for Cleveland, Ohio, in a Delta DC-9 out of Shreveport.
We arrived at Cleveland and rented a car to drive to Norwalk, where the plane was located. It was
one of the prettiest AT-6s I had ever seen. It was not as those seen at airshows today, that are painted
in their authentic military colors. This AT-6 was painted with an airshow scheme including an artistic
touch of checker boarding. Although I understand why they do it, I would love to see an AT-6 painted in
any color scheme outside of the original. This one was airshow color gaudy! I loved the plane, all 600
horsepower and all 5200 pounds of its gross weight. The 9-foot 2-inch propeller and huge R1340 AN-1

Pratt and Whitney radian engine towered about the ground. The greenhouse canopy gave great
visibility and the inside had few creature comforts, as it was all business.

Gary Boucher and AT-6D - 1972 Photo by Curtis Guillet

I well knew that many cadets had met their untimely demise in this model airplane. Military aviation
during the war was serious business, and there were always substantial risks involved. The AT-6 was
engineered to transition a pilot to an even hotter airplane. It was purposefully engineered to be a beast,
exhibiting many of the handling characteristics of the planes to come.
I told Ortner that I would buy the plane, but he had to check me out for takeoff and landing. I
remember the snow. I had very seldom seen snow growing up in Louisiana, but it was everywhere in
February in Ohio. The runway was clear of snow, so we taxied out and took off. I will never forget my
first landing. It was more of an epiphany than a learning experience. I was amazed at the mass of the

plane and how, when it started to do something, it wanted to just keep doing it. It was like knowing a
mature older woman still holding her charm and beauty, but a woman that knew your moves better
than you knew them yourself (not to say I have been in such a position). I was on the rudder pedals but
it seemed too little too late.

Although to my knowledge Ortner never had to help with the plane’s controls, I felt marginal in the
beast, out of sync with the old warbird. No plane that I had ever flown felt like this juggernaut, and I
knew I had to tame it. That night I remember telling Larry how the plane was a challenge to say the
least and it was taxing my ability. Larry just laughed and said, “I will NOT fly with you in that thing until I
see you make three takeoffs and landings to a full stop without Ortner in there with you.” Larry was
referring to the three takeoff and landings required by the FAA. Larry was always rule-oriented coming
from his flight instructor background, so it was no surprise he asked for this. I said I was okay with that
idea, and we went back the next day for another round at it.

In an hour or so I seemed to have it down pretty good. Dean Ortner was a gracious patient and very
accommodating man. He flew for a company as a professional pilot and flew airshows in his off time
much the same as Marion Cole had been doing for years. Ortner had a trip that afternoon, but before
he left, he told me that I could take up the plane myself if I wanted. Then Dean flew off on his trip. I
said to Larry that I was taking her up. Varnado walked to the edge of the runway to watch what he was
not sure of. I cranked the T6 and taxied out.
Comparing my next three solo landings, to the ones I had made earlier, well, they just did not
compare. They were anything but smooth. When I taxied in and shut off the engine, Larry came up to
the plane. I said, “Well those were not too good.” Larry replied that they were three landings, and he
was okay with my skill level. I transferred the payment to Ortner, and Larry and I left for Louisiana. That
was the last time I ever saw Dean Ortner. He bought a Stearman PT-17 for airshow work and later
decided he wanted to go back to the AT-6. I was told by Marion Cole in the restaurant of the Downtown
Airport in Shreveport that Dean did buy another AT-6 and was attempting a double snap roll low to the
ground, but completed only one and a half rotations before the plane stopped rolling. Doing so has no
escape. He crashed killing himself. Many years later, I would lose a good friend in an AT-6 to a similar
maneuver, as Joe Hartung was killed in Lafayette, Louisiana, attempting a very low aileron roll.

I could say that traveling back to Louisiana was uneventful, but that would not be accurate. Not long
after takeoff, we were flying over rural Ohio at a fairly low altitude, as there was a moderately low
overcast. Flying at around 170 mph at low altitude places a lot of ground behind you fast, but does not
give you great long range visibility. I could not hear Larry very well from the back cockpit, and Larry
could not hear me very well either. We could sometimes make out a word here or there while the other
party was shouting, but communications was doubtful at the best. I did make out that day that Larry
wanted to land. The ground was covered with snow and it was extremely cold for two Louisiana boys. I
soon saw an airport ahead where we could land.
As I rolled out and taxied to the terminal building, I can still remember the people inside with their
faces pushed close to the large plate glass window. They apparently did not get too many AT-6s. I still
had the engine running by Larry’s instructions, when one person came out and walked up to the huge
plane. Larry slid his canopy open from behind me and asked the man one of the most primary questions
you can ask as an aviator. “Where are we?” The man smiled and responded. Larry thanked him and
turned to me with engine idling as he said, “Good, now I know where we are again. Let’s go!” I took off
and we were on our way again.
The funniest story happened the second day, as we did not get far that first day. I still remember
flying though snow. I was not accustomed to it on the ground, much less flying through it. The snow
was light and intermixed with sunshine, as we flew south. I can’t remember now which airport it was,
but we were running low on fuel, so we decided to land at a fairly large uncontrolled airport.
Apparently, some water had gotten into the pitot tube that feeds the airspeed indicator. I noticed that
my airspeed indicator needle went backwards past zero indicating 300 miles per hour. Knowing this was
far from correct, I realized it was probably water in the tubes. I shouted back at Larry to inform him of
the problem and kept flying toward our destination.
Larry yelled something to the effect, “I will help you by calling out the airspeeds.” I acknowledged,
but by that time, I had a pretty good “seat of the pants” feel for the airplane. I could feel the control
stick and how stiff it was, as the plane flew at different speeds. As we approached, Larry started calling
out the speeds. “170… 160… 145…“ Each number was less, but I knew this was not the case. “135…
120… 90!!! 80!!! LOWER THE NOSE!! LOWER THE NOSE!!!!” yelled Larry, as I knew I had not lost that
much airspeed. Suddenly there was silence from Larry, as the pause was more than pregnant. Finally,
Larry said, “Oh never mind… The airspeed is now like 300.” Larry warned me that if I told this story,
very bad things would happen to me.

Eventually, we made it back to Natchitoches and college again. I was 21 and was flying a plane many
cadets simply could not handle under good training conditions. In the months to follow, I became more
comfortable and skilled in the plane.

White Belt, Dingo Boots and the AT -6D at Natchitoches – 1972

Several stories come to mind regarding the AT-6 that I owned. Two of the stories happened in the
same flight. Ray Carney was the director of the aviation program at Northwestern State University in
the early 70’s. To try to improve their enrollment in the program, Ray decided to have an aviation day
to entice students who might find an interest in learning to fly. Ray came to me and asked if I would
participate with the AT-6 if he bought me some fuel. You might as well have said, “Can I give you some
money to go have fun.” I said “Sure, what do you want me to do?” Ray said, “We will have 5 or 6
Cessna 150 trainers up in a formation. Watch out for them, they know you will be making passes over
them. Fly over the campus at a legal altitude and DO NOT DO AEROBATICS over the campus.”

Curtis Wester, a local flight instructor asked if he could go with me. I agreed and strapped him into
the back seat. I took off and quickly gained altitude, as I saw the Cessna trainer formation ahead. I
came up behind them in a dive at around 225 miles per hour indicated, flying directly over the top of the
formation as we had arranged. I was in my element! Winging over east of Natchitoches, I came back at
the formation at around the same speed as I passed over them with throttle wide open. My rate of
closure on the small planes approaching me was probably around 325 mph. Pulling back on the stick I
saw the altimeter wind upward. Just as I fully passed the campus and hit 1500 feet altitude, the legal
minimum altitude to do aerobatics, I rolled the Texan.
It was a slow roll in a shallow climb and I took some negative G loading when I was inverted hanging
on my belt. I felt an unusual snap in the seat. At the time I did not know what it was, but my
mechanical seat latch lever had become partially disengaged. The seat in an AT-6 slides, not front and
back, but up and down. When I finished the roll and took one positive G again, the seat latch gave way,
and I slid down the vertical rails to the bottom of the cockpit. I could not see out of the plane! The stick
was way too high. The humorous aspect of this was that Curtis thought I had fallen out of the plane and
he could not land an AT-6. He almost had a heart attack. Pretty soon he saw me trying to inch my way
back to the normal position.
The Cessna aircraft landed on runway 34 toward the north and were slowly taxiing back to the
intersection of runway 7-25. I chose runway 25 to land toward the west as there was virtually no wind.
All of the Cessna’s were piloted by professional pilots, mostly instructors, and were taxing slowly toward
the north. I set up my approach to runway 25 and lowered gear, flaps, and throttled back to land. Just
as I started to rotate for landing, letting the nose slowly move upward, as I lost speed, I saw a Cessna
pull out directly in front of me onto my runway. Vernon Fusilier, an instructor that did not exactly like
me, had just done what would have been a fatal mistake, seldom made by even the most novice of
pilots. Seeing the Cessna pulling out in front of me, I added full power smoothly enough to keep the
engine from chocking. There was no way I was going to be able to clear the Cessna without very drastic
measures.
Although not standard operating procedure for a go-around, I reached down and pulled the gear up
first and allowed the plane to drift off to the right side of the runway to miss the Cessna. I actually flew
over the various ramps to hangars only a few feet above the ground. I had been riding ground effect, the
property that gives extra lift while very close to the ground, to maintain my plane in the air at the very
low airspeed. As I got more speed and altitude, I “milked” the flaps up and back to their retracted

position for normal flight. I was happy to have survived yet again. I am sure Curtis Wester was ready to
get on the ground.
It was the only time I had ever seen the cocky Fusilier humble, as he came up to me and apologized. I
was actually not angry. I was simply happy that I handled a bad situation well. I was like that as a kid, as
I seldom got mad once something was over. It was over and we were alive.
That year I met a fellow from the Texas panhandle that we simply called Tex. Tex Flariday was bigger
than life and a skydiver. He asked me if I would drop him out over the airport, so he could get a jump in.
I said sure, as it would be an interesting thing to actually have a person “bail” out of my AT-6. After
making all the necessary arrangements for the drop, I climbed toward 3000 feet just west of the airport
in Natchitoches, I started my turn toward the airport. Suddenly the engine started to backfire. The
vibration was violent as the entire frame of the plane began shaking. I did not know what was
happening, but I felt that if I did not pull off power, the condition could damage the engine. I turned and
yelled to Tex, “I have engine problems and I am going to land dead stick--Jump if you want!”
I heard the greenhouse canopy open and figured he was gone. My attention was on performing a
landing without help of the engine, while I had pulled the power back to an idle. Suddenly Tex yelled,
“SLOW IT DOWN!!!” I looked back over my left shoulder and he had one leg inside the cockpit and one
out on the wing, straddling the canopy rail. I remember pulling the nose up until I passed through 80
knots and then letting the nose down again to obtain a better glide speed. I looked around and Tex was
gone.
I landed the aircraft with throttle closed on runway 7 toward the east coasting to the public ramp in
front of Natchitoches Flying Service. After dismounting the aircraft, I asked about Tex. Someone said,
“We saw his chute open.” Tex had drifted down safely, and had his jump much as we had planned.
The problem was from a former engine fire that had occurred before I owned the plane. The ignition
harness received excessive heat from the fire and had melted and fused the ignition wires. For some
reason that day the wires started arcing from one to the other causing the engine to fire on the intake
stroke for some cylinders. I am convinced that my actions were the correct ones to take in this
emergency. I had never had a more “violent” engine failure.

Jesse Curtis

A friend knew a local mechanic familiar with the Pratt and Whitney R1340 engine, the one used on the
AT-6. This huge radial (round) engine required skills not possessed by most modern mechanics. I hired
Jesse Curtis who lived in a one room shotgun house at a duster field near Armistead, Louisiana, not far
from Natchitoches. This man had been a flight instructor during the war and was responsible for
training RAF pilots, as England was under siege by the Germans. The British transferred their primary
training to the U. S. He had flown out of the former airbase at Terrell, Texas just east of Dallas and had
become very familiar with the young RAF pilots and their customs. Jesse was a genuine character.
Having a drinking problem did not detract from his unique nature. As one of my old pilot friends
would have put it, he did not have a problem with alcohol, as long as he was still able to buy it. All
joking aside, I think Jesse drank basically all the time. I first met him at a filling station one night not far
from where he lived. I will never forget how he was chewing on an unlit cigar. He had been drinking
and had spit running down his cheek mixed with small tobacco leaves from the cigar. He drove an old
beat up truck with a radial engine of some sort in the bed. But, after all, he was an expert, not only from
working on these airplane engines, but also from flying them. He was a crop duster, as well as a
mechanic.
Jesse arrived the next day to start work. The first thing he did that morning was to take a six-pack of
beer and placed it on a 55-gallon oil drum to warm up in the sun. One habit he had obtained from the
English fly boys was the taste for warm beer. Having a bottle in his truck also gave him a bit quicker
pick-me-up.
As Jesse worked on my plane, he would chew on his cigar spitting the tobacco shreds into my engine
compartment. I tolerated it, because, well, he was an expert. He ran new ignition wires through the
metal assembly that rings the engine. I was rather surprised that to find out which wire was what at the
ends of the harness, he used a 100-watt light bulb and a couple of wires from a trimmed extension cord.
This was in lieu of a more modern volt-ohm meter. But, of course, Jesse was an expert. In the process
of his work, he taught me how to set the valve spacing on the R1340 engine.
Jesse’s whole life belonged in a museum, a human exhibit that few people actually had the insight to
appreciate. I admired his nature, his skills, and his basic uniqueness. Jesse had his own form of

synergy, the synergy of all his separate parts, all of his unique quirks working together to create a most
extraordinary individual. I just liked Jesse a lot and to my knowledge he liked me.
Although I never visited Jesse’s house, a good friend of mine, Curtis Guillet, a former fighter pilot and
instructor in the war had. Guillet was amazed at the man as much as I had been--enough to visit him at
his home. He told me that the small house that Jesse lived in was completely full of junk, parts for
airplanes, and other assorted materials. Guillet told me that he walked in and Jesse told him to drag up
a seat. Guillet looked around and saw no available chairs, so he sat on an outboard motor that
happened to be sitting in the living room, amidst the other junk.
He had a bed in the room full of parts and small boxes. When Guillet asked about the stuff in Jesse’s
bed, he replied that they were carburetor and magneto parts for the R985 engines that they used on
their Stearman crop dusters. As it turned out, he did his more delicate engine work in bed. Urination
from his front porch saved many a trip to the bathroom. His back porch was full of bottles, empty Coke
bottles that he just had not had the time to remove.
I did once visit his engine shop. He would overhaul radial engines of various sizes in a room almost
too small to build a birdhouse. Actually, his shop reminded me of a surgical operating theater. Rather
than seats for the doctors to watch the operations, the sloped shape of the room was from parts, old
parts. His engine rebuild room looked like an upward opening funnel with the engine in the center.
Watching him, I learned how he had created a cone-shaped room. As a worn or defective part came out
of an engine and he did not want it, he would throw it as far up the slope as possible. It would clang and
ping and slide until it lodged somewhere on its way down. To my knowledge, it is probably still in that
room, as it was never cleaned. The floor may have been concrete at some level, but all you could see
was oil impregnated packed dirt. It was almost shiny however and very level. In the middle of this dirt
circle he had an engine stand that would hold the large radial engines that he worked on. Any part that
would accidentally cling clang down into his arena would get picked up and given another chance to
lodge in his inverted iron and aluminum mountain.
Another oddity of Jesse’s was that he never used a torque wrench to rebuild his engines. The FAA
requires it, to set the twisting force applied to a bolt or nut to give optimum hold without stripping the
threads. But, Jesse never used them. He told me that he had one just to show the FAA maintenance
inspectors, if they came around. He did his engine work with a “Calibrated arm.” Another oddity about
Jesse Curtis was the fact that at least once a year he would clean up, rent a tuxedo and drive to Dallas to

attend the opera. Jesse died in a nursing home years later. The world lost a most unique man. He was
many things, but he was indeed an expert.
I can remember asking Jesse how hard it was back in the war for a pilot to transition from an AT-6 to
the P-51 Mustang. Jesse looked at me and said, “Go land your AT-6 with no flaps. If you can do that,
you can handle a Mustang. I think it was no more than a day or two before I had to try it. I went up
solo, and set up for a landing on runway 7 in Natchitoches. Leaving the flaps retracted the plane flew a
bit hotter. I used a higher approach speed, which would be expected with no flaps. When I touched
down, I had one of the wildest landings I had ever made in the plane. I have never had to work the
rudder pedals like I did on that day. The best word I could use would be “Squirrely,” which is a really
great pilot word for some aircraft. I kept her in the middle of the runway, but I was amazed at what it
took.
As I started to taxi up to the ramp I noticed that the plane was not handling well. I noticed that the
locking tailwheel lever was in the “Unlocked” position, a definite no no for landing an AT-6. When I
exited the plane, I also noticed the tail wheel was flat. I realized that day that I could have, like many
cadets in the war, made the transition to a fighter with relative ease. However, I never landed the plane
again with the tailwheel unlocked or flat.

I may add more chapters later if there is interest.

