
By Lt. Chris Perry

I was halfway through advanced helicop-
ter training at Whiting Field and looking 
forward to a long weekend off from flight 
school. My brother, a civilian pilot, had bor-

rowed a friend’s plane to pick us up and head 
back to Tennessee for the weekend. I also was 
bringing home a Marine-helicopter-pilot friend 
to show him the Nashville nightlife.

My brother and his friend brought the single-
engine Piper to Pensacola Regional Airport in the 
midafternoon. My friend and I arrived while they 
were refueling the bird; we topped-off the fuel. 
After introductions, my brother and I went to file 
a flight plan. The weather did not look great, 
and the plane just was big enough to hold our 
gear and us. All four of us were instrument-rated 
pilots. 

I was anxious to get away from all the mili-
tary preparations I’d been dealing with in flight 
school, so I didn’t do a weight and balance. 
Besides, I had nearly 70 hours flying this aircraft 
and thought I knew her capabilities well. 

On the takeoff roll, I realized how bad a 
mistake I had made. As we reached rotation 
speed, I pulled back on the yoke, but the bird 
wouldn’t leave the ground. The plane needed 
an extra 20 knots of airspeed to get off the 
deck. I could feel the plane still struggle in the 
climb, somewhere between stalling and 75 fpm 
on the VSI. When we cleared the trees at the 
end of the runway by 15 feet, and I let out 
a sigh. We continued to climb so slowly that 
departure would not let us turn on-course until 
we S-turned for nearly 10 minutes to reach a 
safe altitude. 

As we turned northward and climbed, the 

small plane handled better as she burned off 
fuel. When we made it to the Montgomery area, 
I felt much better about the flight. I had learned 
from my lack of proper planning, and I thought 
we would make it through the rest of the flight 
just fine.

The thought of a smooth flight was short-
lived, as a large line of thunderstorms loomed 
over the northern horizon. I could foresee using 
my newly acquired instrument rating from flight 
school, but I wasn’t too worried about the storms 
because my brother was a charter-jet pilot, 
with thousands of hours. Reassuringly, he didn’t 
appear to be taking our ride in the little Piper 
too seriously—that is, until I saw his reaction 
to the approaching cumulonimbus clouds. It got 
quiet as he decided to go on through the clouds. 

We flew into the darkness, with the rain 
becoming deafening. The small Piper felt 
strong, but the altitude oscillations were scary. 
My brother said not to try and hold steady on 
the altitude, but to let it vary a few hundred 
feet with the up and down drafts—it would put 
less stress on the aircraft. He was right; it would 
have been impossible to hold it level, anyway. 
He said I had done well with the rough flying, 
and the little plane had made it through much 
better than expected. Once we had made it 
to the other side of the storm over northern 
Alabama, the sun started to shine and the sky 
had begun to clear up nicely. 

We got to a part of the state I knew very 
well. As we approached my grandparent’s house 
on the Tennessee River, my brother said one of 
our friends was staying there and probably was 
fishing. 

Big Egos
in a Small Plane
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We cancelled IFR and continued on. I 
checked the fuel gauges; we had 10 gallons per 
side—plenty of fuel to finish the short 15-min-
ute flight to our home airport south of Nashville. 
We planned to have a little fun, in true civilian 
style, and take her down low to see if we could 
buzz our buddy on the river. It had been a 
while since I’d done this type of flying, but such 
idiocy doesn’t take much practice. My Marine 
friend in the back was wide-eyed and nervous 
(from the tone of his voice). This “flat hatting” 
is not allowed in flight school, and I was deter-

mined to show him a different side of flying. 
We were down to 50 feet and having a good 

time. The fishermen were waving as we flew past 
at 120 knots. We were about to turn up and out 
of the basin when my brother’s friend said, “You 
guys do know that since they replaced these fuel 
tanks, they indicate five gallons when empty…” 
He had been a certified flight instructor in this 
aircraft, and our silence answered his question. 
No, obviously, we did not know that fact. 

The fun was over, and I slowed and banked 
up to a safer altitude. The next 15 minutes 

 I was anxious to get away from all the 
military preparations I’d been dealing with   
  in flight school
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were some of the quietest I’ve ever heard in 
an aircraft. All four sets of commercially-rated 
eyes stared at the fuel gauges from the front 
and back seats. 

We were five minutes from our home field 
and about to cross parallel with the last airport 
before our intended field. We discussed whether 
we should stop and get more gas or continue 
on. Our question was answered for us when the 

engine made a slight chug. My brother took the 
plane to a hard right, onto the off-duty runway 
of the small country airport. It was closed for 
the day, so we had to call the airport manager 
by cell phone. We bought enough gas for the 
five-minute flight to our home airfield. 

I have thought about this flight many times 
in the past few years. It still amazes me that four 
experienced pilots almost killed themselves in a 
small Piper. I could imagine the headlines now: 
“Four commercial-rated pilots killed in a plane 
barely large enough to hold them and their egos.”  

Three of us were very familiar with this air-
craft. We had more than 4,000 hours of experi-
ence among us and more FAA licenses than I 
would care to count. We simply had gotten too 
big for our britches. Because of our experience 
levels, we felt this small aircraft simply couldn’t 
hurt us—wrong! Nearly dead wrong! 

Don’t forget the importance of fundamental 
safety procedures; anything can happen to you, 
no matter how experienced your crew.  

Lt. Perry currently flies with HSL-48. 

Wow! That’s what came to mind after reading this 
article. We actually have naval aviators who would 
disregard most everything they’ve learned in flight 
school when slipped from the steely bonds of 3710 into 
the “real world” of light-civilian general aviation. I 
get this mental image of the scene from the “Oh Brother 
Where Art Thou” flick where they make a break from 
the chain gang, only to embark on an odyssey of errors. 

Well, this one had all the ingredients for a classic 
comedy of errors, but this was real life. How about 
just a little ORM, gents, for goodness’ sakes! I know it 
doesn’t go as deep or burn as long, but a Piper still can 
produce a smoking hole!  

Too often I read accounts of Sailors and Marines 
who kill or maim themselves in every off-duty 
endeavor from boating to mowing the lawn, to driving 
home for a long weekend. Evidently our hero survived 

to get back to the “bonds” of naval avia-
tion and even was man enough to share his 
account. Good on you, sir, for even George 
Clooney will play the fool if there’s enough 
fun to be had and the price is right.  

Listed below are just a few violations 
of FAR 91 that come to mind after reading 
this tale.

Sec. 91.103 Preflight action
Each pilot in command shall, before beginning a 

flight, become familiar with all available information 
concerning that flight. This information must include:

 (2) For civil aircraft…other reliable information 
appropriate to the aircraft, relating to aircraft per-
formance under expected values of airport elevation 
and runway slope, aircraft gross weight, and wind 
and temperature.

Sec. 91.13 Careless or reckless operation
 (a) Aircraft operations for the purpose of air 

navigation. No person may operate an aircraft in a 
careless or reckless manner so as to endanger the life or 
property of another.

Sec. 91.119 Minimum safe altitudes: 
General

 (c) Over other than congested areas. An altitude 
of 500 feet above the surface, except over open water 
or sparsely populated areas. In those cases, the aircraft 
may not be operated closer than 500 feet to any person, 
vessel, vehicle, or structures. 

91.151 Fuel requirements for flight in 
VFR conditions

 (a) No person may begin a flight in an airplane 
under VFR conditions unless (considering wind and 
forecast weather conditions) there is enough fuel to fly 
to the first point of intended landing and, assuming 
normal cruising speed:

 (1) During the day, to fly after that for at least 
30 minutes.  

—Cdr. Chris Spain, analyst, Aircraft Operations Division, Naval 
Safety Center.

It still amazes me that four experi-
enced pilots almost killed themselves 
in a small Piper.
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