




STILL UNSCATHED 

This has not been a good summer 
for general av ia tion in the panhand le 
of southeast Alaska. T his season alone 
16 people have died in three sepa rate 
crashes. All were weather related. H av
ing fl own repea ted ly in a lot of that 
same kind of weather, and this being 
m y thirty- third time in Alaska, it would 
be nice to th ink that I am stil l unscathed 
as a resu lt of experience and good judg
ment. However, a n almost inaud ible 
voice way back in the ve ry rea r-most 
part of my bra in te ll s me there may be 
more to surviving tha n expe ri ence and 
judgment. 

You may have hea rd the saying, 
"Before bra ins, good looks, wealth , 
and anyth ing else desirable in life, first 
be the recipient of good luck. " Th is 
contras ts with the say ing, "In life you 
m ake your own luck ." In terms of fly 
ing I should wish that the la tter, not the 
fo rmer, were true but I am convinced 
that is not entirely so . Good and ta lent
ed people, flyin g eve ry day with good 
judg ment, ha ve become the afo rem en
tio ned ex perts in ri sk-taking. 

A ny analysis of the psychology of 
risk-taking is complicated. When I get 
into tight situations in my plane, what 
can I best hope for? The tougher the 
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The tougher the 
flying the more 

I hope that I 
h ve been in 

ts 
situatio ef re 

and got through 
it, thereby giving 
me some confi

dence that I can 
do it again. 

fl ying the more I hope that I have been 
in that same situation recently and got 
throug h it, thereby giving me som e con
fid ence that I am current and can do it 
again. I tell everyone that I 'm a better pi
lot in September on my way home from 
the las t tr ip north than I am in May on 
the first one of the season going up. 

Th is brings up a n interesting point. 
Gerry Bruder, a nea r and dea r fr iend of 
mine w ho writes frequently for Water 
Flying, is a veteran commercial fl oat
plane pi lot. H e worr ies that the d ifficult 
fly ing I do is m ade all the more d ifficult 
by the fact that I don't do it eve ryday. I 
worry that he does it m ore often than 
I do. W e both wor ry abo ut each other. 
Indeed, I worry about the commercial 
bush pilots eve rywhere in the Pac ific 
Northwest fl ying on and off the water. 
They a re my rea l heroes. 

I do mo re than 100 av iation med ica ls 
a month in Seattle. I ha rd ly eve r hear 
a scary story from an a irline pi lot, but 
hanga r tales of how th is, that, o r the 
other waterborne pilot survived a har
rowing expe rience abound. It would 
be my considered opinion that, hav ing 
been involved in a shooting wa r m yself, 
the onl y pilots more at r isk than those 
in seapla nes fl yi ng into the wi lderness 
a re mi litary pi lots on actual combat 
m1 ss1ons. 



NUMBERS UP 

But, as I mentioned, an analysis of 
the psychology of risk-taking is compli 
cated . I well rem ember surviving some 
frightening episodes in Vietnam a nd the 
euphoria at hav ing lived to see another 
day. But the euphoria always has to be 
counterba lanced by the rea li zation that 
you can only be lucky so many times be
fore your number comes up. 

o one should take the ir plane in to 
the deep wi lderness without fi rst ask
ing them selves som e probat ive ques
t ions. The first has to do with expe
rie nce- not you r total time, but the 
qua] ity of your fl ig h t expe ri ence. Does 
it apply to the type of cha llenges you're 
liable to encounte r ou t the re w here 
you're goi ng to be pretty much on your 
own? 

A retired airline pilot with 30,000 
hours sporti ng a freshl y issued single
eng ine-sea ra ting may not be the best 
candidate to conduct such a fli ght. 
Ne ither is a nyone w ho has not found 
them selves in a flying situation that 
chall enged them to some degree and 
from which they managed to ex tri cate 
them selves . 

The tragedy of Joh n F. Kennedy, Jr. 
comes to mind . Here was a fe llow with a 
lot of irons in the fire who could affo rd a 
high-pe rformance plane and instructo rs 
to fl y with him. I wo nder how much op
portunity he had to fl y solo and learn to 
survive small doses of jeopardy. 

That is how we mature as pi lots. We 
start off with little problem s, master 
them, and then proceed on to tack le and 
overcom e larger chall enges. A nd going 
off into the wi lde rness alone ca n present 
some very la rge chall enges. 

If you choose to conduct a fli ght 
into a rem ote a rea in less-tha n-pe rfect 
weather (on m ost days here in the Pa
cifi c Northwest that 's go ing to be your 
on ly option) a t least have the sense to 
do it w ith the odds stacked as much in 
your favor as is possible. I've gotten in 
volved in some w hite-knuck le fly ing o n 
about half the 33 trips I' ve m ade so far 
to Alaska. Th is yea r low ce ili ngs and 
visibili ti es were t he re to contend w ith 
o n all three trips. 

Ge rry Bruder once wrote in Water 
Flying that if you wou ldn 't conduct 
a fli g h t without a GPS m ov ing map 
d isplay, yo u rea ll y need to as k your
self shou ld you conduct one with it. I 
thought it was an apt observation, but 
neither of us wou ld opine that you 
should go off into the wil dern ess with
o ut one. 
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THUNDER 
AND LIGHTNING 

I d id a long trip deep in the coastal 
range of British Columbia as a flight of 
two with a good buddy who was also 
flying a Lake. The weather was good at 
first but g rad uall y deteriorated . After a 
two-and-a-half-hour fli ght we were 
w ith in 15 minutes of our destination 
and fl ying through a mountain valley 
now beset w ith thunder and li ghtning . 

My friend was more fam iliar with 
the a rea than me, and he was in the 
lead. H e made it ove r a ridge that d is
appea red in the thunderheads by the 
time I got there. I turned back into 
the vall ey from whence we had come. 
I cou ld hear him on the radio say ing I 
had to get ove r that ridge since he could 
see the rest of the way to the airport on 
the other side. 

I did a 360 and d iscove red I was 
t rapped in thi s eve r-tightening val
ley on a storm-tossed ride skirting the 
periphery of cum ulo-granite. Visibility 
was now down to a half-mi le in some 
quadrants, and I was three- or four
hundred feet off the deck. F irst things 
fir st: F ly the airplane. 

I saw a na rrow g ravel road that at 
one poin t ran reasonably straight for a 
few hundred yards, and sta rted mak
ing circuits around it. If I had to put 
999QQ down on that, the plane would 

ha ve been badl y damaged but r was 
confident I had at least a chance to 
walk away from it. ex t r punched the 

earest button on m y Ga rmin 195, and 
the I 0 closest airports came up on the 
sc reen. They were all ahead, behind , or 
off to the coastal side of my plane, a ll in 
d irections I could not go because of the 
weather. 

l we ig hed m y options. They did 
not seem good. The one thing l had 
go ing for me was plenty of fu el, but a t 
that poi nt it seemed as ifthe on ly t hing 
plenty of fue l wou ld have res ul ted in 
was a bigger fire w hen [ cras hed. So 
why not burn it down and see if ove r 
time the situation changed? r co ntin 
ued to orb it the road fo r seve ral min
utes, but nothing opened up. Then 
the sky began to li ghten, but not in 
the direction of any of the nea rest 
airports, civili zat ion, and the safety l 
soug ht. 

l ex pa nded the sca le of the G PS. 
Fifty m il es away on a stra ight line 
were two large lakes . I had no id ea of 
their names or even where t hey were 
except that t hey were in th e ge nera l 
d irection of the slig htly lighte r-col
o red sky. H ea rt in my mouth, l made 
a decision. Without being certa in of 
exactly where I was, a nd fl ying in 
ce ilings a nd vis ibili t ies that preclud
ed a ny chance of taking my eyes off 
the w indsc reen long e noug h to fi x 



m y pos ition o n the sec tiona l, I point
ed the nose off in the direction of the 
slightl y lighte r sky a nd deepe r into 
th e w ild e rness, leav ing behind m y ad 
hoc runway. 

I SURVIVED 

What at the time seemed like a des
perate gamble paid off. An hour later, 
a fter flyin g circuitously between the 
peaks and eve r deeper into the wi lde r
ness but into improving weathe r, I a r
rived at that lake using the GPS mov
ing ma p di splay. I had survived. While 
it's possible I could have done it with
out the GPS, clea rl y the fea t was ac
complished more eas il y w ith it. It gave 
my mind a cohe rent and legible plan to 
pull m yself out of pe ril. 

For the same reason I ca rry a tin y 
scuba tank (see "Water Fl ying Gear: 
Spare Air," Jan/Feb 2008 issue, page 
12), a 406 MH z Epirb around my neck 
(see "Water F lying Gear: PLB to the 
Rescue," Jul y/August 2007 issue, page 
12) and a survival suit in the plane. 
There's also a tool box on boa rd. It may 
not allow me to change out the crank
shaft, but at leas t it g ives me a chance 
to dea l with a ser ious but potenti all y 
repa irable mechanical emerge ncy at a 
remote location. I' ve neve r had to use 
any of these things, but w hen things 
get tight I am more confident know
ing they a re ava ilable if needed. For the 
same reason I maintain the a irplane to 
a high standard. 

There a re no gua ra ntees for those 
of us w ho wou ld choose to fl y off into 
the dee p wi lderness. H av ing out- run 
and out-flown all but one storm in my 
time (I survived a forced landing in a 
mounta inous forest w hen the eng ine 
lost power while conducting a sea rch 
and rescue fli ght benea th an ove rcas t, 
but that 's a sto ry for another t ime), my 
mindse t is that, for those of us who 
must fi ght fo r it, life has a fl avo r the 
protected will neve r know. To touch 
the face of the deep w ilde rness and 
hide in its face is a unique pri vil ege. 
It 's a ll pa rt of the psychology of ri sk
taking. • 

Richard Pellerin is an FAA medical ex
aminer in Seattle. He was a Green Beret, 
trained with the Navy Seals, and served as 
a camp medic during the Vietnam wai: He 
is an active cLimbe1; scuba dive1; sky dive1; 
sai/01; and pilot. Visit his occupational 
web site at wwwfaamed.com, where he 
says, "just remembe1; if you're not living 
011 the edge, you're taking up too much 
space." 

AN IN-DEPTH STRUCTURED 3 DAY SAFETY 
COURSE FOR RATED SEAPLANE PILOTS 

0 Innovative Seaplane Flying Techniques 
0 Must Know Info About Your POH/AFM 
0 Water Survival and Egress Training 
0 Mild Climate For Year-Round Flying 
0 Spouse Programs Available 
0 Located Near Historic New Orleans 

"Your Safety Is Our Business!" 

For Information Call: (504) 394-5633 
www.SeaplaneSafety.com 

Moy June 2008 Water Flying 31 




