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As I reach a high peak a village appears in the distance.


The old pines are full of poems;


I bend down for a drink of pure spring water.


There is a gentle breeze, and the round moon hangs overhead.


Standing by a deserted building,


I pretend to be a crane softly floating among the clouds.


—RYŌKAN




AUTHOR’S NOTE


    WHEN I TAKE OFF from Galt Airport on a very clear day, I can see Milwaukee and Chicago at the same time. I can watch big jets landing at O’Hare Airport to the south, and I can see the sharp outline of downtown Milwaukee against the royal blue curtain of Lake Michigan, icy and forbidding, even in the prettiest of weather. Here is this old airstrip, then, wedged between the great shield of the frozen lake on one side and the almost equally frightening threat of O’Hare’s airspace to the south or Milwaukee’s airspace to the north. To the west is Rockford’s radar service area. Galt Airport, like so many small fields, is making its last stand against those giants.


Galt Airport (known in FAA code as 10C), with its two narrow runways, one of mowed grass, one of asphalt, lies right in the middle of a cornfield, right in the middle of America, and nothing special goes on here that doesn’t go on at thousands of similar airstrips all over the nation. Every few miles, nearly everywhere in the U.S., there’s another airport like Galt and another group of people not too different from the ones in this book. When I began to fly here, a number of forces were about to run together in our culture like tributaries that would form a swift and difficult river. Some of those streams developed out of images that had been indelibly engraved on our minds with the tattoo needle of the cinema: Tom Cruise laughing and flying an F-14 Tomcat in Top Gun with his face mask hanging off; Sam Shepard chewing gum and breaking the sound barrier in The Right Stuff. On every street corner we began to see ourselves dressed as aviators. We wore bomber jackets now, camouflage, berets. We displayed the accouterments of battle.


Through that process of assimilation, the real world of aviation in which I live my daily life and fly my little airplane became obscured. Even people who are interested in airplanes now have little notion of what the life of the common American aviator is like, who is neither a fighter pilot nor an astronaut.


The reason I wrote about One Zero Charlie, Galt Airport, is to bear witness before it’s all gone. American aviation is made up of little airports out in the farm fields where regular people are flying and dying in ordinary airplanes on the ordinary days of their lives. Their recondite, almost invisible, passage is what struck me as important—and as far more American than the mock battles we stage with imagined enemies in faraway places.


Every year more airspace is eaten up by big airports, and more rules are made that prevent small airplanes from flying. More expensive equipment is required. More airplanes are put back in the hangar. It won’t be long before there will only be the airlines, the military jets, and the wealthy. One Zero Charlie will be gone. This book is my attempt to leave an honest record of the sounds and smells and the feel of events in the waning days of the last of America’s grass roots aviators.




ONE


STARDUSTER


    ONE DAY A GM executive called Galt Airport asking if he could be taken to a big meeting in Anderson, Indiana, not far from Muncie. Jim Liss, one of the airplane mechanics and a commercial pilot, asked me if I would mind flying copilot for him that day. I said I’d do it, and that cold and windy Friday morning we met at the field at 5 A.M. in total darkness to prepare the airplane for our executive passenger’s trip.


Liss had left the Cessna 210 in the shop the night before to keep it warm. After checking the weather, I found him out there, a short, muscular, balding man in his thirties with a neatly cropped ginger-colored beard, manipulating the control surfaces to make sure they were sound. We were ready to roll out at five forty-five when the executive arrived, looking as if he’d been raised from the dead. I held the door for him, and he climbed up, threw himself on the back seat, snapped his belt, and was sound asleep before we had rolled the airplane out of the shop.


Liss took off and then gave me the controls. As we rose away from the narrow runway, the darkened farmhouses and cornfields withdrew, and the immense and glowing panorama of Chicago and its suburbs opened in a shimmering fabric of orange phosphorescence. Mysterious green and red and white and amber flashes pulsed at us in the distance, as if we read the million-year-old signals of distress from some far galaxy.


As I turned south, we flew into a light snow squall, and the wingtip strobe lights caught and illuminated the million snow crystals traveling backward at 200 miles per hour and produced the effect of an instantaneous photograph of white streaks that seemed caught and frozen in the black ether.


Liss said, “It’s amazing the things we do cruising along in this machine.” With the throbbing of the engine keeping our GM executive asleep in back, the headphones provided a cloak of secrecy for our conversations.


Now a white cast began to soak through the dark layers of cloud above us as day attempted to break the wintry overcast. By the time we reached the open farmland south of Midway Airport, daylight had illuminated the landscape, but through the clouds it seemed as if we drove beneath a stratum of gray rock. The clouds began spitting out snow and little pellets of ice. With a tail wind of nearly forty knots, it wasn’t long before we were in central Indiana. But as we approached the field, the weather turned.


With little warning, we were aswirl in the dirty laundry of clouds, and we blew right past the airport without even seeing the town of Anderson. The air traffic controller cleared us to land, but suddenly we were in solid white. I would rather have been on radar for the avoidance of other aircraft and the steel towers that generally stick up from those flat-lands, but Jim took the controls and tried again. The second time we came dripping out of a ragged afterbirth of clouds to find the orange runway lights like a luminous centipede in the hazy distance.


As the executive fled to the bad news of the car business in a white sedan, both Liss and I looked at the clock and then at each other. It was going to be a long day. We had been up since four o’clock, and now the apprehension and tension of anticipation, followed by the excitement of the ride, were beginning to wear off, as if we’d taken some sort of amphetamine medicine and were starting to come down. All those Indiana airfields look the same in winter: lines of dark trees stripped bare by the wind, and the pale yellow-green of faded grass and the ripped-up fabric of clouds in folds and pleats of gray and white with occasional geese and hawks for accent. Now and then the air comes brimming with light and abruptly fills with great creamy flakes, which seem carved in such a way, like chips of soap, that you think for a moment they’ll float. But then they come crashing to the black asphalt and shatter to dust like white bone china.


The airport factotum drove us to a place called the Waffle House. I picked up the Indianapolis Star. The front page featured a five-column color photograph of the “smoldering wreckage of a C-130B transport plane” which crashed into a motel and restaurant, killing sixteen people. I pushed it in front of Jim, who had ordered lunch, even though it was only nine o’clock.


“I don’t want to look at that shit,” he said.


“Keep it,” I said. “Maybe our passenger would like to read on the way home.”


By ten o’clock we were wandering in the local mall, which seemed to stretch from approximately Milwaukee to Texas. I asked Liss what he had done before he became involved in airplanes. He said that his father worked for Redi-Mix, a cement company in McHenry, Illinois, and by the time Liss was eighteen, he and his brother were working there, too. “Man, you wouldn’t believe the shit they made us do. The owners were crazy.”


Liss was assigned to fix the cement trucks when the chains broke. The chain turned the drum that carried the Redi-Mix cement. If the chain broke, the drum stopped, the cement hardened, and the truck was useless. So he had to drag a pneumatic hammer inside the truck and fracture the solidified cement into blocks that could be tossed out. The job was deafening, but that’s not all. Cement trucks have fins inside the drum to keep the Redi-Mix mixed. The slurry of cement acts as an abrasive on the heavy steel fins as the drum turns, and after a few months of lapping, the fins are sharp enough to shave with. So Liss was in there with his jackhammer chipping cement one day, and he had gotten about a thousand pounds of it broken into sixty- or eighty-pound blocks when one of the old employees jumped into the cab of the truck, started it up, and began to drive away. Liss had already fixed the chain, and so the drum began to turn. “There I was,” Liss said, “inside the drum, screaming and dancing around, trying to avoid being chopped to pieces by these razor sharp fins or crushed to death by the loose cement. I finally grabbed the jackhammer and drove the bit right through the drum and into the frame of the truck, and the drum stopped and broke the chain again.” Liss came boiling out of there set to kill the old man.


After that he quit and started his own auto body business. He worked 6 A.M. until 3 P.M. on the body business, went home and took a shower, and then went to work the second shift at the McHenry Brake Parts factory. He worked until midnight, and sometimes he came back and did body work until dawn. After three years of paint fumes, his nose wouldn’t stop bleeding, and he went to see a doctor, who told him to quit. Liss was destined to move on anyway. He was restless and smart. He had a plan. He wanted to do something interesting, to make his own way.


While he was working at the brake factory he met Neva, one of the girls who put together the kits of brake parts, which had to be neatly shrink-wrapped to a card for display. “It was a nowhere job,” Liss said. “I told her to get out.” They started dating. Neva told Liss about her life. She had gotten pregnant at seventeen and now had a daughter, Faith. Neva showed Liss the newspaper clippings she kept. The father had abandoned her when she became pregnant. A year later, he was drunk one night and fell asleep on the railroad tracks in Chicago. A train decapitated him. It was all over the news.


“It was the best thing that ever happened to her,” Liss said. “He was a loser.” Now Faith is just like a daughter to Liss, and people mistake Neva and Faith for sisters.


•  •  •


We wandered among the weight benches in the Sears sporting goods department and then looked at the automobile tools. We bought candy bars at the drugstore and then selected a pizza place and sat in a window drinking Pepsi-Cola and watching the snow move in nervously changing patterns across the half-empty parking lot. Watching the snow, Liss said, “We’ll have to file on the way back.”


Here’s how death comes in. Liss was sitting in the pizza place looking out the window. We were tired and the conversation had flagged. He grew thoughtful, and after a time he said, “I almost quit flying once.”


“When was that?” I asked, surprised. He loved flying.


“When I saw Lloyd get killed,” he said.


Lloyd Hughes was an American Airlines captain with a military career behind him and 30,000 hours of flight experience. He kept a two-place open-cockpit biplane called a Starduster II in a hangar just behind mine at Galt. One of Lloyd’s sons, Scotty, had just gotten his flight instructor’s certificate and had brought a friend, Jim Koleno, along to join in the fun. They were taking turns flying with Lloyd. Lloyd’s wife, Nancy, was at home doing laundry. A few days earlier I had asked Lloyd to give me a ride, and he had promised that we’d go up together soon. He had shown me what the Starduster could do. I had stood on the ramp and watched his signature takeoff many times, and I wanted to experience it for myself, to see what it felt like. Lloyd would lift off the runway and then allow the plane to race along level, gaining speed. At the last minute, before plunging through the trees, he would pull into a vertical climb, and all that energy he’d gained would carry him up, up, up, as the plane slowed down. Just before reaching the stall, he’d push the nose over and slowly fly away, full power, accelerating once again. Then he would go out over his house in McHenry, where Nancy could step outside and watch, and he’d trace his aerobatics figures against the sky with his lime green plane. He did it for fun, to blow off steam after a week of riding straight and level in those big American Airlines jets.


One afternoon at Galt Airport, Lloyd had stopped by the shop to say hello to Liss. “Got a student?” he asked.


“Yeah,” Liss said. “We’re going up in a minute.”


“Don’t hit me up there,” Lloyd said and crossed the parking lot, stopping by his gold Corvette for a moment, and then walking back out to the pumps where his plane was being fueled. Lloyd’s son Scotty stepped up on the wing and climbed into the open cockpit. Jimmy Koleno had just taken his ride and was now standing on the ramp saluting Lloyd and Scotty.


In the office, Otto Schuster, a police officer from Arlington Heights who parked his Cessna 150 Aerobat in the hangar spot next to my airplane, was standing at the flight desk at Galt Airport idly watching the action on the ramp. Next to him was David Skinner, a flight instructor who would soon join Simmons Airlines, and his instrument student, Phil PrQznitz, an assistant state’s attorney for McHenry County. Art Galt, the owner of the airport, was in his house at the west end of the runway with his wife, Vera. Carla Nusbaum, the office manager, was upstairs in the office, doing her paperwork.


By the time Lloyd was ready to go, Liss had come out of the shop, and his student, Sue, had prepared the Cessna 150 for flight. Watching Lloyd and Scotty in the lime-green biplane, Liss strapped into the right seat of the trainer. In the office, all heads turned toward the ramp. “I wanted to see him do it,” Otto said later. “He always took off that way, straight up, that’s why I was watching. I wanted to see what he’d do.” Dave Skinner, Phil Proznitz—everyone turned to watch. It was undoubtedly part of the reason Lloyd did it: We want people to watch us.


But there were problems. In order to perform that maneuver fewer than 1,500 feet from ground, a pilot must have a letter of competency and a low-level waiver saying that he is qualified to fly aerobatics close to the ground. The FAA designates certain aerobatics instructors to sign those letters. Lloyd had not qualified. Even if he had been qualified, it would have been illegal to do it at Galt Airport without yet another waiver. If Lloyd had lived through it and if anyone on the field had reported it to the FAA, Lloyd could have lost his license and his job of twenty-five years at American Airlines. But never mind the job. What overpowering impulse could have caused him to risk even his son, like Abraham leading Isaac into the mountains?


•  •  •


Liss’s student, Sue, began to taxi, and Liss, in the right seat, glanced up to see Lloyd begin his usual spectacular daredevil display of flying mastery.


Later Art Galt told me, “His engine had quit before while he was doing that, but he had half-full fuel tanks and no passenger.”


A number of people had watched Lloyd five weeks earlier as he pulled into a vertical ascent at the apex of which his propeller simply stopped turning. Because Lloyd was a skillful pilot, he was able to kick the airplane into a hammerhead turn and fly straight back down the vertical line he’d drawn, pulling out just in time to land on the runway in the opposite direction. “I’d done that with him,” Liss said. “He’d done that same thing with me in the plane, flew straight up and did a hammerhead and landed back the other way, just to show he could do it.”


Here’s something that every student pilot is taught: If the engine fails on takeoff, land straight ahead. Never try to turn back to the runway. It will kill you. A lot of Lloyd’s friends had read him the riot act about turning back to the runway.


Liss watched Lloyd pull to the vertical. It’s strange what we can get used to seeing. We had all seen Lloyd do that so many times that it simply hadn’t occurred to us that we were watching him rehearse his own death. We like to think that it hadn’t occurred to Lloyd either, or that such knowledge would have moved him to ground his airplane and fix the problem that had caused his engine to quit. Liss looked down into his lap for something, because it simply wasn’t interesting enough to keep on watching Lloyd that day. He’d seen him do it a hundred times.


•  •  •


Nancy, Lloyd’s wife and Scotty’s mother, literally had her head in the dryer when the phone rang. It was Jimmy Koleno, and he sounded strange, but Nancy just said, “Oh, are you back already?” She had been fixing a big dinner, and everyone was supposed to come back there after flying. Todd, her second-oldest son, was already at home.


“There’s been an accident, Mrs. Hughes,” Jimmy said.


“Oh, but they’re all right,” she said.


There was a silence on the line. Nancy thought she might have heard Jimmy crying. She had dropped her laundry and stood up straight. Something was wrong with Jimmy’s voice. “No, Mrs. Hughes,” Jimmy said. “They’re dead.” Nancy handed the phone to Todd, and a part of her mind went away. She didn’t even hear what Todd said.


They had an argument about who would drive to the airport. “Well, you certainly can’t drive,” Todd told her.


“Well, you can’t drive,” Nancy said.


Todd drove. “That was the longest trip I’ve ever taken,” Nancy told me one winter day when I visited her in the Hughes family home in McHenry. “First we were going really fast, and then as we got closer, we started going really slowly. I was scanning the sky looking for smoke, and I looked over and saw that Todd was doing the same. I don’t know what we said on the ride. I don’t know if we talked at all. And when we got there we drove right down the runway without even thinking. I mean, there might have been an airplane landing or something, we didn’t know. But before we got to the end, Marlene, the coroner, stopped us. She wouldn’t allow me to go.”


“You don’t want to remember them that way,” Marlene told Nancy.


Nancy was going into shock. She was saying to someone, “Lloyd said he’d stop at the bank on the way to the airport. God, I hope he deposited that check.”


Nancy and I sat in the house where she and Lloyd had raised their three boys, Steven, Todd, and the youngest, Scotty, who would have been twenty-four the day before I saw Nancy. I had visited her before, but she had been unable to talk about the crash, and I thought it cruel to insist, so I waited until she was ready. It took nearly three years.


The house was an enormous ranch-style palace of contemporary 1970s Americana with hints of A-frame design and lots of mementos, from guns hanging over the fireplace to ceramic bunnies. It had a kind of House Beautiful quality to it, like a photograph out of a sample book in a wallpaper store, where all the draperies have been pleated just so and the green leather furniture shines and smells new. I’ve known a lot of airline pilots, and this was very much the captain’s wife’s house. Nothing was out of place. Not a speck of dirt could be found.


Every fighter pilot I know has an Ego Bar in the basement, what my aerobatics instructor, John Morrissey, called “The I Love Me Room,” with bottles of liquor to propel the war stories and many photos and plaques behind the bar to strike sparks from the flinty old memory. Lloyd’s was extensive, and above the bar on one side were the shirttails of his sons from their first solo flights. It was an old airfield tradition to clip the shirttail off the back of a student after his first solo and pin it on the wall, scrawled with the name and date. Scotty’s T-shirt was up there with 12-18-84 on it. Lloyd had one, too, from his first Starduster solo, 6-16-87. On a high shelf was his Navy helmet with oxygen mask still attached.


Lloyd’s basement bar opened onto an immense playroom with a pool table, Ping-Pong table, pinball machine, and carpeted conversation pit before a natural stone fireplace. It was now all Nancy’s, and she seemed dwarfed in it. She was diminutive anyway, about five feet two inches, well dressed in stylish clothes with short curly brown hair, sparkling, lively blue eyes, and a quick and easy smile. “I must have had seventy-five people in here the night Lloyd died,” she said. She had been a Navy wife, and she knew how to put on a good front. She served the food that people brought and kept the coffee maker going, and everyone commented later how well she took it all. “I did my head-beating in the shower stall,” she told me.


Lloyd seems to have been born to aviation. His mother had letters from when he was in elementary school saying that he wanted to be a pilot. Nancy and Lloyd were high school sweethearts. They were sixteen when they were thrown into a school play together and had to kiss. They did a fashion spread in the local newspaper showing the teen style of 1954, the year they graduated. The photographs caught Nancy in saddle shoes and pedal pushers and Lloyd in jeans and a flat-top. They were married when Nancy was twenty-two, Lloyd was twenty-one.


Nancy did not go to college, but Lloyd graduated from Ohio State University in 1959 and went straight to Whiting Field, Pensacola, Florida, for preflight training in the Navy. They were assigned to Beeville, Texas, for advanced flight training.


“I had never been away from home,” Nancy said. “It was an adventure for me.” Despite the fact that there was nothing and no one in Beeville, Texas, except the military base, “We had a wonderful time.” Nancy described those early years as “some of the happiest times.” They had no money. They couldn’t afford twenty cents for the base movie some weekends. “But we made it.”


Lloyd was assigned to three years in Puerto Rico. Their first son, Steven, was born there. But by 1963, Lloyd realized that he didn’t want the military to be his life. He began to send resumes around to the airlines. Lloyd qualified for them all and had a tough time deciding on American. “We went from making fifteen hundred a month, with cheap groceries from the commissary and all our housing and medical bills paid, to making five hundred a month with nothing paid for.” But, Nancy said, “he was so happy.” She had never seen him so happy. Lloyd was so happy that for the next twenty years he did nothing but devote himself to that airline. He loved the flying, loved the people, became active in the pilots’ union, and never looked back.


It was when Steven grew old enough to express an interest in learning to fly that things began to change. The boys began taking lessons, and somehow, just sitting in those small planes began to bring back to Lloyd the cellular memory in his nerves of flying upside down, pulling G’s. It was a tremendous and tragic thing, like a great love he had known and lost and then saw on the street one day, walking back into his life out of the blue. And then somehow it was stuck in his heart, and when he walked away from the little airfield, he was changed.


It started as an offhanded thing, a casual mention of the idea: Maybe I ought to get an airplane. Nancy said there was no way they could spend $20,000 on an airplane while the boys were still in school. But Lloyd kept coming around with it, kind of shy, like a kid who wanted to go to a ball game and couldn’t get the idea out of his head.


“He worked out a deal,” Nancy said. “Not with me. I don’t know how he found that plane. After twenty years of not doing aerobatics, you’d think he’d be over it, but he loved it. He absolutely loved it.” And in her face I could see the resigned melancholy of the years piled upon one another: She thought she might have escaped this thing—this Demon Impulse—which had pursued her husband; she thought that they had outdistanced it, only to discover at the last moment that he was more bewitched than ever before, now after decades of peace, as if the true love of her husband’s past had shown up at the door carrying luggage.


Lloyd and a friend had gone to look at the Starduster, which was lime green with navy blue and white trim. “It was his baby,” Nancy said. Tears rose and cast a glittering net of reflections all across the surface of her eyes. “I lost him after that. I never saw him again. He loved it. It was his nine-to-five job. I’d say, ‘What do you do all day? What can you do?’ ”


I said to her, “In other words, once Lloyd got the Starduster he was . . .”


But she didn’t let me finish. She filled in the word: “obsessed.” And she went on. “He was obsessed, that’s the only word for it. I knew that plane would kill him. I knew it from the moment he bought it.” She was weeping inside now, but only the play of light around her big blue eyes betrayed it, because like the good Navy wife she was, she knew the drill and she kept up her smile. “He never would have done anything dangerous,” as if to reassure herself. “It was something mechanical, I’m sure of it. He had just had the annual. Russell had just done the annual inspection. Lloyd wouldn’t have flown it if it hadn’t been right.” It was part of the family mythology, the way the story would be handed down, the way my mother used to tell us when my brothers and I were children and asked about Dad and his B-17 over Germany: “Your father didn’t bomb people. He bombed factories.”


Otto, standing at the flight desk with Dave Skinner, watched the whole thing. “Lloyd did a good hammerhead and came straight down. I remember I said to Dave, ‘Isn’t he a little low to be doing that?’ I thought he was going to make it. It looked like he was going to make it. Then he disappeared behind the trees and there was smoke.” What Otto saw was particularly eerie, because there was no noise or explosion. “You can’t believe you’re seeing it,” he said.


When Liss looked up from his lap, Lloyd was nowhere in sight, but a big fantail of oily smoke was crawling across the treetops at the departure end of Runway 9. It was about 5 P.M.


Dave Skinner yelled up the stairs to Carla, the office manager, “Lloyd’s going down!” and then he and Phil Proznitz grabbed a couple of the big fire extinguishers and put them in Dave’s car and raced down the runway. Tony Burrafatl, a former Galt instructor who happened to be at the field, was actually the first one to the scene. “He raced down there on his crotch rocket,” Carla told me. Then she smiled her mid-western farm-girl smile and looked embarrassed. “Isn’t that what they call those Japanese motorcycles?”


In the landing pattern, Lloyd’s friend Howard Stock was just coming back from aerobatics practice in his red Pitts biplane. He, too, had looked, then looked away. “I saw Lloyd take off, but I didn’t see him crash,” Howard said. “He didn’t go straight up, like some people said. But he was too steep. Way too steep. I went downwind, and when I turned base, I saw that he’d gone down.” Howard flew straight over the field to see what had happened. “I could see him down there.” Then he came around again and landed, unstrapping himself from the cockpit as he taxied toward the end, and leaping out practically while his airplane was still rolling. But when he got out and asked Tony if there was anything they could do, Tony just shook his head. “I didn’t even look,” Howard said. “I didn’t look.”


The fire lifted up like a huge black-tailed carrion-eater and wrapped its orange wings jealously around the Starduster. Dave and Phil drove down with fire extinguishers and could see Lloyd and Scotty inside the flames. They were so close, and yet there was no way to reach them. They immediately began spraying foam into the flames, but it was no use. The newspapers reported that Dave was treated for smoke inhalation while trying to rescue Lloyd and Scotty, but actually Phil got so excited that he sprayed Dave in the face with a fire extinguisher.


Liss grabbed the controls of the Cessna 150 from Sue and literally flew down the runway, keeping the airplane a few inches off the ground not far behind Dave Skinner’s car. “It was like there was a wall of heat. I couldn’t even get near the plane,” Liss said.


“Did you still think you might be able to save Lloyd?” I asked Liss as we sat in the pizza place in the mall in Anderson, Indiana, watching snow gather in pleated patterns on the asphalt parking lot outside.


Liss shook his head slowly. “He didn’t even look human.”


Lloyd had his elbows up, hands planted on the canopy rail, as if at any moment he would push himself out and step onto the wing of the biplane and grin at everybody as he always had, pleased with his skill, pleased with his lime-green machine—Lloyd would step out of the hot-air balloon of smoke that was lifting off of the field and into the metal-flake blue sky and he would walk calmly away, and somebody would chuck him on the arm and say, “Hey, cheated the devil again, eh, Lloyd?”


Only Lloyd was black. He was as black as the Bible. His head was thrown back in an attitude of ecstasy or epiphany, and his mouth was open. The skin was burned off his forehead so that Liss could see his skull. His eyelids were gone and his eyeballs stared up through the flames at the beautiful sky. And as the fire whirled around him, the wings of prey enfolding, he gently rocked back and forth, as if he were in some sort of slow, ecstatic dream.


“What about his son?” I asked.


“Worse. I almost quit flying after that. It really shook me,” Liss said, sipping his Pepsi and pursing his lips and staring fixedly out the window at the snow.


Within a few minutes of the crash, everyone except Carla had gathered at the end of the runway, and the fire trucks were on their way. Carla stood at the entrance to the parking lot and tried to keep people out. Some of the instructors brought fire extinguishers and sprayed them into the flames, but the bird of fire simply wrapped its wings more firmly around Lloyd and Scotty, and the black beak of smoke turned disdainfully away toward the west.


Art Galt drove down from his house on the edge of the property as soon as he realized that there had been a crash, but there was nothing he could do except watch, fascinated, as the two bodies moved in the flames and wonder what it was that made them keep on moving when they were obviously dead.


When the fire fighters arrived and had their big hoses going, the fire went out quickly. It might have been better to let the fire complete the job of cremation, but that would have suggested something unthinkable about our sovereign right to control the forces of physics, nature, and the world.


•  •  •


The FAA investigators came out and asked questions and checked that the control cables were working. They stepped around in the mud and dug right into the ashes where the airplane lay. They moved the controls. The throttle was retarded, but so many people had had so many hands in the cockpit since the crash that the investigators were unable to draw any inference from that. Someone could have bumped it while trying to get Lloyd or Scotty out. The investigators could find nothing wrong with the airplane and classified it as a stall-spin accident, just another pilot who tried to turn back to the runway when he should have gone straight. It was hard to believe anything that spectacular could be that prosaic.


When the airplane hit the ground, it buried the engine, so the wet peat bog protected the carburetor from the huge fire; and Galt’s chief mechanic Bob Russell, along with FAA investigators, was able to check the continuity: There was fuel in all parts of the carburetor, indicating that it had not stopped working. Even so, the pattern of the propeller hitting the ground indicated that the engine was producing little or no power. They could tell by the number of prop strikes and their distance apart in the mud. In other words, Lloyd’s death, or at least the mechanical cause of it, if any, remains a complete mystery. Many people, though not all, think that the engine stopped.


Howard Stock said, “That PS-five pressure carburetor killed him.”


“He could have pulled it back to idle,” Russell said later, “once he saw that he was heading for mother earth.”


The FAA found that it was a survivable accident. That means that the crunch of hitting the ground was not, by itself, enough to kill Lloyd and Scotty. The killing thing was that cheap, flimsy fuel tank, which is a standard feature on acrobatics airplanes. It ruptured and splashed gasoline all over the inside of the cockpit. Better tanks are available, ones that can’t be punctured, ones through which machine-gun tracer bullets can be shot without causing an explosion, but we don’t insist on them, and so people continue to die in accidents that the FAA classifies as survivable.


“They were flying when they hit the ground,” Russell said. “This man, if he had had twenty feet more room, would have lived.”


•  •  •


Lloyd used to say that he’d never get killed in an airplane crash. “He said he’d probably be killed on Route Twelve by somebody coming out of the parking lot of the adult bookstore,” Nancy said. Nancy seemed truly to understand what Lloyd had gone through, that he had suffered for his obsession, just as surely as if an ancient enemy pursued him with purpose and tenacity and diligence and finally found him in a vulnerable moment and cut him down. Her eyes filled with tears again. “He just loved that airplane more than anything in the world, and I was jealous.” Her voice grew hard, but I never saw her bitter. “Yes, there’s anger there.”


Even though Nancy had lived for years with the hope that one day he would belong to her and not to aviation, in the end she said, “You just can’t help but feel it when someone is that happy.”


•  •  •


The night of the crash, Marlene Lanz, the McHenry County coroner, called to say she was beginning Lloyd’s autopsy. It was a courtesy of her profession. And when she finished, she called and told Nancy, “I’m going to do Scotty now.”


The next day Marlene came to visit and brought Scotty’s watch and a gold chain he had worn. She said Lloyd and Scotty had died instantly.


“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Nancy said. “I just wanted to know that they didn’t suffer.” Marlene said she had found some smoke in Lloyd’s lungs, but that Scotty’s were clear and pink. “And he was such a heavy smoker,” Nancy said. “When Lloyd used to smoke, Scotty was just a little boy, maybe eight years old, and he’d come home from school crying, saying Lloyd would die and begging him to quit.” It was as if Lloyd and Scotty could almost see the burnt offering that bound them in their future. “Later, after Lloyd quit,” Nancy continued, “we used to say the same thing to Scotty, trying to get him to quit. And after all that smoke, he still had those nice healthy lungs.”


Marlene said, “I take it they liked salsa and chips.”


Nancy had to laugh. Before they went flying, Nancy was cooking that big dinner, and the boys were all eating chips and salsa, and she warned them not to spoil their appetites. She told Marlene, “You probably found about two bottles of picante sauce, didn’t you?” Nancy smiled sadly to herself and said, “Marlene is such a caring person.”


Then that is how death comes in: without fanfare, in the middle of an ordinary day, inappropriate, disorderly, at an inconvenient place, shoving everything else out of the way to establish that, no, it’s not our control of nature and its forces that is sovereign in this world. This is death’s domain.


•  •  •


It was five-thirty when we took off from Anderson, and it didn’t take very long before we were in the soup. I kept gently suggesting that we file and get on radar and talk to somebody before a 737 came lumbering out of the murk and stuck its wingtip through our baggage compartment. Liss took the controls and said, “Here, let me climb. We’re just gonna come out on top here. I can see light. . .”


And I thought, That sounds like a good epitaph: I can see light.


We roared upward through the dim and swirling vapors but to no avail. We were solidly in the clouds, talking to no one, an unseen reef of aluminum on which any passing ship could founder.


“Want me to call Grissom?” I asked.


“Nah, let’s see here. We’re almost out now.” And we roared and climbed, and roared and climbed, but nothing happened. We were already at 6,000 feet. Our passenger was deeply engrossed in his paperwork in the back, oblivious of his plight.


“I think I’m going to call Grissom now,” I said.


“Ah, I’ll call ’em,” Liss said and hit the button on his yoke. He called for a clearance and soon we were on a legal IFR flight plan. The controller instructed us to climb to 8,000, and we burst out into brilliant sunlight over a deck of tumbling white clouds. The daylight moon had spilled its milk to the far horizon. We hurried along close to the clouds, which only through occasional holes revealed our true height by giving us faint glimpses of the dun world of haze and fallow farm fields below.


As we approached Chicago, the air traffic controller directed us to descend from 8,000 to 6,000, and ice began to collect on the airplane as we entered the clouds. I kept track of its accumulation, while Liss flew. I could see its thickness by the little plug of it on the end of the steel temperature probe. They use the word probe, but it looked like an oven thermometer stuck through the windshield. The tip had a quarter inch of white ice on it. We had discussed ice while waiting at Anderson, and Liss confessed that he’d never encountered any. I had encountered plenty of it, and I told him what my experience had led me to believe: Get out of it fast or your airplane’s going to turn into a $60,000 boat anchor.


“Better ask for three,” I said.


They gave him 4,000, and as we descended, the ice stopped accumulating.


We were in the clouds for another fifteen minutes. Then over Joliet, all at once the mist seemed to recede, and we could see all across the Chicago area. The sun was getting low, imparting a strange cast to the light that filtered through the overcast. I could see snow showers falling from luminous clouds in the distance, purple Portuguese men-of-war dangling poisonous tentacles down into the industrial landscape, which sent its tendrils of dark smoke reaching upward into the gloom like feelers from some fragile nautilus. The melancholy coral reef of oil refineries, the snail shells of buildings, the silver fish of aircraft glinting as they schooled around O’Hare Airport, the slimy trails of smoky rivers, now flickering with the red sunlight, which had crept beneath the distant waves of clouds—all contributed to the impression that we were descending in a bathyscaphe to the bottom of the sea. Below us I could see the cars on the freeway turn their headlights on, and I heard Liss say, more to himself than to me, “Left in the dark. Come home in the dark.”




TWO


WONDER LAKE


I FIRST CAME TO know Galt Airport as an inconspicuous magenta circle on a Chicago sectional chart, a Lambert Conformal Conic Projection of the earth and all its prominent visible features from Muncie, Indiana, to Rochester, Minnesota. I was surprised to find Galt Airport where it was, because I’d been flying in the Chicago area for years and had never noticed it, even though I’d flown over it dozens of times. I had gotten my private pilot’s license near Chicago in 1980 and then quit flying for several years. When I returned to flying in May of 1988, the instructor who released me for solo flight again told me I ought to go up to Galt Airport to practice my takeoffs and landings.


“Where’s Galt?” I asked.


“Right on the edge of the TCA,” he said, unfolding a chart and pointing it out to me, on the rim of the blue circle that represented the airspace for Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport. There it was, sure enough, at 42 degrees 24.2 minutes north, 88 degrees 22.5 minutes west, to be precise. Just as LaGuardia is designated as LGA and O’Hare is designated as ORD, so Galt is designated by the FAA as 10C, or One Zero Charlie.


The instructor sent me there because it was a quiet place to practice, away from all the traffic. “It’s a really friendly airport,” he told me. “You’ll like it.”


I thought, What could be friendly about an airport? It was a strip of asphalt planted on the earth like a black leech.


I parked the rented Cessna two-seater on the grass and went into the office to see what was so friendly about the place. I found Carla sitting behind the flight desk smiling, and a big sign above her head advertising the lowest gas and airplane rental prices I had seen in the Chicago area since I first dreamed of taking lessons back in the early ’70s.


Then in walked Art Galt himself, thin and smiling and baldheaded. He gestured at the helicopter just outside, saying, “Well, it may be fun, but if you take your hand off one of those levers to wipe your nose, why, over you go.” He had a piece of mail in his hand and he showed it to Carla. “Look here,” he said. “I have officially been declared a winner.”


“Great,” she said, as if she’d heard it before. “What now?”


“Well,” Art went on, “all I have to do is answer this question: ‘Who invented the telephone, Alexander Graham Bell or Benjamin Franklin?’ ” And Art tossed the card into the wastebasket near the flight desk. “I think it’s Benjamin Franklin,” he said. “God, they must really think I’m stupid. Don’t they teach you that in about the third grade?”


Art turned to me and asked, “What can we do for you, young man?”


I said I’d like to get checked out in a Cessna 172.


“Get this man an airplane, Carla,” he said. “And make sure it has a lot of gas.”


The next thing I knew I was out on the line with a young instructor, taxiing down runway 27I for takeoff. My logbook shows that after my introduction to Galt Airport, I rented an airplane only one more time at Pal-Waukee. By summer’s end I had been converted completely; I was a Galt pilot.


Now, years later, I have come to think of Art Galt as I once thought of my own grandfather: a man with many stories to tell, a man with hidden wisdom, hidden humor, a man to learn from, a man who was a little bit crazy. It was probably a year and a half after I’d met Art Galt that I asked him how he first became interested in flying. He didn’t hesitate at all. He invited me up to his house to discuss it.


Entering the airport from Greenwood Road, I always passed Art Galt’s house. He and his wife, Vera, had lived there since leaving the city in 1949. They bought the land from Mama Schranz, the last surviving matriarch of an old German farming family that had come to northern Illinois in the 1800s.


Today Art’s yellow frame house on Greenwood Road is at the very end of Runway 27, and every airplane that departs when the wind is from the west takes off right over his house and pool and tennis courts. As we sat down at the round table in his kitchen, I asked him if he wasn’t nervous about having his house at the end of the runway like that, and he laughed. “Now you’re a pilot,” he said. “If you lost an engine on takeoff, what would you do? Would you fly into my living room, or would you land in that big empty cornfield just north of us?”


•  •  •


Art first became interested in flying because he wanted to find a good place to fish. “My wife and I had heard that there was some pretty good fishing up around the Apostle Islands,” he said. “The only trouble was that to get there meant ten hours of hard driving.” There were no Interstate highways in the early 1950s. There were scarcely any roads at all in the far north country where the really good fishing was, and to get to the Apostle Islands he’d have to drive through all of Wisconsin to Lake Superior. “Well, I was bellyaching about how I hated to drive, and someone said, ‘Why don’t you fly?’ ” Art was not one to sit around thinking about what he might or might not do. “I looked around and found a man named Bob Ellis, who would fly us up there.” He and Vera packed their fishing and camping gear and drove up to Ellis’s place in Wisconsin to meet him for the flight in his four-place airplane to the Apostle Islands.


From the first moment of flight, Art loved it. The landscape seemed to drop away, revealing a great plan that had been hidden by the cluttered world around him. Ellis had pointed out things along the way with his tilted wing. “He let me handle the stick just enough to give me the fever,” Art said.


“We were up there by nine-thirty in the morning, and we fished all day and had a shore dinner that night. The next day we fished until about four in the afternoon and cleaned our fish, and we were home in bed that night and had eighty pounds of lake trout in the freezer.” By the following week, Art Galt was looking for a flight instructor. “I saw that was the only way to go.”


Every few minutes as he talked we could hear the sound of an airplane taking off. The state Department of Transportation counted 54,000 operations in 1989, which means, speaking in averages, that approximately every ten minutes an airplane lands or takes off from Galt, all day, all night, every day of the year. Sometimes we call it Galt International, especially when we have to wait in line to take off. But in the early 1950s it was nothing more than a wide and gently rolling pasture behind the house. Within a week after the Apostle Island trip, Ellis dropped into the pasture in his Piper J-3 Cub to begin their lessons. Soon afterward, Art bought his own Cub, a small fabric two-seat airplane, for about $700 from a local boys’ school called Todd’s.


Ellis was an old barnstormer from way back, and a pilot of true fundamentals. He taught the Galts some rather unorthodox basics of flying. For example: If your engine fails at night, never land north or south or east or west, because that’s the way the fences run, and instead of running through a fence just once, you may find yourself running the full length of a fence, causing much more damage to airplane and body. Ellis taught Art and Vera never to wear their seat belts—they were useless. Art followed the advice until one day when he had his first experience with real turbulence. He found himself pasted to the ceiling while the airplane tried to descend on an elevator shaft of cool air. When he flew out of the shaft, the plane rocketed upward again, taking Art down so fast that, as he put it, “I nearly got the stick up my ass. From then on, I wore my seat belt.”


When Art talked Vera’s daughter, Wilna, into taking lessons, Chuck, Wilna’s husband, was at war in Korea. “We didn’t tell Chuck about it,” Art said with a mischievous smile. “He came back one winter when we were flying off of Wonder Lake.” Wonder Lake, a mile east of the pasture, was the largest clear space around; it was common practice to land on frozen lakes in those days.


“Why don’t you get Wilna to take a ride, Chuck?” Art suggested.


“She’d never do it in a million years,” Chuck said. “She’s scared to death of Ferris wheels.”


“Oh, go ahead, give her a try,” Art said. “Everybody else is doing it.”


“I’ll talk to her,” Chuck said, “but it won’t do any good.”


To Chuck’s surprise, his wife agreed to take a ride with the instructor.


“So Chuck strapped her into the Jeep—that’s what we called the Cub—with Ellis and watched his wife take off. They flew out of sight and landed at a different part of the lake.” Ellis got out and stood on the ice to await the conclusion of the practical joke, while Wilna flew the airplane back alone. She landed right in front of Chuck. At first he couldn’t tell what he was seeing. Then, as he came closer, he looked inside and saw that no one else was there. “He just about fainted,” Art said.
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