Statistically it's

true that flying is
the safest way to
travel. But how
about winging to a
vacation or business
destination yourself
in your own plane?
At first thought, it
might not sound

all that safe.

In fact, the

\
prospect can

seem terrifying.
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landed in a bag. Luckily, wia
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deaths of John F. Kennedy, I, and former
Chicago radio personality Bob Collins, both
of whom were pdoting small, prvate planes
that crashed
But, as my father used to say, “You only go
around once. " So, when a flying lesson invitation
from the www.projectpiiot. org group ghded into
my email, | thought twice—and decided to go
fot it. The learn-to-fly program, which has about
g schools, 1 sponsoted by the

We are met by Dave Kogler of Schererville,
Indiana, a certified flight instructor and flight
operations manager of Griffith ‘Aviation Inc.
Kogler, who turned 43 this year, was 21 when
he earned his pilot's icense. He became mterested
in flying as a hobby, through his brother,
and formally worked as a mechanic, construction
worker and a steel mill supervisor before
taking on his present duties full time three
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UP AND AWAY

After a step-bivatep lesson,
v thorough pretlight salery
check, and a swervy ride
down the runway, fimally,
the plane ascends inw the
ar—"like It wnds to b
thergh

Kogler’s reasons
to love flying hit
home for me
“Nobody can
bother you when
you're in the air—
no cell phones
are ringing, | love
climbing to 5,000
to 10,000 feat;
its so peaceful.
| would much
rather fly than
drive.” He recalls
flying over a
fatal accident
on Interstate 65
about a week
hefore, an experience that reinforced that feeling. "It may be cloudy
and snowing, bul you can climb above all that. | feel much safer in
the air than | dQ on the road. You get home feeling relaxed and not
stressed from sitting in traffic ™

The preflight safety check of the plane, a 1974 Piper Warrior Il that
regularly is used for training purposes, also helps to calm us. Before
takeoff, every step Is gone over with a fine-tcoth comb—often,
more than once. Kogler's knowledge, patience, sense of humor and

explanation of what we will be doing are reassuning; that is, until |
find myself in the driver's—I mean pilot's—seat

Gulp

This Is not like preparing to drive a car. There are about forty
things that need to be checked and done before the plane can be
<ot in motion. “It's all about safety. That's the top priority,” Kogler
says. It's also not like driving a car. Steering is done with the feet as
you taxi to the runway. Braking also is done with the feet, butin a
different position on the two rudder-pedals. We practice for a little
while, since the plane has to be heading straight and true down
the runway when building speed for takeoff, and initially | have it
drifting on either side of the centerline. Had | been in a car, the
police surely would have pulled me over for suspicious driving

Soon, it is time for takeoff. The moment of truth, | pray | won't
hit any trees, or nose-dive into the ground. “Give it full throttle, and
keep it straight,” Kogler says. We are going about 70 mph when he
tells me to pull back gently
on the yoke, a steering-
wheel-looking  Instrument
in front of me that haps
the plane climb, descend
and “roll," which helps ease
turning while in the air

Soon, we are climbing. It
15 so much smoother, easier,
than | had imagined. It feels
more like floating. “It almost
takes off by itself,” Kogler
says. | had vislons of having
to jerk the yoke hard to get the Piper off the ground. That isn't the
case. The plane seems 10 take to the air like a feather—like it wants
to be there. “This kind of day, cold and clear, is the best for flying
and teaching, since the air Is thin. The air in surmmer is much heavier
and bumpier,” my instructor says. | soon realize | didn‘t nead the
maotion-sickness pills

We climb to about 3,500 feet and are doing about 120 mph, when
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Kogler shows me how to level off the plane by lining
it up with the horizon, We try a few more ascents and
descents before he has me try some 20-degree turns,
which he says are standard
for an Intro flight. “We're not
going 1o do anything scary or
difficult on your first flight;
, we don't want to scare you
AC away,” Kogler says, chuckling
There would be no attempts to
instrument-fly or. do dogfight-
like maneuvers on this tnp.
That 5 left to lessons down
the line.
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Soon, piloting seems easier.
The ride in the crystal-blue
sky is invigorating, We fly over Shore's office, and
Kogler tips the Warror to the right to allow for some
photos (just in case anyone doubts we did this). At
this point, | feel | could fly all day, but it is about time
for the lesson, which lasts 30 to 40 minutes, to end
“Ready to try a landing?” Kogler asks. Not
really, but yes, | guess. Gulp again. | envisioned this
to-be the most dangerous part. Tom Petty’s sonq,
"Learning to Fly,” pops into my head—specificallythe line, "Coming down,
is the hardest thing.”
But it isn't, again thanks to my instructor. | can’t recall all the steps, since
my nerves Kicked back in and it is almost a blur, but | remember we checked
the fuel and adjusted the flaps and trim, another control, as we slowed the
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TEACHER EXTRAORDINAIRE
A skilled flyer and natural
instructor, Dave Kogler
seemed to bave faith in this
armateur pilot.

engine almost 1o &
stop and coasted
in.  “We're just
gonna come in nice
and easy and set it
down.® Although
Kogler says | did
most of the landing
and it was good, |
can't help but think
he had much more of a hand in it than he is admitting. Either he, or the
spirit in the sky, | don't see how | could have brought it down that smoothly
But thanks, Dave

We taxi back in, stop and turn off the motor—a process that Involves
about twenty more steps—again 1o assure everything is done right and
safely. | breathe a small sigh of relief, but do nowhere near want to kiss the
ground. | love the experience, although I'm not immediately sure whether
| want 10 go the full route and get a license. The temptation to do 5o,
however, is great. The sky is like a different world—one you seem to have
all to yourself. Where, like Kogler says, no one bothers you

It is a place 10 get reacquainted with yourself and restore faith in your
ability, A place to feel free. Maybe someday I'll return there—on my own,

How about you? )



