
   It was such a strange period of time. My wife, Mami, had just taken a trip to the US with our son's family.
 
   I wasn't invited but I didn't care much for their road itinerary from LA to Dizzyland, Universal Studios, Las Vegas etc. The 

"tourist trip". No thanks.

  However she brought me 
back a T-shirt from Santa 
Monica Pier which displayed 
the words "Santa Monica - 66 
- End of the Trail" referring to 
Route 66. It was quaint, but I 
never thought I'd ever see 
Route 66 in this life.

   At the time I’d also been 
talking to an email mate in the 
US. Brian is a pilot of 40 years 
experience and had just 
bought a plane in Ottawa.  

   Being a "flying" freak I 
suggested, almost jokingly, 
that I’d love to join him in 
flying the new aircraft back to 
his aeropark residence near 
Sacramento CA. 

   He replied:
"get yer arse over here, and I'll 
meet you in New York."
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Long Reef just after take-off from Sydney in a 747.
(Upper left to right - Pittwater Lion Is, Barrenjoey, Broken Bay, Killcare beach



   After gasping for breath for 24 hours I decided to take on this challenge and two nights later I found myself in Newark, a 
mere stone's throw from New York. At the airport, which was almost deserted I was directed to take the free "Air Train", a light 
rail system to get me to somewhere I could catch a taxi. I asked two young black guys where it was. They replied with peals of 
laughter and knee slapping "The A-train? Man! are you serious??"

   Next morning (Tue 16th Oct 2012) I found myself walking across a tarmac at a tiny airport. 
Brian said "Quick! We need to get into the air before they close down the airspace" because Obama and Romney were 
planning a debate that night on Long Island. We missed out by minutes from Brian flying me down the Hudson River at eye 
level with the New York skyline. Well, I'd seen it so many times on film and TV, but it would have been great - live!
Brian also said on the tarmac. "Peter, you're a brave man… taking on such a journey with a crazy old fool you hardly know in a 
tiny plane I know almost nothing about"  I somehow felt more confidence in Brian for saying that.

After we took off we needed to skedaddle westward leaving the NY skyline sadly behind us. After we got to 10,000 feet (pls 
excuse the imperial units but I got used to them very quickly) the cloud cover below us made it impossible to see the ground, 
but the ride was smooth.

At about 2pm Brian said, "Time for lunch" and so 
we put down at a tiny airport by the name of 
Salem. Being a Monday, everything was closed 
except the petrol pump. After filling the tank 
Brian wandered over to a nearby building with 
signs indicating that it was an aircraft servicing 
establishment. A wonderful old gentleman there 
loaded us into his car and took us to the local 
golf club where he shouted us lunch. I was 
utterly amazed by the prices and service, as we 
had full table service, free coffee and the food 
was truly excellent. but as we walked back to the 
plane Brian said "I'd like to say that was unusual, 
but it's not." The flying community is very 
generous and at almost every place we landed, 
an overnight courtesy car was provided.
PS there are at least 6 Salems across the US

Brian filling the tank 
in his “new” Mooney 231.



   So this was becoming a theme for the "real America" far from the ugly stories of the big cities where life and people are 
completely different to what you'd expect.
Also, when you fly by small plane you join a very large community of other flyers who look after each other.

   Our plan was to fly to Minnesota to visit Brian's 
son, then south to see places like Devil's Tower 
and Grand Canyon, and finally land at Brian's 
place near Sacramento, as he lives in an airpark. 
This is a small suburb which has it's own light 
plane airstrip. You can taxi to your own home 
and park in an enormous garage. As you can 
imagine the street signs are no more than 
shoulder height.

So our next stop was Valparaiso just south from 
Chicago. The flight along the southern edge of 
Lake Erie gave me respect for the huge size of 
the lake. We landed late in the afternoon and I 
took a picture of some cute cirrus clouds, which 
indicate upper atmosphere winds. As I thought 
about Chicago as "the windy city" I had no idea 
what those clouds really meant. We found out 
soon enough.

It was at this time I began to understand the major differences in our scale of thinking to the Americans. I awoke the next 
morning before sunrise and decided to use the hotel computer to write up some notes. I asked the girl at the desk where I 
could buy a USB memory stick. She directed me to the other side of the intersection and began giving me driving directions. 
When I told her I was on foot she seemed confused and simply pointed the direction to the Walmart store. It took me a good 
ten minutes to get there because, you see, they don't cater for pedestrians in situations like this. Because they had the brains 
to "plan" their shopping centres they tend to need to use cars.

Next day we flew about 15km shy of Chicago because, again, it was locked down. But I saw enough, and it was awesome. 
O'Hare airport (I'm told, biggest in the world) was truly amazing to see, and the conversation buzz from the control tower was 

Autumn in Ohio



so dense I could barely recognise what they were 
saying. It takes a lot of training to do so.
From Chicago we headed north towards New 
Ulm about 120km SW from Minneapolis.
   
By this time I began to appreciate the cirrus 
clouds and what they were saying to us. We 
began experience what Brian later described as 
"the largest and deepest low pressure system 
he'd seen in his life". We didn't even know that 
Hurricane Sandy was lining up NYC in its sights, 
but all the time Brian had to watch for rogue 
thunderstorms that could deal with us like a frog 
in a blender. 

The equipment Brian used to navigate was 
quite extraordinary and deserves a little 
explanation.

   He used an iPad, mounted to the yoke in 
front of me. On this he could set his flight path, 
get info on any airport in the US, including 
runway info, local businesses, fuel prices and 
much more. The map showed all the radio 
masts but I’ll speak about that later.

   QANTAS is beginning to use iPads in all 
commercial aircraft, and these will also 
eliminate voluminous manuals.



   We flew over the mighty Mississippi and later 
the Missouri River. You can see the location of 
the aircraft on the iPad, what I saw, and what 
was really down there. As you can see, this is 
truly a mighty river, even as far north as 
Wisconsin and Iowa.



   We were now flying north west 
intending to land at New Ulm.
It was far too windy to land there so we 
headed for Mankato about 50km away 
and hired a car. 

We met Brian's son, Cameron, at a 
place I didn't think could exist.
As we turned off into New Ulm, the 
penny dropped as I saw a sign saying 
"Willcommen (welcome to) New Ulm".
Gad! It was an old German settlement, 
and even the architecture and 
vegetation reflected a German feeling.

We drove down a quaint road which reeked of a 
German hillside village and came to "the 
brewery".
Schell's brewery has been active for 160 years, 
even during prohibition, and WW2 but that's 
another story. Suffice it to say that they produce 
very nice beer. 
Young Cam gave us a tour around the brewery, 
which was fascinating because most of 
architecture is still original and still in use. After 
the tour we got down to the more serious 
business of "beer tasting" in the German beer 
hall.
What a way to celebrate my birthday!!! I've since 
renamed myself as Sir Cumference. ;-)

Same photo as above zoomed in. It shows the tiny township of Harpers Ferry.



We had dinner in town and as I saw a Wells 
Fargo bank just own the road I found myself 
constantly peering out the window, fully 
expecting to see a stage coach rumble through 
the middle of town.

As we flew over Minnesota I began to see black 
fields, as the whole state is under cultivation. 
Brian suggested that this was because the fields 
were plowed in preparation for winter. I later 
found that this was true but the soil was the 
blackest and richest I'd seen.   

   
There was something I vaguely 
detected almost as soon as we 
landed at Mankato. It was a vague 
fragrance in the airport, that I also 
detected in the shopping centres, 
and a taste even in the beer. It 
wasn't unpleasant but since I'd 
spent a whole 24 hours in Mankato 
and New Ulm it appeared to be all 
pervasive. Because of the taste of 
the beer, I decided that it must 
have been some component in the 
soil. 

Next morning we stopped in to a 
tiny place for breakfast. Again I 
was amazed at the price an 
service. $3.55 for a generous meal 
of 2 eggs, bacon, coffee and cool 
water. Unheard of in Australia.

This is how I celebrated my 62nd birthday - in a German beer-hall - sheer heaven!!!



“Marktplatz Mall” in New Ulm

 Kids in New Ulm - cute at any time 

2nd hand tanks - ugly at any time



To fly by instruments the next day (just in 
case as the weather was closing in) 
Brian had to replace one of the aircraft 
instruments, so I had to spend a couple 
of hours waiting at Mankato airport. Now 
this was just a small regional airport, but 
the hangers were packed with Lear jets, 
King Air, and other smaller but well 
manicured aircraft. You could have eaten 
off the floor, such was the cleanliness. I 
also browsed through an aircraft sales 
magazine. Together these observations 
gave me an better idea of scale just how 
huge is the mid- and light- sized aircraft 
industry actually is. For an Australian, it 
was quite mind-bending.
I saw the same scale “thaing” as we flew 
over waterway after waterway lined to the 
hilt with covered boat moorings.

   The instrument fault was just due to a bad connection so we 
were back in the air again.

   It was at this point I realised just why Brian was taking so much 
time on the ground studying weather maps on his iPad. He 
showed me a wind speed chart of the huge low pressure system 
and how it actually connected up with a jet stream. This is like an 
atmospheric superhighway. Brian asked me to keep watch for 
flashing beacons that indicated tall radio transmission towers. He 
explained that the "inverted V" or "tipi" icons on the screen 
indicated the towers. The double "tipis" indicated groups of 
towers, usually wind farms.



 The point of this was not to avoid indian 
arrows, but due to the crappy weather, and 
to keep visual contact with the ground and 
the flashing tower lights we needed to stay 
below about 500 feet. This is where 
navigating an aircraft becomes something 
like being a spider - you need more than 
one pair of eyes - one pair to the left and 
one pair to the right. At all times Brian had to 
be careful to find a way around possible 

thunderstorms that could develop very quickly. 
   In hindsight I have huge respect for Brian for his skill in 
taking so many diverse factors into account.

We eventually landed at Fulton, Missouri, with a sigh of 
relief, as we realised we had rejoined the original Route 
66.
The main dangers of the huge low pressure we escaped 
but it almost seemed to be chasing us southward and we 
still battled headwinds.

Atmospherically, it's like this: When you fly low you may 
see more but you can be buffeted by local terrain based 
weather. At higher altitudes, there tends to be smoother air 
and air drag is less. This is all great because we would all 
like to fly low and slow so we can see more.
Unfortunately, life is not so simple. Brian had to fly great distances, despite rapidly changing weather, across the US.
I owe him great respect for his planning and experience.

Notice we are below the top of the mast which protrudes into the clouds



   Next day we headed for Santa Fe, New 
Mexico and saw lots of interesting things. 
One such was this large dam, suffering 
from a nation-wide drought.  

The young guy at the airport said that “there was a 
movie called “Paris, Texas”, but it ‘tweren’t about Paris, 
Texas.” as he scratched his head.

   At that stage we were still in the lands of fairly flat 
farming land dotted with large dams, forestry 
plantations. but as we traveled  further west we were 
leaving the catchment of the Mississippi and heading 
up towards the Rockies. On this high flat plain the land 
is still arable but I couldn’t see where they got their 
water.

   Below you can see the huge circular farms. 
Sometimes they can be over 1.5 km diameter.

And then...



  Then we began 
see some serious 
high desert. This is 
seriously 
spectacular country.

   What a fabulous 
ride that was as we 
flew up into the 
Rockies and landed 
at Santa Fe airport 
at dusk. Just the 

time of day and the multi-coloured landing lights 
seemed to promise an interesting experience.
We were picked up by Evelyn, a friend of Brian 
and had dinner in what I now understand as a 
SW (south western) cooking restaurant. The 
eating place was typical of most "family 
restaurants" The food was inexpensive, service 
was superlative.

Landing at Santa Fe. Up in the mountains to the left is Los Alamos, the place where the first Atomic Bomb 



 The above image is again from Santa Fe airport. In the background in the far distance you can see the Rocky mountains but 
in the mid-distance is the rim of a very large extinct (I hope) volcano called Caldera Valles. It’s about 25km across.

I have to admit I fell in love with Santa 
Fe, for the geography, the vibrant 
culture and successful mix with Native 
Americans and even the design of 
houses. Here is where we stayed. 
This housing area is about 12 years 
old and although we “whities” like to 
plant exotic species everywhere we 
settle I was really impressed by the 
sympathy with the natural 
environment. Hey, you get the 
occasional rattler, but we have our 
funnelweb spiders, ay! ;-)

The old looking fences are made from 
recycled timber.
Santa Fe is also 2134m above sea 
level so the air is quite different. 



The image below rather portrays Santa Fe with 
its backdrop of the Rockies, Spanish church and 
Native American adobe style architecture. This 
appears to be a long heritage of atrocious acts of 
barbarism mixed with modern acceptance and 
reckoning with the past. I found Santa Fe 
immediately refreshing, and they also produce 
the best popcorn on this planet.

The native Americans do exceptional business 
in the central park area, selling home-made 
jewellery either through sidewalk stalls or 
through very expensive boutiques they 
manage.

Native American buskers in the park.



Before dragging ourselves away from 
Santa Fe we needed to examine the 
aircraft because, it seemed one of the 
engine instruments was lying, and this 
gave Brian the impression that he was 
about to blow his fuel turbine. After a 
complete check they found the 
problem and we were airborne again, 
heading for Grand Canyon.

But whilst I was waiting I strolled 
about the hangar and found this partly 
restored aircraft that Howard Hughes 
designed and built.
I wasn’t sure if it was his own “fav” 
plane, but I’d like to think it was.

Ok, so now we are flying over geography/geology 
textbook terrain and I’ll try to keep the images to a 
minimum.

Mesas and buttes? This is where you find them.

This is the remains of an old volcano.

The terrain is high but has almost no little rainfall and 
is therefore true desert.

Very old extinct volcano cone.



Painted Desert: The image on the right needs to be seen uncropped and 
in a sequence of tonal changes I made on the computer. The original 
looked very washed out due to the perspect window and the atmosphere  

Now although we were not allowed to fly over or through Grand Canyon, 
it was possibly more impressive to fly along the rim from a distance as 
that gave a more true impression of the sheer scale of the Canyon itself.

I think there is really only one way to see, if you don’t have a week or so 
to walk into the canyon, or ride the Colorado. We just spent the 
afternoon walking the rim, as the place is so big you almost need to 
pinch youself, saying “Can this place be real??”

The device below is not a telescope. Notice how the notches are labeled.
This very simply directs you to the various objects of interest.

The Painted Desert

The local sheriff



   The train on the left is the realisation of 
a lifelong fantasy, as I grew up with trains 
and always wanted to see one of the 
“streamliner” trains they used to advertise 
in National Geographic.

What’smore I saw a tiny sign of the side 
say Atchison-Topeka & Santa Fe.

“Ok Zeke, we’ll meet the Santa Fe on the 
western line, cut ‘em off at the pass, and 
take the gold shipment!” ;-)

   The tiny cabins here are in 
the Grand Canyon Village. I 
think they were originally 
designed for visiting geologists, 
but are now run by one of the 
motels, so you can freeze you 
bum off at three times the price 
of a modern heated room. At 
least it keeps them preserved.



  The two photos here are afternoon 
and morning shots. Both were taken 
looking north, so you can see the sun’s 
rays coming from the west and in the 
morning the rays come from the east.

   You may identify the same bluff on 
the LHS in both photos, although were 
taken a few hundred metres apart.

   Part of the beauty of the Gand 
Canyon is simply observing it over 
time, even during one day. 

   Everything changes minute by minute, 
day to day, season to season, geological 
age to age, aeon to aeon.

The other amazing things about the 
canyon are:

Although the canyon took a mere 6 million 
years to carve, it cuts through over a 
billion years of rock structure.

The scale of time is something that does 
my head in as I can only comprehend a 
couple of hundred years. 



   The above zoomed original photo shows the Colorado and the inset gives a little more detail and shows one of the steel 
walkways, and several beached adventure boats, moored for the night. I hope this shows something of the huge scale of the place. 
There was good reason to name it Grand Canyon.

   I brought home a book about canyoning the canyon and find it somewhat addictive in finding more about John Wesley Powell 
and the development of the American Southwest.



   Next day, here I was at something like 12,000 feet and Brian became concerned, because at 10,000 ft sea-level ground 
dwellers do require oxygen. That is unless you are acclimatized. Although I felt fine, I just thought I was buzzin’ out on 
yesterday’s experience, but Brian insisted that I use a cannula which supplied me with oxygen. Seeing that I’d become 
breathless back at Grand Canyon I was in no position to argue. Again, Brian’s experience shone through.



On our way across the US we passed across many wind farms. Most of the ones here were stationary because of the severe 
winds at this time.. and so had to be turned off.



   Below is Barstow CA, once again following the old Route 66. 
Since the “real” trip I’ve had endless fun using Google Maps to go down and explore many of the places I visited on the ground 
and places we flew over, particularly using the “street-level” feature. 

   In Barstow I found that this was the headquarters of the Atchison Topeka & Santa Fe railway company. 
Here’s the song: http://tinyurl.com/c7a89tg that was done by so many artists and bands.

http://tinyurl.com/c7a89tg
http://tinyurl.com/c7a89tg


   This rather vague pic is Edwards 
Air Base, not far from LA. You can 
see how the airstrip juts out over the 
dry salt lake. This is to accommodate 
landing space shuttles.

 
 
   

Space shuttle approach



   This was the home leg of 
the trip as we turned right 
before LA heading for 
Sacramento and Brian’s 
home.

What you see below is a 
typical scene of the rich 
Sacramento valley, incredibly 
productive farmland.

   This is the final landing at 
Cameron Park Airpark, where 
the streets are wide and the 
street signs are shoulder height.

   Below is the Mooney and 
Brian’s other plane, a Piper 
Aztec.



Final hours of the trip:

We dropped into Fry’s, 
something like an “old-style” 
Dick Smith Electronics on 
steroids in a store four times 
the size of any Bunnings 
store. I continue to be 
amazed.

   Since I had a plane to catch 
we didn’t have much time for 
shopping, so Brian ran me 

down to San Fransisco through more torrential rain, but in 
his brand new Subaru WRX.



For the second time in my life 
I experienced a truly special 
“dawn” moment as we 
approached the coast of 
Australia sleeping snugly 
under a doona of clouds.

   Breakfast is served as 
people wake up.

   After a squeezy flight I just 
can’t wait to get back home.



Re-entering the Sydney coastline we see Taren Point Bridge and Tom Ugly’s Bridge. To the right (out of view) is Sydney 
Airport where we will land. (sniff..)



Summing up: 
   This was a rare opportunity of a lifetime which originated from a mere internet contact from an email group of which we were 
both members. Some would suggest that I was crazy to embark on such a trip. I’d do it again tomorrow, given the chance.

   During our journey, we didn’t break any records, and we missed many opportunities due to unforeseen circumstances, but 
that didn’t really matter.

   I guess what really mattered was that I gained trust in Brian and gained an appreciation of a country and culture that many 
Australians still sneer at. In a country with fifteen times our population it’s easy to see why they regard us as tiny.

   Brian is a natural teacher, and I saw him in action at Santa Fe airport as he entertained and instructed a crew of pilots and 
engineers over breakfast.

   I’d like to thank Brian for allowing me the opportunity to fly with him, and for putting up with me.

   But this is only Chapter #1. Brian is intending to fly his tiny Mooney to the land of Oz across the BIG puddle known as the 
Pacific Ocean. I trust he will meet the challenge.

Cheers, Peter    http://tinyurl.com/cppkunk



Addendum:

A couple of weeks after returning home I stopped at a fish & chips shop at Woy Woy for a quick lunch. I was wearing my 
Route 66 T-shirt and the girl serving asked if I’d been to Route 66, almost as though it was a place.
Gad! It was the chance I’d been waiting for. Without hesitation I said “Babe, I just flew it!”

http://tinyurl.com/d5wsbek


