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The art of backcountry flying

By MEG GODLEWSKI

Mountain flving is on the bucket list
af most aviators, There's just some-
thing about droppemg o an airsirp
that allows you acoess o a lake where
the fish die of old age that appeals w
aur adventurans spirit,

Avintors in other countries ang e
guirgd to get taming and a special
endorsement for mountain Ayving. In
the United States noe such endorse-
ment is required., but the savvy aviator
secks out the training. often from Lori
MacMichal, owner and founder of Me-
Call Mountin'Canyon Flying Semi-
nars hosed in Caldwell, Idaho.

“Mountain flying is an unforgiving
o it wourse I prajece,” says MacMich.
al.

She would know, She bepan her fly-
ing career 0 ldaha in 1981, Flying inia
the backcountry was on the top of her
destination list, she s, because of the
incredible fishing in the high-altiude
lakes. She spent most of the |98s

bailding her hours and adding w her
tickets, and by 1991 she was a flight in-
structar and flving backeountry charers
in Cessna 206

Part of her job entailed helpang the
local sherifT's depariment and the Na-
tional Transportation Safery Board with
the recovery of bodies when an airplane
grashed im the backcountry

“This part of Idabo haz a great many
backcountry airstrips,” she saws, 1 sow
a bt of body bags, which were the re-
sult of pilots making silly, but deadly
mistakes, and T thoughe. “this is ridicu-
lows! ™

MacMichol, along with chiel pilot
Lvn Clark, began puting together a
curiiculum 1o tesch palots how o fy in
the backeouniey,

“AL first the curriculum was for the
Forgst Service because of all the fy-
ing they do in the backcouniry, and
then we started pettmy calls from s
viduwals wha heard about the traiming,”™
MucNichol remembers. AL first it was
ane of two guys 3 manth, then the busi-

ness really started v build.”

In 1996 Clark amd MacMichol staried
Back Country Flying Climics.

Sadly, Clark did ot live o see the
sueoess of the business, In 1997 she was
kalled n 8 backeouniry sirplane crash.

“Tt was not a raming Might, Tt was

Just ong of those things,” MacMNichol

says smdlv. It made me ¢ven morg
detgrmined 10 kegp honing my skills
hecanse if it could happen to a pikst as
skilled and experienced as Lyn, it could
happen ta me o5 well.”

WHAT TDO EXPECT

The course begins with a telephone
call. MacMichol imerviews the pilot
aver the phone 1o get an idea of what is
expected from the course, and what he
or she plans wo do with these new skalls,
People™s reasons for atending arg var-
ied, she notes,

“The people who atiend the courses
are very capable,” she says, “They ke
1o be outside. They ofien want io ke
ihe family bockcountry comping or fish-

Fehruary 22, 2013

ing with the arplansg, Or mayhe they re-
cently bowpht o rag=wmy mrplang thot™s
their second or thimd aircraft and they
want o pet back to fun, adventurous
fying. ar they are planning a irip with
a mountainous crossing and they want
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Preserving backcountry

By JOHN ). MCHKENNA Ir.
Speclal to General Aviation News

Some things are just worth holding
anie ond that is oll there is 1o it

That simple stutement is really how
the Recreational Aviation Foundation
{RAF) was formed — six folks sitting
around a campfice with the idea that
iT they did not get busy protecting the
special places that we know as back-
countey and recreatonal alrsirps, these
chenshed destinations woult most like-
Iy just po away

The forces pressuring them 1o go
away seemed greater than the arpaniza-
tion o keep them avoilable. That sim-
ply wasn't an acceploble oulcome 10
those gorly founders ofthe BAF, 50 they
threw in their money, their time, and
most of all — their passion, Wen those
factors are blended dogether and ihe
folks implementing them hove a desire
1o make o difference, then linle can get
in the WY, O 50 WE IJ||.|u'::||.L

Ta sugoesl that the road w BAF suc-
cess has been casy would be incomect,
Az an orpanizabion we have encoun-
tered many hurdles on our joumney,
bun somehow found o way w get over
then, around thern, o, frankly in some
cases, we just hod 10 knock them down
o mave on. Whatever it took was what-
ever tose folks did. They slowly bailt
the organization 10 its present size of

Phuobns couresy RAF
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jus.l under S000 members wha alse
shurg the wizion that this 1s just the nght
thing to do, [t s an organization driven
by desire and fieled with passion — a
combination that is hand to beat.

With membsrs in all 50 states, the
RAF is now beginning to build ihe
mamenium that we dreamed about L
years 020 around that campfire in noth-
west Montana,

Lorl MacNichol teaches safe flying in the mountains and backeountry.

1o ke sure that they hove the skills 1o
b safie. such as conyon tums and tight
approaches.”

The courses uswally last a few days
witle the pilot's time divided berwaen
Might and ground school, Machichael
notes that afier the first course, she
learmed it was best 0 send the pilots an
outling of the program and the ground
schoal matgmal in advance so that they
could study before they arnved on sate,
“It helps the clhients pet ahead of the air:
plane.” she notes.

Prior o arriving in Idahao, MacMichol
reconmiends that clients fiy their air-

plane s much os they con,

“They need to b intimately familior
witle the airerafi in all configurations,
capenially in show flight,” she says.

Muost peaple provide their own air-
crafl, although the business does have
airplanes that can be wsed for instrse-
1 fior an addiianal cost.

There s no pre-requisae on PIC ex-
perienoe 10 atiend the program

“We ve had people show up for trein-
ing with 2500 hours of Pilot in Coms
mand expenience all the way to 25 (KK}
hours.” she says.

The “we™ she speaks of is a cadre

i
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The RAF's John McKenna Jr. (right), and working on a lavatory at Russian Flat, Montana.

We knew o could be -Ilﬂ'.'ll.'. bt lardle
did we Enow how musch effort it would
take or the number of people who would
rive =0 muxeh to make it all happen

The RAF is just geming started. With
some suecess under is organization-
al belt, we now know we need mare
people who believe, just as those early
founders did. Tf you believe as we did
that preserving, protecting. and creating

of highly experienced CFls, who have
more than 75 years and 45000 hours
flving in the ldaho hackcouniry,
Matching the pilot with the right CF1
15 oritical, according to MaoMighol, be-
cause of the intensity of the training.
That's wihy when the pilois first ar-
rive, she has a face-to-face mterview 1o
help her determine which CFI would be
best suived vo the client's personality.
“T weant to know more about the cli-
ent, why they are at the program, wha
they do with their flying, but also s
sart of a paychelogical eval so that [ean
put them with the nght CFL” she says.
At the end of gach day the CFls gath-
er tor a debnghng session, *1F someong
haz a stwdent who 15 having trouble, we
disguss how to help that person,” she
says. Tt may mean a change of instrsc-
far.”

DEADLY MISTAKES

The training is so iRbense because a
mistake in the backeountry is very like-
Iy goung 1o ke (il

MlacMichol sow the outeame af these
during her work with the NTSH.

“More than once when [ was fyinge
Part 135 we worked with the shenii™s
department hagling people out of the

backcountry in body baps beoause of

some: stupid mistake they'd made, like
a po-argund where they stayed over the

strips

17

recreational airsinps 1s o worthy vision,
then don't et lear and pood judgement
et am the way, just come jom us at the
RAF

Togeiher we con make that differ-
[ N

Join ). McKenha I is president of tha
Recreational Asation Foundation. Far
st inforrmatian: TheR&F.org

runway matead of going off w the nght
ar left so they woulda 't hit a mountan,™
she recalls,

The go-arpund pome wrong that re-
snlis im o collisson with tgrman s ihe
maost common — and mast deadly
mistake pilots make in the hackcouniry.
she says.

“Ung-around is naod o derm we use in
ihe backcountry,” MacMichael explains.
“Ini the backcountry, o go-around is mot
a sofe option. Instead of go-around we
have an “abort’ poing, The way we do
it s that we build sen of an approach
plate simmilar v what instromsent pilons
use for gach backoountry strip. W may
havg the abort pomt 3K feet above the
wround, or 1M fegt above the ground,
If wou are ot that mimimum descent al-
iitude and you ore sure that you can hit
your girming point and land. then you
commit o the landing.”

Advning point — that is. energy man-
agerient so thot the airplase toaches
down at o specific point — is another
skl thar is tanght

“Pilats need w be on speed so they
hit that podnt,” she says. <10 te pdlot (s
not haldmy the exact arspeed and you
touch down, dunmg the deceleration
woul could go off the mmway or it you
iry o po=around vou can aocelerale inlo
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NOT ALWAYS REMOTE
Far Charlie Pace and s sons, Hy-
ing in Bloe Bulge, Texas, just north of
Dallaz, 1sn'e really the backopuntry, b
they surg do like hackgouniry flving,
“We only had room for a TED=fom
strip on our land so when we decided 1o
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raang ertin,”

The second most deadly mistake
15 the failed rdoe crossmz, where the
palot does not account for descendimg
air currends adap the mbpe, ar the pilot
aversgshimates ihe perlormance ol the
airplang and iries o out=climb nsing
terrain.

“When [ waos doing search and rescue
fwing we™d find airplane wreckoge 250
feet below the ridge-line because peo-
ple did not understand how the air flows
aver the ridges and they gat caught in a
dovorn drafi,” MacMichol says. “We iry
1o fix that by wwaching the pilots wm-
around siratepy, Tum-anound stralegy
15 paramount — a good mowniain ik
always has his head on a2 swivel angd
will Iaok bagk all the tame”

Weather, gspecially density altingde,
is nlso o0 factor in many backcouniry ac-
cidenis, In private pilot ground schaal,
studfents learn that high elevation com-
bimed with high remperatures and high

e

Luke Watters lands a Cessna 206 near Mexican Mountain, which is just 45 minutes south of Heber City, Utah.
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el bock inte Aying we boaght o Maule
due to its short field performance along
with decent enmse speed and useful
lonad ™ he says.
“Tt turns out we really bove the aire-
plang and the backoeountry type Hying
1 oafds o whole new dimension 19
Aving,™

humidity result in redoced sircraft per-
formance. but many pilots do not love a
practical application of densiry altiude
caleulations,

That's where grownd school comes
in, according 1w Machichol. “They
learn abont it and how to caloulate per-
Formance and what o do with 1" she
ERLES

s not uncormmaon for clients o
return the next year for an advanced
course or for refresher iraining,

“And it's ned just individuols wha
seek dhe specialized training,” says
MuocMichol, nating that clients include
the United Swtes Air Force Special
Uperations Squadrons, the 1.5, Bor-
dier Patral, U5, Forest Service, and the
MWTSE. Une of the most fecenl were
pilots from SUEL Airlines in Indoresia,
who operate off paverment a1 high den-
=ity altinwles i the jungle,

Pricing begins at 53, per pilot for
ihe bosic course, 17 you bring your own
airplane. This includes six 1o nine hours
dual instruction mountaincanyon fight

T il

WANT MORE?

Just wype Backcouniry Flying inle
wour search engine and you will get
mare than 1.9 million resultz, Right on
tap alb that hst s BackoguniryPilat,arg,
an Intermigt Forum started in 2004,

“Tt's o very social place, bui chock
full of great information for newhics
ihot might be considening poing ou

tine, the Mowntain and Canyon Flight
Training Manuwal, and all supplemen-
1al cowrse moterials, approximately 13
howrs of classroom instrscion, cont-
nental breakfost esch moming dunng
Mghe dispotching, aftermoon nefresh-
ments, 2 weloome dinner on Tuesday
evening. and Friday night’s final ban-
quet on the lake,

One of the more papular seminars is
ihe Exclusive Serminar All Tnclusive,
which is held ot the Middle Fork Lodge
an the banks of the Salmon River in the
heartof Tdaho's famouws 2.3 million acne
Riveraf Mo Return wildermess arza. The
price of $5_ 595 per student ond $2.350
per guest ineludes sccommodations ana
backeountry hadge suitable for families,
says MacNichal,

It alza includes betwgen gipht ang 12
hours dual instraction, the Moygniain
and Canyon Flight Traiming Manual
and all supplemental course materials,
and approximately nine hours of class-
room instruction. Also included is an
aftermoon with a wildemess survival

ik the backeouniey or mountains this
apring o summeer,” says Zane Jacob-
son, “We diseuss everything from air-
eralt amd modifications, o moyntn’
Aoatzki flving technigue and airstrip
aoess”

Look for more on BockoountryPilos,
arg and its enhonced website inan up-
COMINg issue.

imstructor, who takes the students into
the woads for hands-on demonstrations
of critical survival skills.

When the chents aren't flving or in
ground school, there are other aetivi-
taes, such os fishing, horsehack nding,
tenmis and swimming 10 keep them oo-
cwpicd.

MacMichol noles that many pilols
bring their Families.

“Usually we're done with the class-
rogm and Aving by obout two in ihe af-
ternaan. then the pilots will spend time
with their Families,” she said.

But you don't have to make the mip
10 Tdaho 1o meeer MocMichal and learn
from her, She's o feawred speaker on
backeountry flying ot aviation confer-
enges arownd the couniey, including the
Marthwest Aviation Conferenog in Puy-
allyp, Wash,, this month,

Zhe alsoe has a bogk coming out the
first week of March, called “Mountain
and Canyon Flying: Advanced Airmon-
ship of Backeountry Flying”

MountinCanyonFying.com



