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Sincel*M, LoriMacNicholhbove
andtopright) hasheenteaching
pilotsahoutsafelyflyingin andout
ofldaho'smountainairstrips,
includingJohnsonCreek(right),a
wide,groomed,grassyrunwaywith
fly-incampsites
andnearbylodging.
Franli Church/River of No Rerr-rmWilclerlucsswas nry third backcountrl' strip ol
thc clay,ancl it appearecl,by far, the r.nost
challenging. Lori MacNichol, owner of
McCall Mour.rtain/Car.r1'on
Flying Seminars,pointcclout the figure-eightapproach
to thc narrow, 1,700-foot,uphill strip witl.r
a clogleg to the rigl-rt.
"lt's lil<ean instrument approach;
1,ou
bettcr not go past tl-redecision point," she
rurged irs I begarna steep descer-rtat 60
KIAS. "Yor-r'regoing to lancl Z to X clown
the runwn1,, ancl I want you to clrive it
on." As the wheels toucheclclown, her
voicc roseabor.ethe loud thumping souncls
createdbi' a seriesoIwater bars."Powerl"
she 1'elled,and within seconcls,the ir.nportance of keeping the momentunl to the
56 PL{NEN PIL()T planeandpilotmag.com

flup
tha

tan
ica
con
abl
to b
olt
top of the hill was obvions. Bc1'or.rcl
a
cloubt, this seconclclay of training lar
exceecleclmy clrcam [or backcour-rtryflying that l-raclbegun six months earlier.
I f ir s t s aw L o r i g i v e a p r c s c u l a l i o l t
about backcountry fl)'ing ar AOPA Expo
ir.r Palm Springs, Calif. Thc roonl was
packccl.Witl.r her long blor.rclhair flowing, Lori MacNichol lookeclmore like a
rock star than the qneen of bacl<countr1,flying. "l'm not telling you these irre
lanclings;they're alrivals," she saicl,wl.rile
l-reraudiencesat mesmerizedby a vicleo
of an airplar-rebour-rcir-rgovcr clirt zutcl
gravel on a Band-Aicl-sizecl
strip lined
b1' tall trces. "You rnust be the n-raster
of your airspeed," she smiled. h.r less
than an honr, she rnacleus believe that

we , too, were caltableof flying ir.rtothc
magr-rificcn
t Iclaho baclicour-rtry.
Six months later, :rs I strollccl fiom
thc tamrac at McCall Airport to Lori's
olfice in the big recl l.rangar,flyir.rg rvas
the onll' thing on ln)r l-niucl.Lori eamecl
her privatc ltilot ccrtificatc at McCall in
I98 I ; shc followeclthat with her CFI ancl
ATP certificates, r,vhich preparecl l.rer to
fly fbr the U.S. Forcst Sen'ice ancl thcr-r
McCall Aviatior-r,as an air taxi pilot and
the chief CFl. She and her mentor, L1'n
Clark, founded McCall MounrairVCanyon
Flying Sen-rinarsir.r 1996, witl.r a goal of
sharing with others the linowle dge oI r'eteran backcountrl' pilots on how to safell'
fly in and out of Idal-ro'srelnote noulttain airstrips.
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The basic course I enrolled in consistedof l0 studens (threewomen and
seven men)-including two retired airIine pilots, a FedEx pilot and an NTSB
investigator-from six states'That afternoon, before any flyrng would be done,
we discussedaircraft performancein the
mountain environment,followedby thorough preflight inspectionsof our aircraft
by Lori's A&Ps and instructors.
The next day,asI waitedfor the arrival
of Rich Bush, my instructor for the first
day'sflight, I met Blake standingnext to
his Cessna206. Blake,an accomplished
extreme skier and climber from Hailey,
ldaho, and I discoveredthat we shared
mutual friends. I jokingly said that his
outdoor adventureswould probablymake
this backcountryflying look like a piece
of cake."l cando all that with no sweat,"
he admitted, "but this stuff makes me
nervous."ln fact,asthe weekprogressed,
it seemedthat none of my fellow students
were overly confident,no matter what
their number of loggedhours, certificates
or ratings.Perhapsthat wasbecauseour
egoswere checkedby Lori's description
of what lay ahead:"Flying into someo[
the deepestand narrowestcanyonsin the
United Statesis like landing on an aircraft carrier."
With instructor Rich at my side,notebook on his lap, we flew maneuversto
determinemy Cessna182'sactual mini
mum controllableairspeed(with the stall
warning horn blaring) with and without
flaps.I soon learnedthat it can fly slower
than the publishedstall speeds,an important discoverybecauseslow flight is a critical part of mountain flying. We then
configured the airplane for a maneuverable"canyonspeed,"which we determined
to be 80 KIASat I,700 rpm and I0 degrees
of flapsin the 182.
"Mountain flying is thinking about
turning aroundand the spaceavailable,"
said Rich as he directedme to point the
nose at a peak ahead."I want You to
Add full
bank the airplaneat 45 degrees.
power, full flaps.Stayin the white arc,
lower the nose slightly. Now, turn 180
" Voila!-the "emergencycanyon
degreesl
turn," a hoot to fly and a potentiallifesaverto know.
Next, with the proper "sight picture"
over the cowl to give me the best attitude to cleara 5O-footobstacleon final
approach,we landedon a turf strip tucked
in the trees.On departure,with tall green
obstaclescloserthan I was accustomed
to viewing, Rich asked me to pitch for
V" (best rate of climb speed) while he

iteTest
TakingTheTheodol
!tefore landingon shott airstripsin the
EDforested backcountry,pilots need to
knowhow to get out of them"'You needto
knowyour airplane'srealV* (bestangleof
climbspeed)andflap settingto takeoff and
obstacle,"insistedLori.With
cleara SO-foot
that, she introducedFrankLester,a safety/
for the ldahoDivision
educationcoordinator
who offeredus an opportuof Aeronautics,
nity to learnour airplane'strue takeoffperformancewith a "theodolite"test.
"A theodoliteis nothingmore than a
transit or surveying equipment," he
"lttakesa kno*n elevationand distance,and plotsa previouslyunknown
explained.
distance,your distanceovera So-footobstacle'Most pilotsneverreallyget to the point
And, when takingthe test," he
wheretheir aircraftreachesmaximumperformance.
the distanceit takesthem to takeoff,which is generadded,"most pilotsunderestimate
thanaircraftperformance'"
rather
pilot
poor
technique
allydueto
'182'sPOH
Priorto the test,I foundthe short-fieldtakeoffdistancechartin the Cessna
(5,000
feet)and
McCall
at
pressure
altitude
(2,800
pounds),the
by enteringits weight
feet,I
1,965
of
distance
calculated
use
the
(20
To
C).
degrees
the outsidetemperature
zerowind anddry'
the brakes,
needed20degreesof flaps,fullthrottlepriorto releasing
levelpavement.
to radioour estimatedtakeoffdisAtthe runway-holdmarks,we were instructed
tanceto Frank,who was standingalongsidethe runwaywith the theodolite'with that
information,he directedus to one of four coneslinedup alongsidethe runway,500feet
proapart,for the startof the takeoffroll. Usingthe distancefrom the theodoliteand a
feet.
50
to
climb
us
it
took
tiactor,he was ableto determinethe totaldistance
,,Thebasicreasonfor doing this is to show pilotswhat V" looks like"' he said.
,,Mostpilotshaven'tseenV" sincetheirflighttraining.Whenthey raisethe nosequite
a bit higherthan they normallydo for takeoff,the first thing that comesinto their
headsi s' stal l ." '
the
pilotwho flew in Vietnam,FrankLesterhasbeendemonstrating
An experienced
100
within
"but
it's
precise,"
said,
he
years.
"lt's
not
absolutely
theodoliteto pilotsfor 12
to 150feet.lt givespilotsan ideaof how closetheycameandteachesthemto coordinate
out of theiraircraft'"
powerandpitchto getthe bestperformance
offlaps andfull power'I rotatedat 50
degrees
20
applied,
brakes
Clearedfortakeoff,
59 knotsuntil 50feetAGL.
knotsand established
precisionis an importantpart of flying,but variablesare constant.As I learnedthat
of the 182'sshort-fielddistanceovera 5O-footobstacle
eveningat dinner,my calculation
Thatwas good,but in reviewingthe numbers,I
wasactuallylongerthanmy performance.
weight.That was certainlybetterthan
my
airplane's
realizedthat I had overestimated
it, but it becameclearthat knowingmy airplane'sperformanceand my
underestimating
in the daysahead.
own limitationswould be criticalto flyingsafelyin the backcountry

lndian Creek(left),a
busyairctriponthe
Middle Forkof the
SalmonBiver,is a
popularwhitewater
hoatlaunch.
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quoted CaptainJack, a locally famous
pilot: "It's better to be 50 feet abovethe
treesat 100 knots than 100 feet above
the treesat 50 knots."
That afternoon, instructor Art Lazzarini openedthe ground-schooldiscussion with a question,"What did you learn
this morning?"
"My airspeedreallysucks,"announced
Blake. "And I had trouble figuring out
whereI was."
"My airplane takes longer to get off
the groundhere,"notedJim,a 1992Murphy Moose pilot from Dallas.
"l need to get much better with the
rudder," said Jo, an avid dirt-bike rider
and snowmobiledealerin ldaho Falls,
who flies a Cessna182.
We all seemedto agreethat the day's
most valuablelessonwas the emergency
canyonturn. "If you learnedone thing,
it's to not try to outclimb a mountain.
This is why we teach you emergency
canyon turns the first day," said Lori.
That afternoon we reviewed backcountry proceduresand operations,stabilized approachesand abort points, and
navigationand radio communication-all
illustratedby examples,drawings,ani-

matedprops and colorful anecdotes.
Thenext moming,I preflightedthe 182
and waited,a bit apprehensively,
for Lori
to arrive. Our first destinationwasJohnson Creek,a scenicspot full of parkedairplanesandcampsitesalongsidea wet, grassy
runway,which poseda new challengefor
me on takeoff.[See"JohnsonCreek:Backcountry FIy-In Mecca" in Pilot Journal
Nov/Dec2008.1"Lift onewheel,"prompted
Lori as I beganmy takeoff roll and discovered,to my delight, that it helped to
break the suction of the wet grass.
The next airstrip,Big Creek,a 3,550foot-long grassystrip on a plateauabove
Big Creek,had a lodgeat the south end,
a welcomesight far from McCall. Lori

directed me to follow Big Creek easrto
the CabinCreekairstripwith is 8olouphill
gradeand doglegright in the middle. It
was here that I had the opportunity to
apply the previous day's lessonson stabilized approaches,decision points and
no-go-aroundstrips.
The daywasalsoeventfulfor the other
student"s
who sharedtheir own discoveries in the afternoonclass.
"I learned to look for the river and
road; they were easierto follow," said
Brian,anotherCessna182 pilot.
"It would be quite easyto get lost,"
said Debbie,an Airbus captainfor FedEx
who learnedto fly asa teenagerand owns
a Cessna180.
"Getting lost is common and deadly
in the backcountry canyons,"said Lori,
who illustrated the point wirh a story
about a couplewho flew out of a backcountry strip where they were camping
to takea shortdayflight. Like manynovice
backcountrypilos, theyflew up thewrong
canyonand were unable to turn around
as the canyonwalls closedin.
On the final morning, I was scheduled to fly with Holbrook Maslen,former IAPD helicopterpilot, retiredairline
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captain, owner of an aircraft museumin
Idaho and rancher. Relaxedand seemingly unfazedby the morning flight ahead,
Holbrook climbed into the right seatand
smiled as if we were going on a carnival
ride. After a warm-up landing at a spacious '1,000x100-footturf strip called
Landmark,we headedto Sulphur Creek,
a hardpan-gravelrunway at 5,860 feet.
The surface felt a bit like ball bearings
and reminded me of the standard rule
for all backcountry strips: "Land in the
middle and stay in the middle."
Our third airstrip of the morning pro-

vided the biggestthrill of the day. Upper
Loon, a 2,350x20-footgravelstrip, lay
beyond a skyscraper-sizedgranite outcropping and required an unusual
hourglass-styleapproach.After holding
the airplanein the middle of the narrowest
runway of the week,I felt a senseof accomplishment as we departedto the north
into lmpossible Canyon for landings at
Thomas Creek, Mahoney Creek, Indian
Creekand the Flying B Ranch.Of 50 pubIic backcountrystrips in ldaho, I would
land on t3 of them,somemore than once,
in only three days of flying.

"This training doesn'tmakeyou a pilot,
it makesyou an exceptionalpilot," said
Holbrook of the day'slessonsthat would
lasta lifetime.Beforewe adjournedto celebrate the week with our final dinner
together,Lori introduced Rex [-anham,a
longtime pilot, who sharedsome history
about ldaho backcountry flying and its
airpors. Built for ranchers,hunters and
fishermen, the airstrips required manpower and horsepowerto build, and they
remain difficult to maintain and keepopen
for pilots today.
It's a magnificentsetting,and we had
just begun to appreciatethe allure of its
mountains and challenges."We will all
learn from each other," said Lori on the
first day of the seminar. "We'll be close
friends when this is over, and you'll all
be back." She was right. I wasn't even
home before I beganto think about taking an advancedcourse-to continue to
improve my knowledge of the flying environment, my aircraft and myself, and,
especially,to fly safelyin one of the most
P&P
beautiful placeson Earth.
See'Wngs InTheWildemess"aboutflyingin-theldaho
(fromP8PJuly2008)at llanerndpilotnag.con.
backcoun-try
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