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Bad HabitsPRIVATE 

I had owned my Maule for seven or eight hundred hours, and it had been a love affair since day one.  The flying bug had bitten me late in life, but apparently age had weakened my immune system, 'cause I got it bad.  A hundred hours after I stuck a fresh private pilot's license in my back pocket, I was ready to buy my first airplane.  I knew I wanted to be a tail-dragger pilot, and like any other piece of machinery I've ever owned, my choice was going to have to have some punch!


When I found my M-5 in Georgia, it was love at first sight as I said, but it wasn't the walk over and hug it kind of love.  More like the stretch out and touch it with one finger type.  540 cubic inches!  That was over two hundred inches bigger than the engine in that old fuel-injected Sting Ray that used to keep me in debt to the local tire store....  a long time ago.  I knew this bird was going to take a while to master.


So I worked at it.  And I was fortunate to have some good help:  an ex-Ag pilot, a couple of professional air-show pilots, and even a friend who had spent time in Viet Nam as a STOL instructor in L-19's.  Good stuff, there.  Every landing I made was a short-field landing.  Or that's what I called them.  But eventually they started getting shorter and more accurate.  







~~~


I had friends who lived on one of the barrier islands just a short hop from home.  It has a 3500 ft. strip running corner to corner across a beautiful pasture, which is surrounded by 80 ft. tall pine trees.  I suppose if I consulted my log, I could substantiate the claim that I had been in and out of that strip a hundred times.  For the Maule, the strip was only a formality, the pasture was so smooth.  But for me, the strip was no more than 1000 feet long, and certainly no wider than half my wingspan.  That's the way I played it.  Every time.  I got to where I was doing better than the book.  On occasion, I even got some pine needles dangling from the mains.  But of course, these were all daytime landings.  A few at dusk and dawn, but always with enough light to see what was down there.







~~~


There were big goings-on one particular weekend on the island, and I had already made a number of hops back and forth to town, fetching participants and supplies.  But the setting sun found me still in the grocery store, way behind the curve.  But what the heck, I was flying that M-5 like I was born in it, and I had 3500 feet of field, not runway, mind you, but field.  Ray Charles could do it!


So I took off into a calm Southern evening air mass with the last colors of the sunset dying beyond my propeller.  By the time I was even with mid-field I had already achieved my cruising altitude of 600 feet and the absence of traffic at the uncontrolled field had allowed me to complete my turn to the northern.  In six minutes I would be on the down-wind leg, getting set up to make the south-easterly landing somewhere in that big old field.


All seemed to be going pretty well; full flaps, airspeed right around Vx, and the right attitude (The Maule's, not mine!).  I never saw any sign of light as I flew by the house that sits about 150 feet back in the trees, just a little to the left of the approach center line, but I was not concerned because I was certain the occupants were at the big party.  


Once past the trees, I started back on the power by unscrewing the vernier throttle with which all Maules come equipped.  Past the trees?  I never really saw them; rather I just felt them.  One of those seat-of-the-pants type things, you know.


The M-5 is equipped with two landing lights, one out towards the end of each wing.  And true to the formula, they've got some punch.  Good thing, 'cause the next thing I saw were the tops of the pine trees; way too close and stickin' up way too far above me.  After a long series of wrong moves, I finally did something right.  I slammed my right palm against the button in the middle of the throttle, disengaging the vernier, and sent it to the stops, at the same time hauling back on the yolk with my left hand.

I never touched a pine needle.  And I never would have made it in a Cessna 172.  I had only been spared by the luck of the draw, and those 540 cubic inches.







~~~

Back at 600 feet and muttering the mantra "stupid, stupid, stupid," to myself, I started thinking about what had gone wrong.  I was lost, for openers.  I honestly have no idea which trees I flew over that evening.  I had been offered a clue when the lights from that house had not appeared when expected, but had let rationalization negate its usefulness.

But why was I lost in the first place?  Because I was down in the bushes in the middle of the night.  I had made a short-field approach to a 3500 ft. field....  in the dark!!  It was habit.  I'd always done it that way.  I had worked hard honing my short-field skills without ever realizing that I was at the same time developing a habit that would nearly kill me.

I climbed to 1000 feet, got set up on the down-wind leg, and made a nice high approach, which gave me enough visibility to tell when I had crossed the tree line.  I landed long, but so what!  I was down in foot-high grass, not 80-foot pine trees, and this was certainly no short-field exercise.
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