3000km Round Trip to the Australian International Airshow 2007 – the ultimate ‘road trip’

It’s just after first light on Wednesday March 21st, 2007. The hangar has been a hive of activity for the past hour.  With luggage packed, tie-down kits and spares stowed, aircraft fuelled and inspected, charts and en-route information at the ready, and our canopies polished until you can nearly see into tomorrow, JLL and GXD are ready for their trip to Avalon west of Melbourne.  Nearly 1500km. 
Avalon – the Australian International Airshow – is one of the largest airshows in the southern hemisphere.  But amongst the four of us, there’s an unspoken exhilaration that flying there and back - with refuelling stops in country towns along the way - is the real adventure.  Our flight through the south eastern corner of Queensland, through New South Wales and across Victoria. As Phil Behnke pointed out, the trip is the equivalent of flying from London to Rome or New York City to Houston, Texas. 

At 2050 UTC, after posing for a group photo in front of GXD, it’s ‘Clear Prop’ and we’re taxiing in company for a departure to the south west from runway 12. The morning air is still, and we’ve got perfect flying conditions.  What an amazing feeling!  In the right hand seat beside me in JLL is Phil Behnke.  The boys in the other aircraft, Al Sim and Rod Manning, are positioned just off to our port wing as we climb towards the Great Dividing Range.  There’s absolutely nothing like this.  Man, what a feeling!

Our plan is for flight times of around two and a half hours between refuelling stops.  With the aid of the GPS and some discussion on the ‘chat frequency’, we climb to find the best wind conditions. We achieve 110 knots ground speed between 8,500 feet and 10,000 feet.  So we’re making good time.  And with 77 litres of fuel and a fuel burn of less than 20 litres an hour, even at fast cruise setting, we have plenty of endurance for our planned legs.

Phil is busying himself scrolling through the various screens on the GPS, experimenting with functions we don’t normally use.  As well, he is operating the video camera, the still camera, and taking the first turn at map reading.  I thought two and a half hour legs would go slowly, but before we know it, we’re overhead our first stop - Moree.

On the ground, the two Super Dimonas make an imposing sight.  Their long sleek wings and winglets set off the beautiful lines of the fuselage and high tail. And the big unobstructed canopy gives the aircraft an almost jet fighter feel.  Truth is, we catch ourselves on many occasions just standing, looking at them, parked together.  

I lost count of how many photos Al took along the way.  Photos with the sun glinting off the wings.  Photos of the early morning glow reflecting off the canopy.  Photos of the ice crystals on the wings after a freezing night at the southern Australian gliding club field at Bacchus Marsh, in Victoria. As a professional photographer, Al has a knack of capturing the very spirit of these two proud aircraft.  Parked together, they look as if they just can’t wait to fly!

In fact, our two aircraft attracted interest everywhere we went.  Whenever we landed, we came to expect that a commuter airline pilot or crop duster would come wandering across to admire them, peer into the cockpit, show interest in the constant speed prop, and marvel at their 1:27 glide ratio performance.  Then someone in overalls would wander out from a hanger to investigate.  In the tiniest of towns where we put down, we would see a cloud of dust as a beaten up old vehicle would come through the airstrip gate, and a local farmer or road worker would drive up near the planes.  “I was watching you circling overhead, and when I saw you coming in to land, I thought I’d come and have a squiz”, they’d say.  

We had to laugh on one such occasion.  We were on the tarmac at Moree on our way home, where we’d planned to overnight.  Three of us were standing beside GXD, waiting.  We were waiting, because the ever-congenial Phil Behnke had gone off with a local farmer.  It’s no secret that Phil has an irrepressible passion for talking about the Super Dimonas to anyone who’ll listen, pushing a business card into their hand, and issuing an invitation to visit us at Pacific Soaring next time they’re in Caboolture. So we weren’t surprised when he offered to take his new farmer friend for a quick flight in JLL.

The person who WAS surprised however, was a commercial pilot. He was walking aircraft across to his Cessna Caravan, and passed our very considerable luggage from both aircraft, piled up on an airport trolley.  He nodded hello to us, stopped and looked over all the luggage, then looked back at GXD sitting alone on the tarmac, and said, “Please don’t tell me all THAT came out of that!”.

We laughed, explaining that the other aircraft was off somewhere, most likely engine off, soaring the last thermals of the day with a local farmer on board! 

Our objective on the 1,500 kilometre journey south, was to reach Bacchus Marsh in southern Victoria by just after mid-day on day two.  Our time constraint was the need to be there early enough to be fully briefed for our ‘slot’ into the Avalon airshow.  Time constraints aside, we did get in some great soaring along the way.  

At the end of day one for example, we arrived over the field at about 3pm.  We had the West Wyalong airstrip below us, and some big cues above us, beckoning us like the legendary siren Lorelei.  The vote on the ‘chat’ frequency was unanimous.  Engines off, props feathered, we spent the next hour soaring, before a restart and arrival into West Wyalong.  This friendly little place is a gold town, about 500 kilometres west of Sydney.  And quite a character it has too! 

Aircraft tied down, we called a local taxi.  It was, as we discovered from the female driver, one of just two taxis in town.  On the way into town, she pointed out the local landmarks, including the local hotel pub which we wandered back to. After a couple of quiet drinks, (just missing the brawl by a couple of minutes apparently), we headed back to our accommodation to get an early night, ready for an early start the next day.  Our lady taxi driver was there the next morning to collect us, right on time.

And so went our amazing ‘road trip’.  All in all, it was enjoyable and uneventful.  Apart from a fabric-winged Ultra-light that strayed into controlled airspace on our approach into Avalon, and went right under JLL, missing us by no more than 50 feet. The intense concentration of flying into an airshow where a thousand visiting aircraft were expected was demanding, but it was a tonne of fun.  Something I’ll always remember.  The camaraderie we encountered along the way was amazing. And for me personally, a novice when it comes to long haul flights, there was a real deep sense of accomplishment.  And a smouldering desire to do more ‘road trips’ like this.

As for the airshow?  Our two little Super Dimonas may have been dwarfed by the mighty military aircraft and awe inspiring heavy lifters on show at Avalon.  But for we four pilots who had flown them all the way from Caboolture on our 3,000 kilometres round trip adventure, they were the pride of the show.

Chris Newton

