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Flying to Oshkosh 2022 
 

“Der Weg ist das Ziel“ 
(The journey is the destination) 

 
Sonja Englert 

 
 
This year I was determined to fly to Oshkosh again, after it had not worked out in the previous three 
years. I got my motorglider Caro 1 ready and loaded with fuel and all my stuff, which this time 
included a small bicycle. I thought I could spend some time between flights riding around rather 
than walking everywhere. Little did I know that I would hardly have time to use it. 
 

 
Route of flight, eastbound is yellow, westbound is green. 
 
Leg 1: Calaveras, CA to Wells, NV 
The weather was perfect. I managed to get into the air by 6:20 in the morning, to make full use of 
the smooth air before the thermals started over the mountains. First came a long climb to cross the 
Sierra Nevada, at the lowest practical spot, at Lake Tahoe.   
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Just west of Lake Tahoe 
 
There was hardly any wind, and my cruising altitude of 11,500 ft gave me plenty of room between 
my wings and the rocks. At the south end of the lake, I saw a strange white spot that turned out to 
be a balloon, at or near the surface. 
 

 
South end of Lake Tahoe, with white balloon 
 
Once I was past the peaks, the high desert of the Reno area greeted me with its dry brown 
appearance. I now had the opportunity to observe other airplanes, shown as small symbols on my 
moving map display. I spotted one that was taking off from the Reno airport and quickly climbing 
into the flight levels, even though they were too far away for me to see visually. I had just added 
this new equipment, called “ADS-B in”, a couple of weeks before my trip. It also allowed me to 
look at weather reports from airports that were beyond my radio range, and so I could make 
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decisions on where to go or what to avoid. This would become very useful later in the flight. For 
now, there was no cloud in the sky. 
 

 
Nevada high desert 
 
As you can see, the visibility was great, no smoke to deal with yet. 

 
The mountains in this area were mostly only 7,000 to 
8,000 ft high and did not present serious obstacles. In 
between the ridges were wide flat valleys, some of which 
supported a few farmed fields. But for the most part, there 
is not enough water to grow anything.  

Nevada ridges 
 
 
 
 
Me, happy to be flying 
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So if farming does not work, thoughts turn to mining. Here, a good part of a mountain had been dug 
up and carried away. 
 

 
Mine in central Nevada 
 
I had selected Wells as my first stop because the fuel price was still much lower than at all other 
nearby airports. With many locations exceeding $7.00 per gallon of Avgas, this was now a deciding 
factor. 
 

 
Wells airport 
 
Firefighters were on standby in Wells, one guy was even sitting in the cockpit, ready to go with his 
helmet on, but after a while, as no fires were reported, he climbed out and left. A few hangars and 
the fuel pump were pretty much all there was at this airport. The tiny building on the right side of 
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the picture with the white door is the “pilot’s lounge”, the most miserable example I encountered on 
this trip. The only other person I saw, a woman walking around the ramp with a cell phone glued to 
her ear, ignored me as well.  
There was a choice of fuel: Jet-A or Avgas. Of the two, my engine could only burn Avgas, which 
contains a lot of lead. At home I use unleaded Mogas, which is much better for my engine, a 
Volkswagen conversion, because it does not clog up the engine with toxic deposits.  
I refueled and took off again. By now it had become quite warm, so my takeoff distance at this 
elevation of 5800 ft was pretty long. This time I knew where to find lift and headed towards the 
hills south of the airport, which were topped by the first cumulus clouds. I was not disappointed and 
rode some thermals to an altitude from which I could comfortably start my next cruise. 
 
Leg 2: Wells, NV to Evanston, WY 
When I took off, I had not made a firm decision on where to land next. I had selected a few airports 
as potential places to land, but left the choice open pending on what conditions I would find aloft. I 
had very little tail wind, only a couple knots, so my cruise speed almost equaled my true airspeed. I 

left the thermals behind when I approached 
the stabilizing effect of the flat salt areas and 
lakes. The colors and shapes never failed to 
amaze me.  
 
During my preflight planning I had noticed a 
TFR (temporary flight restriction) on my route 
and noted its location on the north end of the 
lake. When I got closer to it, I was happy to 
see that it also showed up on the map of my 
GRT EFIS. That was another benefit of 
having ADS-B in. I changed my heading a 
few degrees and flew around its northern 
edge. I had crossed the border into Utah and 
was now approaching the green mountains to 
the east of the lakes. I was well north of the 
Salt Lake City airspace and could now see the 
Brigham City and Logan airports in the 
distance. Either one would have been suitable 
for a landing, but I wanted to continue a bit 
further. High clouds had spread out and 
provided some shade, but also some small rain 
showers. 
 
 
Crossing the beach of a purple lake 
 
I had not landed at Evanston, Wyoming for a 
long time and decided it would be a good 
overnight stop. This airport lies at an even 
higher elevation of 7163 ft, and was reporting 
a density altitude of over 10,000 ft, and wind 
was 15 kts, gusting to 30 kts. This is pretty 
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extreme. If I landed now, I would not be taking off again until the temperature had cooled down 
considerably. As soon as I crossed the mountain range east of Logan, Utah, the air, which had been 
smooth for a while, turned wildly turbulent with thermals. I rode out the lift and sink and was 
grateful that my next stop was only 40 nm away. On the radio on the Evanston frequency, I heard a 
Comanche pilot announce his takeoff, and then while still in the pattern, his intention to return to 
land because he could not climb sufficiently. By the time I got to the downwind leg of the 7300 ft 
long runway, he decided to give it another try and went around. I thought he was crazy. I was 
getting tossed around, and the only way I could have continued enroute would have been by flying 
like a glider, by climbing in the thermals and avoiding the strong downdrafts as much as possible to 
minimize the inevitable altitude loss. When I rolled out on runway 23, the Comanche pilot had 
apparently come to his senses and followed me to a full stop landing.   
 
 

 
Evanston airport is visited by jets and motorgliders alike. My small bike is in the foreground. 
 
While I was tying Caro down, the Comanche pilot came over and I learned that he was also on the 
way to Oshkosh and had intended to continue this afternoon to Valentine, Nebraska, which was also 
my next planned stop. But he admitted that the thermals in combination with the density altitude 
were too much even for his 180 hp airplane. He elected to spend the night and continue early in the 
morning. So did apparently the pilots of a Mooney and Cessna 180. 
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Evanston FBO building 
 
I bought a little fuel (again a choice between Jet-A and Avgas) and checked out the airport building. 
It was a major improvement over what Wells had had to offer. It was airconditioned and had WiFi, 
water and a refrigerator. The airport manager did not have much to do and mainly chatted with the 
few pilots that stopped by. 
 
The airport was surrounded by gently rolling hills covered with fairly green shrubs, it must have 
rained here a bit more than further west. The town was about 5 miles away. Some of the pilots made 
use of the courtesy car to get there, but I had all I needed and stayed. I also had to get to work and 
clean up the mess left in my baggage compartment by an oil bottle, where the cap had loosened and 
spilled about 1/3 of a quart. Fortunately the bag with my clothes was spared.  
 
 

 
View from the airport, south towards the town of Evanston 
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A R66 helicopter landed, and was soon surrounded by several people, trucks and equipment. I 
watched as they pulled long pipes from the trailer and attached a tank and a spraying rig to the belly 
of the helicopter, for crop dusting. I learned from one of the crew that they were a mobile unit, 
traveling from airport to airport in several states, wherever they were needed. I my opinion they 
were not needed, because whatever they sprayed with poisonous chemicals was not suitable for 
human consumption anymore.  
 
Because the airport was in a fairly remote area, there was some wildlife all around. The most 
obvious one was not so wild, a lone sea gull called Franklin. The airport manager told me that he 
was there every day, wandering around on the ramp, pecking at something here and there, and only 
leaving in the evening. 
 

 
Franklin the sea gull 
 
Later in the evening, when the other people had left, besides a variety of other birds, I also saw a 
fox and a hare. There is a saying in German, that when a place is very remote, it is where “der 
Fuchs und der Hase sich Gute Nacht sagen”, meaning where the fox and the hare bid each other 
good night. By this definition, it was indeed a remote place, and very quiet.  
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At dawn, I watched nighthawks speed around the ramp area catching insects. I had only seen one 
once before, sitting on a tree in Oregon, but here they were quite numerous. They are much larger 
than swallows, but their speed and agility is possibly even better. Franklin the seagull came back 
and brought his mate along. She was much shyer than him and kept more distance to me, but 
Franklin was cheeky enough to empty my trash bag and peck through the debris in search of 
something edible. 
 

 
Evanston airport in the morning 
 
Leg 3: Evanston, WY to Valentine, NE  
My early morning takeoff in the fairly cool air used up a lot of the high elevation runway. The 
acceleration was rather sluggish. But once airborne, at full throttle, I still managed about 400 fpm 
rate of climb. Fortunately the air was smooth, so I got back to my cruise altitude without problems. 
There was still no wind at that altitude, so I did not get the push that I had hoped for. Only when I 
came into the vicinity of Rock Springs (Wyoming), did the wind briefly increase by a few knots 
from behind.   
 

 
Overflying Rock Springs 
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I was glad that I did not have to land in this desolate area this time. Mountains, rocks and sand is all 
there is visible from the air. Even dirt roads are few and far between. Buildings are generally only 
found alongside the one main highway, which I was following more or less.  
 
 

 
Eroded rock formations in Wyoming looking like ancient modern art 

 
My plan was to cross all of Wyoming in the morning and get well clear of the high mountains by 
the time the thermals started. 
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Seminoe Lake in eastern Wyoming 

 
By the time I reached this lake just northeast of Rawlins, there was only one major peak to the east 
of me. I flew right past it, from here on it would be downhill. Soon afterwards I flew over the Camp 
Guernsey airport, which was at 4400 ft elevation and therefore much lower than everything west of 
it.  
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Last one of the peaks, 10272 ft high. 
 
Everything still looked very dry, including this river which had only a little water left. 
 

 
 
My destination for the day was Valentine (Miller) in Nebraska, which I reached after 4 hours 45 
minutes flying time. The wind was light out of the north, so I selected the long runway, 32. 
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Valentine airport 
 
Things were quiet on the radio frequency when I landed, but there was no lack of activity on the 
ramp. Surprisingly, a lot of it was heavy iron (business jets and turboprops). The only parking space 
left for me was a pad between two hangars, unfortunately without a tiedown option. The wind had 
calmed down towards the end of the day, so I thought that was acceptable. 
 

 
 
Besides the space the jets used, part of the ramp was closed off for the setup and operation of an Air 
Tractor, a single engine (turboprop) ag plane that was being used for firefighting. The crew hat set 
up a large tank next to it to be able to quickly refill the plane with the fire retardant after a mission.  
 
I soon met one of the fire fighter crew, a young woman called Heidi. She came over to look at Caro 
and told me that she owned a Taylorcraft, had a glider rating, but was dreaming of one day being 
able to build an airplane. For now, she had to work and earn money so that she could build a 
hangar-home at an air park near Sioux City, and thus would have a place for her project. She was 
based at Valentine at the moment, but could be transferred at any time if fires in other regions 
required it. Meanwhile she also worked as an instructor at this airport. 
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I assembled my bike and rode to the grocery store in town, which was less than 10 minutes away, to 
stock up on some fresh food. It was a hot Friday afternoon, and most of the waiting pilots had 
retreated to the airconditioned FBO building to wait until their passengers wanted to leave again. 
Throughout the afternoon, there was some activity, with airplanes coming and going, only the fire 
fighters did not have to work, fortunately. 
 
I camped again with the plane, so that I was on hand if it did get windy at night. I woke up when 
wind blowing over the tent made quite a bit of noise, but a quick look outside confirmed that Caro 
was in no danger of flying off by itself. The intensity of the wind increased until in the morning it 
could be called a storm. It was a bit of a challenge, packing my stuff into Caro with one hand while 
holding the canopy with the other one to keep it from slamming shut and hitting me on the head. 
Around sunrise, a Piper Cherokee took off on the shorter of the two runways, direction 21, which 
was directly into the wind, which was now blowing with 19 kts gusting to 27 kts. Despite the gloom 
from dark clouds, Heidi was using the early hour to go up with a student. A line of showers and a 
thunderstorm were not too far away to the southwest, and I hurried up to get going and escape to the 
east, where it was still clear. 
 
I lined Caro up on runway 21 and pushed the throttle forward. At first everything was normal, but 
when I was about 2/3 down the 2800 ft runway and about at 100 ft altitude, the engine developed a 
vibration that was quickly getting worse and the rpm started to drop. Oh shit, I thought, what now? 
Ahead of me was not enough runway left to abort safely. The terrain beyond it was fairly flat, with 
fields and long vegetation, but also with fences and powerlines. The engine continued to produce 
some power, just enough to climb a little, but was shaking badly. I quickly assessed the situation 
and decided while I still had power I would do my best to stay in the air. Turning around and 
landing in the opposite direction was not an option with a >20 kts tailwind and the short runway. I 
somehow made it to 200 ft and noticed that the cylinderhead temperature of number 2 was 
increasing rapidly. Should I try to maneuver for a landing on the long runway 32? Its end looked a 
long way off from my position and it would be a hell of a crosswind 
.  
I radioed the Cherokee, which was high above me on downwind that I had an engine problem and 
needed to land right away. They heard me and stayed out of the way. Somewhere between 200 to 
300 ft above the ground I managed to turn around onto some sort of a close downwind for runway 
21. The wind was now pushing me and I started easing the throttle back. CHT 2 was still extremely 
high, the rest looked normal. The more I reduced the power, the smoother the engine ran, but now I 
was no longer climbing. Turning a tight base, I pulled the throttle back even more, and finally saw 
CHT 2 dropping. I relaxed a little, now I was in a position to land on runway 21, against the wind, 
with enough altitude. Despite the gusts, the landing was fairly smooth and with the power at idle, I 
was able to taxi off the runway. I shut down and squeezed Caro into a parking spot between a 
business jet and a Cessna, and quickly tied it down the best I could. The thunderstorm was coming 
closer and Heidi also landed. Fortunately most of the rain and lightning missed the airport, but the 
wind continued to blow. So much for an early escape. Thinking back on what had just happened, 
my knees started to shake. I hoped the engine was not damaged and was keen on finding out what 
its condition was. 
 
After the engine had cooled down, I removed the spark plugs in search of answers. The cylinder 2 
top plug (dual ignition) quickly provided one: extreme lead fouling.    
 



 15 

 
Top spark plug from cylinder 2 
 
There were several chunks of lead on the electrodes including a big one that completely bridged the 
gap between the center and the outer electrode. I think it caused pre-ignition and with it the 
vibration and power loss I experienced. All the other spark plugs also showed evidence of lead 
fouling, but not as bad as this one. This was good news, because I had all the tools needed to fix this 
and hopefully continue my trip. 
I had some spare spark plugs and wanted to replace both of cylinder 2 plugs and clean the rest. I 
was screwing the new top plug in, but after it had gone about halfway in, it locked up. Again I 
thought “SHIT”, not now! I knew exactly what this meant, it was destroying the thread in the 
cylinder head, which is a very soft aluminum. I immediately turned the plug out again, but the first 
few threads in the cylinder head were damaged. But when I looked closely at it, it did not appear 
completely hopeless and I thought that if I could run a thread cutter through it, I could save it and 
have enough remaining good threads left. But I had to find a tap and buy new spark plugs because 
the new one I had just removed was ruined.  
 
It was time to ask for help. Because it was Saturday, the regular mechanic was not in, just his son 
who did odd jobs around the airport, but he did not know where which tools were. Heidi came over 
to find out what had happened and offered suggestions for help. She wanted to know if I had been 
scared, but actually I did not have time to be more than a little nervous while I was still flying, and 
now that I was back on the ground there was no reason anymore to be scared. But I completely 
agreed that it had been a scary event. 
 
I searched the maintenance hangar, but came up empty for the 12 mm tap I was looking for. I was 
able to borrow the airport car and drove to the hardware store, no luck there either. An auto parts 
store was next on my list. I got some new spark plugs there but no tap. I drove all over town to 
check out some other places, with the same result. I had the right tap at home, but that was > 600 
nm away. Discouraged, I was almost ready to give up but decided to give the hangar another try. In 
the box with other thread cutting tools was a ½” tap. Could that be of any use? Half inch is 12.7 
mm, so it is a bit larger, but close. And the pitch was the same as the one on the spark plug. I 
decided to give it a try. With some grease on the tip to catch any chips, I slowly inserted the ½” tap 
into the hole. A few turns was all it should take. When I removed the tap and tried to insert a new 
spark plug, it went in easily!! By now I had a few spectators, among them the pilots of the jet which 
was parked next to me. Mark, one of them, told me that he had also assembled an airplane from 
parts, but quite a different category than mine. It was an L-29 jet, which he intended to race in Reno 
this year. He said that they had to postpone the takeoff with their jet until the next morning because 
the runway length was insufficient at this density altitude. 
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It was still windy and I needed to do a ground run to see if my fix restored the power. The cowlings 
were at risk of being blown away if I just left them on the ramp, and it would not be easy to carry 
them to the shelter of the hangar. But Mark offered a great solution: he took them into cabin of the 
jet parked just a few feet away. I did a full power ground run and everything was fine, full rpm and 
smooth. Satisfied, I retrieved my cowlings and was soon ready to leave, this time on the long 
runway. 
 
 
Leg 4: Valentine, NE to Fairmont, MN 
It was already afternoon, hot and sunny and the storms had long since disappeared to the east. I 
climbed to 7,500 ft and after a while used my new equipment to check the weather ahead. The air 
was becoming quite humid and eventually cloudier. Finally I also picked up a nice tailwind, which 
increased my ground speed to 120 kts. The empty prairie was more and more replaced with square 
green fields. When the clouds grew thicker and heavier with moisture, I dialed up the weather radar 
on my map, and saw areas of rain, including some heavy showers ahead. Fortunately there were 
enough gaps for me to get around them. I selected Fairmont, Minnesota as my next destination, and 
because of the late start it would also be an overnight stop. 
 

 
Fairmont, Minnesota airport 
 
The airport had two long runways and was surrounded by corn and soybean fields. The ramp was 
still a little wet from recent showers when I taxied up to the fuel pump. Damn, heavily leaded 
Avgas again. There were no other airplanes on the whole ramp, but there were some hangars where 
I discovered a crop duster operation. During the day when it was windy, they could not spray, but 
later towards the evening, when the wind died down, they were getting their equipment ready and 
headed out low over the fields like a small swarm of bees. 
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Crop dusters in Fairmont 
 

 
Ag-Cat, no the picture is not distorted, the plane is really this short and stubby 
 
I walked over to the large modern terminal building. I expected it to be locked up, but the doors 
were open. The cool air inside provided a welcome escape from the heat and humidity outside. 
Although it was set up for regional passenger traffic, the spacious rooms were deserted. I was the 
only visitor on this late Saturday afternoon. 
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Fairmont airport terminal building 
 
When the sun was low on the horizon, I went back outside, sat on a patch of grass and watched the 
crop duster planes take off and land. There were enough of them and their flight time was only 
about 20 minutes so that someone was coming or going most of the time. The sun illuminated the 
high clouds and buildups from below in a way that made the sky appear like a beautiful live 
painting, with grays and pinks, light blue and orange, constantly changing until darkness took over. 
 
Sunday morning dawned clear and cooler, but there were low clouds to the east, which meant I had 
to wait a bit before leaving. Shortly after 10 am, I took off but was again surprised by a certain 
mysterious rpm loss once I reached about 300 ft. It was small enough that I continued my climb to 
pattern altitude to evaluate things. This time, all engine readings were normal. But I did not want to 
fly away from the airport with this problem and was back on the ground after 10 minutes.  
I walked over to one of the crop duster hangars and found one of the guys who I had met the 
evening before. I described my problem and asked him if I could borrow some tools. He offered me 
the use of those he had, and I brought Caro over to his hangar to not to have to go back and forth all 
the time. The spark plugs were obvious suspects, but it could have also been a fuel flow issue. So I 
first went over the fuel system while the engine cooled down. Everything looked ok. In the mean 
time, one of the crew had driven into town, which was several miles away, and was nice enough to 
bring back my “lunch order”.  
I cleaned the spark plugs, which were again coated with the typical tan deposits from the lead and 
tightened the ignition cable caps (automotive style) which had felt a bit loose. Another ground run 
got me full rpm for several minutes and I felt encouraged to try another takeoff. I thanked my new 
friends and helpers and took off again. This time there were no problems and I set out on course to 
my next destination. 
 
Leg 5: Fairmont, MN to Reedsburg WI 
Now in the afternoon, thermals had developed with cumulus clouds at 5,000 ft. I used them for my 
climb and kept a sharp eye on the rpm, but the engine ran fine. The Mississippi River was still 
where it was supposed to be, a vast expanse of water flowing south, with lots of little green islands 
in the area where I crossed it. At two hours this was a short flight, but I wanted to stop at the already 
familiar airport in Reedsburg so that I could buy groceries there before flying to Oshkosh. 
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Reedsburg, Wisconsin 
 
The airport is right at the southern edge of town, on Main Street. When I dialed in the frequency, it 
was very busy. What was going on? Several other airplanes were also approaching the airport and 
after I landed, I saw that the ramp was already full with many planes. A large group of RV’s took 
up one row. I soon found out why it was so crowded in this usually sleepy place. They were all 
trying to get into Oshkosh, 65 nm away, on this Sunday afternoon, but there had been an incident 
and the airport was closed. All the holding patterns were full and incoming traffic was advised to 
land elsewhere. It took several hours of waiting for the crowd of people that had made themselves at 
home in the nice FBO building, before Oshkosh was accepting airplanes again. I had anyway 
planned to fly over on Monday morning, when there is usually a lot less traffic. Bill, the airport 
manager had set up some food in the small kitchen area and invited everyone to help themselves. 
He was already over 90 years old, and told me that he had started flying in 1947, had owned a string 
of airplanes and worked as a mechanic. But he had decided to give up flying recently when he 
realized that when he was lying under a wing to open access panels for inspection, he needed to pull 
himself up by the wing trailing edge to get back on his feet. Now his son Tom was running the 
maintenance shop for the local flying club. 
 
Finally the visiting airplanes had all left except for me and one Cessna who also preferred to arrive 
in Oshkosh with less stress in the morning. 
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Busy ramp in Reedsburg on the Sunday afternoon before the show 
 
In the morning I was soon ready to leave, with the NOTAM handy. But when I pushed the throttle 
in for takeoff, the now almost familiar rpm drop startled me again. I aborted the takeoff roll and 
dejectedly taxied back to my parking spot. Could there be something else wrong with the engine 
besides the lead on the spark plugs? The magneto maybe? I had noticed that the rpm drop only 
happened when I had both ignition systems or the magneto only on. If I ran it only on the secondary 
(coil) ignition, which fired all the bottom plugs, I would get full rpm. Very strange. I was sad that I 
probably would not be flying into Oshkosh this year, after having already come this far. 
 
Once the engine was cold enough to touch, I started to investigate again. The spark plugs came out, 
one by one, until one of the bottom plugs felt stuck.  
I knew that if I forced it out, I would strip the thread. This had happened before; I had had to install 
a steel threaded insert in the soft aluminum head to be able to get a new spark plug in. I had the 
repair kit for this event at home, but not here. Again I was grounded! 
So off I went to ask Bill and Tom if they had the tools to do this. They had some, but as expected 
not the right tap and insert. My next step was to walk over to the auto parts store which is 
conveniently right next to the airport. They did not have the right parts either, but could order it 
online, it would arrive in two days. Fine, I did not have a choice, I was stuck again. At least they 
had some more spark plugs and other stuff I needed.  
 
With that taken care of, I informed Bill of my situation and that I was looking for a way to get to 
Oshkosh without Caro. He was very eager to help me and we asked a Cessna crew which had just 
landed if they could take a passenger along. Unfortunately they had taken out the back seat and 
were unable to do so.  
I was scheduled to give a forum the next morning, and I did not want to cancel it if I could help it. I 
sat in the airport building for a while and communicated with Ryan from Electric Power Systems, a 
battery company with an aviation project that I was doing some work for. They had a display at the 
show, together with Diamond Aircraft, so I asked if he had any idea on how I could get there.  
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That’s when Bill walked in, smiling. He had contacted Paul, the owner of the local flying club. Paul 
was going to drive to Oshkosh this afternoon and had room to take me along. I had to wait a while, 
but he finally showed up with a truck, a trailer with a bike strapped to it and his two dogs. Once we 
were on our way, he told me about his new flying club concept, with him buying several airplanes 
and basing them at different airports, all over the country. This allowed people to have access to an 
airplane in remote places where they otherwise could not rent an airplane or own one. Apparently 
the demand for this was greater than he anticipated, because now he had to turn down requests for 
more planes. 
This was the first time that I got to see Wisconsin on an extended tour from the ground. I was 
amazed how green it was, compared to brown California in summer. Small towns alternated with 
low hills, swamps, forests and pastures, all very pretty. It took two hours over back roads, and we 
even drove through the towns Ripon and Fisk, which are waypoints on the fly-in arrival procedure. 
Now I can say that after flying it many time, I even saw it from the ground. Paul dropped me off 
right at the Airventure main gate, from where he proceeded to his camping spot for the week. I was 
happy to have made it after all and met up with my friends at the EPS display. 
 
 

 
EPS Mockup of firewall forward battery and electric motor installation for a Diamond DA40 
 
You may ask why there are pipes that look like exhaust pipes on an electric motor installation. They 
are indeed ‘exhaust pipes’ for the remote case of a battery thermal runaway. When a battery 
overheats and burns up, the smoke and debris has to be routed overboard without setting anything 
else on fire. 
I gave my forum on engine cooling on Tuesday morning to an interested audience that asked good 
questions afterwards. Then I finally had some time off to wander around. The weather was perfect, 
not too hot, no rain, and the crowds were huge. There were plenty of interesting things to see and 
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people to meet, but it would take up way too much space to describe everything here. I will 
continue instead with the tale of my journey. 
 
After a couple days in Oshkosh I got a ride back to Reedsburg from a friend from California, also 
named Paul, who had a car available. The parts which I had ordered had arrived and I went to work 
on the engine again. My bike was now put to good use because I had to ride back and forth between 
Caro and the hangar where the tools were. After I had taken care of the spark plugs, I took a closer 
look at the magneto and its attachment. The magneto itself had less than 200 hours on it, so I could 
not imagine why it would not be working properly. The timing was good, but I found that one of the 
helicoil inserts of one of the attachment bolts had come partially out of its hole. The result was that 
one of the two magneto attachment bolts was loose. I removed the magneto, with some difficulty, 
because it is hard to reach in the back of the engine, and the loose bolt. Its thread was messed up. I 
found another bolt with the same thread, inserted and removed it for a test fit and saw to my 
disappointment that the helicoil had damaged this bolt as well.  
 
The helicoil had to come out, but it was firmly stuck in the hole. It put up a tremendous fight, and 
only after using the longest, heaviest pliers I could find in the shop was I able to pull it out, greatly 
deformed. Now I needed a larger bolt that would fit in the thread left behind by the helicoil 
removal. Fortunately there was a hardware store across the street, because it took several trips there 
before I found the right bolt and some of the other tools I needed. All of this took me the rest of the 
day and part of the next day, and by the time I had everything back together and ready for a ground 
run, it was almost noon. My new friends Bill and Tom had anxiously followed my progress, and 
were now hoping that I would finally be able to fly Caro again. Fortunately it worked, the engine 
behaved itself and I was able to take off.  
 
Leg 6: Reedsburg, WI to Albert Lea, MN 
Going westbound I now had a headwind, so my legs would be shorter. The first stop was dictated 
by the only airport on this trip that had unleaded fuel: Albert Lea in Minnesota. It took just two 
hours in a blue sky filled with cumulus clouds to get there. I was pleasantly surprised when I taxied 
up to the fuel pump. The airport had received a new modern FBO building. Gone was the old 
familiar one that I remembered from 5 years earlier, it had looked like it was left over from the 
sixties. Only the adjacent hangar was still the same. I gladly filled up the tanks with as much Mogas 
as Caro could carry. A woman in a Super Cub arrived from Oshkosh, who also needed fuel. Her 
name was Wendy, and she was on her way to the Salt Lake area. Her cruise speed of 95 mph was 
even slower than mine, so she took off before I was ready to leave. I followed soon and with a slow 
80 kts ground speed made my way to my next destination. 
 
Leg 7: Albert Lea, MN to Yankton, SD 
 
There still were thermals, which I used to gain some extra altitude. It was late afternoon by now and 
the sky and the ground were drying off, until most of the clouds were gone and there was more 
brown than green below me. When I approached Yankton, South Dakota, it looked familiar and I 
remembered that I had landed here once before.  
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Yankton airport, South Dakota 
 
There were two runways, a long 6000 ft one with the direction 31-13, and a shorter one of 3300 ft 
for strong south winds. At the moment, the wind favored runway 13, which suited me because the 
ramp and FBO building were at the end of it. I still had a lot of fuel, so I did not even need to buy 
more. I just tied Caro down and wandered into the airport building.  
 

 
Yankton airport building with tables set up, welcoming any Oshkosh pilots 
 
Here I met Wendy again, who had arrived shortly before me. She told me that she always 
volunteered at Oshkosh and always stopped in Yankton on her way home. “Right now I need a 
steak dinner,” she announced and used the courtesy car to drive into town. I did not see the need for 
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this, because the very hospitable local EAA chapter had set up tables and food for any pilots passing 
through on their annual pilgrimage. I was worn out from all the work and flying and was happy 
when I could retreat into my tent for the night. 
 

 
Caro with the wing tent set up 
 
Leg 8: Yankton, SD to Alliance, NE 
The weather was still good the next morning, with a light breeze from the southeast. I climbed to 
8,500 ft where I again had a head wind and only around 80 kts ground speed. Now the choice of 
airports was getting slimmer and the distances in between longer.  
 

 
After takeoff from Yankton, Lewis and Clark Lake 
 
Close to the Lewis and Clark Lake there still are green fields, further west I only saw a few far-
flung ranches. The elevation of the terrain now rose from 1300 ft at Yankton to 3900 ft at Alliance, 
my next stop after 3 hours of flying. It was hot under a nearly cloudless sky, and I was ready for a 
break to eat my lunch. This airport had three runways, with the longest one being 9000 ft long, but 
the wind was quite strong from the south so I landed on the slightly shorter runway 17. The radio 
had been quiet while I was approaching Alliance, but now a Cessna 180 announced itself, also 
landing runway 17. I was a little closer and landed first, which was not a good idea because now I 
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had to get out of his way. Between the three runways there was only one taxiway, and to get to the 
ramp I first had to get to the end of the runway I had landed on, then turn right and taxi halfway 
down the next runway and turn right again on the taxiway before I could finally head directly 
towards the ramp.  
The Cessna pilot was already there: he had landed short, back taxied on the runway and had only a 
short way to go to the ramp. I would have liked to do that too.  
 
Since this was a Saturday, there was only one guy at the FBO. The town was quite far away, so I 
just ate the food I had with me while the hot dry wind was blowing outside. The Cessna pilot came 
by and told me that he had a farm with an airstrip 30 nm west of here, and had just stopped by to get 
fuel. He also had a Super Cub at the farm, which he used to inspect his property from the air. I liked 
that. 
I hoped that I could make some more miles westbound and maybe get to Rawlins, Wyoming to 
spend the night there. That would give me a good starting point for crossing Wyoming in the cool 
smooth morning air.  
 
Leg 9: Alliance, NE to Wheatland, WY 
When I lined up on runway 17 for takeoff, the engine was again complaining about its leaded diet. I 
had to run it at full throttle on the ground for several minutes to get it hot enough to burn off some 
deposits so that it would maintain its rpm. Having had such a long taxi after landing certainly did 
not help in that respect, because the carburetor has no mixture control. I could not lean it to 
compensate for the higher elevation and high air temperature. Finally I got back into the air. To the 
east were now all the ranches and their cattle, to the west lay more farms and wheat fields.   
It was about mid-afternoon when I reached the edge of the Rocky Mountains. Already for the last 
half hour, the thermals had been intensifying. On the plus side, I could use them to climb, but the 
downdrafts in between made it impossible to main that altitude. The outlook ahead of me 
deteriorated, with more clouds and early showers.  
 

 
Looking west towards the mountains 
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It was still another 100 nm to Rawlins, and I decided it would be foolish to try and get there in these 
high density altitude conditions. I needed an alternate. The closest suitable airport for a landing lay 
only a few miles to the north, and I had way too much altitude. But there was nothing else between 
me and Rawlins. So I spent some time sightseeing, spiraling down towards the single east-west 
runway without any taxiways. At least there was a small town close by. The Wheatland Phifer 
airport turned out to be a good choice. There was no one at the airport, but there was a small pilot’s 
lounge building and the door was open. Inside was everything a stranded pilot might need, 
including some rope for tiedown and a couch with a sleeping bag and a rest room. It could have 
used some good cleaning, but so what. 
 
 

 
Wheatland airport, Wyoming 
 
After tying Caro down, I walked down the hill into town. I found a restaurant and had dinner, then 
went back to the airport, next to which I had noticed some interesting activities.   
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Evening thunderstorms 
 
Right next to the airport was the Wheatland Fairground where at this time trucks with livestock 
trailers were arriving in preparation for the evening’s entertainment: a rodeo.  
 

 
Unloading the horses for the rodeo 
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First was the calf roping event. The little guy had a slight head start, and at least some of them 
would get caught with a rope around the neck, thrown to the ground and held there for a few 
seconds. 
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Then they were allowed to continue to trot to the pen on the other side of the arena. The horses 
knew exactly what was expected of them and shot after the calf from a standing start. Once the calf 
was caught, they had to quickly back up and keep the rope tight while the cowboy or cowgirl 
jumped off to tie the calf’s feet. 
Catching a running calf with a lasso is not easy, about a third of them got away. But some of those 
that were caught, especially those in the team roping event, where they also are supposed to get 
caught by a foot, were limping a bit afterwards. 
 
Then came the turn of the saddle bronc riders. The horse was initially in a tight pen so that the rider 
could mount, then the gate was yanked open and the horse was free to do its best to get rid of the 
rider.  

 
 
Some guys were thrown after a few seconds, others managed to hang on for the required minimum 
time of 8 seconds and collect more points. The bucking horses were old pros for the most part. One 
of them had even been in this line of work for more than 15 years. They were carried around the 
rodeo show circuit in their own truck and were well known among the cowboys for their mean 
tricks. 
In the mean time, the thunderstorm clouds were continuously building over the mountains, dropping 
loads of water somewhere and drifting off to the east. 
 
Very popular was also the cowgirl barrel racing. Three empty barrels were set up in the arena in a 
triangle. The team’s job was then to race once around each barrel and cross the finish line as fast as 
possible. The horses seemed to enjoy this job as much as the rider. They pranced, pricked their ears 
forward, and tried to anticipate the instant of the ‘go’ signal. Then they would streak across the 
starting line, which was marked with electronic timing equipment, head for the first barrel, make a 
tight turn and race towards the next one.  
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Some horses galloped around each turn point without really slowing down, which meant that their 
turn radius was fairly wide. This cost time. The best ones had figured out how to wind themselves 
almost as tight as a ribbon around each barrel with just a few jumps, and speed up again for the next 
straight section. Then followed a mad sprint for the finish line and putting on the brakes hard before 
crashing into a fence. Competitors had come from three states with their Quarter horses for this 
event and it looked spectacular. 
 
 



 31 

 
 
The proud winner had managed to complete the race in about 17 second, while the ‘slowest’ one 
needed about 20 seconds. I enjoyed the unexpected entertainment, while the announcer was 
shouting information and details about the competitors over the loudspeaker system, interspersed 
with country music and the cheering of the spectators.  
 
Leg 10: Wheatland, Wy to Logan, UT 
I was airborne shortly after sunrise to maximize my time in smooth air. Despite the 4800 ft 
elevation, the takeoff went well. Then I had to keep climbing for a while to make it over the nearby 
mountains to the west. High clouds announced that the weather would not be perfect for this trip. I 
‘looked’ ahead with my ADS-B weather radar download and saw rain ahead. Because of the early 
hour, it was just light to moderate, right around the Rawlins area. When the plane gets wet, it slows 
down because the laminar flow is lost, so my progress was slow. It was the same route I had flown a 
week earlier, in reverse. 
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One last look towards the north east, where the weather was still nice.  
 
Here and there I had cell phone reception, so I amused myself by texting my friend Mike where I 
was. He had just taken off from Oshkosh in a GlaStar and was heading in the same direction as I 
was. He had Tristan, one of the EP-Systems mechanics on board, who needed a ride back to Logan. 
He was hoping to reach it on the same day, but had to first deviate around some thunderstorms back 
east. 
 

 
 
Near Rock Springs it had cleared up again, and brown dry high desert lay underneath me. My 
ground speed was up a bit from the previous day, a little over 90 kts in more than 11,000 ft. This 
kept me clear of all the rocks. After 3.5 hours and a number of texts with Mike later, I crossed the 
last high peaks before the Salt Lake. It was not late yet because of my early start, but I wanted to 
take a break because in the next 140 nm there was no other airport. I had the choice between 
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Brigham City and Logan, both in Utah. A little voice told me to land in Logan, and fortunately I 
listened.  
 

 
Logan airport, Utah 
 
If I wanted fuel on this Sunday morning, I had to buy Avgas, which is all the FBO offered. It had 
the highest price of all my stops so far, so I only took on 6 gallons. It was getting hot, and the sun 
was doing its best to end the smooth air and get the thermals started. I debated briefly with myself if 
I should try to fly to the next airport, to the west of the Salt Lake, but decided it would be more fun 
to wait for Mike and Tristan and get another early start the next morning. I spent some time in the 
cool Leading Edge FBO and talked for a while with a Long-Eze pilot who had just arrived from 
Oshkosh with his young son as a passenger and was visiting family in the area. 
Logan was also the place where Utah State University conducted intensive flight training with its 
huge fleet of Diamond DA40’s, so there was always plenty of traffic in the air. 
 
Then Jared, the other EP-Systems mechanic arrived. Mike had informed him that I was staying 
here, and had asked him to make room in the company hangar for both of our planes. He fortunately 
had two empty gas cans available, and was willing to drive me to the closest car gas station, so that 
I could get additional 10 gal of Mogas for Caro. Mike finally arrived as well, quite late, at 7 pm, 
after battling the thermals and extreme density altitudes all afternoon. As a result, his ground speed 
in the heavily loaded, 160 hp GlaStar was slower than mine in the morning. 
 
Leg xx: Logan – Logan (not going anywhere) 
The next few days were a mix of working on the engine and waiting for better weather. My attempt 
at taking off early Monday morning was fouled, literally, by a complaining engine that was not 
producing full rpm. Just cleaning the spark plugs did not do the job this time, something more was 
wrong. I was still suspecting the magneto, because I would get full rpm on the coil ignition alone, 
but not if both ignitions were on. 
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Caro in the EP-Systems hangar 
 
I spend a day removing the magneto, opening it up, inspecting it, cleaning up the ignition harness 
and fixing some chafed areas on the ignition cables. Tristan and Jared allowed me full access to 
their tools, for which I was very grateful. I was also glad that I had landed in Logan where I had this 
support, and not anywhere else. 
 
I had everything assembled again the next morning, pushed the plane outside for a ground run, 
which seemed fine, and settled in to wait.  
 

 
 
The weather system that was pushing humid air and rain in from the south made it impossible to 
continue the flight for a while. Finally, in the afternoon, it had cleared up far enough that I could 
attempt a flight. The takeoff was normal, although EGT 3 (front left cylinder) seemed unusually 
low. I climbed westbound and kept an eye on it. Ten minutes into the flight, at 8,500 ft, EGT 3 
dropped a bit more, and shortly afterwards I felt a vibration starting. Something was not right, and it 
would have been stupid to try and continue out over lots of unlandable terrain. I had to make the 
tough decision to turn around and land back in Logan.  
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My workshop for several days 
 
My next idea was to open up the valve covers and check the valve play. On this engine, the valve 
play has to be adjusted periodically, it is not set automatically like on a Rotax engine. It is not a 
difficult but a messy job. First the engine had to cool down, then I had to catch the oil that spilled 
from it when I opened the valve covers. The valve play was larger than it should have been and I 
adjusted it. When I tightened the covers to close things up, one of the bolts pulled through. It was 
the one in the nut that held the cylinder 3 side of the rocker arm assembly. This meant that if this 
had been loose before, it could have caused the EGT drop in that cylinder that I observed, because 
the valves were not opening properly. I removed the nut and found the thread stripped. I was 
grounded again, until I could replace this special coupling nut. We located a replacement online, 
and I had it shipped to Logan by air to have it the next day. The part cost 70 cents, the shipping $39. 
 
When the part finally arrived mid morning the next day, it took me only a short time to install it and 
reset the valve play. After another ground run the verdict was: it was worse than before. The engine 
was still vibrating, EGT 3 was still low and seemed to have less compression than the rest. Tristan 
pulled out his boroscope and I stuck the small camera into the cylinder through the spark plug hole. 
The valves looked normal, the only ugly thing was heavy deposits on the piston and cylinder head 
from lead and oil. Unfortunately, heavy surgery was now unavoidable. I resigned myself to another 
day of working on the engine, pulling the cylinder head off and the number three cylinder, to check 
the piston rings. The rings were fine, fortunately. I had experience doing this, otherwise it would 
have been worse.  
Mike, who was working in Logan this week, had been helping me by making sure I got dinner 
every evening, he had a car available so that we could drive into town. I had to order more parts, 
reassembly would require new pushrod tube seals. Another online order, to be picked up the next 
day at an auto parts store. 
 
Once I had the cylinder head off, I spent quite some time scraping the parts clean, the residue made 
quite a pile. Because it is a dual head for both front and rear cylinder, the rear cylinder also got the 
benefit of cleaning, although its coating was slightly less thick. Maybe this had something to do 
with temperature. The front cylinder ran always cooler than the rear one. In the mean time the guys 
were wondering if they would ever get rid of me. 
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We fabricated a piston ring compression tool from a thin strip of stainless steel, and with Mike’s 
help I shoved the cylinder back over its piston. Then followed reassembly of everything else I had 
taken apart. I could only finish this the next day when the new seals arrived. Finally it was ready to 
run again. We pushed Caro out of the hangar with great hope. The engine started right up and ran 
smooth. After some warmup, I pushed the throttle all the way forward. Full rpm, good. Now keep it 
there, good, no vibration, good. Shutdown and leak check, oil dripping from the right valve cover, 
not good. That was not unexpected, because I had reused the old gasket. But it was a bit too much 
for flight. A few phone calls later, I had located a set of new VW valve cover gaskets at the local 
NAPA store and Jared took me there to get them. 
 
Installing it only took a few minutes. Just in case, another ground run. A few drops of oil, but not 
bad. I reinstalled the cowling for the xx time on this trip, I lost count. I think nobody believed 
anymore that I would actually leave today, but the engine ran good, the weather was ok. So I just 
left. I had already said good bye two days earlier. 
 
Leg 11: Logan, UT to Elko, NV 
I was soon flying over the first ridge, then over the salt flats and the lake. At cruise power now, the 
engine ran as good as ever. For a while, some high clouds kept the air fairly smooth, with just a few 
bumps over the ridges. There was little headwind, but the first serious thermals started east of 
Wells, and plagued me for the next 50 nm. After spending half the day working on engine 
reassembly, running around in the heat to pick up parts and then flying again, I was a bit tired and 
decided that I had enough for the day. I wanted to land at an airport that offered some support in 
case I needed to fix anything else, and Elko, Nevada, which was right in front of me, was the only 
place within a few hundred miles that met that requirement. With 2.5 hours it was only a short 
flight, but I was very happy that I was making progress again at all.  
 
The thermals were so good by now that I had a hard time coming down. What a shame to waste 
perfectly good lift, but I had to pull the spoilers. I landed on the 7500 ft runway, which was long 
enough even for small jets. Taxiing back to the ramp, I passed a passenger terminal between the two 
runways that was new to me. I wondered how it was accessed, I did not see a road leading to it. I 
discovered later that cars had to drive through a tunnel under the runway to get to it. 
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Elko, Nevada, looking east 
 
There were a few other planes parked on the hot ramp, including a pristine looking Cessna 177. I 
asked the pilots where they were coming from, and heard a funny story. They had come from 
Oshkosh and were going to California, but waiting out the thunderstorms that were brewing further 
west. When they heard what I was flying, they mentioned that they had heard from someone at 
Oshkosh that a woman had flown a motorglider to Oshkosh from California. I think there was a 
pretty good chance that this was me. 
 
In the meantime, the sky was darkening to the south and west. A King Air landed, bringing a 
medical emergency patient who was immediately transferred to a waiting ambulance. A glittering 
gold-colored Gulfstream swept down the runway, pulled up on the ramp in front of the FBO and 
disgorged its crew and their single passenger. I doubt that he was here on business, more likely to 
visit the casinos down the road. Half an hour later the jet was leaving again, without passengers. 
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Golden Gulfstream in Elko 
 
I spent some time in the comfortable FBO building, until they closed at 5 pm. Then it was back 
outside in the still hot afternoon. 
 

 
Elko airport building for visiting pilots. 
 
Leg 12: Elko, NV to Calaveras, CA 
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The next morning greeted me with rain. A local flight instructor went up with his student in a 
Cessna 172, but soon gave up because the ceiling was too low. So we assembled again in the FBO 
and waited and I walked over to a casino next to the airport, but not to gamble but to eat breakfast. 
A weather check revealed that the next small airport, 50 nm further west, reported somewhat better 
conditions. After a couple hours I gave it a try. It was still raining in Elko, but the visibility was ok. 
I followed the highway for a bit, and switched my map display to radar so that I could avoid the 
heavier rain. As promised, it stopped after about 40 minutes. My ground speed was a bit more than 
90 kts, so that was good. 
 

 
Looking northwest, where the weather is better. 
 
But when I changed the range of the display to its maximum scale, an unpleasant surprise awaited 
me: on my planned route, in the Reno area, it was showing a long line from south to north of heavy 
rain, probably from thunderstorms. If I had not had the weather display, I would have proceeded on 
my planned route and would have been stopped by a wall of clouds and rain, and would have landed 
on another unplanned airport. Now I could see that to get home at all, I would have to fly a major 
detour to the north. I re-programmed my waypoints, to include Susanville, which was east of Red 
Bluff. The weather held on that route, and the mountains were lower than further south. At least all 
that rain meant that there would hardly be any fires or smoke. I did pass one TFR that was placed 
around the fire further north, but its smoke was blowing away from me.  
 
I kept checking the radar picture, until there was only light rain ahead and I could turn more 
southbound. I flew right over the small Nervino airport and was soon over mountains that were dark 
with pine forests, which meant I was now on the west side of the Sierra Nevada. The terrain 
dropped away in a gentle slope towards the west, and the hazy air of the California central valley 
greeted me. Now there was only a long descent ahead of me, at the end of which I was back at my 
home airport, Calaveras, 3.5 h enroute, one more than it would have been on the more direct route. 
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Calaveras, California, we made it! 
 
It had been a good but strenuous trip this year, because of all the work on the plane. I intend to 
make some changes to the engine installation including a way to run the cylinders hotter to better 
deal with the lead. But really the best thing would be to stop the sale of leaded fuel altogether. Many 
aircraft engines can use unleaded fuel and those few which cannot, ought to mix the lead in 
individually as needed. This time I had only one airport on the whole trip available that sold 
unleaded fuel. In Europe it is much more common to have it available. Maybe I will bring an empty 
gas can with me next time and beg for a ride to the closest car gas station. 
 
One thing is for sure, I met many helpful people and made new friends on the way. It was amazing 
that when I needed it, to have everyone offer the use of their tools and other assistance to get me 
going again. Thank you, all of you! 


