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 FLYING LESSONS for  

March 24, 2022 
FLYING LESSONS uses recent mishap reports to consider what might have contributed to accidents, so you can make 
better decisions if you face similar circumstances.  In almost all cases design characteristics of a specific airplane have 
little direct bearing on the possible causes of aircraft accidents—but knowing how your airplane’s systems respond can 
make the difference in your success as the scenario unfolds. So apply these FLYING LESSONS to the specific airplane 
you fly.  Verify all technical information before applying it to your aircraft or operation, with manufacturers’ data and 
recommendations taking precedence.  You are pilot in command, and are ultimately responsible for the decisions 
you make.      

FLYING LESSONS is an independent product of MASTERY FLIGHT TRAINING, INC. www.mastery-flight-training.com  

Pursue Mastery of Flight™ 

This week’s LESSONS: 

Of Our Own Making  
A pilot, his wife and their 21-year-old daughter perished last week. The Piper PA-30 Twin 
Comanche in which they flew “crashed into a field under unknown circumstances” and was 
destroyed. According to the FAA, the pilot was single- and multiengine rated, but did not hold an 
instrument rating. 

The flight departed Mineral Wells, Texas headed north, most likely toward the family’s home 
in Nebraska. Weather that day was good in Texas, but by northern Oklahoma was turning to rain 
and thunderstorms. At my home in south-central Kansas that day, along their route of flight, it was 
rainy and windy; blizzard warnings were in effect to the west and north, including along the 
Kansas/Nebraska border. 

We don’t know where the pilot had intended to land, because the flight was conducted under 
Visual Flight Rules—the destination was not filed, at least with anything that is publicly available 
to date. It’s possible the pilot had filed a VFR flight plan…although that protection is rarely used in 
the U.S. after initial training, and most VFR pilots prefer to use Flight 
Following with Air Traffic Control if they use any FAA services at all. 

The “Twinkie’s” flight path was tracked on FlightAware.com. 
The record is labeled “position only,” meaning the pilot was not 
participating in radar services. In general, such flight paths are 
reliable, but not verified. Now that much of the record is based on 
ADS-B, and not ground-based radar, the plot is usually pretty 
accurate. 
See https://flightaware.com/live/flight/N8357Y  

Depictions of weather radar data are not always accurate to 
the time of an airplane’s passage, “position only” or not. Still, in this 
case the deviations in an otherwise straight line northbound roughly correspond to the heavier 
stored radar plots.  

The airplane’s altitude and airspeed traces were also captured by FlightAware. They show 
level cruise flight at about 8500 feet until gradually climbing, and when nearing the area of 
heavier weather returns at a maximum 16,700 feet before descending. Airspeed was consistent 
with altitude; as the record ends the airplane was descending and airspeed reached 277 miles 
per hour. 



©2022 Mastery Flight Training, Inc.  All rights reserved.   2 

In the final observed minute the vertical speed spiraled at a terrifying rate, to almost 
12,000 feet per minute, with a low ground speed (indicative of a steep vertical descent) in a four 
degree per second left turn. I can’t imagine the horror, or what it would be like to know in my 
decisions had taken my wife and child to this awful point with me. 

 
We don’t know any more details yet. We may never learn much more. But one very possible 
scenario is a pilot who did not hold an instrument rating (a known fact) flying under visual flight 
rules (a known fact) entered an area of precipitation (a known fact) that was part of a larger area 
of adverse weather (from my location, a known fact). The airplane climbed (a known fact), 
reaching an altitude where hypoxia is a real hazard (a known fact) until for some reason the 
airplane plunged steeply to earth (a known fact).  

Had the flight entered instrument conditions? Had the aircraft encountered airframe ice? Was 
there a jolt of severe turbulence, or a wider area of dangerous turbulence? Did the Twin 
Comanche pilot succumb to hypoxia trying to avoid other hazards? These things we don’t know.  

It’s possible some mechanical issue triggered the precipitous descent. But regardless, the 
flight entered an area of widespread precipitation chock full of deadly hazards especially for a 
VFR-only pilot…likely contributing to an accident of his own making. 

 
A widely viewed YouTube video circulated a few weeks ago. In it, the pilot of an amateur-
built airplane is lauded as a hero for “expertly land[ing]…in tricky weather conditions.” The pilot 

departed his home grass airstrip in an area of known showers 
and storms. Soon afterward he was landing in “very fierce” 
winds, making a “sketchy” landing in “terrible” visibility with 
winds “gusting very significantly.”  
See https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s4T04Yy4YmI  

The video pilot’s point was the speed at which adverse 
weather can develop. He admits that his flight was “a bad 
move” and in retrospect he would have done things “a lot 

different.” He says there was “a lot of luck” involved in the outcome, landing back at his home 
strip without damage or injury.  

I almost wrote landing “safely” back at his home strip. But the absence of accident does 
not make something safe. As the pilot admits, his skills helped him get down, but it was luck 
that saved him. The multiple pitch and bank excursions on final approach were, as the pilot says 
on video, “not good.” In the words of the old FAA Practical Test Standards, the successful 
outcome of the maneuver was seriously in doubt. 

The skies in the video looked like the flight could be made in clear air away from the menacing 
clouds. But clear air is not always smooth, and low-level turbulence can be extremely hazardous 
in clear air in the outflow of a storm. Clear air can quickly become obscured by precipitation in 
areas of rain showers. It’s a part of the weather knowledge we’re supposed to learn and employ 
as pilots.  
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In that respect this video has some training benefit—it’s a visual display of how quickly things 
can go (predictably) bad. I’ve certainly used some of my own past decisions to make a point 
about flying safety. But if things had gone just a little bit worse and the pilot had crashed—a very 
likely outcome given the challenges he faced—we could justifiably have said the situation was 
one of his own making. 

 
I’m not writing this to skewer either of these pilots. One was trying to let us learn from his 
experience; the other is no longer able to defend his decisions, and many of the facts in his case 
are still unknown. I’m writing this because so very often the scenarios that lead to accidents—
or that require extraordinary skill and effort, and not a little bit of luck to avoid a wreck—are 
situations of our own making.  

To use an overused yet apropos old quote from astronaut Frank Borman, “A superior pilot 
uses his superior judgment to avoid situations which require the use of his superior skill.” 
That’s another way of saying: continually learn and work to avoid predictable conditions that will 
require extraordinary effort and luck for you—and your passengers, or family—to survive.  

If you are ever required to call upon your superior skill, I hope it is not because you created an 
emergency of your own making. 
Comments? Suggestions? Questions? Let us know at mastery.flight.training@cox.net.  

See https://pilotworkshop.com 

 

Debrief: Readers write about recent FLYING LESSONS: 

Several readers asked for a copy of the Proficiency Efficiency spreadsheet I use to make sure 
not too much time goes by before I practice the minimum skills required to act 
as pilot-in-command and as an instrument pilot. I’ve added the download to my 
new website. Feel free to use it yourself, or modify the concept for your 
personal or club use.  
See: https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Practice-sheet.xlsx  

Reader Mike Busch writes about the March 10th LESSONS inspired by the wild 
partial panel flight of a Canadian Mooney: 
Very strange! I have exactly that same setup in my Cessna 310 now -- a pair of GI-275s, one 
configured as primary ADI and the other configured as primary HSI. If I pull the CB for the ADI, 

the HSI automatically goes into reversionary mode with an ADI display. In addition, there's a panel switch 
that I can use to force the HSI into reversionary mode (and I've installed a red guard over it so I can't bump it 
accidentally). In addition, even with the ADI functioning perfectly, I can switch the HSI into reversionary 
ADI mode simply by turning the outer knob to that position. I'm wondering whether Garmin made some 
software changes to the GI-275 as a result of this Canadian accident? 

The only peculiar features of my GI-275 setup are these: (1) I have only one GMU-11 magnetometer which is 
interfaced to the ADI, so if the ADI fails the reversionary ADI has no magnetic heading reference, and 
automatically reverts to using track information from the GPS navigator; and (2) only the ADI has the 
autopilot interface, so if the ADI fails the reversionary ADI cannot drive the autopilot. The first of these 
seems sufficiently insignificant that I wasn't tempted to install a second GMU-11. The second is much more 
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significant, but there's no easy work around because my autopilot is the original old Cessna/ARC 400B which 
can't keep the dirty side down without pitch and roll data from the ADI. 

It is obviously extremely important for pilots who fly behind these systems to fully understand what 
their limitations are when the primary ADI fails. The easiest way to do that is to go up in VFR conditions 
and then pull the ADI circuit breaker and see what happens. 

As discussed in last week’s Debrief, the biggest challenge teaching in modern airplanes is 
determining how aftermarket avionics interact with each other. It’s almost as if no two panels act 
precisely alike. As you said and the Mooney pilot’s experience proves, airplane owners may have 
to experiment themselves to determine exactly how their avionics work. Thanks, Mike. 
See:  
https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022.0310-FLYING-LESSONS.pdf  
https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022.0317-FLYING-LESSONS.pdf  

Reader and cabin-class airplane instructional provider Dave Dewhirst writes about last week’s 
LESSON, Proficiency Efficiency: 

Great article. We had this exact same discussion with our team. Most of our time is spent in Cessna 300/400 
series aircraft and we encounter a wide variety of pilot skills. We identified the logical areas of pilot and 
instructor ratings, total time, make/model time, and time in the last year. An emerging issue is the avionics 
package. An aircraft with standard gyros and a single older GPS takes a lot less recurrent training that 
the same pilot with a new glass PFD, new GPS package, autopilot upgrade, NEXRAD WX, GEM, fuel 
totalizer, active traffic, and bluetooth interface. A pilot in a Champ will require less recurrent training and 
a pilot in a C421. The point is that the recurrent training task is customized for each pilot in each aircraft 
at this point in time.  

We tend to think that recurrent training depends mostly on avionics. It is also systems. In the case of 
two similar airplanes, one may have a fuel system consisting of Left / Right / OFF. While another identical 
airframe may have six tanks and ten pumps.  

We added a new category to be considered, mental issues. A totally focused pilot will require less 
recurrent training than a pilot not taking the task seriously. Another issue is cognitive skill. A pilot aged 
70 will require more training than a pilot aged 30. For most of us, all of these issues change over 
time. Keep up the good work, my friend.  

I admire your analytical approach to personalized instruction affecting pilots of an entire class of 
aircraft, Dave. You keep up the good work too. 
See https://mastery-flight-training.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/2022.0317-FLYING-LESSONS.pdf  

Reader Dr. Charles (Randy) Myers adds to last week’s Debrief about customized checklists: 
As usual another helpful and informative FLYING LESSONS. Keep up the great work. Before I give my two 
cents about checklists, let me provide some context. Marine aviator for 26 years - mainly AV-8B Harriers, A-
4 Skyhawks, and T-2C Buckeyes (Naval Flight School Instructor), last flying tour as the Commanding 
Officer of the Harrier training squadron (late 1990s).  

Military flying careers revolve around checklists. There are checklists for everything. In spite of that, 
checklists are forgotten and items are missed. Otherwise, how could military pilots rarely, but still 
occasionally, land gear up or run out of gas? There are aural and visual reminders to put down the gear and 
check your fuel. Checklists are only good if used and complied with. Failing to or forgetting to conduct 
checklists can usually be traced back to a significant distraction (weather) or loss of situational 
awareness (weather).    

My flying these days is limited strictly to visual pleasure flying in my 1969 Mooney Ranger, which I've 
owned for ten years. If I can't see the ground after takeoff, I don't go. One of the very first things I did was  
make my own checklists - pre-start, post-start, takeoff, enroute, landing, and shut down. The original 
Mooney takeoff checklist, for example, was too long and included items that made you say, "duh." I 
don't need to be reminded at the end of my flight before landing to check my gas and fasten my seat belt. But 
then what's obvious to me might not be obvious to others. And I'm told checklists are written by the lawyers 
to protect the manufacturers. Gosh, I hope not.  

It has become my philosophy that the shorter and simpler a checklist is, the more likely it is that it'll be 
used. As an example, I reduced my Mooney landing checklist from about ten items to five. And by the way, 
landing gear was toward the end of the original checklist.  
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I've learned that if a checklist is interrupted, start over. However, if one fails to start over, then at least the 
most important items are accomplished - Gear and Flaps. You can fake most of the remaining items if 
forgotten, but it's hard to fake failing to lower the landing gear.  

My landing checklist is Gear, Flaps, Mixture, Prop, Boost - that's it. I don't have to read it, and it flows for 
me. As far as the takeoff checklist, it's a little longer, and I do a challenge and reply self-talk for it. I also 
perform the entire takeoff checklist only while stopped at the hold short [line]. I've come to enjoy taxiing the 
aircraft on centerline and enjoying the view while taxiing for takeoff. Bottom line in my opinion: Make the 
checklists work for you! Don't rely on a checklist simply because it's long and covers items that should 
otherwise be normal in-flight checks. The simpler the better!  

I know many of your readers will disagree. And that's okay. That's what FLYING LESSONS is all about - 
civil discourse and learning from others. Thanks for what you do!        

I absolutely 100% agree with you: the shorter and simpler a checklist, the more likely it will be 
used. Combined with a well-practiced cockpit flow to add tactile cues to your actions, short 
checklists from hold line (departure) to hold line (arrival) are incredibly effective. 

A seemingly outdated concept is the difference between a training checklist and an operational 
checklist. The training checklist is long and detailed, and used to help a pilot transition into the 
aircraft type and develop the familiarity needed to be proficient in the aircraft. Once this familiarity 
is obtained, short checklists complement the pilot’s proficiency and catch those times when 
distraction or interruptions cause the pilot to miss a vital task. Trouble is, we tend to emphasize 
the training checklists that are cumbersome to use in normal flight. As a result, most pilots don’t 
use checklists at all…losing the benefit of short, simple but highly effective checklists and flows. 
Thank you, Randy.  
More to say? Let us learn from you, at mastery.flight.training@cox.net.  

 

 
See www.nafinet.org.  

Share safer skies. Forward FLYING LESSONS to a friend 

Please help cover the costs of providing FLYING LESSONS through the secure 
donations button at www.mastery-flight-training.com.  

Or send a check to Mastery Flight Training, Inc. to 247 Tiffany Street, Rose Hill, Kansas USA 67133. 
Thank you, generous supporters.   

 
Check out the latest list of my Publications, Presentations and Webinars for 2022 

See https://mastery-flight-training.com/publications-presentations-and-webinars/  
 

 
Pursue Mastery of Flight. 

Thomas P. Turner, M.S. Aviation Safety  
Flight Instructor Hall of Fame Inductee 
2021 Jack Eggspuehler Service Award winner 
2010 National FAA Safety Team Representative of the Year  
2008 FAA Central Region CFI of the Year 
Three-time Master CFI 
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