NEXTDOOR

By Shelli Bond

SUSAN
VAN FLEET

'/ SOmc people look up at the sky
and want to fly.”

Susan Van Fleet believes the desire
to fly is genetic—there is something in
pilots from the time they are children.
She remembers jumping off her porch
as a child, holding an umbrella and
falling in a heap to the ground. But she
tried. She tried to fly.

Susan has just received her mem-
bership in the Silver Wings, an avia-
tion association of pilots who have
been flying for at least 25 years. For
her, there is nothing else like the free-
dom of flight, that moment when she
is no longer bound to the earth.

An emergency room nurse at Grady
Hospirtal in Atlanta, Susan lives in
Athens and teaches flying at Athens-
Ben Epps Airport.

She was bom in New Haven,
Conn., where her father was doing
postdoctoral studies in botany at Yale.
He has been one of the major influ-
ences in her life, always encouraging
her to follow her dreams. “But I did
not know he was afraid of flying until
after | got my pilot’s license. He
never flew with me, but he encouraged
me to fly,” Susan says.

[t was her mother’s side of the fami-
ly who loved to fly, and Susan says
that her mother has a built-in compass
that assists them whenever she takes
her flying.

Susan came to Athens during col-
lece when her father, the late Dick

Scott Van Fleet, became chairman of
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the University of Georgia botany
department. Her mother, Chris,
remains active in the community.

Although she did not get her
license until she was 29 years old,
Susan’s first flight took off from a
small grass strip in Massachusetts,
where her family lived for a couple of
vears, when she was 15. A friend’s
brother was the pilot.

Susan says that although she has
kept in touch with some friends from
Massachusetts, she didn't return until
last year with her 17-year-old daughter,
Shannon Shropshire, a student at
Georgia Tech.

They spent the whole day looking
for the grass strip. “I had written a
friend who was the president of the
EAA (Experimental Aircraft Associa-
tion), and he sent me a map of areas
where that grass strip could have been.
My daughter and I drove all day, but
we didn’t find it.

“Finally we gave up and stopped at
a small airport to use the telephone.
There we met an old man who said he
started flying before World War I1. 1
asked him if he knew R.K. Patrick, the
man who took me flying. This old man
said, ‘He was my best friend.”

Shannon was delighted when he
told them that it had been his grass
strip from which Susan had flown and
also his plane. The strip had been gone
for years, but he told her where it was
and what kind of plane she had flown
in—a Stenson Reliant.

“My daughter said, ‘Mom, you
found your roots!™

Although Susan’s first love is fly-
ing, she has a career in health care.
She worked as Athens Regional Med-
ical Center’s first registered dietitian
for four years and then as a pharma-
ceutical representative for another
four years.

Between her years in health care,
from about 1987 to 1991, Susan flew as
copilot for the University of Georgia.
The job landed in her lap because she
had the credentials: a multi-engine and
commercial license and qualification in
the type of airplane, a Cessna 421.

After a divorce in 1993, Susan went
to nursing school. She says her back-
ground in dietetics helps her as a nurse
in the Trauma Center and, ironically,
flying is what keeps her grounded.

“Nursing, especially in the emer-
gency room, is extremely stressful. |
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mational organization has also spon-
sored large air shows like the ones in
Kosh, Wis., and Lakeland, Fla.
he Central Savannah River Avia-
son Group (CSRA) is also an educa-
organization that meets once a
h. With approximately 150 mem-
it creates a social atmosphere for
seloes, but it also sponsors rides for chil-
d helps people who want to
yw to fly.

wsan loves the South because so
mech goes on in aviation here that
Soes not in other parts of the United
Seates. There are 117 airports in Geor-
2 alone. “The great thing about
Ceorgia is that the weather permits us
fiy year round. There are breakfast
ghubs with breakfast fly-ins on Sunday
air shows and numerous
t-togethers.”

Susan has participated in the Pow-
= Puff Derby, a 3,000-mile air race for
somen that started in the 1930s and is
Bedd in various locations in the U.S
Dme year a man entered the race, to the
genanion of the other participants, who
we=e delighted when he got lost on the
8¢ leg of the flight. Now the race is
gatied the Air Race Classic, an invita-
ace for women only.

2 lthough she has been in the top
0 in several races, the only time
Sesan has won a race was as a student
at Athens-Ben Epps Airport,
@here she learned to fly. As a student,
Swsan had to practice her landings
swer and over again but, unlike other
=5 s, she regularly flew to sur-
airports in Georgia for prac-
sxe She got to know the different
@=morts and how to get to them.

There were 15 to 20 participants
= that race, which began at Ben
Eors Airport, and each was given a
seece of paper with the name of a
LDeorgia airport written on it. The
gomeestants had to fly to that airport,
re they received the name of
$heir next destination and so on. The
¢ airport was the finish line, and
esan showed up first.

Susan had not needed to use naviga-
somal equipment because she already
k=ew how to get to each airport. This
mechod of navigating by using land-
merks and roads without any equip-
men: is called pilotage, and Susan still
smcourages her students to learn how to
& this in case their equipment fails.
Although this and subsequent
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races have given her a lot of pleasure,
Susan says,
It's about competing with yourself. |
like to do this in my own airplane.”
Her elegant aircraft is a Taisun 17E
motor glider made in Munich, Ger-
many. With a 56-foot wingspan and
an 80-horsepower engine, it uses 3-1/2

“It’s not about winning.

to 4 gallons of fuel an hour, a compar-
atively small amount.

Long before Susan owned the glid-
er, she had a Cessna 172, but she sold it
and used rental planes for several years.
In 1984, she was in Macon and saw

what to her was the perfect airplane

a motorized glider. Up until then, she
did not know they existed. A friend
inspected the glider with her for quite
some time, noticing the retractable
gears and its slick outward appearance.
She fell in love.

After two more years of using rental
planes, Susan decided it was time to buy
another airplane. She did not know the
name of the glider that she had seen in
Macon, but she looked around at every
available one. She never found quite

what she was looking for.

Buying a home is a big
investment. That's why
it's important to consult
with a proven professional.
Cindy Karp has the
knowledge and experience
to help you make sound
decisions. Call today and
find out why so many

people turn to Cindy.

706-546-1234 * 1-800-533-4441 * http://www.negia.
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