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Blessed with a small airplane and the skills to fly it, I 
embarked on this fantasy trip on a beautiful Saturday in May, 
my wife, Jane, at my side, with a take-off from Wings Field 
in Blue Bell, Pa.

 The thrill of the takeoff has never left me. Watching the 
ground fall away and operating in the third dimension, well 
described by the poet, John Magee, as slipping the “surly 
bonds of earth,” brought a grin to my face. In fact, climbing 
into the cockpit of my airplane is as natural as getting into my 
car. Flying has always been more relaxing for me than driving.

The first stop was Charlottesville, Va., where we joined a 
family reunion and visited Jefferson’s Monticello.

We chose May for the cross-country trip because there 
are fewer tourists and we’d have an easier time getting good 
accommodations on short notice at favorable prices. Of course, 
the weather is cooler, too, which is important for passenger 
comfort and airplane performance.

We hoped to land in or near 14 or 15 cities and sites and 
had a general idea of our itinerary that began with a visit to 
Louisville, Ky., after the weekend in Charlottesville, but had 
made no reservations for any part of the trip. We wanted the 

freedom to decide when and where to go, 
the flexibility to cope with weather and 
mechanical delays and, quite simply, to 
make the trip more relaxing. A tattered 
1996 AAA Road Atlas and an airport 
directory were central to the limited 
advance planning we did, and we carried 
them wherever we went. I purchased the 

necessary aeronautical charts just a few weeks before our 
departure.

I flew with two different charts on my lap. One is used for 
instrument flying and the other, with detailed terrain features, 
is used for visual flying. Of course, it was the visual flying 
chart that provided the most fun and drew most of my attention.

My concerns about an unprecedented four-straight-week 
absence from my law office were allayed by carrying a cell 
phone and BlackBerry. I used them daily much to Jane’s 
consternation. Speaking of technology, our four children and 
many of our friends followed our progress by making use of a 
free website fed by FAA air traffic control information.  

Our single-engine Cessna 210 was the perfect magic carpet 
for the odyssey. Its high wings provide an unobstructed view 
of the terrain below and the 180-mph cruise speed provides 
ample time to thoroughly enjoy it. Its six seats gave us plenty 
of room for luggage and purchases and its 900-mile range was 
sufficient for every leg of our flight.

In addition to the small airplane, there are three factors, 
often unappreciated, that enable general aviation pilots to 

For years, I have yearned to float at 5,000 to 6,000 feet 
above the ground on a coast-to-coast trip and to alight in 
or near a number of appealing cities or sites along the way.  

There is no better way to get a sense of our wonderful country. 
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enjoy flights like these in the U.S.: The freedom to fly enjoyed 
nowhere else in the world; a network of 5,000 public-use 
airports; and the businesses, known as fixed base operators 
(FBOs), at these airports that maintain, store, and fuel our 
airplanes. FBOs can also arrange rental cars and usually 
allow pilots to drive a car to the airplane to load and unload 
the luggage. An FBO’s most appealing features, particularly 
to passengers, however, are the pleasant uncrowded waiting 
areas and the absence of TSA security lines and body searches.  

The trip to Louisville was the only poor sightseeing portion 
of the entire journey. Shortly after takeoff, we were enveloped 
by the clouds and rain of a cold front that had caused record 
floods in Nashville a few days before.  

I enjoy the solitude of flying in clouds, and when it is 
accompanied by the light hiss of rain on the windshield, the 
pleasure is enhanced. I find it truly relaxing. Jane, a marvelous 
passenger who has been flying with me for 48 years, is not 
bothered by bad weather.  Although never interested in 
learning to fly, she does pay attention to what’s going on. If 
there is nothing to see, she will do her needlepoint. If it’s too 
turbulent for needlepoint, she will open a book. Fortunately 
for me, she is delighted to accompany me whenever the 
destination appeals to her and the flight is no more than three 
or four hours. To Jane, our trip was to be a series of flights to 
great destinations. Not all pilots have mates who are happy 
right-seaters.

Within 20 minutes of our landing at Louisville’s former 
main airport, Bowman Field, we sped off to the Derby Downs 

Museum and then to the center of town. While I visited the 
Louisville Slugger baseball bat factory and Museum, Jane 
toured a craft museum.

That evening, after dining at the fine restaurant in our hotel, 
the uniquely named Hotel 21C, short for 21st Century, we 
initiated the routine we followed for the rest of the trip. If 
the weather seemed flyable the next day, Jane would make 
the hotel reservation via her laptop computer and I would call 
the FBO to arrange for a car. After breakfast the following 
morning, I would check the weather again and file a flight 
plan. Our takeoff was generally around 9 a.m. 

Our flights were rarely more than three hours or so and 
were always in the morning. The mornings are cooler, not as 
windy and turbulent and usually have fewer view-obstructing 
clouds. We also wanted a full afternoon of sightseeing at our 
destination.

Historic Wheeler Downtown Airport in Kansas City, Mo., 
opened in 1929 and once the city’s primary airport, was our next 
stop. We flew westbound directly over St. Louis, its famous 
Arch and the Mississippi River waterfront, then basically 
parallel to the Missouri River to our destination. As we flew 
along, I felt one of those spiritual moments that I experience 
aloft, often unexpectedly. Sunsets and cloud formations can 
trigger them as can something as simple as looking out along 
a wing. Being suspended thousands of feet above the earth 
by those wings is some kind of miracle. They say Bernoulli 
and Newton explained lift. But I sense something grander and 
certainly inexplicable is at work. My eyes will moisten and I 



shake my head in wonder. 
Wheeler was a major hub for Trans World Airlines and 

is the airport where I first landed in an airplane.  There is a 
wonderful airline history museum on the airport where Jane 
and I climbed through a Constellation, Martin 404 and DC-3. 
They are the same types of airliners on which I flew as a child 
from Albuquerque to Asheville, N.C., during my first flight.

The trip to Albuquerque via Amarillo, Texas the next 
day was a joy. We cruised southwest at 6,000 feet in a very 
clear and smooth sky with a nice tailwind. The flat expanse 
that makes up the Plains states extended to the horizon in 
all directions. Wichita, Kan., the center of general aviation 
airplane manufacturing, and the birthplace of our Cessna, 
slipped by below. We overflew oil fields and wind turbine 
farms in Texas.  

For long stretches, the radio would remain silent making 
me wonder if anyone was out there. Occasionally, I would 
hear the voice of airline pilots thousands of feet above me 
reporting on the turbulence or lack thereof. Unknown to most 

passengers, pilots regularly report the quality of the ride at 
their altitude to the controllers and query controllers about the 
reports of rides at other altitudes to help assure the smoothest 
rides for their passengers.

We pilots know that the much-discussed “crowded skies” 
is nothing but a myth. I wish it were possible for non-pilots 
to have accompanied me on this flight. The rare airplane 
sightings and limited radio chatter for hundreds of miles 
would certainly help prove the point.

After a stop for an early lunch at the Amarillo Airport, 
we turned westbound and soon climbed to 10,000 feet. The 
mottled greens of the plains had completely yielded to the 
tans and browns of the very dry Southwest, slashed by the 
long, straight, dark lines of Interstate 40 and a railroad. We 
flew along the remnants of old Route 66 that I had traveled 
as a child. Once past the Sandia Mountains just east of 
Albuquerque, and our first encounter with the mountains, 
we descended rapidly to Albuquerque’s main airport with an 
elevation of more than 5,000 feet. We drove by my childhood 
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The trip was providing a remarkable education in geography, 
topography and the interrelationship of the various states. It 

was rather embarrassing to realize how little I knew, or at least 
retained, after so many years of formal education.
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home and elementary school, then took 
the Sandia Peak tram and were greeted 
by a view of well over 100 miles in 
all directions from the mountaintop at 
more than 10,000 feet. The incredible 
visibility and crystal clear skies in the 
Southwest always surprise me and most 
easterners. The next two nights were 
spent in Santa Fe, with side trips to 
Taos and Los Alamos.  

We departed Albuquerque on another 
beautiful but very windy day for the 
Grand Canyon. The view from aloft at 
10,000 feet was stunning. We passed 
over a large meteor crater and the 
Painted Desert en route and touched 
down at the small Grand Canyon 
Airport just south of the rim. The 
elevation there is over 6,600 feet.  

The crosswind landing into the 35 
mph 30-degree crosswind at Grand 
Canyon was challenging and brought 
a nice compliment from Jane who 
appreciates those moments.

After two days of viewing the 
colorful deep canyon and its unique 
features from numerous points along 
the rim, we left for San Diego.  

The terrain along the San Diego 
leg was particularly varied. We flew 
over mountains, the southern tip of 
the Mojave Desert and Lake Havasu. 
Shortly after passing between the dark 
blue Salton Sea and the green irrigated 
areas of Palm Springs, we descended 
quickly over the Santa Rosa Mountain 
range through a low cloud layer into 
Montgomery Field.  Those were the 
first clouds we had encountered since 
West Virginia. We spent that afternoon 
in Balboa Park visiting San Diego’s 
famed zoo and the other cultural 
institutions centered there, and waded 
in the Pacific. The day was capped by 
a romantic dinner high atop a hotel in 
LaJolla overlooking the Pacific.  

The next destination was the Santa 
Rosa Airport, north of San Francisco, to 
enjoy vineyard tours and, wine tastings 
in and around Sonoma. We flew over 
the huge sprawl of Los Angeles and, 
from 6,000 feet above Oakland, we 
could easily see San Francisco and the 
fabled Golden Gate Bridge. A side trip 
to see and smell the redwoods in the 
Muir Woods was a treat.

A few days later, we landed at 
Troutdale Airport east of Portland, 
Ore., and drove further east along the 

scenic Columbia River Gorge. It was 
a dramatic introduction to the lush 
greenery of the Pacific Northwest. 
Our flight that morning paralleled the 
Cascade Mountains to our right that 
featured snowcapped Mount Shasta 
and Mount Hood. We spent the night 
in a Portland hotel overlooking the 
Willamette River and wished we had 
more time to visit that beautiful city.  

The stirring view of the Cascades 
continued the following day en route 
to Seattle. Mount St. Helen’s and 
Mount Rainier slipped by on our right. 
The huge gouge in the north side of  
Mount St. Helen’s reminded us of the 
deadly volcanic eruption more than 30 
years ago.

The trip was providing a remarkable 
education in geography, topography 
and the interrelationship of the various 
states. It was rather embarrassing to 
realize how little I knew, or at least 
retained, after so many years of formal 
education.

Seattle’s Boeing Field was the next 
stop. It is an interesting airport serving 
quite a mix of airplanes and has an 
excellent aviation museum, with a 
visitor accessible 747 and Concorde, 
where we spent a few hours. Two new 
Boeing 787s obligingly made low 
passes as we wandered around outside 
the museum. As of that date, only six 
787s in the much-delayed Boeing 
program were flying. The next day, 
we drove north to Everett for a tour of 
the plant at Paine Field where Boeing 
assembles the 767, 777, 747-8 and 787.

Unfortunately, we had to depart 
Seattle and our great view to the west 
over Elliot Bay from the hotel a day 
early. A cold front was approaching 
the coast and we had to stay ahead of 
it. We lifted off in clouds and light rain 
the next morning toward the Rocky 
Mountains and soon entered good 
weather.

Our first destination eastbound was 
Yellowstone National Park and its 
wildlife, other-worldly geysers, mud 
volcanoes, bubbling odiferous areas 
and, of course, the venerable Old 
Faithful. We landed at the Gallatin 
Field, near Bozeman, Mont., located 
in a large, beautiful valley ringed by 
snowcapped mountains.  

The route from Seattle to Bozeman 
was the most mountainous of our trip. 
Although our cruising altitude over the 
Rockies was mostly 9,000 and 11,000 
feet, we briefly flew at 13,000 feet. Our 
course took us over Spokane, Wash.; 
Coeur d’Alene, Idaho; Butte, Mont. 
and some marvelous country. We flew 
over or parallel to Interstate 90 that 
runs from Seattle to Boston and, at 
least from the air, appears to be quite a 
scenic route.  

As the mountains passed below, I 
thought of the non-pilot’s frequent 
question: What if the engine quits? 
Well, the Cessna becomes a glider with 
a range of nine miles or so for every 
mile I am above ground. While aircraft 
engines quit for mechanical reasons, 
it is extremely rare that they do. Fuel 
exhaustion is the usual culprit. In more 

Paul and Jane Heintz at the Grand Canyon.



than 50 years of flying, I have never 
experienced engine failure and I know, 
personally, of only one pilot who faced 
it in an airplane with a modern, well-
maintained engine. He ended up in an 
open field with minimum damage to 
his airplane. My Cessna’s engine is 
even simpler and more reliable than an 
automobile engine. And who hears of an 
automobile engine quitting, unless it’s 
the radiator, distributor or timing belt. 
My Cessna, which has none of those, 
uses a simple dual magneto system.

If the unlikely does occur and we did 
not end up in a field near civilization or 
road such as I-90 passing conveniently 
below, we can use our cell phones or 
my handheld aviation transceiver to 

attract attention. The Cessna is also 
equipped with an emergency locator 
transmitter that will communicate our 
position within a few feet by satellite 
and automatically provides my name 
and appropriate contact information.

Yellowstone had opened for the 
season only a few weeks before and 
one road remained closed by snow. 
Jane managed to get us a room at The 
Old Faithful Inn just the day before 
our arrival. This was one of the many 
times we benefited from our decision to 
tour in May. (Jane once caught me on 
my BlackBerry between Old Faithful 
eruptions.)

That pesky cold front was catching 
up. Two days later, we took off from 

Bozeman in low clouds and rain and 
didn’t escape it for another hour. Our 
flight at 11,000 feet was smooth, 
though, and we soon descended over 
the Black Hills into Rapid City, S.D. 
(It snowed in Yellowstone the next 
day.) As we made an instrument 
approach through the clouds into 
Rapid City, I thought about another 
miracle in flying: modern navigation. 
For decades, a couple of needles in the 
instrument panel have guided airplanes 
for hundreds, even thousands, of miles 
through the clouds to within a couple 
of hundred feet of a runway. Among 
a pilot’s most satisfying moments is 
breaking out of the low clouds to be 
greeted by the colorful approach and 
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The relatively new GPS technology that makes these same  
trips possible with even greater precision and no input from 

ground-based devices has only deepened my awe at  
the miracle of navigation.



runway lights of the destination airport. 
Jane and a couple of my children who 
have been in the right seat during such 
moments have been moved to say 
“gosh, what a miracle.” The relatively 
new GPS technology that makes these 
same trips possible with even greater 
precision and no input from ground-
based devices has only deepened my 
awe at the miracle of navigation.

We spent the afternoon driving in 
the Badlands with features similar to 
the Grand Canyon, only on a much 
smaller scale. Fortunately, we had clear 
weather the following day for our drive 
to Mount Rushmore and Custer State 
Park.  

With the mountain flying behind 
us, we got another view of the Plains 
en route to Fargo, N.D. Fargo’s FBO 
was the poshest of any we experienced. 
When an FBO caters primarily to 
business jets, as this one does, they 
tend to be quite luxurious. My typical 
50-gallon purchase would never keep 
such FBOs afloat. We stopped at a 
small aviation museum nearby where I 
had the special pleasure of opening the 
passenger door of a DC-3 and climbing 
up to the cockpit. What a great way 
to celebrate the 75th birthday of that 
iconic passenger plane.  

Although still ahead of the front, we 
had to dodge pre-frontal thunderstorms 
the next morning en route to Wittman 
Regional Airport in Oshkosh, Wisc. 
The controllers were most cooperative 
in helping to locate and deviate 
around the storms. In fact, flying on 
an instrument flight plan was not at all 
constraining during our trip when away 
from metropolitan areas. The typically 
indirect and zig-zag-like airways on the 
charts could usually be ignored. The 
controllers let me go direct whenever I 
chose to deviate to view an interesting 
site or to change my course to align it 
with a more scenic route. What a joy it 
is to fly that way.

 I surprised Jane by taxiing right up 
to the Hilton Garden Inn, conveniently 
located on the airport perimeter. The 
airport, which becomes mecca for 
pilots annually during the last week of 
July, was pleasantly quiet. After tours 
of the two aviation museums there, we 
enjoyed a 20-minute flight in a 1929 
Ford tri-motor that operated from an 
adjacent grass runway.  

We left for Mackinac Island the 
following morning. Our course took 
us east over adjacent Lake Winnebago 
and the width of Lake Michigan, at 
that point about 60 miles wide, then 
northeast. The tiny, fascinating island 
is in the Mackinac Strait at the western 
end of Lake Huron between the upper 
and lower Michigan peninsulas. There 
are no cars on the island. What fun it 
was to take a horse-drawn carriage 
from the island’s small airport to the 
Iroquois hotel. The unique nature of 
that island and the interesting time we 
had during our visit there made that one 
of the highlights of our trip.  

Our final stop was the Nemacolin 
Resort, south-southeast of Pittsburgh. 
Nemacolin is an unusual and over-
the-top 3,000-acre resort that provides 
something for everyone. Just one of its 
many features is the runway situated 
right next to the main lodge. It also 
has three lodges that cater to distinctly 
different visitors and wallets, two 18-
hole golf courses, an indoor swimming 
pool, shooting, a massive sports 
complex, collections of automobiles 
and antique airplanes and even a mini-
zoo.

We departed for Wings under another 

beautiful sky and commented on the 
unique mountains en route. They 
appear to have been formed by a huge 
hand, fingers wide spread, plowing the 
earth in a curved northeast-southwest 
pattern.  

We landed at Wings on a Friday 
morning. That final landing was one 
of those satisfying barely sensed 
touchdowns accompanied by the slight 
chirp-chirp of the wheels.

We had been blessed with a trouble-
free 6,800-air mile (11.5 mpg) trip 
with remarkably good weather, having 
done all that we hoped to do, and even 
added two additional stops.  Like all 
wonderful vacations, we did not want 
it to end. Fortunately, we had a busy 
Memorial Day weekend, including a 
catch-up Saturday in the office, to ease 
us back into reality.

Paul C. Heintz is a partner at 
Obermayer Rebmann Maxwell & 
Hippel, LLP in Philadelphia.  A 
pilot since a teenager, he is rated as 
an airline transport pilot and holds 
instrument instructor and glider pilot 
ratings and enjoys aerobatic flying.  
One of his areas of concentration is 
aviation law.
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Paul Heintz loads his cessna for another leg of his journey.


