FLYING FREE

An Interview With and Tribute To William Colemnan Bennett
(July 3, 1956 - July 25, 1996)

COMMENTARY BY JIM PALMIERI

I love hang gliding and everything associat-
ed with the sport. Nothing compares to a
two-hour soaring flight in big, fat, smooth
thermals or the camaraderie experienced in
the LZ after everyone has landed. The
friendships and relationships that I have
developed through hang gliding are an
important part of my life.

Sometimes there is tragedy associated
with the sport. It is difficult for me to
understand why a pilot is with us one day
and gone the next. If you are like me, los-
ing a friend, a fellow pilot, just plain hurts!

William Coleman Bennett, Bill, was
always a “Sky God” to me. As our Region
9 Director, Bill was involved in just about
all aspects of hang gliding in Virginia,
Maryland and the Washington, DC area.
It always seemed that if the wind was
blowing straight in, Bill would be set up
and ready ro launch or preparing to take a
student tandem. Bill Bennett was always
there for us.

During July, 1995, while at a
picnic/fly-in held by John Lane at Smith
Mountain Lake in Virginia, I asked Bill if
he would consent to be interviewed for

Hang Gliding magazine. When he agreed, 1

by Jim (Sky Dog) Palmieri

N,

sent him about 30 questions to answer.
He told me he would get it done but
would need some time. Bill was so busy
with hang gliding and hang gliding busi-
ness that I should have known that I
would not get his answers right away.
Every time [ saw Bill, he would apologize
for not having them, but would say, “I
really want to do the interview. [ have
been working on some of the questions.” I
felt like I was imposing on his valuable
time and Bill felt that
he was letting me
down on a commit-
ment he had made.
We both knew that if
it was a choice
between answering
some questions or fly-
ing, flying would
win.

During the July,
1996 picnic at Smith
Mountain Lake, Bill
and [ talked at length
about hang gliding, .
how he got into the in June, 1994.
sport, and how towing seemed to repre-
sent the future of hang gliding. I will

Bill Bennert preflighting the glider as he readies
to take Maggie Palmieri (authors wife) on a
tandem flight at Empire Mountain, Virginia

always remember sitting next to Bill under
a gray, overproducing cloud with a boat
and glider next to the dock. Bill seemed to
be more vibrant that day. He was in excel-
lent physical shape and was mentally
sharp. He seemed 10 years younger. I was
proud of what Bill had accomplished and
of what a giving person he was. I was
proud at that moment that Bill was my
friend.

We joked about the unfinished inter-
view and talked about ordering a new glid-
er for me. For some reason [ felt that if
bought a glider from Bill it would be bet-
ter than getting it somewhere else, as if he
would place a special magical spell on it
and I would secretly obtain some of his
outstanding flying skills. We all have our
lucky charms.

As [ left the picnic that Saturday night,
Bill gave me a good-bye hug. Our souls
had connected that afternoon. Little did I
know that it would be the last time I
would see him.

Upon hearing of his accident and death
I was devastated. I had lost a friend, a
good friend. Hang gliding has lost a caring
member. Our sport has suffered a great
loss.

After Bill's death I had lamented with
John Lane about how Bill had not finished
the interview and how difficult it was not
to have said good-bye to him. I guess we
say good-bye every time we meet. [ am not
good at dealing with death. T was too dev-
astated to attend Bill’s funeral. I celebrated
Bill Bennett’s life with a two-hour soaring
flight in an early evening wonderwind. It
just seemed appropriate. I also dedicated
our new book, Sky Adventures, Fantasies Of
Free Flight o Bill. It also seemed appropri-

S o =7 ate. [ shared my
feelings, as did
many pilots, on the
hang gliding
Internet forum.

On August 25,
1996, 1 received a
call from Bill’s sis-
ter, Leah Frank.
She had just read
all the postings
about her brother
on the Internet. She

L

had seen my post
about my flight and
about the unfin-
ished interview. She told me that the fami-
ly had found a partially completed inter-
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view. [ would like to share it with you.

UNFINISHED INTERVIEW
Bill, I have known you
since I first started hang
gliding. As our Regional
Director you seem to be
everywhere all the time.
You have made a great
impact upon the local fly-
ing community. I am not
sure that I know anyone
else who has given himself
to the sport of hang gliding
as you have. I would
appreciate it if you would
consent to be interviewed
for Hang Gliding maga-
zine so that others in our
[lying community could get
1o know you as we do in

Virginia. Who are you?

neer; all I was doing was following the lead
of others, and at the time [ was the only
enthusiast in my neck of the woods.

Jim, you asked about
my mentors. One indi-
vidual stands out who
played a major role in
my development as a
hang glider pilot. In
1978 a graduate student
at James Madison
University who had
moved up from North
Carolina began coming
over to my house and
flying my sites most
every weekend. Stu
Smith and I became
friends. I was awe-struck

by his skill as a pilot. He

Bill Bennett (left) and student, Alesia was never too busy to
(right) in Obio on July 25, 1996. This share his knowledge and

was Alesias first tandem flight (about experiences with a

My name is Bill Bennett.
I am 39 years old. [ am a teacher of
Middle School Technology Education and
have been a Master Pilot since February
22,1992. I am also the USHGA Director
of Region 9.

Bill Bennett is a well known name in hang
gliding on both coasts. Has this legacy fol-
lowed you?

I've taken a lot of good-natured flak over
the years because of this coincidental name
thing. It’s actually been quite amusing at
times. | remember talking to a Novice
pilot at the 1988 Nationals. After several
minutes I realized that she thought she was
talking to the famous “Uncle Bill” of Delta
Wing. When I straightened the matter out
she immediately got that “no free or
reduced-price glider” look of disappoint-
ment and went abourt her business. That
was just one of many instances of confu-
sion that have arisen because I happen to
have the same name as one of the pioneers
of the sport.

Do you have any notable mentors in the
sport and do you consider yourself a pio-
neer of hang gliding?

When I taught myself to fly in the isolated
mountain country of West Virginia, other
pilots were hard to come by. I read every-
thing I could get my hands on from bor-
rowed copies of the Southern California
Hang Gliding Association newsletter to
Dan Poynter's Handbook Of Sky Surfing
and Michael Markowski's Hang Glider

Bible. 1 don’t consider myself to be a pio-

three hours prior to Bill fatal crash).

novice. In the early
1980’s
Stu played an instrumen-
tal role in my gaining
employment as a member
of the Grandfather
Mountain Flyers. The
Grandfather Mountain
years were definitive in my
development as a pilot.
(Note: See letter addyessed
to Mr. Hugh Morton, a
month prior to Bills death.)
Bill, please describe your
[irst glider and your first
fights.

My first glider was a bam-
boo frame and plastic sail
design called the BATSO.
I purchased the plans from
Jack Lambie for $5.00. It
was the typical early
1970’s $30 standard. My
first training-hill flights
were just what you might
expect, ground skimming
with a good measure of
spills and thrills thrown
in. I look back on it now
and wonder how [ sur- .
vived without injury. Bill Bennete
1 lenow hang gliding plays
a major role in your life, but what other
pursuits are important to you?

I'm currently working on a Masters of
Education degree which, in addition to

my teaching, keeps me really busy. I enjoy
running and typically putin 15 to 20
miles per week. My other passion in life is
traditional Japanese karate training, which
has been part of my daily routine for over
23 years now. In this pursuit [ still find
time to teach children and adult classes for
the local Parks and Recreation
Department. I believe these activities help
me maintain a good level of fitness which
enables me to be more alert and responsive
while flying hang gliders.

1 kenow that you don’t consider yourself to
be a pioneer of the sport, but what role
have you played in establishing hang glid-
ing in your areas

I have pioneered quite a few sites and I
derive a great deal of inner satisfaction
from seeing people enjoying some of the
sites I had a hand in opening. For exam-
ple, the Spruce Knob site in West Virginia
took me four years of negotiations with
the U.S. Forest Service to open. I was
motivated to open the site because of its

Letter to Mr. Hugh Morton, Grandfather Mountain

Dear Mr. Morton,

It has been nearly 13 years since [ was a member of the
Grandfather Mountain Flyers and I want to thank you for the
wonderful opportunity that was presented to me then. There
are few experiences in life that can compare with those that I
enjoyed when I was on the Grandfather Team. I often think
about those days, the magical awesomeness of the mountain,
and the many wonderful and kind-natured people that I met
along the way. Of these things I have many happy memories
and some very sad ones as well. Sometimes, in the far-off dis-
tance of my memory, I can see my friend Stu Smith as clearly
as though he were here beside me. As often as not, I must dis-
miss these thoughts for the tears that they bring, and once
again I can see only the happy days when the mountain is
bathed only in warm sunshine and smiling faces. You provided
a great showcase for the sport of hang gliding as well as trea-
sured memories for many people. Wherever my travels take
me, a litdle of the spirit of Grandfather Mountain goes too.
Should I live to a ripe old age I shall consider those
Grandfather years to be among the finest of my life.

Again, thank you very much and please extend the
Grandfather Family my best wishes.

Very Truly yours,

3,000-foot vertical drop and because, on a
straight glide, I could land on my grandfa-
ther’s farm.

As one of the earlier pilots in my area, [

NOVEMBER 1996
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can remember the intense effort that went
into acquiring our sites, and from this per-
spective I would implore the newer pilots
among us to bear in mind that the cour-
tesy they show our landowners is a reflec-
tion upon everyone in the flying commu-
nity.

Would you please describe the numerous
hats you wear in hang gliding and in the
USHGA?

[ am very active within Region 9. As
Director T try to travel and fly with as
many different groups within the Region
as [ can. [ fecl strongly about knowing the
pilots in Region 9. This enables me to fair-
ly represent their concerns on the issues at
the USHGA Board meetings. | maintain
membership in the Mountaineer Hang
Gliding Association, the Central Virginia
Hang Glider Association, the Capitol
Hang Glider Association, and the
Maryland Hang Gliding Association
where 1 serve on their Board as Flight
Director. Other hats include functioning
as Examiner, Observer, Tandem Instructor,
AeroTow Supervisor and Tow
Administrator. | take pride in my
Instructor and Observer ratings because it
allows me to issue all hang gliding ratings.
We need more observers in the sport o
support up-and-coming pilots. It all keeps
me very busy but I do enjoy taking an
active roll.

Bill Bennett conducting an extensive preflight
in preparation to launch his new Swifi.

This was as far as Bill got in answering
the questions T sent him. As you can see,
he was not only dedicated to the sport but
truly in love with hang gliding and the
people associated with the sport. With
teared eyes and a saddened and heavy
heart, I present this partially completed
interview with Bill Bennett to you, the
readership of Hang Gliding magazine.
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Wherever you are Bill, I miss you and will
never forget you. You have changed the
way 1 have come to love our sport.

[Note: The following paragraph is excerpted
from a letter dated Friday, July 26, 1996
Sfrom D. Dean Leyerle, USHGA Insurance
and Membership Services, to Bill Frank, Bill
Bennetts brother-in-law.

Bill Bennett has been the Regional
Director for Region 9 since January 1,
1993. He has the following Special Skills:
Cliff Launch (CL), Flat Slope Launch
(ESL), Assisted Windy Cliff Launch
(AWCL), Turbulence (TUR), Restricted
Landing Field (RLF), Cross Country (XC)
and AeroTow (AT). Bill is also rated as
both a Foot Launch and Tow Launch pilot
and holds an AcroTug Pilot (ATP) rating
which is for the pilot in command of the
powered ultralight during an aerotow. Bill
also holds a Tow Administratorship with
which he can issue Tow Ratings and
AeroTug Pilot Ratings and which allows
him to appoint AeroTow Administrators.
His Fxaminership Rating allows him to
appoint other Observers. Bill Bennert has
been a member of our association since
March 25, 1980. On his inidial application
he indicated that he had been flying for
“several months” when he applied. He has
been a very active member of our associa-
tion in all issues both prior to and after
being elected Regional Director, especially
in the field of acrotowing, |

The author thanks Barbara S. Bennett, Leah
and Bill Frank, Maggie Palmieri, Claire and
Dennis Pagen, Gil Dodgen, Dean Leyerle,
Gene Matthews, John Lane, Randy
Newberry, Wayne Sayer, Felipe Amunategui,
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Dutscher Sterling, the Capital Hang Gliding
Association, the Central Virginia and
Southwestern Virginia Hang Gliding
Assoctations, the Mountaineer Hang Gliding
Association and the outpouring of support

Jrom all bis friends on the Internet and at the

many flying sites within Region 9, for malk-
ing this article possible.

Memories Of Bill Bennett
by Rancly Newberry,
as told to Jim (Sky Dog) Palmieri

Umpreen years ago, Bill and 1 launched
from the old Big Walker Mountain site
(near 1-77), and proceeded to get our butes
kicked as we headed down the ridge for a
lictle X-C. We were both flying the first
Sensors equipped with VG. Several times
we'd go slack in our harnesses, but thar’s
the way good days are sometimes. We sure
as hell did not want to go down and land
in this stuff. About 15 miles into this
flight T noticed Bill heading out to land.
This was not like him. He'd never give a
few rowdy thermals a second chought.

He was over the prison and I knew he
worked in the correctional system at that
time, so I thought maybe he knew some-
one there. Maybe he wanted a job applica-
tion. We carried CB radios in those days
which remind me of today’s cellular
phones. “Bill, where are you going?”
asked. “Static... mumble... static... more
mumbling... more static,” he replied. Well,
he looked like he was flying okay, so I kept
on going. Later that day my driver picked
me up with a note in his hand. “Pick up
Bill at Bland Correctional Farm. Hurry!”

It reminded me of all the movies I'd
ever seen in which someone was getting
out of prison. Our old pickup truck came

to a stop at the big iron gates and disap-
peared momentarily as the dust caught up.
As it cleared, the driver could feel every eye
in every tower trained on him and the
strange-looking cargo atop his truck. Did
they know who he was? Did they know
why he was there? Or did they think this
was a homemade cannon or maybe some
sort of battering ram about to bust
through the gates to release criminals with-
in?

Soon we could see two men walking
toward the gate. One was dressed in blue
jeans and a flannel shirt, carrying a large
gear bag, and the other was empty-handed
and wearing a suit. It must have been the
warden wishing this wayward soul good
luck, with a warning to keep his nose
clean. As the big gates squeaked and
swung open I almost expected Paul
Newman to come walking out. Bill shook
the man’s hand, waved good-bye to the
guards and walked out of there, head held
high. He threw his bag in the back,
climbed in the cab, and with a very serious
look on his face (Bill was good ar that)
said, “It’s good to be out.”

Bill later explained that the pip pin that
held the crossbar when the VG is in the
loose position must have popped out in
one of those fear-of-God-producing, ther-
mals (there is no such thing as an atheist
on a turbulent flight). He discovered this
when the VG string slipped out of his
hand and went zinging through the jamb
cleat all the way to the litde knot he had
tied in the end.

I didn’t get to see Bill very often, but
the memory of a visit with him would stay
with you for a while. If I live to be 90 T'll
still be able to see him coming through
those large iron gates. il
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Accident Reports

by Luen Miller, USHGA
Accident Review Chairman

Pilot (instructor): 40-year-old male
Experience: 20+ years, Master rat-
ing, Examiner,
Observer, Instructor,
Tandem Inscructor,
Tow Administrator,
Acrotow Supervisor, all
special skills
44-year-old male
17 years, Advanced,
Advanced Instructor,
all special skills includ-
ing foot/tow launch
and aerotow
Site: Gates Field,
Garretsville, Ohio

Pilot (student):
Experience:

Date: July 25, 1996

Glider: Pacific Airwave Double
Vision

Cause: Probable lockout on
aerotow

Injuries: Unknown/Fatal

Glider damage:  Unknown

Towing behind a Saber trike, the two
pilots began a tandem flight that was to be
part of a Tandem 1 sign-off. The student
was acting as pilot in command, with the
instructor as the passenger. Conditions
were reportedly calm, warm, very humid,
and post-frontal. The time was around
9:00 pMm.

After a normal roll-out that was slight-
ly extended by the trike pilot to allow the
tandem glider to achieve more airspeed
before liftoff; the flight began normally.
The trike pilot observed the g g]ldcl behind
him to be slightly low and slightly off line.
He reported the climb to be “a litdle slow,
but normal for the weight.”

Witnesses on the ground saw the glider
yaw slightly to the left some time soon
after it came off the dolly, remain slightly
off line, then begin to roll barder to that
side. At this point the tug pilot attempted
to release, couldn’t, and tried slowing to
let the glider catch up, then speeding up
to try to break the weak link. At some
point the glider cither seems to have
entered a hard, arcing locked-out turn
into the ground. There is a possibility that

the glider stalled in a steep turn as the line
or weak link broke. The maximum ali-
tude estimated for the steep turn ranges
from 50 to 150 feet.

The glider hit the ground hard ata
steep angle, left wing first. One pilot was
apparently killed on impact, the other
died a short time later.

ANALYSIS

Undil the investigation into this recent
incident is completed, we can only come
to some general preliminary conclusions.

The root cause of this incident seems
to be that the randem pilots couldn’ or
wouldn’t release when a problem devel-
oped, and that the tug pilot was also
unable to release the line from his end.
The student pilot was reportedly in con-
trol of the glider during launch, and
seems to have flown out of the range of
acceptable parameters. If he was unable or
unwilling to release, it was the responsibil-
ity of the tandem instructor to take over
and release the glider.

It will probably never be known
whether either glider pilot attempted to
release, so we can't comment on whether
they were following proper procedures. It
is possible the instructor chose to attempt
to fly out of the situation or allow the stu-
dent to do so. It will probably never be
known if the physical configuration of
pilot and passenger prevented the instruc-
tor from mkmg c‘onuol or if there was
some equipment problem with the glider.

If the glider pilot is unwilling or
unable to release, the tug pilot normally
should release the glider, and he attempt-
ed to. It was the eventual equipment fail-
ure (the release at the tug) that made the
situation instantly critical and was proba-
bly the immediate cause of the fatalities.

We have two more fatalities because a
glider couldn’t be released from tow.
AgQin, the fatalities occurred in a tmining
situation in which a student pilot should
reasonably not be expected to do every-
thing perfectly.

I have suggested in the past that we
need some method of automatically cut-
ting free a glider under tow that isnt
where it is supposed to be, and this is yet
another example of why we need such a

device. [ never imagined it would be two
highly experienced pilots who would die
for lack of such a system, let alone some-
one [ knew.

I am strongly recommending formal
review and analysis of releases and weak
link designs for all methods of towing by
the Towing Committee, and that recom-
mendations on adoption or improve-
ments be generated. I also strongly recom-
mend that the newly available Link Knife
be similarly examined and tested, and
consideration given to use of it or other
automatic line-cutting devices, especially
in training situations.

I believe that from preflight through
release we should have more standardized
procedures in towing. More stringent
parameters should be set for exactly how
far a glider is allowed to diverge from a
planned flight path before release by the
glider pilot, observer, or tug pilot becomes
an automatic reaction. And in many situa-
tions, such as training, the decision
should be raken out of the hands of the
pilot and release should be mechanically
effected.

Pilot: 41-year-old male

Experience: At least nine years,
Advanced

Site: Williams Peak, Colorado

Date: August 10, 1996, around
3:00 pm

Glider: Wills Wing RamAir 146

Cause: Failed aerobatics

Injuries: Head, internal

Glider damage: Broken left leading edge
near crossbar junction,
bent keel, broken king-
post, broken upper cable

After Jaunching and fying for about
an hour and a half the pilot flew toward a
large grassy field used as a landing zone.
Conditions were described as consisting of
“mid-afternoon thermals” and moderate
to strong turbulence, at altitude as well as
near the ground. The winds were of vari-
able direction and velocity, generally
north-northwest.

At an estimated height of several hun-
dred feet above m)und level the pilot per-
formed a wingover. He exited the
wingover into a dive of “extreme speed”
and lost most of his alttude. At only 200
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