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The weather was low. After my wife and I buckled in, I started up and got the ATIS – 300 & 1. Not the lowest I have flown, but low enough to warrant a little extra care. I got my clearance, and after lining up on the runway, made a final check. Mixture – rich, pumps – off, lights – on, flaps – 10. All looked right and I pushed the throttle to the wall. 65 knots, rotate. Positive rate, gear up, and into the clag. Through 400, flaps, up. Through 500, a little roll right so a little left aileron. Roll continues, the cockpit rolling further right. More aileron…. Did the AI fail? No, the TC is leaning right the Sandel HSI is spinning left indicating a steep right turn. Through 600 the VSI goes negative and the AI shows almost 90 degrees of bank. FULL left aileron, yoke to the stop and we’re still going over! The VSI plunges, the altimeter starts to unwind and I could swear we’re inverted. WHAT THE HELL IS HAPPENING?? Through 300, 200, 100,

THUMP!

It’s suddenly quiet. Not because we’re at the bottom of a smoking hole a half mile off the departure end of the runway but because we’re sitting (albeit at an odd angle) in the only full motion, single engine simulator in the country. We’re also not at Flight Safety or Simcom but at a little outfit called Flight Level Aviation Inc. located on a little airport in Waynesburg, PA, a small picturesque town tucked into the southwestern corner of the state.

The irony of just getting here is striking. Here I am, flying in from New York to check out what might be, arguably, the most advanced flight training device of its type and the airport it’s sited on is a VFR only field! Furthermore, the weather outside is low overcast with thunderstorms embedded in the clag so I had to fly into nearby Connellsville PA for the localizer approach there and finish my journey in a Volvo owned by the proprietor of this operation one Richard Kaplan, M.D., A.M.E., C.F.I.I. The car ride did give me an opportunity to learn a little about Dr. Kaplan. He’s a New York boy who grew up, got his M.D. and decided that small town living beat the big city. He has a Physical Therapy practice but has also been giving flight instruction for years. Recently, he decided to bring single engine training to the next level.

Most instrument rated pilots have spent some time learning procedure either while sitting in a stationary Frasca 141 or maybe at a table top PCATD (Personal Computer Aided Training Device). The problem with all these devices is that they lack reality. There are no visuals, no motion and not even any realistic sounding noise! You can learn procedures but you can’t really learn to fly. Dr. Kaplan contracted with Aviation Simulation Technology of Lenexa, Kansas, manufacturers of FAA qualifiable level 3 – 5 – 6 flight training devices and had them build a level 3 device with the single engine piston driver in mind.

The full motion base uses electrically actuated jackscrews rather than the hydraulic pistons that move the turbine Sims, but to the pilot inside the box, the difference is meaningless. Once inside, with the base activated, you feel the rumble of an engine, the takeoff roll and the pitch and yaw of an aircraft as you rotate off the “runway”.

The training scenarios are almost as varied as the human imagination. Just about anything that could happen in an airplane, could happen in this simulator. The situation described at the beginning of this piece was repeated three times and each time I was unable to come up with the correct response. It was only after Dr. Kaplan slowly walked me through the sequence of events that I began to realize that this was the result of a “split”, or asymmetric flaps situation; an event where one set of flaps retracted and the other stayed in the extended position. It took numerous tries to discover the correct response. It was to reduce power so as to reduce P factor and propwash over the control surfaces, and keep airspeed as low as possible to further control aerodynamic forces over the airframe. It was then possible to fly straight and, with an appropriate wind, even make shallow turns in the direction of the jammed control surface. Utilizing this method, I was ultimately able to return to the “airport” for an ugly, but survivable, landing. As for the reality quotient, after struggling for over an hour with a cockeyed, out of trim, unstable “airplane” that refused to remain upright, I staggered out of: “the box” as queasy and ill feeling as any set of unusual attitude maneuvers ever left me.

You can’t do this stuff in an airplane, but it’s stuff that could very well save your life. Even if you fly one of the Cherokee family and assume split flaps can’t happen with your simple, manual flaps, how about a dead-stick approach to near mins from 15000 feet… or a wake turbulence roll. Dr. Kaplan’s simulator (or FTD to be precise) can allow you to experience these situations and learn how to overcome them more safely AND more quickly than in an airplane.

Before going into more of the really good stuff you can learn in this device, let’s get the nits picked and out of the way. The field of vision is only about sixty degrees as opposed to the full panoramic view you get out of a real airplane and when you first start up the sim, the visuals seem a bit “cartoonish”. Dr. Kaplan actually advised me during the drive from Connellsville that this would be the case but also informed me that after a half-hour or so I would acclimate to the view out the front. Quite frankly, this is what actually happened. By the time I had spent some time trying to overcome numerous failures and anomalies I was able to put the minor hardware shortcomings aside and was concentrating on “flying” the thing. 

As the owner/operator of a turbocharged aircraft I am loath to make sudden power cuts to simulate engine failure. As such, I don’t get enough practice at dead-stick approaches and landings. Dr. Kaplan’s FTD now allows me to learn many of the various engine out scenarios that might occur. I am of the school of thought that altitude is my friend. We’re all taught this but I am amazed at the number of pilots I speak to who normally fly at altitudes only a few thousand feet AGL! I routinely put as much air between me and the ground as is practical but, quite frankly, never really practiced what I would actually DO with all that altitude in the event of a total power loss, especially in IMC. Upon the total loss of power the pilot is to trim for best glide. In the case of Dr. Kaplan’s “almost C210” FTD, 85 KIAS is the number. At this speed the rate of descent is about 900 FPM. Figuring that at 85 KIAS you’re doing something better that 1 ½ miles per minute (after allowing for TAS at altitude) you need to allow for travel of slightly more than 1 ½  miles for each thousand feet of altitude. An interesting scenario that we played with was a loss of power directly over an airport at 15,000 feet in IMC. It sounds easy but I found that the hardest part of the exercise was to glide AWAY from the field so as to set up for a straight in approach as depicted on the multiple GPS systems in the panel. We used the Garmin 430 because it has a VNAV function that gives a constant rate of descent necessary to make the runway based on groundspeed and GPS derived altitude. This feature, incidentally, is available on Garmin handhelds, as well. At 15,000 feet, you have more than fifteen minutes before the rubber hit’s the runway (or rocks or water) with the prop windmilling. It’s a really tough quarter hour. I consistently kept turning inbound, towards the airport, too soon because some part of me insisted that gliding too far away from a runway was dangerous. Actually, staying too close caused me to have to set up dangerous rates of descent with the attendant higher airspeeds causing a much faster closing rate necessitating a steeper angle of descent causing still higher airspeeds causing…. Well you get it. The end result was an overshoot on each approach although I did get a little closer with each attempt.

Whatever your particular concern or “failure fear” is, the sim can help you learn the appropriate response and then practice that response until it is second nature. I know all the ways to cope with runaway trim but I’ve never had the experience of having to first diagnose and THEN deal with this particular problem. I’ve learned and discussed the appropriate response to an engine failure on takeoff but, of course, have never actually performed the sequence of steps necessary in such a situation. All this and much, much more is part of the extensive syllabus offered by Flight Level Aviation.

One thing NOT offered in the syllabus but that might be of interest to those of us with reluctant flying mates and partners, is a “pinch hitter” course in the sim. Many of my pilot friends are going through life with mates that refuse to share their passion for flying. My wife, who will fly anywhere with me, hold heading and altitude on request, tune radios, back up my instrument scan on approaches and understands the Air Traffic Control System better than most pilots would love to learn to land the aircraft but is horribly afraid of actually doing so. In the course of twenty minutes, Dr. Kaplan was able to set up three separate approaches to landing and by attempt number three, wifey was able to get the “airplane” on the ground and, at least, walk away from the wreckage. With an additional couple of hours and then some time in an airplane, we are both now convinced that she could actually master landings. This will give her a new sense of comfort. In the case of a pilot’s “significant other” who is afraid to even get in the airplane, this might open a whole new dimension of travel and recreation that was out of the question until now!

Flight Level Aviation offers a wide assortment of pricing and scheduling plans to fit most any budget and personal schedule. A full day in the simulator (ten hours, including eight in the box) is only $500.00 Bring a buddy and split the day at only $375.00 each. A half-day all by yourself is only $300.00. Some interesting combinations are available. A $400.00 BFR package is available. For that sum you get two hours in the sim, one hour in Dr. Kaplan’s extremely well equipped P-210 and, assuming you demonstrate proficiency, a BFR and IPC signoff. Dr. Kaplan will even give you your class two or three physical for only sixty-five bucks and then apply that amount towards sim training if you so desire!

 Should you be unable to get to Waynesburg (KWAY) in your own aircraft, it is about midway between Pittsburgh, PA and Morgantown, WV either of which offer numerous commercial connections and Dr. Kaplan, a most gracious host, will be glad to pick you up. If you would like a multi-day sim session, the good doctor will arrange inexpensive lodging and direct you to all the good eateries in the area. He can be reached at: Flight Level Aviation, Inc., 60 Stockton Avenue, Uniontown, PA, 15401. Telephone (724) 880-2948 or at his web site, www.flyimc.com.

I make it a point to fly with my favorite CFII at least twice a year just to let him beat me up and test my mettle in the airplane. Given that I’m always looking to improve my proficiency the best way I know how to, it appears that I will now have to give a day or two of my life each year to Dr. Kaplan as well.

