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However,	Dad	was	upfront	with	me	about	the	risks	involved.	Firstly,	with	six	
weeks	to	go	before	takeoff,	the	plane	was	just	a	collection	of	sheet	metal	
and	boxes	of	rivets	and	wires	and	other	important	looking	things.	I	hoped	
they would all find their way to the right spot when it was all put together. 
This	was	the	schedule	because	in	a	little	over	seven	weeks	AirVenture	in	
Oshkosh,	Wisconsin,	USA,	would	start	and	we	needed	to	be	there	with	this	
plane.	It	would	be	painted	red	and	it	would	be	called	ZU-TAD.	

So	besides	the	fact	that	we	would	have	little	time	to	give	ZU-TAD	a	thorough	
testing,	other	 risks	 included:	 I	don’t	have	a	 licence;	Dad	 isn’t	 IFR	 rated,	so	
flying in the dark or through cloud cover was a no-go. Our survival immersion 
suits	would	only	keep	us	alive	for	a	very	short	time	if	we	came	down	in	the	cold	

Atlantic	Ocean	–	the	only	real	way	to	survive	until	we	were	rescued	by	boats,	
departing from the closest coastline, would be to climb into the inflatable life 
raft;	we	had	six	14	to	16	hour	legs,	three	of	those	would	be	over	the	Atlantic	
Ocean;	with	all	the	extra	fuel	and	gear,	the	plane	was	grossly	overweight.	

We	faced	other	possible	problems	and	risks	as	well,	but	they	were	smaller	
in	comparison,	so	I	won’t	list	them	here,	but	believe	me,	when	you	are	up	in	
the	sky	in	a	single-engine	plane	for	so	many	hours	over	nothing,	but	desert	
or sea, every little thing that could go wrong is magnified a hundred fold. 
One	thing	that	I	kept	thinking	about	was	the	fuel	transfer	pump.	It	is	a	simple	
switch	that	transfers	fuel	from	the	spare	tanks	in	the	wings	and	on	the	back	
seat	to	the	main	tanks	which	feed	the	engine.	There	is	no	backup	plan	if	that	
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transfer	pump	fails.	Such	a	small	and	simple	thing,	but	so	vital.	However,	I	have	some	of	my	
Dad’s	adventurous	spirit	and	I	was	never	going	to	turn	down	this	opportunity.	For	all	the	dangers	
there	were	three	reasons	we	had	to	do	it:	we	would	be	seeing	parts	of	the	world	to	which	neither	
of us had been before; we would be making this flight together, father and son and this trip would 
be	one	for	the	record	books.	

A	 dedicated	 team	 headed	 up	 by	 The	Airplane	 Factory’s	 Jean	 d’Assonville	 worked	 tirelessly	
night and day for the final weeks leading up to D-day to make the plane ready. It seemed like 
a	mishmash	of	order	and	chaos,	exact	science	and	magic.	Like	a	puzzle	being	built,	the	body,	
the	wings,	the	engine	and	the	electrics	came	together	and	the	plane	was	taken	to	the	sky	for	its	
maiden flight a couple of days before we were due to depart. 

The Sling is an amazing plane. It is a beautiful machine and just flies so well even when it has 
been put together at breakneck speed. D-day arrived and at 05h00 we were at Tedderfield airfield, 

packing the plane and making last minute checks. With a 14-hour flight to Luanda ahead of us 
we	needed	to	take-off	at	sunrise	to	get	to	Lanseria	International	and	clear	customs	as	quickly	as	
possible	in	order	to	land	in	Luanda	with	sunlight	to	spare.	However,	last	minute	checks	took	longer	
than	expected	and	so	did	customs.	Landing	in	the	dark	was	fast	becoming	inevitable.	

We	were	somewhere	over	Angola	heading	north-west	toward	Luanda	when	we	hit	turbulence	
and	two	hours	later	I	needed	medication.	That,	or	I	was	going	to	get	sick	in	the	plane.	The	trick	
of	focusing	on	the	horizon	had	run	its	course	and	nothing,	but	medicine	would	help	now.	It	was	
early afternoon on the first day and for the past few hours all we had seen on the arid wasteland 
below	us	were	a	couple	of	dirt	roads	that	ran	dead	straight	from	horizon	to	horizon	and	one	or	
two	small	villages.	By	small,	I	mean	tiny:	less	than	ten	mud	huts.	No	cars.	No	bars.

With	the	autopilot	on,	Dad	turned	around	 in	his	seat	and	stuck	his	head	 into	the	back	of	 the	
plane	to	search	through	the	luggage	for	the	medication.	He	said	it	was	in	one	of	his	bags,	but	in	
order	to	get	to	those	he	needed	to	clear	others	out	of	the	way	and	with	the	plane	being	as	tightly	
packed	as	it	was,	the	only	place	to	put	those	extra	bags,	which	were	in	the	way,	was	on	my	lap.	
So	one	by	one,	bags,	gear,	food	and	water	bottles	were	passed	to	me	and	placed	on	my	lap.	
Soon	my	view	to	the	front	was	blocked.	To	my	left	Dad	had	his	head	in	the	back	and	to	my	right	
was	the	wing	with	the	pale,	brown	land	below	and	the	hazy	blue	sky	above.

With	my	lunch	‘threatening	to	make	an	appearance	once	again’	I	shut	my	eyes	and	focused	on	
breathing	slowly	and	deeply.	It	was	helping,	so	I	kept	my	eyes	shut.	However,	I	soon	felt	the	
pressure	in	my	ears	building	up	and	I	thought	it	was	probably	because	of	my	sickness	or	the	
headsets	pressing	on	my	head	around	my	ears.	I	opened	my	eyes	and	out	the	window	I	saw	
land	where	there	should	have	been	sky.	We	were	banking	hard	to	the	right	and	dropping	fast.	
With	all	the	bags	on	my	lap	I	could	not	reach	my	control	stick	so	I	shouted	to	Dad	and	he	spun	
around	to	pull	us	up	and	bring	us	level	again.	We	think	that	one	of	the	bags	on	my	lap	must	have	
knocked	the	stick	and	deactivated	the	autopilot.	

Accra: Pilots’ shirts with epaulettes are more 
useful than passports in Africa
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Coming	in	to	land	at	Luanda’s	international	airport	was	a	tricky	one	as	we	
were both exhausted from the 14-hour flight. The sun was down, the air was 
thick	with	pitch	black	smog	and	the	city	had	so	many	bright	lights	everywhere	
we could not find the runway at first. However, once we found it, we landed 
without	 a	 hitch.	 Luanda	 is	 one	 of	 the	 most	 expensive	 cities	 in	 the	 world.	
People	say	this	 is	because	of	 the	oil	and	that	 is	 true.	Oil	 is	 free	there	–	 it	
hangs	 thick	 in	 the	air	as	 if	 you	were	 in	a	sauna	and	clings	 to	you	as	 if	 it	
has	nowhere	better	to	go.	Other	than	that,	there	is	no	reason	for	Luanda	to	
be	as	expensive	as	it	is.	It	is	a	city	of	crumbling	buildings,	rickety	cars	and	
thousands	of	pedestrians	everywhere.	However,	it	is	colourful	and	bustling	
with	energy.	We	arrived	late	on	a	Sunday	evening,	but	the	streets	told	the	
story typical of a Friday night – lots of traffic; young men drinking, chatting 
up	young	women	passing	them	by	and	music	playing	from	boom	boxes.	No	
Carte	Blanche	or	Sunday	night	movie	for	this	culture.	I	found	myself	drawn	to	
this	social	life,	but	I	was	put	off	by	the	glaring	poverty	and	decay.

The	oil	in	the	air	may	have	been	free,	but	at	the	pumps	it	certainly	wasn’t	and	
that reflected in all our other expenses as well. Our one night in Luanda cost 
us	US$1,500.	The	equivalent	of	R15,000.	Even	our	handlers,	the	company	
we	paid	to	help	us	at	the	airport	wanted	to	charge	us	$250	for	a	ten	minute	
taxi	drive	to	the	hotel.	We	managed	to	reduce	the	charge	to	$40.	

The flight to Accra in Ghana was a good one – 14 hours, without any problems 
and we were feeling good. Ghana seemed like a great place. The people were 
really	friendly	and	don’t	 try	to	rip-off	 the	tourists.	However,	our	stay	was	not	
without	problems	because	 the	airport	did	not	have	any	avgas	and	 the	only	
way	we	could	fuel	the	plane	was	by	carting	canisters	of	Mogas	back	and	forth	
from	a	small	 fuel	depot	about	a	mile	away.	With	my	knee	injury,	 I	could	not	
walk	without	crutches	so	I	could	not	help.	Mike	had	to	transport	most	of	the	

fuel	himself	by	carrying	it	or	carting	it	on	a	trolley	he	later	found.	It	took	about	
five trips with two to three 25 litre canisters each time. For a man nearing sixty 
years	of	age,	my	Dad	is	one	tough	soldier.	I	am	very	proud	of	him.

400	 litres	 later	 it	was	already	midday	and	Mike	decided	 instead	of	 taking	
off now and flying through the night, we would depart the following day. We 
spent the afternoon checking the engine, changing the oil filter and adjusting 
the	propeller	pitch.	

When Dad and I wore our pilots’ uniforms, customs officials did not give us 
a	second	glance.	We	would	walk	through	the	scanners	with	our	bags	on	our	
backs and set the red lights flashing and security would never stop us or 
question	us.	We	never	even	took	our	passports	out	of	our	pockets.	On	the	
one	occasion	we	went	through	without	our	uniforms,	we	were	stopped	and	
interrogated	for	an	hour	before	being	allowed	to	leave.	

The flight to Dakar in Senegal was uneventful. The weather was good and 
the	on-board	entertainment	was	fantastic	–	I	had	downloaded	a	number	of	
stand-up	comedy	shows	before	we	left	South	Africa.	The	autopilot	behaved	
itself,	keeping	us	straight	and	level	whilst	the	engine	never	missed	a	beat.	
This flight was also close on 14 hours and we landed with about three hours 
of	sunshine	left.	Dakar	looks	like	it	was	hit	by	a	bomb	about	thirty	years	ago	
and	has	never	been	restored	–	‘shells’	of	buildings	with	neither	windows	nor	
doors.	We	stayed	in	a	classy	hotel	and	ate	really	good	tasting	food	which	
unfortunately	later,	made	us	sick.

Not being well, the flight to the Azores was rough. We were both feeling 
miserable	and	very	low	on	energy.	With	seven	hours	behind	us	and	another	
six	to	go,	I	did	not	know	how	on	earth	we	were	going	to	make	it.	However,	

Leg 1 to Luanda: Busy cockpit Refuelling in Luanda

Finals at Dakar,  Léopold Sédar Senghor International Airport Day three and Mike is out of undies and socks
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to our great relief we did and never before have I felt so grateful to be on ‘terra firma.’ We 
crashed	out	in	soft	beds	in	a	good	hotel	and	slept	until	late	the	next	morning.	By	late,	I	mean	
09h00.	Every	other	morning	we	were	waking	up	anywhere	between	04h30	and	05h30	which	
was	starting	to	weigh	heavily	on	us.

Needing	to	take	it	easy,	we	spent	the	morning	walking	through	the	village	on	the	island	of	Santa	
Maria,	taking	in	the	quaint	sights	and	chatting	to	the	locals.	In	the	afternoon	we	prepared	for	
the following day’s flight, the one leg of the trip that was always going to be the toughest for us. 
16	hours	non-stop	over	the	Atlantic	ocean	with	nowhere	to	which	to	divert	if	we	encountered	a	
problem.	On	top	of	that,	we	knew	we	would	face	strong	headwinds	all	the	way	and	the	airport	at	
which	we	intended	landing	on	the	Canadian	coast	was	three	hours	away	from	any	other	airport,	
which	meant	that	diverting	due	to	bad	weather	was	not	an	option.	

It was the flight that always lingered at the back of my mind and the night before we took off 
neither of us slept as well as we would have liked. We filled up the wings with 300 litres, a 150 
litre	tank	on	the	back	seat,	a	25	litre	canister	behind	the	pilot’s	seat	and	managed	to	put	another	
two	canisters	of	20	litres	each	into	the	rear	of	the	plane.	All	in	all	we	had	515	litres	and	with	the	
weight we were carrying it was enough for 19 hours of flight. We took off and put our lives in the 
weather	forecast,	our	helpers	Sias	and	Andrew	Pitman,	but	mostly	in	the	reliability	of	the	115	HP	
Rotax	engine	and	the	ingenious	design	of	the	Sling	4.	Dad	and	I	were	delighted	that	none	of	the	
aforementioned	let	us	down.

As	the	sun	was	touching	base	we	approached	St	John’s	in	Newfoundland.	The	problem	was	
there	was	a	 thick	blanket	of	cloud	covering	 the	coastline	and	we	couldn’t	see	the	city	or	 the	
airport.	We	wanted	to	come	in	under	the	clouds,	but	the	Approach	Command	would	not	allow	
us to fly in so low until we were descending to land. So we had to rely on our instruments, 
something	with	which	neither	of	us	were	too	comfortable,	as	 I	am	not	a	pilot	and	Dad	 is	not	
IFR	rated.	However,	we	did	it	nonetheless,	as	we	did	not	have	any	other	choice	and	once	we	
were	low	enough	and	had	broken	through	the	clouds,	the	runway	was	in	front	of	us	lit	up	like	a	

Sunset and storms ahead over the Atlantic. Another night landing is inevitable.

Nonstop admin: Flight plans, landing fees, parking fees, runway lights, hotel                
for the night... The list goes on.
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Christmas	tree.	Dad’s	landing	was	brilliant.	The	joy	of	being	on	solid	ground	
this	time	was	even	better	than	when	we	had	landed	in	the	Azores.

The Canadian customs’ officials were amazed at our plane and the flight 
we	had	just	completed.	They	had	their	photographs	taken	with	us	and	the	
following day more officials were there taking more photographs and telling 
us	how	awesome	was	the	Sling	and	how	brave	we	were.	I	had	to	agree!

From the outset and for the first 12 hours the flight from St John’s in Canada 
to Green Bay in the US, did not pose any problems. However, with two hours 
to	go,	once	we	had	crossed	Lake	Michigan	and	entered	the	state	of	Michigan	
we	were	confronted	with	a	storm	that	spanned	all	the	way	across	the	sky.	
The only way to reach Green Bay International Airport where the customs’ 
officials were expecting us was to fly under the clouds. 

At first it was not too bad. A bit of drizzle and still enough light through the 
clouds to see. As we flew we spotted radio masts: tall spindles with flashing 
lights	on	them.	However,	as	we	continued	we	found	that	some	of	the	masts	
did not have any lights and were difficult to see as our windscreen was being 
pelted	with	heavy	rain	and	the	sun	was	going	down.	With	very	little	light,	rain	
pouring	on	our	windscreen	and	being	pushed	lower	and	lower	to	the	ground	
by	 the	 thick	clouds	we	became	 increasingly	aware	of	how	tall	 these	radio	
masts were. Some reached into the sky, higher than our flight level and as 
most	did	not	have	any	lights,	we	needed	to	land	immediately.	

We were no longer concerned with customs, but for our lives. We flew through 
these	conditions	for	approximately	15	minutes,	the	longest	15	minutes	of	my	
life,	keeping	our	eyes	peeled	for	these	near	invisible	pillars	of	steel	coming	
past our wings and eventually we put down at a small airfield. This was not 

our	intended	destination,	but	it	bore	out	the	expression:	‘Any	port	in	a	storm!’	
This	 landing	surpassed	all	others.	We	were	so	grateful	 to	be	down	safely.	
Dad	and	I	were	both	shaken	up	by	the	experience	and	then	had	the	worry	of	
being	kicked	out	the	country	for	landing	illegally	and	not	clearing	customs.	

As	it	was	very	late	already,	we	made	it	to	a	Holiday	Inn	and	around	noon	the	
next day two border patrol officers came to check us out. They validated our 
story	with	the	weather	reports	and	found	us	innocent	of	breaking	the	law	so	
they	stamped	our	passports	and	let	us	go.	Quite	a	relief.

As	 soon	 as	 we	 could,	 we	 took	 off	 and	 headed	 for	 Oshkosh.	 It	 was	 an	
amazing	feeling	coming	in	to	land	at	the	biggest	airshow	in	the	world	where	
thousands	 of	 planes	 were	 parked	 on	 the	 ground	 below	 us.	 We	 had	 an	
incredible	welcome	from	the	 large	South	African	group	and	 it	did	not	 take	
long	to	make	many	new	friends.

It	 blew	 my	 mind	 to	 see	 the	 amazing	 aerobatics,	 the	 old	 war	 birds,	 the	
custom	builds,	 the	Harrier,	Jet	Man,	AirVenture	museum	and	the	hordes	
of	people	from	all	over	the	world.	I	have	been	looking	forward	to	going	to	
Oshkosh since I was very young when my Dad first started going. It was 
an	 incredible	week	and	 it	exceeded	all	my	expectations.	 I	am	 incredibly	
proud of my Dad for designing and building the Sling 4 that flew us half 
way	around	the	world	and	I	will	be	eternally	grateful	that	he	took	me	with	
him	on	this	trip.

The	 second	 part	 of	 this	 adventure	 about	 our	 week	 in	 Oshkosh	 will	 be	
published	in	the	December	edition	of	African	Pilot	and	the	third	in	the	series	
will be that of James and Andrew Pitman’s flight back to South Africa after a 
week-long	stopover	in	England.

Immersion suits should increase life expectancy in the water 
from 15 minutes to an hour in the North Atlantic

A long day ahead over the Atlantic to  the Azores

Relief and excitement 
at Whittman Regional
Airport

Nothern Canada is filled with water


