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The intrepid 
entrepreneurs of the 
Sling Aircraft Factory 
have done it again.

SLING HIGH 
WINGS

- Epic Adventure 
to Oshkosh

Heading north to Luanda.
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THE WORLD HAS BEEN CLAMOURING 
to see the Sling High Wings, and the obvious 
place to show them off is at the annual EAA 
AirVenture at Oshkosh.  However, Covid got in 
the way. Plans to fly the prototype ‘nosedragger’ 
to Oshkosh in 2021 had to be abandoned at the 
last minute due to the Covid Delta Variant, which 
broke out just weeks before departure.

In the intervening year, the factory was busy 
with a build assist programme to complete 
two High Wings for the 
American market – and 
one is a taildragger. So the 
perfect opportunity arose to 
complete and fly – not just 
one, but three Sling High 
Wings to Osh. 

The two American aircraft 
featured N-Registrations 
and proved the 
principle that from the 
FAA perspective, you can build an N-Reg 
experimental plane in Johannesburg and fly it 
back to the USA upon completion. The aircraft 
had to meet all of the US requirements - which 
included having a US Designated Airworthiness 
Representative inspect the plane prior to first 
flight.

The three aircraft on the epic journey were: 

ZU-SHW – the factory ‘Development Prototype’ 
Sling High Wing, piloted by James Pitman and 
his friend, Matt Cohen. The aircraft was modified 
to allow for hands-only flying as Matt had lost 
the use of his legs in a motorcycle accident 
some years ago;

N915HW – the first Sling High Wing delivered 
to a customer (in kit form) and assembled 

by its American owner, Linda 
Sollars, at the Sling factory in 
Johannesburg. N915HW was 
piloted by Linda and Mike Blyth;

N669JP – the first Sling High 
Wing Taildragger kit delivered 
to a customer, assembled by 
its owner, JP “The Candourist” 
Schulze, also at the Sling 
factory in Johannesburg, and 
piloted by JP and his Australian 

cameraman mate, William.  

Matt Cohen is a recent PPL; Linda Sollars is an 
ATP who flies Airbus A320s for Jet Blue, and 
JP Schulze is a veteran of many long, hard 
flying and camping journeys, including a global 
circumnavigation in a Cessna 210 (see “Beyond 
Borders” on Discovery Plus or Amazon Prime.

The race 
against  
t ime was 
now on

Last minute goodbyes at Tedderfield.

Text: Guy Leitch • Images: Sling Aircraft
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The Planning

The hoped-for departure date had been Sunday 
10 July 2022. This would have given the three 
intrepid crews plenty of time to enjoy the journey. 
But the inevitable hassles and delays pushed the 
eventual start date out by a week – to Sunday 
17 July. The race against time was now on for 
them to get to AirVenture before the show ended 
on Sunday 30 July.

Although James Pitman and Mike Blyth are old 
hands at these ultra-long flights – including a 
number of Around-the-World (ATW) expeditions 
– they decided that they wanted to minimise risk 
and fly shorter legs – and only in daylight. 

The route choice and timing considered: 
weather, distance, speed, convenience – and of 
course, pilot pleasure. After much debate, the 
final route chosen was: Johannesburg – Luanda 
(Angola) – Accra (Ghana) – Praia (Cape Verde) 
– Seawell (Barbados) – Nassau (Bahamas)   – 
Fort Lauderdale (Florida, USA) – Oshkosh 
(Wisconsin, USA) (see table).

It was agreed that the three planes would fly the 
journey in a loose formation of three. Speaking 
from experience, retired airline pilot Chalkie 
Stobbart, advised, “On our 2003 flight to KOSH, 
we all agreed that if one pilot said he was 
unhappy to depart, then nobody departed. No 
pressure, no loss of face, no repercussions.”

The route - as it was planned!

The route plan - as at 25 July.
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Reflecting the large cabin size of the High 
Wings.

For safety, and for the vicarious pleasure of 
those watching with bated breath back home, 
each plane was equipped with an IndigoDUO 
Hybrid Satellite Tracking and Messaging 
Device. This enabled live tracking. Also, each 
pilot carried a Garmin 
InReach ELT just in case 
a rescue at sea became 
necessary!

The Massive Overload

The earlier Sling 2 and 
4s used on the Around-
the-World (ATW) trips 
had shown themselves 
to be phenomenally capable load haulers, but 
the Sling TSi has a newer faster wing with a 
slightly lower lift profile. How it would cope with 
the massive overload required for this epic 
adventure was an open question. 

In the planning for the flight, James said, 
“It remains to be seen just how heavy we 

end up with ferry tanks, emergency gear 
and so on, and just exactly how that affects 
aircraft performance. The Sling High Wing 
cruises at 145 KTAS at FL100 burning 28 Lt/
hr. “For conservative planning, I proceed on 
the assumption that we'll cruise at 135 KTAS 
burning 33lph. And ideally we'd like to fly 

between FL085 and FL125. In the 
early, heavier stages it generally 
makes sense to fly lower, where 
the air is thicker, but these turbo 
engined aircraft do better at 
altitude.”

Asked how the Sling High Wings 
would cope with having to ditch 
in the sea, James explained, “As 
far as ditching’s concerned – it 
seems each man has a different 
view. Mine is that I’d only use the 

whole aeroplane parachute as a last measure 
– for example if it were a very dark night, or 
perhaps in the event of a mid-air collision. But in 
a controlled glide, I’d choose to land as gently 
as possible on the water. And in a high wing 
aeroplane, it feels to me as if it’d be first prize 

in case a 
rescue at  

sea became 
necessar y

Typical cruise - 85% throttle, 31lph, 130 KTAS, 13 knots from behind.
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to nose over and have the plane end up on her 
back – easier to exit with the fuselage out of the 
water, and she should float for hours, if not days, 
with a comfortable deck on the underside of the 
wings to bask in the sunshine.”

Last Minute Frenzy

A week before the scheduled departure, there 
was an air of controlled haste at the factory. 
Systems were checked and rechecked, flight 
permissions applied for, emergency equipment 
stowed, bags packed and goodbyes started. 

James wrote, “But of course, nothing ever 
happens quite as quickly as the planning of it 
provides for - we're still waiting for overflight and 
landing from Angola and Ghana, we're dotting 
I's and crossing T's, completing required flight 
hours and using a few extra days to fine tune 
every last detail. It does feel a little like the calm 
before the storm!”

With the planning done and the 40-hour test 
flying of the two N-reg planes proceeding apace, 
JP Schulze said, “We are pulling a lot of late 
nights but there's a spirit amongst everyone 
here at Sling right now, a tremendous sense of 
unity. I cannot express how impossibly hard it 

has been to build these three airplanes in such 
a short time in the wake of the pandemic. The 
parts and components shortage has made this 
an unreal challenge and the team here at Sling 
have demonstrated a logistics masterclass. I am 
in awe of the talent here.”

Time flew by and the pressure to depart 
increased. James wrote, “We're now 5 days 
behind our initial planned departure date. 
Preparing three planes is of course thrice 
the work of one. It’s been an emotional roller 
coaster – every time we take stock and realise 
we need another day; my heart sinks. Then, an 
hour later, I’m bathed in relief that we’ll leave 
more prepared and ready to face what comes. 
Obviously full preparedness and safety are the 
non-negotiables, arriving on the first day of Osh 
is only a nice to have.”

The Epic Adventure

Finally – almost a week behind schedule they 
were as ready as they could hope to be and 
they took off from Tedderfield for the short hop 
across Johannesburg to Lanseria International 
Airport where they fuelled to the brim and 
cleared customs in preparation for an early start 
on the Sunday.

All dressed-up for the first overwater flight - to Accra.
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Day 1: Lanseria to 
Luanda

On Sunday morning, 
17 July, James noted, 
“The aircraft are fully 
de-snagged and ready 
to go, we pilots are 
emotionally settled, and 
the trade winds look fair.”

They had agreed to 
compress the flying 
schedule: To fly JHB-
Luanda-Accra-Cape 
Verde in three days 
(Sunday, Monday, 
Tuesday). Then 
rest Wednesday, fly 
Thursday to Barbados, 
rest Friday, fly Saturday 
to Bahamas, rest Sunday and fly Monday to 
North Carolina. Tuesday, 26 July, we fly into 
Oshkosh. But of course, we’ll take things as they 
come, and review as we go.”

The 1321nm flight from Lanseria to Luanda was 
happily uneventful. They had 
a tailwind, conversations over 
the radio, laughed and listened 
to lots of music. 

They had to fix a broken brake 
line on landing in Luanda 
and paid a LOT of money 
to refuel. But then they hit 
the first immovable wall of 
bureaucracy.

Day 2: Luanda

James reported, “We are very unlikely to get out 
of Luanda tomorrow morning, unless the permits 
come through very first thing. More likely we'll 
leave for Accra early Tuesday, then we hop on 
to Cape Verde Wednesday, Barbados Thursday 
or Friday. It does all feel like quite a long way!”

Day 3: Luanda to Accra

The clearances came through in time for them 
to leave for Accra at 0630Z Tuesday morning. 

Stuck on the ground in Luanda, they had made 
the most of the day. James 
reported; “We walked more 
than 15km, swam, had steak 
and chips on the beach washed 
down with beer, worked out a 
bit at the outdoor gym and saw 
the sights. Vibrant, dirty, lots of 
building, open sewers, brand 
new Landcruisers, abandoned 
cars, volleyball on the beach, 
artisanal fishermen, home-made 

wheelbarrows, very expensive restaurants, 
hustlers, markets, stray dogs, wine shops, shiny 
glass, shirtless kids and shanty-towns.”

Tuesday’s 1179nm leg to Accra was entirely 
over water. Mike Blyth writes; “It’s an exhilarating 
yet daunting experience to fly long distances, 
particularly on the ocean crossing legs. The 
takeoff is always the most stressful because we 
are a bit nervous and hyped-up for the flight, but 
also because the aircraft is at its heaviest being 

they 
wanted to 
minimise 

r isk

Still dark takeoff from Cape Verde.
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full of fuel. To add to the stress, the takeoff is 
sometimes in the dark and usually directly over 
built-up areas where there is little chance for an 
emergency landing.”

Day 4: Accra

In Ghana, they once again had to confront 
obdurate bureaucracy. James reported; “Ghana 
must be one of the friendliest countries on earth. 
Just about everybody is nice – even the person 
telling you you’re not allowed to do whatever it 
is you want to be doing. But it is quite structured 
– and you can’t get away with doing what you’re 
not allowed to. One of those things is to take car 
fuel onto the Kotoki International Accra airport, 
despite the fact that there’s no Avgas. 

So in our case, we lost a day, but found 
someone who had some avgas (at US$8.50 a 
litre) – very old, but properly sealed and actually 
100% perfect, water and corrosion free and 
serviceable. We got two of the aircraft filled, 
siphoning from 44 gallon drums on the back 
of a bakkie. That was until the Ghana Airports 
Company had a cadenza because there was 
no fire-engine present. So US$250 and an hour 
later, we could resume. Then it was discovered 
that the supplier (a reputable flight handling 
business) had relinquished its license to supply 
fuel on the airport 18 months previously. The 
fuel was being illegally supplied, plus there was 
no certificate of origin. So we were stopped mid-
stride. 

So we returned to the hotel for a swim and 
food. Later in the evening we were told that the 
lawyers had decided that, if we provided written 
confirmation, on letterhead paper, an indemnity 
and confirmation that the person signing the 
indemnity letter had the required authority to 
bind the operator, we would be allowed to 
complete the process and leave. Being a lawyer 
I whipped that up, we returned to the airport and 
were done fuelling by 21h00 or so, exhausted 
and stressed out. 

Day 5: Accra to Praia

The bureaucracy of flight clearances over 
Africa added to the risks inherent in this epic 
adventure. Instead of flying over the ‘bulge of 
Africa’ to Cape Verde they headed out over the 
sea and added substantially to their distance. 

The 1663nm from takeoff in Accra to touchdown 
in Praia took 13 hours, but the real effort 
had been in getting it all set up. One of the 
considerations was that they needed to leave 
Accra at 06h00 if they were to get to Praia 
before dark.

The bureaucratic battle had continued long into 
the night. At 23h00, they were informed that 
one formation flight plan was not good enough. 
So they prepared another three plans and 
emailed them through. Despite confirmations 
and promises, they weren’t filed, which they only 
discovered when they tried to leave at 06.00Z. 
Luckily, in Ghana, you can file an international 
flight plan and depart immediately, so 20 
minutes and lots of swearing later, they were on 
their way.

Praia - Loading Mogas for the planes.
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The flight to Praia provided the three planes with 
a lot of fun flying through, around, under and 
over some clouds. They made it into Praia 40 
minutes before sunset. Again the locals were 
super friendly, but sticklers for the rules and 
slow. And again - no Avgas. 

Day 6:  Praia, Cape Verde

They took a day off in Praia to rest, wash 
clothes, eat, drink and relax. They found Cape 
Verde lovely, though stark and isolated. “People 
are super friendly, strange mixture of Island, 
Africa and Europe. Really quite sophisticated in 
many ways, but not in others. Great music, great 
vibe, great people, great restaurants." 

The timetable had now slipped by three days. 
They were now headed for Barbados on the 
Saturday. 

Day 7: Praia to Barbados

Saturday was the BIG day. They faced a 
massive 2101nm over the vast empty Atlantic, 
from Africa to Barbados. 

Discussing the fuel requirements for this, the 
longest sector, James wrote, “The high wings 
are flying incredibly well. Standard (A) tanks are 
99 litres per wing. “Standard” long range (B) 
tanks are another 25 litres per wing. A transfer 
pump pumps from B’s to A’s in flight. For the trip 
we’ve put another two inter-connected 160 litre 
“C” tanks into the rear of each of the planes. So 
that’s 568 litres overall."

“With two pilots, clothes, emergency equipment, 
food and drink, documentation, Matt’s 
wheelchair and the like, you can imagine that 
the planes are pretty heavy. But they fly fine, 
and the Garmin autopilots are incredible. Heavy 
like this, they initially fly at 126 to 128 KTAS, 
burning 33 lph. Later in the leg, they are using 30 
lph at more than 140 KTAS. Flight endurance, 
flying cautiously, is therefore just about 18 hours, 
which gives a no-wind range of conservatively, 
2 250 nm. It’s 2 100 nm from Praia to Barbados. 
And the wind reliably howls from east to west, 
so it’s not an unreasonable proposition.”

Mike Blyth writes; “Although we were airborne 
an hour before sunrise, it wasn’t without the 
last-minute running around to pay extra fees 
and make changes to the flight plan. Once we 
were up and away, we could enjoy the pre-dawn 

Across the pond - short final into Barbados.
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sights with the lights of the town and the shiny 
sea below us. One advantage of flying at night 
is it’s much easier to see each other in the dark 
because of the nav and strobe lights flashing 
away in the black sky. As the sun rose, we flew 
past a huge volcano which was the last sight of 
land for the next 13 hours.”

With favourable tailwinds, the flight took 14.5 
hours, enabling them to land with still an hour’s 
daylight left. They enjoyed an average tailwind of 
30 knots and the weather was mostly excellent.

For those who wondered about ships – and 
their body needs, Mike noted in his journal, “The 
flight across the Atlantic was long and tiring but 
uneventful. Inside the cockpit, we generally sit 
still, but move to relieve aches from sitting and 
to get things out the back like food or bottles to 
pee into. Linda had more of a challenge than 
I did when it came to peeing. In the end, she 
turned around and did it travelling backward 
at 150 knots while I looked away to give her a 
sense of privacy.”

“On some of the legs over the sea, we have 
seen a ship or two far below and for a moment, 
the thought goes through your head that you 
could actually get rescued out in the middle of 

the Atlantic. But on this sector there were none, 
just the dark blue big wave sea with a prominent 
white horse to remind us of the strong winds 
below."

The Sling High Wings' turbocharged engine 
likes flying high but in reply to a question about 
whether they use oxygen, James said “We don't 
use oxygen as its too heavy and too much of 
a mission, though Linda's plane is set up for it, 
and we let the incredible Garmin autopilots help 
with flying. Mostly time flying is actually easier 
and more restful than time in country, because 
that time is mostly locating and negotiating fuel 
and permissions.”

This was the first time more than one Sling had 
done an ultra-long haul journey together. “There 
is always some banter on the chat frequency, we 
tell jokes and sometimes James and Matt play 
music over to us. With the new Garmins having 
TCAS, we know exactly where the other aircraft 
are so there is never a risk of a collision if you’re 
keeping an eye on things. In the beginning, we 
often chatted to compare speeds, fuel burn, 
and range, but now we know all that and so the 
conversations are mostly fun or deciding which 
way to turn away from the weather ahead. Out 
in the middle of the Atlantic, we gave position 

Fuel was much easier in Barbados.
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reports on the HF radio and sometimes relayed 
via overflying airliners. When chatting to the 
airliners high above us, the airline pilots often 
ask us where we are going, how long the flights 
are and the kind of aircraft we are flying and it 
brings a smile to all of us when they express 
their amazement at our whole mission.”

The relentless pace had exhausted them. 
However, with the clock ticking and a favourable 
weather report they decided that they would 
push on. Except, instead of heading for Fort 
Lauderdale Florida, they would route to the 
Bahamas; a 9 hour flight. By that stage, they 
had flown about 50 hours and done over 
7,000 nm and the planes had been performing 
magnificently.

Very sadly, despite their very best efforts to 
move heaven and earth, Mike Blyth had not 
been able to obtain a US visa in time, so he  
said emotional goodbyes in Barbados.

Day 8: Barbados to Bahamas

The flight from Barbados to the Bahamas was a 
highlight in an already unforgettable trip. Huge 

skies, given perspective by puffy cumulous 
clouds and an endless string of islands flowing 
past beneath their high wings – which, thanks 
to the High Wing, they could now look directly 
down on. 

“We must have flown over 15 countries, each 
more dramatic than the last. What an amazing 
world.”

The 1245nm sector to the Bahamas took an 
easy 9 hours. Jet lag, or at least the rapidly 
changing time zones, were taking their toll. 
James wrote, “It's now 1am in the Bahamas and 
I should be sleeping. It quite honestly feels like a 
month, not a week, since we left Johannesburg, 
I can hardly believe we're come this far and that, 
failing catastrophe, we should be in Oshkosh by 
next Wednesday mid-morning latest.”

Day 9: Bahamas

In the Bahamas, they took a day off from flying 
to prepare for the USA. James wrote; “What a 
weird day! It turned out that JP and his flying 
partner, William, are both entitled to enter the 
USA only on “ESTA” arrangements – their 
having German and New Zealand passports 

The taildragger lost in the huge sky passing the Turks and Caicos.
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respectively. The effect of that is that they cannot 
fly in their own aircraft, but must travel into the 
USA on an ESTA registered and approved 
mode of transport, essentially being a jet airliner.

“So I had to fly JP’s plane into the USA. But I’m 
not licenced to fly a US registered aeroplane, so 
Linda arranged for her Jet Blue mate, Gabriel, to 
fly with me, which left Matt alone. Matt’s 100% 
capable, but he’s a PPL with only about 30 post 
license flying hours, and a slightly iffy “hands 
only” flying set up on ZU-SHW. So Linda also 
organised for a 19 year old member of the EAA 
Naples, Florida, Chapter who participated in the 
Naples Sling Youth build, and who has a PPL, to 
come fly with Matt. Then two siblings, Matt and 
Jessie, kids of one of Sling USA’s shareholders, 
Wayne Toddun, joined Linda for the Nassau to 
Osh segment.

Day 10: Bahamas to Bowman Field Kentucky

“ATC made the departure from Nassau difficult, 
insisting upon breaking up the formation, giving 
separate instructions to each aircraft. And to 
make matters worse, Florida was covered in 
storms and has extremely busy airspace. Things 

conspired against us a little, but we all got safely 
to Fort Lauderdale, where we were treated like 
kings by customs and immigration, the local 
FBO and all and sundry. Gabriel and Garrett 
must have had their hearts in their mouths 
though, thinking they’d landed themselves 
amongst a band of outlaws. It did all feel a 
bit like African refugees arriving uninvited in 
southern Europe!

“Following heartfelt goodbyes to our new friends 
and team members in Fort Lauderdale, and 
freshly reunited with JP and William, we set off 
to make as much progress towards Oshkosh as 
we could, to place ourselves in the best position 
possible to get in there tomorrow morning. 

“We put down in Decatur, Georgia, for lunch 
and cheap Avgas. It was absolutely wonderful 
to be in aviation friendly USA. Then we set out 
towards an intense storm system spanning 
mid-America, which many Oshkoshers were 
apparently struggling to fly through. 

“Everything seemed to go our way, though, and 
we were able to fly in close formation for hours 
on end, under, over and around cloud systems, 
until we eventually made Bowman Field, 
Louisville, Kentucky. 

 Forced crew shuffle at Fort Lauderdale - Garrett with his family.
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The scenery between Georgia and Kentucky is 
simply magnificent – there is just so much space 
(and so much money) in America, it is quite 
incredible. Bowman Field has a special place 
in my heart, because it was my and Mike’s last 
stop, before Oshkosh in our 2009 Around-the-
World (ATW) flight in our production prototype 
Sling 2. We were met on the tarmac by Sling 
High Wing customer number 
98 and his son, who saw us fly 
past his front garden. He said to 
his wife, “Hey man – there’s the 
aeroplane I’m buying – they’re 
obviously going to land at the 
Bowman Field – I’m off to have 
a look.” What a small world!"

They landed at Bowman Field 
as the sun was setting at 8.30 
pm and happily retired for the 
last night of Phase 1 of their big adventure – 
excited – but also all a bit heart sore. 

Day 11: Into Oshkosh

The last day was supposed to be just an 
easy 2.5 hours flying for 400 nm. The direct 
route would take them over Indiana and then 

overhead Chicago before joining the Osh arrival. 
So they expected some diversions, especially 
around Chicago. However, the weather – which 
had been great the whole trip so far, suddenly 
conspired to rain on their parade.

As they cleaned the three Slings for their Osh 
arrival there were large clouds on the horizon 

north of Bowman Field – 
and the met reports did not 
look promising. Many of the 
aircraft heading to Osh were 
turning back.

However, the Slingers were 
not to be easily deterred 
from their appointment with 
the reception committee at 
Boeing Plaza at 10.30. But 
soon after takeoff, it became 

evident that there was no safe way through the 
huge squall line that covered the Mid-west. So 
before Indianapolis, they returned to Bowman 
Field and planned to try again the next day – 
Thursday.

Rather safe than sorry – especially after having 
come so far. But as the day wore on, it appeared 
that they may have a chance to get through 

2,101nm 
over  the 

vast  empty 
At lant ic

The ferry tanks were removed at Fort Lauderdale.
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ABOVE: The High Wing Taildragger arrives at Oshkosk.

BELOW: The two nosewheel Sling High Wings safely on the ground at Oshkosh.
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after all. So shortly after midday, they launched 
again – and this time they made it.

Once past the challenge of the squall line, the 
huge excitement of the famous Oshkosh arrival 
awaited them. With Linda leading, the three 
intrepid Slings headed down the FISK arrival. 
One of the incredible Osh controllers called 
them three Cessnas. A fan listening on the 
ground said, “Love the way you got on the radio 
and corrected the "Three inbound Cessnas"! 
And it was awesome to hear the controller so 
excited with your “little hop” from JHB to KOSH!”

Just from the Neil Bowden tour, there were over 
100 South Africans at Osh– and they formed a 
huge welcoming party.

The Slingers’ victory was complete. After having 
lost a week before they even took off from 
Joburg and then another 3 days en-route, they 
had arrived with still plenty of time for the world 
to see and admire the three high wing Slings. 

After Osh

Getting there was one thing. Many wonder what 
will happen to the planes once they had been 
shown off at AirVenture?

Linda Sollar's plane, N915HW, will remain in 
the USA - for her and her partner Gordon's use 
recreationally and to commute between their 
homes in Naples, Florida, and Mountain Air, 
North Carolina.

JP Schulze's plane, N669JP, will be used for 
his adventures in the USA, before continuing 
in a hopefully slower and more measured arc, 
around the world over the months (or years?) to 
come.

Mission accomplished!

j
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