Jeff Parnau’s Stick Time with…

adies and Gentlemen, children of all ages! Step right up
and witness the world's smallest airport, and the only
pilot who can land there! Yes ma’am, it’s an airport built
right on top of a car!
And so it was for Greg Koontz about 30 years ago, when he
first performed the car-top landing as a performer in Colonel
Moser’s Flying Circus. And although Koontz went for several
decades without performing the act, he’s back – but this time,
with a pickup truck “owned” by Greg’s alter ego, Clem Cleaver,
who’s at the airport with his son, Beaver. (With apologies to
Jerry Mathers). As the truck says, they specialize in vineripened ‘maters, among other offerings.
We caught the full act at the Birmingham Airshow in mid
September. Announcer/radio personality “Dollar Bill” interviewed farmer Clem and Beaver (James Koontz, Greg’s son).
Clem “accidentally” takes off in the Piper Cub, Beaver pleads
for him to land the airplane, and finally he suggests they send
Clem’s truck down the runway, “cause Daddy can put anything
on a truck.”
After the show, Greg offered to show me the routine from
inside the cub. FYI, there is no radio chatter between Greg and
his driver. The entire routine is a matter of timing, skill, wind,
and runway length. The pre-flight brief: “Let’s stick it on, first
time.”
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I sat up front. We took off from a grassy spot between the
taxiway and runway, flew the pattern, and lined up. I was
astonished as we approached the moving truck that I couldn’t
see it at all. Greg, in the back, had a little more visual information, but not much. As we got closer to contact, I held my camera slightly outside of the aircraft and tried snapping a few
shots of the touchdown. Then we made contact. The right
wheel was centered on the right wooden runner, which meant
the left wheel must be centered, too. With the tail in the air,
Greg taxied forward on the truck until the wheels plopped into
shallow depressions. (A mistake here by the driver or pilot
could result in the Cub nosing over, which would really create
a mess.)
The truck slowed, and finally the tail of the Cub sat down.
We then taxied back to show center for a few shots, and then
did the truck-top takeoff (you can’t leave the airplane up there
all night).
Later, Greg and Alan Henley (lead pilot, AeroShell Aerobatic
Team) were chatting about the “Smallest Airport.” Turns out
Alan had also performed the act years ago. He and Greg agreed
that it is one of the most difficult performances they have ever
learned. They convinced me that when the pilot “misses” the
landing, it might be part of the show, but also might be an
indicator of how difficult the conditions are. On a bad day, the
performer doesn’t complete
the landing at all – he just flies
off after a few ugly bounces.
“I never seen that done
with two people in the airplane. How often you do
that?” Alan asked.
“First time,” Greg answered.
I tried to look like I knew
they were kidding. Greg
smiled. Alan nodded. I don’t
think they were kidding about
anything.
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