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President’s Corner 
This month let’s look at SVS’s horizons.  Besides our daily 
and weekly activities, there are several items of both small 
and large scope that would benefit SVS as well as the larger 
soaring and general aviation communities.  Here’s the list: 

· High on our priority list is helping Chic fill a vacant 
tow pilot position.  

· Mike Shulman is still trying to get an old bank lien 
released that was recorded against N3619T by 
Schweizer when the aircraft was being manufactured.  
These FAA recorded liens do not go away without 
formal bank or legal action.   

· Jim Garrison is making our Blanik trailer 
presentable. 

· The Board members were polled about SVS 
sponsoring a Flight Instructor Refresher Clinic 
(FIRC) next year with Bob Wander and his team.  
They wanted to pursue this matter, so costs, available 
member help, and SVS commitment is being 
gathered for the full Board’s consideration. 

· Tidewater Soaring folks have expressed an interest in 
joint ventures with other Virginia clubs.  We are 
trying to convene a meeting of club presidents at a 
central location to dialogue the pros and cons of 
some common issues.   

· The Soaring Safety Foundation (SSF) would like 
for SVS to hold one of their new general safety 
seminar programs that they are calling “Outreach 
Activities/Safety Seminars.”  Volunteer to 
spearhead this? 

· The Soaring Society of America (SSA) has 
asked us to join their efforts to identify local youth 
to be awarded “Cadet” Youth Flight Scholarships 
with SVS as the Flight Training Sponsor.  
Volunteer to spearhead this? 

· Develop a public relations campaign to advance 
soaring in our community.  This could include 
displays and ground demonstrations at local 
schools and community events.  At least one 
local college has been identified as having 
interest in joining SVS for their student aviation 
program.   

It is quite clear that this current SVS administration will not 
be able to accomplish all of these items before the next 
election, but my hope is to shorten the list for the next Board.  

    Graham
   

 

 

        SVS’s youngest member is 10-year-old Lillymae M. 
Gunick of Dayton, daughter of Richard and Esther Gunick. 
Lillymae is in the 5th grade and is being home-schooled. 
She says she loves flying up high and looking down 
at everything. She says her favorite part is her instructor, 
Jay Darmstadter, who started her flying when she was 9.  
      Two other new SVS members are:  
       Dimitriy Sonkin  of Charlottesville, who is a 
postdoctoral fellow in mathematics at U.Va.  
       Lawrence W. Randall of Ruckersville, who has 
commercial power and glider ratings, and holds a flight 
instructor certificate with instrument-airplane and 
multiengine ratings. 
      In addition, Walter Grooms, our workhorse chief 
instructor, has changed his status from Special Member to 
Regular Member. 

Poolside Party 
Twenty-seven people showed up for SVS’s 
poolside social August 25 in Charlottesville. Photos 
on next page.  
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Cheers, Accolades, Food, Music and Swimming 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   As occasional lightning flashed from distant 
storms, SVS members celebrated their summer 
social around the pool and clubhouse at the 
Fontana Subdivision in Charlottesville 
Saturday evening, August 25.  
   Jim Garrison (left) was given special 
recognition by SVS for conducting a cross-
country course for the club; Tom Belt (right) 
was recognized for providing the place and 
amenities of the social, and Dave Miller, 
Walter Grooms and Michael Shulman 
provided music. Ben Johnson was among the 
SVS aquanauts. 
   Those who attended Jim’s course were also 
rewarded with personalized cups, plus 
certificates for four who attended all the 
sessions.   
   Anna Grooms, Jeanne Pitsenberger, Judy 
Randow and Michael, who collectively make 
up SVS’s social committee, organized the 
event.  
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Member Profile 
 
 

Ben Johnson 
 By Jeanne Pitsenberger 

 
He has lived in the area where his current 

home is located since “before the dirt started 
growing,” and has no plans to ever live 
anywhere else!  This farm boy grew up in 
Goochland County and only temporarily left 
the area to go to Virginia Tech where he 
earned a BS in General Agriculture in 1962.   

Our member and corporate Secretary, Ben 
Johnson, had a childhood ambition to fly in 
the U.S. Air Corps.  A cousin who died flying 
a B-29 during the first big raid on Tokyo in 
WW II gave him a model airplane before 
leaving for the Pacific and told him “he would 
help him build it when he returned.”   

Ben’s early interest in aviation led to CAP 
flight training while at VPI in the L-16 (the 
military version of the Aeronca Champ) for all 
of $4.00/hour with FREE instruction!  He 
soloed in a Piper Cub after seven hours of 
instruction at the old VPI airport in 
Blacksburg.  But even at only $4.00/hour, he 
never had enough money to fly very often and 
worked during the summers for $1.00/hour to 
help pay for his education.  He passed his 
Private Pilot check ride in Roanoke after forty 
hours of flight time.  Since then, most of Ben’s 
powered flight has been in tail draggers. 

In the early 1980’s while riding in the 
mountains of Tennessee near Chilhowee, Ben 
saw a glider flying over the ridge and followed 
it back to the airport – the Chilhowee 
Gliderport.  There he took his first four glider 
flights.  It was several years until he flew 
gliders again.  While driving through 
Waynesboro in 2001, he noticed a glider being 
towed.  The next weekend he drove to W13 
and asked about a ride.  He was shunted to a 
new instructor – our Walter Grooms – and 
explained that he had some experience in 
gliders (his few flights in Chilihowee).  Walter 
let him do the takeoff, which Ben describes as 
“not pretty but we made it off.”  “I was hooked 
and joined on the spot!” 

Ben earned his “Glider add-on” rating to 
his Private Pilot SEL on August 11, 2002, in  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Amelia with examiner, Linda Mathis.  

 Besides those check ride flights being 
memorable, Ben particularly remembers “the 
one” flight on May 8, 2004 at W13 in which he 
learned a lot and wants to share for the benefit 
of other pilots.  He had not flown for several 
months and flew the 2-33 solo with Chic 
towing on that gusty day from Runway 6.   

He planned to just fly in the pattern, but 
when he released at 1200’ AGL and performed 
a right hand 360-degree clearing turn, he could 
not find the runway.  He kept looking, but it 
was not there!  He could see Chic on 
downwind leg ahead of him, but he just could 
not extrapolate the runway location.  

 Excavation work on the north end of the 
field changed the appearance so that he just did 
not recognize anything.  He was fortunately 
flying in the right direction all the while he 
was losing altitude.  He did pick out an 
alternative cow pasture, but kept pressing on, 
finding himself at 600’ AGL when he finally 
saw the runway.   

But he was north of Route 250!  Well, he 
thought he could just land straight-in on 
runway 24 (downwind).  Just then, he heard 
Bud Branch’s reassuring voice, “1-9er Tango, 
you are cleared to land downwind on 24.”   

He put the nose down, picked up speed, and 
was over the pond low enough to disappear 
from view of the people who were retrieving 
the L-23 that had just landed.   

To reach the runway he had to fly around 
the tree that stood on the north side of the SVS 
shed, pull up over the little hill, and touched 
down just over the hill, stopping well short of 
the L-23 which was about 500 feet away. 



  Reviewing his flight, Ben said lesson 
one was to have the field in sight before 
release; lesson two was to ask for help; and 
lesson three was to not have so doggedly 
pushed ahead believing the field would 
“reveal itself” and gone ahead and landed 
out.  Be sure to ask him about one of his 
early solo flights when he almost “caressed 
the trees” on base leg for a Runway 6 
landing! 

When Ben is not flying or working, he 
might be found pursuing one of his other 
interests -- photography, swimming, scuba 
diving, home renovation, topography 
sculpting, kayaking, volunteering with the 
rescue squad, and “staying alive!”  He 
describes himself as “Jack of all trades and 
master of none . . . but, I sure have fun with 
all my interests.”   

Ben has worked as a farm hand, a rural 
mail route carrier, at a stone quarry, and as a 
combustion controls salesman.  Seeing him 
with his camera always at his side, it is not 
surprising to learn he has also worked as a 
professional photographer and in the photo-
finishing industry.  And, Ben is an 
entrepreneur with ownership of two small 
industrial controls companies.  (I don’t 
know how he finds time to fly! ed.) 

Thank you, Ben, for sharing your story, 
and for all you do as our SVS Secretary that 
makes our organization run so smoothly so 
that soaring at W13 can be fun for all of us 
fellow aviators.     
[If you would like to write a profile on another 

member, Jeanne has an outline to make it easy.] 
 

 
 

Flying Stats 
 
   The numbers of tows at SVS peaked at 
121 in July during the summer months, with 
a total of 288 tows during June, July and 
August.     
    During July and August, the “Mail 
Truck,” 7780S, accounted for 66  

tows; 3919T had 48; the Blanik, 44, and the 
1-26, 21.  
   Thirteen revenue glider rides were given 
during July and August. (No breakdowns by 
plane usage were available for June.) 
 
 

Snack Table – Help! 
 

    Participation in the voluntary providing of 
snacks and drinks during flying days at W13 
has been great, as the following list shows, 
but there are gaps in the September 
schedule. A sign-up sheet is in a folder on 
the utility trailer. 
   Please use it, lest our members waste 
away! 
    
Jul 14                Michael Shulman 
Jul 15                The Pitsenbergers 
Jul 21                Hal Loken 
Jul 22                Jan Darmstadter 
Jul 28                David Carr 
Jul 29                Ben Johnson 
Aug 4                Kurt Wenzel 
Aug 5                Nelson Trinkle 
Aug 11              Bob Lacovara 
Aug 19              Wayne Walker 
Aug 25              Jim Garrison & The     
  Ranzinis 
Aug 26              (leftovers from 25th hosts 
              and social) 
Sep 1 
Sep 2 
Sep 3 
Sep 8                The Gormans 
Sep 9 
Sep 15              The Gunicks 
Sep 16              Paul Roberts 
Sep 22 
Sep 23 
Sep 29 
Sep 30 
  
  

   
           
               
  
 
 
 

Photo Credits – Both photos on page 1, and all but one of the social gathering pictures on page 2 were taken 
by club photographer and secretary, Ben Johnson. 


