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By John Hopkins // Photos by Patrick Lambie

s I put a little bit more pressure
on the throttle, the number ‘5’ on
the plane just ahead and slightly

to the right of me loomed larger in the
windscreen. I instinctively eased off, try-
ing to create a little more distance between
us. After a few minutes of this back and
forth, I heard the voice of Captain Marco
Rusconi over the radio: “OK John. I have
the plane now.” I immediately let go of
the throttle from my left hand and exhaled
for what seemed like the first time since I
had taken control of the plane. And I
smiled.

When Alberta Mini Roadracing Associa-
tion president Jay Fox hinted early in the
summer that there was a possibility of my-
self and Steve Crevier taking a ride with the
famed Snowbirds aerobatic team, I was nat-
urally skeptical. Even when the plans were
finalized for our adventure, I didn’t allow
myself to get too overeager. Maybe we
would get up for 15 minutes, just as a bit of
a thrill. After all, the Snowbirds are the best
pilots in the world, a household name in
Canada. What the heck did they want with
a motorcycle racing journalist, event organ-
izer, and a road racer, even if the latter was
a six-time Canadian Superbike champion?
Yet here I was, flying in formation over Air-
drie Airport on a sunny Friday morning,
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getting the ultimate thrill of being in control
of a CT-114 Tutor jet, even if it was only for
a few brief minutes.

In actuality, it isn’t too much of a stretch
to link the world of high risk precision aero-
batics and the exploits of a motorcycle rac-
ing superstar like Crevier. Virtually all the
pilots on the Snowbirds team have an ap-
preciation of things that make you go zoom,
and the chain of events that led to our flight
began with a connection between Major
Ryan Stich and the AMRA'’s Fox. It turns
out that Stich’s kids have a thing for mini
roadracing, and through his visits with the
family at the track Stich and Fox struck up a
rapport. That led to the Snowbirds team
making a few passes over Circuit ICAR in
Mirabel, QC during the first round of the
Canadian Superbike Championship at the
end of May, and the pilots coming to the
race and hob-nobbing with the land-based
speed stars.

From there someone suggested that it
would be great if a Superbike racer were to
go flying with the team, and wouldn’t it be
nice to have a journalist go up too and write
a story about it. I told Fox I would most cer-
tainly take the journalist spot if it was avail-
able, and promptly forgot about the whole
thing. Fox is good at making things happen,
but just about every living and breathing
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Canadian wants a chance to fly with the
Snowbirds; I figured this adventure was
nothing but a pipe dream.

So imagine my surprise a few weeks later
when Fox phoned to say that the flight was
on. All T had to do was get to Calgary for
Friday, July 15. I was pretty sure I could
manage that part...

The Snowbirds have been flying in air
shows and at major events across North
America for 41 years now, and they have
become an iconic part of our country’s fab-
ric. You don’t have to be an airplane enthu-
siast to know who the Snowbirds are, and
the Tutor plane in its red and white colours,
with a flash of blue across the middle, is as
recognizable as the Maple Leaf flag itself.

The two-seat Tutor is a Canadian-built
aircraft from the 1960s that was used for
military pilot training. The interesting thing
about the plane is that it is not terribly fast
or sophisticated, unlike the Boeing F/A-18
Hornets used by the U.S. Navy’s Blue An-
gels for example. While the Hornet can
reach a top speed of Mach 1.7, generally the
Snowbirds will fly at speeds of up to 800
km/h. But the Tutor is considered a very
versatile and manoueverable aircraft. The
magic of a Snowbirds performance is not
the technology on display but rather the
close formation flying and dizzying aero-



batics the team is capable of.

Our July flight corresponded with a
two-day air show in Airdrie, about 40km
north of Calgary. So bright and early on
a (thankfully) brilliantly sunny Friday
morning, Crevier, Fox and I arrived at
Calgary International Airport for our
flight.

Takeoff wasn’t scheduled until
10:55am but there was plenty for us to go
over before we got into the air. We were
fitted into flight suits, parachutes and
helmets, and given exhaustive instruc-
tion on safely ejecting from the plane or
evacuating after a crash. If I had any but-
terflies or apprehension, it was probably
as I was being taken through the ejection
procedure. If the chips were down, I was
convinced I would never remember the
steps correctly.

Our preparation also included a de-
tailed medical with the Flight Surgeon,
Major Jane Cruchley. I was quite im-
pressed that my pulse and blood pres-
sure seemed quite stable, given I was just
a couple of hours away from the thrill of
a lifetime.

At 9:30am we gathered in a conference
room for the standard pre-flight briefing,
at which point we met the entire team
and learned which pilots we would be
flying with. I was assigned to Captain
Rusconi in Snowbird #7. It was a particu-
lar honour to be included in this part of
the exercise. Each of the guests were
given their own briefing sheet and we
were treated as full team members as
Team Lead Major Chris Hope went over
the details of our flight. Once the briefing
was over we were about 40 minutes from
takeoff. I ran into Major Cruchley out-
side the briefing room and suggested if
she wanted to take my pulse and blood
pressure again, she might find they were
now a little elevated.

It was hard not to feel a little emo-
tional walking across the tarmac to be
strapped into our planes. The nine Tu-
tors were lined up, glistening in the

bright sunshine. I'm sure I could take

that walk a thousand times and still feel
excited. Captain Rusconi’s Technician,
Corporal Winston Rose diligently
strapped me into the passenger seat. At
six foot three I am not the ideal build for
the Tutor — Fox and Crevier were likely

(Top) Buckled in and ready for the experience of a lifetime. (Middle) Crevier looks calm and cool during
pre-flight debriefing. Hopkins on the other hand... (Bottom) Back on earth after an hour in the air, Hopkins,
Fox and Crevier were all smiles. Oh, wait. Smile Jay!
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Our aerial trio joins members of the legendary Canadian Snowbirds team post-flight.

far more comfortable, and in the cramped quarters I
did not want to inadvertently knock a control with my
knees or elbows, which would mean I'd probably have
to remember that ejection sequence I had learned a
couple of hours earlier...

The cockpit controls of the Tutor gave a hint as to
the plane’s age. No digital readouts or high level of
computerization here. The instruments were fairly
rudimentary and I got a kick out of Captain Rusconi
manually flipping to the different radio frequencies
during our flight.

We were scheduled for an hour-
long flight, starting with a couple
of low passes over the Calgary
Stampede (which was on at the
time of our visit) and then a run
north of Calgary, wrapping up
with some time over the Airdrie
Airport in preparation for the
we_el?end’s air show. The Snow-

cache in the skies over Canada, but
even they have to work within
commercial traffic requirements. Deviation from the
ﬂ‘ight plan” of'evena couple of minutes can be a serious
disruption.  \ 7

Once in the air it took me a few minutes to get used

't6 the proximity of the planes around us. I was con-

vinced we were too cloge, but Captain Rusconi didn’t
seem overly concerned).commenting over the radio
about how much Calgar}; Seems to have grown and re-
marking on the bright yeﬂbw of the canola fields. After
we did our show erthe Stampede crowd we headed
north into some dlearer air space and I was allowed to
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“fly” the plane for the first time, making lazy turns as I
got a feel for the joystick. Captain Rusconi then
showed me what the plane was capable of, suddenly
taking us in a tight turn that slammed my body into
the seat. We pulled just over four Gs according to the
cockpit indicator, and I got a sense of why Captain
Rusconi said the G-forces were a big part of the thrill
for him (he called them his “Vitamin G”).

The end of our flight was bittersweet. On one hand I
could have stayed up there all day and I tried to take
in every second of the experience, but on the other I
was paying the price for my lanky frame,
and my right leg had gone to sleep and
was feeling rather uncomfortable. Consid-
ering I never would have believed I'd get
the opportunity, I felt pretty lucky to have
spent an hour in the air with the Snow-
birds.

My deepest thanks go to Captain Rus-
coni and Corporal Rose, who made me
feel like a true member of the Snowbirds
for one morning, to Public Affairs Officer
Captain Mark Velasco, who helped bring
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the whole thing together, and to the rest of the Snow-
birds team. You are true professionals who represent
Canada with dignity.

Thanks also to Jay, who I promise never to doubt
again, and to his wife Bernedette, who packed a first
class lunch for us to enjoy after our flight and who
joined me for a great afternoon at the Airdrie Air Show
the following day.

My flight with the Snowbirds only lasted about an

hour, but in some respects, I don’t think I've come
back to earth yet. I}
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