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Once upon a time EAA Chapter 663 in Livermore, California invited me to their banquet.  And they asked me to give a talk.  I don’t give speeches (they make me nervous) but I do give talks.  Mostly I give them because I get to meet a lot of very nice people.  The EAA is full of them and Chapter 663 is no exception.

Here’s how the magic works:  my first evening in town, Harry and his lovely bride, Lynn, picked me up at my hotel and we three went out for dinner.  Know that we’d never met but still managed to talk the evening away over a delightful Italian meal.  Like old friends.  Which is what we became.  Which is what happens when you meet people who build airplanes and love to fly and who work hard and raise good families.  There’s nothing particularly magic in all that;  it’s the connections between people of like minds that I find magical.  It’s like you’re ‘instant old friends.’  And I like that a lot.

The next morning Harry picked me up again, this time in his ‘airport car,’ as opposed to his ‘go-to-town car’ of the evening before.  I liked Harry’s airport car.  You know the type:  a little faded paint here and there, what’s left of the seat cushions wraps around you, and the door clangs as much as it closes.  It was of some year and some type.  Doesn’t really matter.  As Harry said, “It runs good. Why get rid of it?”  Exactly! And it got us to the restaurant where we were meeting ‘the guys’ for breakfast.

At the restaurant, a bunch of smaller tables were pushed together to make one long table.  Conversations--  mostly about things-airplane  --where already in full bloom when we arrived.  The waitress was in full action, too.  She seemed to know most of the guys and was able to take their orders and not miss one beat of the banter all at the same time.  Nicely done!  Someone pointed at a guy across the table from me, a couple chairs down on the left, and said, “That’s Bob.  Whatever bad time you want to give him, go ahead.  He deserves it.”  Bob just smiled.  I could tell:  Bob was a character.  The good kind.  For now we’ll call him “Pink Bob.”  (More on that later.)

I’ve noticed something about a table full of conversing pilots.  The conversations are generally wide ranging, sometimes animated, and generally entertaining.  But….here’s the switch…..if someone brings up a problem they’ve had with their airplane, be it engine, electrical, or whatever, all heads turn to focus on that problem.  Someone wants to have the tidbit of knowledge that will help the other person.  And with the experience that abounds around a table at such gatherings, someone generally does.  And why do they want to help?  Because they have all been helped at one time or another.  And they know how appreciated and essential such help is.  It’s one for all and all for one:  the aviation bond.
After breakfast, we drove the “HarryMobile” to the Livermore Airport (KLVK).  Let the fun begin; we had pilots to meet and projects to visit.  KLVK is a ‘towered’ airport, with two parallel runways, 7 and 25, one short, one long, all framed by green rolling hills in the distance. There are hangars on both sides of the airport and we zig-zagged around and between a bunch of them, meeting friends and making the ties that bind. 
Harry and I stopped and talked to Dick, who was doing his annual condition inspection on his RV-6.  His airplane is sort of an orange metallic color, until you walk around it a bit and then it turns rather green.  How do they do that?  I don’t know. Dick asked us about a wire routing that he was considering.  Harry and I gave him our two-cents worth.  It all reminded me of my home airport:  if you have a question, you ask it.  As a homebuilder the final decision is yours but the smarter you are about something, the better.

Then we went to another hangar that had an RV-7A under construction in it.  Rumor had it that the builder/pilot was almost ready to start his engine for the first time.  Pilot’s name?  Bob.  Here’s where I break in and tell you that EAA Chapter 663 has either four or five…I don’t remember exactly….”Bob’s” in it.  Which is why I had to start differentiating them.  This particular Bob had a Mattituck engine (which he went to the factory and built) on his airplane.  He, therefore, became Mattituck Bob.  (Remember Pink Bob?  His airplane is pink.)  And Mattituck Bob did start his engine for the first time, after checking and doing all that must be done, such as oil, checking the plugs, briefing the start, all that stuff.  He cranked it once.  He cranked it twice and…it started!  Mattituck Bob’s smile was big, as were the many smiles in the gathered crowd.  ‘First Start’ is a big deal!  I was honored to be a part of it.  

At Mattituck Bob’s hangar I met Dave, who once worked for Burt Rutan.  Dave has, you might guess, a fiberglass airplane, a Velocity.  Then Dave showed me another Velocity in a hangar a couple doors down.  It was pristine.  Not a flaw, near as I could tell.  It belonged to John, former USAF pilot.  His workmanship made sense:  his hangar was  very neat and organized, too.  I didn’t get to meet John.  He wasn’t there.  But his workmanship represented him quite well.  

All the while we were visiting hangars and projects, there was a Champ going round-and-round in the traffic pattern.  I was told it belonged to the local flight school.  A flight school with a Champ!  Now that I like a lot!

Back into the “HarryMobile” we went to continue our journey within the matrix of friendship that exists at the Livermore airport.  Next stop, I met Bruce Cruikshank, former US Marine A-4 pilot.  He built an award winning RV-4 and was on the cover of the January 2001 issue of Sport Aviation.  He’s a very talented, friendly and inspirational kind of guy.  He fits right into the ‘Band of Builders’ at KLVK.  He’s now working on yet another RV project.

After meeting Bruce, we went to Pink Bob’s hangar.  What’s in it?  A flying pig.  A tool box with drawers labeled “big squeezy things” and “little squeezy things” and “pointy things.” A picture of his wife.  And Dick’s airplane.
Let me tell you the story about Dick’s airplane.  Dick has other stories, too, but I’m just going to tell you one about his airplane.  Glasair.  On the side it says, “Slippin’ the Surly Bondo.”  Arriving at Livermore from another airport, Dick couldn’t get the nose gear to extend.  Try as he might.  He had to land with it retracted.  As you might imagine, it ground a few things, like the underside of the cowling and a bit of the spinner.  Enter Pink Bob, whose pink airplane is also a Glasair.  Pink Bob moved his Glasair into another hangar so Dick could put his airplane in the hangar with the big-and-little-squeezy-things tool box and start repair work.  And that’s where I left it:  they’d found the problem, fixed it and were about halfway through putting the airplane back together.  Except while I was there, the ‘bondo guys’ couldn’t find any cleco pliers in the big-squeezy-things drawer.  Harry loaned them his.  Members helping members, but even more than that, friends helping friends.  All under the oversight of a flying pig.

Then we visited Harry’s hangar and his RV-6.  (He told me he was saving the best for last.)   Very nice!  Very cool paint job.  He keeps it covered even while inside the hangar to keep the nasty dust off.  (I understand:  I do the same thing with my airplane.) His e-mail sign-off is his name, N-number and the hours on his airplane, now at 550.  His e-mail signature is a running commentary of his airplane’s flight time.  Pretty cool.

Then we went to see…you guessed it…another Bob.  This one: Banjo Bob. Banjo Bob had a very nice RV-6 in his hangar.  But then we went to visit Banjo Bob’s heated and air-conditioned shop on the hill by his house.  In it is an RV-10 under construction.  Fancy panel, lots of wires, neat airplane.  And neon signs on the wall with saxophones on them.  Okay, I can imagine you now with furrowed brow asking, “Banjo Bob has saxophone signs?”  I’ll break the code for you:  Banjo Bob plays both the saxophone and the banjo in Chris Bradley’s Traditional Jazz Band.  He gave me a CD.  They are very good.  And the name ‘Banjo Bob’ sounds better than ‘Sax Bob’ so Banjo Bob it is.  He’s a very nice gentleman.

I visited a lot of hangars on the day of my Livermore visit.  One of them had a self-propelled bar stool in it.  I was told it’s best to drive it early in the evening because it has a really high center of gravity.  Whose hangar was it in?  I don’t remember.  So, tell ya what:  meet me at KVLK and we’ll go look for it.  You do the asking.

That evening was the dinner banquet.  When it was my turn to talk I said, “Everybody in here raise their hand whose name is Bob.”  You can imagine the response.  And away we went.  We had a great time.

Okay, back to the earlier dinner with Harry and Lynn, where this story started.  The conversation got around to cars.  Harry and Lynn, who have been married more than forty years, once had a VW Beetle.  Lynn mentioned that she didn’t like it because Harry had traded- in what she considered to be a much cooler car.  So I told them of my restored ’64 VW Beetle.  I invited them to Salem--  it’s the least I could do to return their hospitality  --and sweetened the deal with the promise of a ride in my Bug.  Lynn rolled her eyes but there was a hint of a smile, too.  When Harry flies up, she’ll be with him.  You wait and see.

After hangin’ out at KLVK I came to the conclusion that these guys are going to live a long time.  Why?  Because they all laugh a lot.

