August 1, 1996 was the day I got to fly in Glamorous Glenn III with General Chuck Yeager at the controls of this WWII P-51. And to think it was because his intercom wasn’t working!

The evening before I attended the Young Eagles Fund Raising Dinner, General Yeager was one of several aviation icons. My attention was squarely focused on if he liked our intercom in his P-51.

When asked how well his intercom was working he said “It’s not!.” Then the proverbial stuff hit the fan with his next comment was “The damn thing is broke”. 

Well there goes my evening. All of my marketing plans with having General Chuck Yeager as our corporate spokesperson, him working our sales booth at EAA events, and those TV spots. But, I then remembered that I could keep this event from crashing if I could fix it for him. So I asked “can I take a look at it?” The last words he spoke to me that night were “Be at my airplane at 7:00AM tomorrow morning, I’ll be at the airplane.” 

I’m out at the P-51 at 6:45am the next morning and sure enough, exactly at 7:00am, here come General Yeager in a black Lincoln Continental. Nice and shiny. He remembered me, or at least, he knew why I was there. He climbed onto the left wing and started to remove the dew from the canopy that had collected during the clear Wisconsin night. 

He slid the canopy open and motioned me to climb on the other wing and to put the headset on. It didn’t work. He was right; the darn unit was dead as a doornail. The good news was that I was prepared for this and knew how to fix it. The fix worked and it was good as new!

I explained the technical details to the problem to General Yeager and he seemed satisfied with my explanation. I told him that I would go back to our booth and bring him a replacement intercom and that when he got a chance, he could have his crew replace it for him. This is when I found out that this wasn’t his airplane at all, but belonged to a person from Georgia, a Mr. Bolin and that he would give the replacement intercom to him.

I have never been afraid to ask questions, and I wasn’t going let this opportunity to pass me by. I knew he was preparing his aircraft to go flying, but didn’t know when or why. So I asked General Yeager in the most unassuming way “Would it be too bold for me to ask if I could go flying with you?” His immediate response was “I doubt it, I’m doing an EAA photo shoot, but I’ll check”. And with that he got back into his car and off he went. He was a man of very few words, and while I had a vision that Chuck and I were going dog fighting, reality sat in, chances were at best, slim. I didn’t even know when he would be back. But I waited.

About 30 minutes later he buzzes back in that Continental and then he did something that I’ll never ever forget. He pointed to me, then he pointed to the P-51, and handed me a parachute and said, “You know how to use this thing, don’t you?” I had only worn one once before when I flew with Sean Tucker, and that flight there were people around me that really helped with the suiting up. But now, I’m assumed to be a parachute expert so I replied, “Yes sir!” The last thing I was going to do was to jeopardize this opportunity because I didn’t know how to wear a parachute. I think I put it on correctly, but I’ll never know because he nor anyone else ever checked it, but it turns out I didn’t need it anyway.

I was going flying with General Yeager! 

The sounds you hear when it flies past you is exactly what you hear inside, but it’s constant. You don’t get the Doppler shift in sound, the fact that as the airplane comes towards you the sound gets higher in pitch and then when it passes the pitch lowers. It was constant, and it was loud.

What an environment to test our VOX circuit! After a few minutes airborne I noticed that there was now another P-51 on our starboard. In fact, it was on our wing tip. Gen. Yeager told me it’s his best friend, Bud Peterson. And then came a Thunderbolt P-47 to our left and then two A-1 Aircraft joined up. General Yeager told me that one of the pilots in the A-1 was Connie Bolin, the wife of the owner of the P-51 we are flying in. The wife? Wow, this is just too cool. Not only are we flying wing tip to wing tip with a WWII Ace, but  one of the other large single engine radial aircraft is being flown by a woman pilot. Don’t get me wrong, I wish there were a whole lot more women flying, and I guess that is my point, there are so few women pilots, to have one flying an A-1, you get the point.

It turns out that the mission we are on is a EAA’s Photo-1 flight. The Photo-1 ship is a Cessna 210, and it was late. So for the first 45 minutes of the 1 ½ hour flight, we are playing cat and mouse with each other. At first it was really fun, but admittedly, I had an empty stomach, and while we were not pulling many G’s, it was going on for a while and I started to hope that the Photo-1 plane would hurry up.

It did arrive, and for the next 30 minutes we do some really neat maneuvers to align these airplanes up. Actually, none of the photos included the A-1’s, they were going to be photographed separately. Boy could these guys fly these airplanes. Yes, when the announcers tell you that the Blue Angeles are flying just a few feet apart wing tip to wing tip, you can take that too the bank, I saw it first hand. 

A memorable moment I had was seeing the headset on top of a hat, on top of a head, that was bobbing all around in the light chop we were experiencing. This gave me the feeling that the guy up front was just another regular guy. Then, I remembered, it was Chuck Yeager.

The flight ended with a flawless landing. The sounds of the back firing engine was music to me. I love airplanes and their noises and I just had a once in a lifetime flight.

When we got out of the airplane it was bedlam. And I could only imagine that General Yeager probably didn’t appreciate this intrusion, all he wanted to do was to talk with his two friends about their flight. As I was watching all the commotion, Gen. Yeager’s PR person came up to me and said, “He never has done that before”, and I asked what was that, and she said, “he never takes up a stranger.”

Stranger? I wasn’t a stranger, Why I’m the guy that fixed his intercom! But in reality, I realized just how lucky I was back in 1996. And knowing that the chance I had to fly not only in a P-51 but with the man who broke the sound barrier was a once in a life time deal, I’ll never forget the time that Chuck and I went flying.

Mark Scheuer

