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on’t we all want to be able to fly like Bob Hoover? Or get to perform first flights
in just about any type of homebuilt like test pilot Dave Morss? Well, a career
change may not be near at hand for most of us, but for the average kit builder and
homebuilt pilot, there are some more reachable goals out there. For us kit builders, the
piloting gold standard has to be flying a Pitts.
Why? Perhaps it’s the mystique of the Pitts or the superhuman skill required to
handle one. Maybe it’s the nothing-left-to-prove status it bestows on the pilot, or the
panache. Whatever the appeal is, real or imaginary, there’s no doubt the desire to fly a
Pitts exists in the hearts of many pilots.
Is your name on that list? Well, you’re in luck. There’s an Arizona-based flight
instructor who claims that in only 8-10 hours, he can turn any tailwheel pilot into
a Pitts pilot. And if you’re looking to transition to a similar tailwheel design—like
an Eagle, Skybolt or even a Cassutt—chances are that the instructor, having flown
numerous examples, will be able to give type-specific hints. And the Pitts training
will transfer. I’ve been there, and I’m a believer.
The program is called the Pitts Experience, offered by Plus 5/SportAERO. The purveyor of this training is Budd Davisson. Yes, that Budd Davisson—same guy whose
pilot reports on all kinds of airplanes have graced the pages of the aviation press for
years (a handful of those in KITPLANES®, you may recall). Davisson has flown twice
as many types of airplane as my 150 (and his counting system is stricter), has 10 times
my 500 hours of tailwheel time, and has been a Pitts CFI since before I soloed 33 years
ago. Staying at his Scottsdale B&B and flying twice a day under his supervision, I was
destined to learn something.

Ground School
The program kicks off with 3 hours of ground school spent reviewing the fundamentals; you’ll encounter nothing that wasn’t familiar after your first 10 hours of flight
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instruction. Davisson points out that the
fundamentals are universally applicable,
but for many pilots they are more rusty
than trusty.
Then it’s time to talk about the airplane. Davisson considers the Pitts the
ideal trainer for two reasons: First, the
Pitts is almost a “caricature of an airplane,” he says, making obvious any
piloting technique that is less than
perfect. Second, it has abundant control
authority, so the instructor can recover
from just about any maneuver. Subsequent flights in the Pitts show that those
observations are right on.
The Pitts does exactly what you tell it
to, neither more nor less, Davisson says,
but it keeps doing that until you tell it to
do something else. Sitting in his office,
this sounds reasonable, but when you
see it in the airplane, especially when
it’s because you’ve screwed up a little,
“accountability” becomes a four-letter
word. The cut-’em-no-slack handling
characteristics of the airplane are part of
why Davisson rates the Pitts so highly for
training.
www.kitplanes.com

But for those willing to put enough work in, the Pitts rewards three things, Davisson
says. First—rudder coordination. Second—precision and discipline in pattern flying.
And the third payback comes from making love to the airplane with control pressures
(instead of control movements) and a smooth flow to the flight. Numerous examples
and anecdotes illustrate these points.
Ground school includes tons more, as you might expect from an experienced, articulate and perceptive instructor. Indeed, Davisson says that he’d actually rather instruct
than fly. Most everybody does well in the program, but some experienced pilots place
unrealistic expectations on themselves and suffer strong emotional reactions to not living up to those expectations at first. Think of Pitts school as the equivalent to getting a
new rating with new sensations and stimuli to assimilate—that’s what it’s like. Davisson says that serious photographers and gun shooters make good Pitts students because
they are skilled at visual discernment. If you already know it all, or if you merely want
to have your opinions confirmed, you’re already in trouble. Davisson gets relatively few
high-ego pilots, he says, because they never ask for help to begin with.

The Secret Unveiled
One of the big secrets of flying a Pitts is learning what’s under the cowling. To the
average pilot or A&P, it looks like an IO-360 lightly modified for aerobatics. But that
isn’t so, no matter what sound the powerplant makes or what the specifications say. So

Coming in for landing—if only the view were
this good for the pilot! An important hint for
the Pitts: If you can see over the nose in the
traffic pattern, you’re doing something wrong.

what’s really under the cowling? A Star Trek “cloaking device” that hides obstructions
such as runway lights, taxiways, runways and under the right conditions, big chunks of
large airports.
One of Davisson’s exercises is to do a “Cessna approach,” flying final on the extended
runway centerline. On short final, I could see only the last 3000 feet of the 8000-foot
runway. The VASIs and all the normal aiming points and visual references were not
visible, nor were the parallel taxiways on each side of the runway. There was no way to
tell where we were going to touch down—on the numbers, at midfield or on top of any
plane that might be on the runway beneath us. The cloaking device performed admirably, for sure. One important item to remember: If you can see straight ahead over the
Photos: Kevin Wing and Ed Wischmeyer

nose in the traffic pattern (or anywhere
else, for that matter), you’re probably
doing something wrong.

The Line and the Slip
To negate the effects of the cloaking
device, the standard Davisson approach
focuses on “the line,” an imaginary line
that extends from the center of the numbers through the end of the hold short
line and is offset maybe 15° from the runway centerline. If you fly down the line in
a slip, you can see the numbers and judge
your “turn” to final alignment.
But that turn is not a real turn; it is
a slow, controlled easing off of the slip
with the airplane gracefully ending up
on centerline aligned with the runway in
the acceptable height envelope. At this
point, you know where you are, the speed
is under control and you
have each side of the runway
for guidance. That’s really
all you need once you learn
to read the cues, not just in a
Pitts, but in any blind-landing airplane.
When you’re in that left
slip, if you use too much
of the extremely powerful
rudder, several things will
happen. You’ll drift right,
changing your ground
track, and in extreme cases,
the fuselage will start to lift
as in knife-edge flight. But
don’t blame the plane—the
Pitts is simply doing what
you told it to do. As Davisson says, the Pitts is the
great equalizer of pilots,
because it makes errors so
patently clear.
Even if you do slips regularly, slips in a Pitts are different. The bank angle is
probably 30°, though I never
had time to peek at the horizon, and we
may have gone past 60° on at least one
slip, which Davisson said was still not as
steep as the Pitts will go. This kind of slip
is eye-opening, but hardly dangerous, as
the Pitts has as much control authority as
an RV plus two Cessnas.
Flare is not a big deal, surprisingly. If
you come out of the slip at 85 or 90 mph
and hold the three-point attitude, the
KITPLANES June 2006
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Pitts will touch down nice as you please
if you’re straight with no drift.

The Approach
Upstream of that slip in the approach is
a wild traffic pattern, even by power-off
landing standards. Downwind is tighter
than anything you’ve flown or even seen.
Opposite the numbers at 1000 feet agl,
pull the power back all the way and roll
briskly into a 45° bank, leveling off after
a 90° turn for one last traffic check. Then
briskly re-enter the turn, staying with it
till the runway numbers are just visible
to the left.
Keeping the numbers barely visible
until you get close to the line, slip with
left aileron, but don’t use much, if any,
rudder. Remember that old trick about
watching to see if the numbers rise above
or sink below the nose as a glide indicator? That works here too, except you
control the numbers’ position with the
degree of slip. Davisson locks the numbers in place in his demonstrations.
Approaches require most of the training time. Davisson says that learning the
runway handling takes only 2 hours or so
and is not that big a deal once you glean
the cues and learn to precede the rollout
with a good approach and touchdown.
Although I barely achieved that level of
competence, I did note that Davisson
was right on.

According to Davisson, runway handling only takes a couple of hours to learn—preceded
by a solid approach and touchdown, rollout isn’t difficult to manage.

ed 4 hours or so to start comprehending these. Because of the abundant authority and
the sensuousness of the controls, control manipulation per se was not an issue.
The second point is that flying the Pitts well requires a high level of concentration at
all times. The rewards? Satisfaction, for sure. And, oh yeah—fatigue from the effort! It
is satisfying to check the skid ball and see it centered, seemingly of its own accord, but
it is extremely annoying to enter a turn and see it scoot off to the side and hear those oft
repeated words: “Feel your butt, center the ball!”
Lastly, flying at this level as a goal is like striving to stay in shape; you have to keep
working at it. However, the longer you fly at this high level, the more tolerant you’ll be
of layoffs, just like when you were first learning to fly.

The Daily Log

So what’s the skinny on learning to fly
the Pitts? The main challenge is observing, absorbing and reacting quickly to
the torrent of cues coming at you. I need-

So, you must be wondering how I did, right? My training consisted of six in-flight sessions over four days. Mixed in, of course, were some great meals at Davisson’s B&B and
a couple of well-deserved naps to replenish my energy. Allow me to give you the play by
play.
Flight No. 1: Tuesday Afternoon. I start off in the front (open) cockpit, reassured
by a slightly snug double lap belt. It’s breezy and cool, especially on the back of my neck,

CFI Davisson preflights the S-2A—a quick
check to make sure the cloaking device
works is imperative.

Slightly flexed sidewalls make the Pitts
easier to land; and fully inflated tires
engender student humility.

The Bottom Line
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The front office—without much clutter
to distract, the front cockpit is perfect for
a new student. (The piece of tape on the
throttle quadrant beneath “THR” is power
to fly level in the pattern.)
www.kitplanes.com
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but the Pitts is really fun to fly with light,
responsive, low-friction controls.
If you’ve flown floats or gliders, you’ll
remember those aircraft that don’t want
to fly with the yaw string or ball in any
particular position. The Pitts will hold
the ball in one position, but you have to
tell it what position you want and remind
it frequently. Adding and decreasing
power moves the ball left and right, and
turns always want at least some rudder.
Stalls show me something new. It’s not
hard to determine onset, but the cues
are not blatant. More curious, though, is
that airflow reattachment on stall recovery is annunciated with a nearly imperceptible thump. Davisson points out that
aerobatic airplanes need to have good
control authority in the stall, and the
Pitts has this in abundance. I seem to be
adapting quickly and feel good about my
prospects.
We go through several approaches
down the line, and the cues come fast
and furious. It’s been a long time since
I’ve felt so far behind an airplane. A challenging afternoon altogether, and that
evening, my monthly beer tastes better
than ever! (And the B&B dinner is top
notch!)
Flight No. 2: Wednesday Morning.
I’m offered the rear cockpit but choose
the front so as not to be distracted by all
the controls and widgets. I’m still working hard on my sight patterns. We do a
bunch of bounce-and-goes, landing the
other direction on the runway. I’m starting to remember how good I used to be in
tailwheels and want to be doing lots better than I am now. Skid ball transgressions lasting longer than nine-tenths of
a second are rewarded with: “Feel your
butt, center the ball.” All right, already.
I’m workin’ on it!
When we get back to the B&B, the
concentration has completely exhausted me. I nap for over an hour, go out to
lunch, take a short 2-mile walk and need
another nap.
Flight No. 3: Wednesday Afternoon. We start on full-stop landings
with Davisson doing the taxi-backs,
which extends my fatigue limit considerably. The sun is starting to set 30° off
to the right, and although I’m looking
out both sides of the airplane, Davisson
observes that I’m looking mostly to the
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Biplane Boot Camp continued
down-sun side. I do a terrible job of runway control. Maybe this is my premature
5-hours-of-training setback.
Leaving the airport, we wait for a
covey of 40 or 50 quail to skitter across
the road with no apparent ground handling problems. If only the Pitts were so
easy! That night, I feel just like I did as
a student pilot—lost, trying to learn to
land the plane, trying to comprehend all
the cues. At dinner, Davisson says that he
could tell I was tired because my reaction
times were noticeably slower.
Flight No. 4: Thursday Morning. I’m
in the back seat under a canopy, which is
more familiar than an open cockpit. My
flying wardrobe somehow did not include
a windbreaker, so Davisson loans me one
given to him by Patty Wagstaff. The rear
cockpit seems cozy and familiar and has
a slight no-nonsense smell of sweaty canvas. I feel at home.
In flight, the sight pictures are easier, but the skid ball is smaller, and the
airspeed indicator is below the altimeter, where it takes me an extra second to
find it each time. The air is full of thermals even at 10 a.m. on a January day,
and there is a quartering tailwind that
tends to shorten our time on base leg. On
the go-arounds I forget to leave the stick

alone, and my runway rudder technique results in curves and swoops—interesting, but
not enough to make the tires squeal.
On the last crosswind landing, I get the rudders right and earn an “Excellent!” from
the front seat. A nice reward, but I’m tired after only 0.9 hours on the Hobbs. Back
at the B&B, it’s another long nap, lunch and another nap. My enthusiasm is up and I
resent the fatigue.
Flight No. 5: Thursday Afternoon. Things are starting to fall into place. Mindful of Davisson’s admonitions not to get low, I overachieve. One time he takes over
to show me again what things should look like (not that my approach was unrecoverable), and then he gives me the airplane back at 50 feet. Yikes! On two approaches, trying to be quick on my turns to base, I am instead abrupt and don’t use enough rudder,

The key to landing the beast is in the approach, of course. Fly down “the line” in a slip, check the numbers, and judge your final turn—more
like an easing off the slip—to final alignment.
20

KITPLANES June 2006

www.kitplanes.com

prompting plaintive whines from the
front cockpit as from a small mammal
being tormented.
The setting sun is again 30° off the nose,
but so what? Undistracted, I observe the
bright tangerine sunset as the sun hides
itself behind a peak, and the corresponding sunrise as we climb on the upwind.
Scottsdale Airport attracts jets like flies
to sugar, and sometimes it seems as if you
can feel the pilots’ contempt for our little
biplane and our approaches emanating
from the jet cockpits. If they only knew!
At dinner, Davisson points out that
when he gives the airplane back to me on
short final, it’s where it needs to be. He’s
right, but it still gets your attention. He
says that I’m 3-5 hours away from being
ready to solo a two-seater, and another 23 more hours will be required for me to
solo a single-seater. There are some things
I need to see that I haven’t seen, such as a
real crosswind. He also says that he’s conservative and that he’s had students that
came in with 5 hours in a Pitts and a dealer sign-off but without enough training
to be safe or to enjoy their aircraft.
Flight No. 6: Friday Morning.
Things are becoming much, much better. I’m not working nearly as hard, and
I focus on good rollout handling rather
than survival. I get back to holding attitude on takeoff and take to heart the
notion that changing attitude in the flare
is not a good idea. It’s too easy to overcontrol and either balloon or land on the
tailwheel.
At lunch, Davisson tells me that, yes,
I’ve got it, but only by my fingernails. I
need practice and experience to lock
in the lessons, and if I come back later
there’s a good chance some experience
will be lost and have to be relearned. I’ve
not seen any serious crosswind either,
but Davisson says that the light crosswind we encountered this morning was
more challenging than a “real” crosswind
because the cues are so subtle.
The Final Take. I’m not ready to solo,
but that was not the objective. I have
learned how to fly and land the Pitts. Hallelujah! Statistics: 5.5 hours, six flights.

Epilog
That afternoon, following my morning lesson and the 100-mile drive home
(surprisingly, no nap needed!), I roll my

EAA REGIONAL FLY-IN & AIRSHOW
YUBA COUNTY AIRPORT

•

J U N E 9 —11,, 2 0 0 6

MARYSVILLE CALIFORNIA
Eagles of Liberty™ Warbirds • Free Young Eagles Flights for Kids
Aircraft Displays with Judging & Awards • Forums & Workshops
AeroMall™ New Aircraft Sales & Latest Avionics
KidQwest™ Activities Tent • New Grass Campgrounds

www.goldenwestflyin.or g
Quick Release
1/4 Turn Fasteners

Stainless Cowling
Fasteners

Tel. 352-735-0065 Fax 352-735-0504 www.MILSPECPRODUCTS.com

Z-Lock (Dzus®)
Specialty Tools
Cowling Kits
C-Lock (Camloc®)
Flush Heads
for Installation
for Van’s RV,
& Other Fasteners
Oval Heads
Camloc® Dzus® Lancair & More
for Any Aircraft
We are the Original Manufacturer of TSO-C148 Certified Fasteners
and Now Offer Daily Shipping Directly From Our Factory to You! With
No Middle Man! New Condition & Fully Compatable With Industry
Standards. Plus, Increased Strength Ratings and a Bright Machined
Finish! Technical Support Direct Line 352-735-0065. Made in USA
KITPLANES June 2006

21

KITPLANES DIGITAL EDITION
®

Biplane Boot Camp continued

iiss Perfect for

International
Readers

Instant online access 24 hours
a day, 7 days a week

★

Email announcement of
each new issue

★

12 monthly magazines in
convenient PDF format to view
on your computer

★
FREE unlimited use of KITPLANES®®
searchable online Aircraft
Directory, a $239 annual value!

★

Cessna 175 out of the hangar to see what flying the Pitts has done to my spamcan skills.
Taxiing out, the forward visibility is overwhelming, almost more than I can tolerate.
Takeoff is on the closest runway with a 90° crosswind, 10G15. I track the runway centerline exactly, but on liftoff the crosswind correction is inadequate and the aircraft
rotates to a crab angle immediately. I continue track the centerline precisely, seemingly
with no effort.
On climbout, I force the nose unnaturally low, and the airspeed is stable at 81 mph.
Normally, I pull the nose up to hold 90. In the pattern, there is this strange need for
large, frequent and annoying amounts of trim, never dreamed of in the Pitts patterns.
On the first landing, I turn final early but then capture the centerline. In the flare,
I track the centerline perfectly and sit back to watch my feet tap-dance effortlessly.
The rudder deadband—for those unfamiliar with the term, it’s the portion of control
displacement with little or no authority (think of the steering in a 1956 DeSoto)—is
noticeable, and response to the numerous minor corrections is gradual. The flare goes
slowly until I touch down on the mains, the stall warning horn announcing my arrival
with a chirp.
On the second landing, the wind is now a 30° crosswind. As I reduce power on downwind, left rudder comes in automatically from who knows where, and the ball is glued
in the center. Fooled by the changing wind gradient, I’m way high and use flaps 40.
Touchdown is again exactly on centerline with another chirp from the stall warning.
Driving home, I realize that I have just flown with as much precision as I have ever
experienced, but with absolutely no effort. Achieving this level by training in a Cessna
seems as plausible as learning mountaineering in Florida. I’m ready to start looking for
a good Pitts, one that hasn’t been thrashed and trashed in hard acro, or maybe an Eagle
or Skybolt. I’ll give it a really good home. If this is what flying a Pitts with Davisson
does for your skills, I’m all for it. 
Think you can do it? For more information on the Pitts Experience, contact Plus
5/SportAERO at 602/971-3991. A direct link to Davisson’s web site can be found at
www.kitplanes.com.
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