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L ast fall, while driving the quiet stretch of Route 
458 between St. Regis Falls and the turn-off for 
Madawaska, I noticed a pair of birds flying above. 
Although not usually an exceptional sight—I live 

in the Adirondacks, after all—this time it was. They were 
crows, flying east, when one suddenly and gracefully tipped 
its wings and changed course to join the other midair. Riding 
in my car, trapped on a prescribed course, I envied the birds. 
Their swift turn and easy adjustment of wings struck me in 
a way it hadn’t in the past. It’s because I was learning to fly.

Adirondack pilots have historically been adventurous, 
building their own planes, scouting for forest fires, docu-
menting crannies of the wilderness and ferrying ministers 
to remote lumber camps or lumber barons to their Great 
Camps. Even Noah John Rondeau, the famous hermit, 
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made the trip to his wilderness outpost 
via helicopter, particularly in his later 
years. Adirondack icon Clarence Petty 
was a wilderness advocate and conser-
vationist, forest ranger and, as a lifelong 
aviator, taught other people how to fly 
until he was 94. The story goes that he 
fell in love with flying when, as a boy, he 
watched a floatplane land on Lake Flow-
er. For many pilots, one chance encoun-
ter is all it takes.

As a child I dreamed of flying air-
planes, pretended, and read about pio-
neering female pilots such as Betty Pet-
titt Nicholas, from Upper Saranac Lake, 
who was a WASP in World War II and 
even a skywriter. 

Late 2022 found me sitting in the 
cockpit of a tidy, compact Piper Cher-
okee next to Mike Wolford, of Adiron-
dack Aviation Academy, surrounded by 
rolling waves of red, orange, yellow and 
green—the Adirondacks lit up in fall. In 
the four-seater Piper, we cruised from 
Saranac Lake to Lake Placid, where I 
took the controls and made an awkward 
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loop around the village. Down below it 
looked like a model railroad miniature. 
On the way back to the Adirondack 
Regional Airport, in Lake Clear, as we 
flew over the McKenzie Mountain Wil-
derness and the village of Saranac Lake, 
Mike and I spotted my house; later, my 
husband told me he heard our plane.

Mike and his partner, Michelle Smith, 
have operated the Adirondack Aviation 
Academy since 2020, leading student 
pilots of all ages from their first flight 
to soloing and private pilot’s licenses. 
Mike’s been flying a variety of aircraft 
for more than 40 years and is a natural 
at putting his students at ease. Michelle 
loves flying for its freedom and indepen-
dence and the satisfaction of sharing 
that with her students.

I started flying because I wanted to, 
but after my initial flight, I continued my 
lessons because I needed to. 

I was struggling with personal loss. 
My dear friend Niel, 89 years young, had 
just died. In the last part of Niel’s life I 
had weekly phone calls with him, and 
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he and I delighted in getting to know 
each other. Niel had never been to the 
Adirondacks, but he wanted to know 
more about this place and my life here. 
I told him about caring for my grand-
mother, who had had Alzheimer’s, and 
he touched on his relationships and the 
fears and joys he had experienced over 
the years.

The last time I spoke with Niel, just 
days before he died, he was astonished 
that I was taking flying lessons. 

“Why?” he asked. 
“Because I want to,” I replied. And it 

turned out that flying was what eased 
my grief over his death.   

Clarence Petty once said that in the 
remoteness of the wilderness, every-
thing is in balance. It’s true. Beyond 
the exhilaration and terror of learning 
the how and the what—focusing your 
attention on your airspeed, altitude 
and keeping the plane’s nose in the 
sweet spot—there’s the sunrise beyond 
Whiteface and the stunning topography 
of the High Peaks. Like life and death, 
everything is in balance.

Flying over the Adirondacks chang-
es your perception of the park and your 
place in it. Bodies of water become 
shapes; hikers look like ants on top of 
Mount Marcy. In winter you might spot a 
lone moose against the white landscape. 
Hamlets, rivers and mountains con-
nect into one continuous, rolling land-
scape. Like the skies, there are no visi-
ble boundaries, no fences or road signs 
delineating one place from another. 

Looking down, I’m struck by the 
ancientness of it all, that below is a bil-
lion-year-old landscape that will last 
longer than we will, ever rising. We 
are part of it, but we’re here for just a 
moment. Up here in the sky, a gentle tip 
of the wing means a new course of your 
own choosing, where a beautiful equi-
librium lives.    
 
IF YOU GO (UP)
The Adirondack Aviation Academy, 
based on Airport Road in Saranac Lake, 
offers flight instruction, pilot certifica-
tions and scenic flights. Learn more at 
(240) 461-1543 or www.adirondackavi 
ation.com.
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