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A few weeks ago, I attended the annual convention for National Speakers Association in downtown San Diego, CA.  Those of us who are also pilots got together to hear a couple of presentations by some pretty high profile people associated with aviation. When you pull together all of the pilots in the country who speak for a living, you can literally get them in one room, so I was looking forward to meeting our special guests: an astronaut and a Hollywood director.
First up was Rick Searfoss, one of the commanders of the Columbia Space Shuttle.  Rick shared insightful and humorous stories of his time in the space program against the backdrop of some truly incredible footage from space. He then shared some insight into the future of space flight and how we, as civilians, will be able to purchase a ride into weightlessness within just a few years.  

Our second presentation came from Hal Needham, who is not a pilot himself, but has the distinction of jumping out of, or hanging onto, more aircraft than anyone else we know.  Hal is one of Hollywood’s most revered stunt men.  While showing us a clip from the movie “Spirit of St. Louis”, starring Jimmy Stewart, Hal pointed to a man hanging by his hands from the landing gear of an airplane in flight: “That’s me”.  He went on to become John Wayne’s stunt double in half a dozen films and eventually became a director, turning out hits like Smoky and the Bandit, Hooper and Cannonball Run.  When asked how he felt about the stunts performed in today’s movies, Hal remarked: “I don’t like them.  They use computer graphics to do most of it.  In my day, if we had to crash an airplane into a building, we had to actually do it”
As I had the opportunity to visit individually with these men, I was struck with how down-to-earth they both were.  Once we moved past talking about the cool things they had done in their lives, our conversation moved on to the same things you and I would talk about: current events, weather, etc.  Both of these men were just ordinary guys with ordinary lives who made a decision to chase their dreams.  If they can do it, so can you.  Will you go to work tomorrow in the process of fulfilling your vision?  You will never be truly successful unless you do.
One of the most poignant moments of the afternoon came at the end of Rick Searfoss’ presentation, during a home video clip of the landing of Columbia with him at the controls.  The scene is set with family members and friends off to the side of the approach end of the runway, waiting to observe the touchdown.  The excitement builds as Columbia appears as a dot in the sky accompanied by a sonic boom.  Searfoss makes his turn to final approach and lines the Space Shuttle up for a dead stick landing.  As Columbia crosses the threshold you hear cheers in the background – “that’s my kids”, Rick said.  Columbia touches down to a round of applause.  “Way to go, Dad” shouted his eldest daughter.  His youngest was jumping up and down shouting: “Daddy’s home, Daddy’s home”.  Leave it to a child to put things in proper perspective. 
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